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Translator’s Note

Resonances and continuities between members of the Holy Family and characters in the novel have persuaded me to use the Arabic forms of the names of the former in this translation. Thus the names familiar to English readers as Mary, Joseph and Jesus are rendered here as Maryam, Youssef and Eesa. Other biblical personages, however, have been given their English names, to spare the reader having to puzzle out, for example, that “the Old Hawa’” is “the Old Eve”.

The reader may find it useful to know that the Church of Our Lady of the Fright (Kanisat Sayyidat al-Rajfa) in Nazareth is so named because Mary felt afraid there when the congregation tried to throw the young Jesus off a precipice after he had preached in a synagogue (Luke 4:29). The church, which was built by Franciscans in 1882 and is now in ruins, commands a panorama of the area.


Glossary



	abaya

	Kind of cloak




	al Ahrar

	Name of a newspaper (The Liberals)




	alif

	The first letter of the Arabic alphabet




	dar

	Large room forming the primary unit of traditional houses




	dhikr

	Ceremony performed by Sufis in which the name of God is repeated rhythmically in order to induce a sense of His presence




	firman

	Decree issued by the Ottoman sultan




	hajj, hajjeh

	“Pilgrim”: honorific form of address and reference used for men/women who have performed the pilgrimage to Mecca (if Muslims) or Jerusalem (if Christians)




	kaf

	The twenty-second letter of the Arabic alphabet




	khawaja

	Honorific used for men of a certain social status




	kibbeh arnabiyyeh

	Kibbeh (patties or croquettes of chopped meat mixed with bulgur or rice) with citrus sauce (to which lamb shanks and chickpeas are sometimes added); it does not contain rabbit (arnab)




	kibbeh nayyeh

	Raw chopped lamb or beef mixed with fine bulgur and spices




	labaneh

	Strained yoghurt




	leewan

	Enclosed portico attached to the dar




	mashiach

	Messiah (Hebrew)




	naskh

	A widely used form of Arabic script






Death is a long sleep from which there is no waking, Sleep a short death on which resurrection follows quick.

– Abu al Ala al Maarri

The maiden is not dead, but sleepeth.

– Luke 8:52


THE FIRST NIGHT

Meelya’s lids parted to reveal eyes veiled in drowsiness. Then she decided to close them again and continue with her dream. She saw a small white candle, its pale flame flickering in the fog. Mansour was carrying the candle and walking ahead of the taxi, the air buffeting his long coat, but she couldn’t make out her husband’s features. Reaching for the glass of water that was usually on the bedside table, she didn’t find it. She was thirsty, the dryness splintering against her tongue and the back of her throat. She pulled her arm from beneath her head on the pillow to stop the tingling running along it to her neck, turned over onto her back and reached for the glass of water, but didn’t find the table. Shaking herself, she found that she was sitting up. She leant back, resting her head against the wooden edge of the headboard. Where had it gone, the white wall against which she used to lean her head, feeling the cracked paint flaking beneath her long hair and becoming entangled in it? As she crossed her arms over her chest, they touched her naked breasts. She was overcome by fear, and a chill crept into her thighs. When she reached towards them to still their trembling, her palm touched their nakedness. She moved it upwards, to the base of her belly, and felt cold blood congealing there.

“This is marriage,” she said in a low voice, closing her eyes again.

In her mind’s eye Meelya retained an image of Dahr el Baydar in the form of a silhouette. She could see her husband, Mansour Hourani, carrying a small candle, walking ahead of the car in his black bridegroom’s suit and wearing the long olive-green coat. The young woman sat in the back seat in her white bridal outfit, cloaked in darkness, looking at the driver’s bald head, which glittered with dandruff. On reaching the city of Nazareth in Galilee, she would tell her husband that his image had imprinted itself upon her eyes in the form of a black ghost tottering in front of the car, whose headlights could not pierce the thick fog covering the heights of Dahr el Baydar on that freezing night.

At 3.00 in the afternoon on Saturday, 12 January, 1946, Meelya and Mansour were married at the Church of the Angel Mikhail, Reverend Boulos Saba officiating. When the ceremony was over, the bride and groom stood at the church door surrounded by members of Meelya’s family to receive felicitations. Tears poured from Meelya’s eyes and she couldn’t see the well-wishers; the tears leapt from her eyes as if they were flying, before coming to land on her white cheeks. Mansour, his thin lips stretched into a broad smile revealing small white teeth, paid no attention to his bride’s weeping until he heard her mother scolding her: “Shame on you, Meelya, you’d think it was a funeral. It’s a wedding.” But when the last guests had left, carrying their silver boxes of sugar-coated almonds, and only family members remained in the courtyard, the mother went over to her daughter and clasped her to her chest, and the two women were convulsed with weeping. Finally, the mother pushed her daughter away, saying, “That’s enough, daughter, before you break my heart. You leave the crying to me. You have to be happy.” The bride smiled, choking back her tears, and the mother wept again, only finally to break into a ululation of joy. Meelya’s brothers surrounded the couple. The bride watched her brother Moussa’s pupils shrink to pinpoints and sensed danger there. Without thinking, she raised her hand to shield her husband’s face and protect him from her brother’s gaze.

Meelya opened her eyes and saw only darkness. She decided to continue with the strange dream, feeling secure despite her fear. The dreams had returned at last. In them, Meelya would see herself as a seven-year-old girl, dark-complexioned and with short, curly hair, running among people and seeing everything; when she got up in the morning, she would tell as much as she wished of them, and everyone would regard her with fear and amazement because her dreams were like prophecies that always came true. Here, though, in this strange bed and in the midst of the darkness piled above her eyes, she dreamt of herself as a 24-year-old lying naked on a bed that was not her bed, her head resting on a pillow that was not her pillow.

Meelya opened her eyes to organize her dream. When she went back to sleep, all she could see were two eyes opened onto the darkness.

She opened her eyes and saw her eyes and was frightened.

The man leant back against the trunk of the china-bark tree and told her that the whites of her eyes were suffused with a pale blue, lending them a touch of the divine. He said her white skin, her long neck, her honey-coloured eyes and her chestnut hair falling over her shoulders had made him come from his distant city to marry her. He said that he loved her.

Where had he said those things?

And why, when she awoke from this dream, did the dream remain, so that all she saw were two eyes opened onto the darkness?

Meelya decided to get up and fetch a glass of water. She saw her white nakedness reflected in the mirrors of her eyes, so she shut them and decided to ask the man sleeping beside her on the bed, his back to her, to come back to the car because she was afraid for him. She shut her eyes and saw herself sliding into the white cloud. She saw a woman lying naked, a car window misted with breath and a man walking ahead of the car carrying a flickering candle as though, in his black suit and olive-green coat, he were burning up the fog. She forgot her thirst.

Silence, a naked woman, a car moving with extreme slowness through the fog, a driver bent over the steering wheel trying to make out the road through glass covered with white spots, and a man engulfed in white fog walking ahead of the car, a white candle in his hand.

The candle goes out, or so it seems to her. The man halts in the middle of the road and opens his coat, as though trying to shelter the candle to relight it. His back bends like a bow and his coat flaps in the wind, but the man remains where he is, unmoving. The driver’s breath rises. He opens the car window, sticks his head out and shouts something inaudible.

Meelya is cold, and a fierce pain pierces her belly. She tries to cover her body, wrapping the brown coat around herself and clasping her arms across her chest. She hears her teeth chattering. Covering herself with the coat and the darkness, she thinks that the candle is useless. She decides to get out of the car and tell the man that the headlamps cannot possibly pierce the fog, so what good is a candle? She will tell him to come back to the car, but she doesn’t dare to get out because she is naked and cold.

Who put the bed in the car? And why was she naked?

She usually wears a long blue nightdress and doesn’t take off her bra. She first decided not to remove her bra when saw her grandmother’s long, flabby breasts; afraid that her own breasts would end up hanging down to her belly, she decided to keep them strapped up all the time, even when sleeping. Now, though, she has neither nightdress nor bra. The driver’s breath rises, his chest rests against the steering wheel, and his eyes are fixed on the windscreen. Meelya is afraid. The man, whom she glimpses through the fog, is receding as though in flight. His coat has opened in the wind and seems to be flapping away over the valley on its own.

In the dream, Meelya saw herself as white, and couldn’t understand where this whiteness had come from. The body she wore by day was not hers but a reflection in people’s eyes. Her mother had wanted a plump white daughter, so Meelya’s body had become plump and white for her mother’s sake. By night, though, her body is her own; she is seven, with a brown complexion, slim figure, wide eyes that fill her face, curly black hair and a small, fine nose that appears to have been pencilled in beneath the long, thin eyebrows. She wears shorts and runs barefoot. Her eyes have borrowed green pupils to replace the honey-coloured ones that people see by day, and her pupils swim in a whiteness suffused with a pale, barely detectable blue.

Meelya loves the night and runs through its narrow streets. She throws herself onto her bed and opens her eyes, and night traces itself about her eyelids. When the darkness is complete, she closes them and goes to her dreams. In the morning, she doesn’t wipe the dreams from her eyes; she leaves them as circles drawn in invisible ink so she can return to them whenever she wishes. It is enough for her to close her eyes for the voices to be silenced and the lights extinguished. Then she goes to where she sees all and uncovers secrets.

Meelya tells no-one that she hides her dreams deep down under the darkness. She digs in the darkness and puts her dreams there. When she wishes to, she goes to the pit, takes out the dreams she wants and dreams them over again.

This dream had come out of nowhere. In the pit where she stores her dreams there is no such Meelya. Meelya of the night is not Meelya of the day. Where, then, did these images of the day come from? Was it because she was married? Was that what marriage was?

Meelya feels as though she’s suffocating, and shivers. The night has become a well and she is at its bottom. The bald driver’s breath rises and wraps itself around her neck. He seems to be moaning with pain. She tries to ask him what’s wrong, but her voice has disappeared. She tries to raise her head from the pillow, but her head has grown heavy. Suddenly, the driver gets out of the car. He disappears and Mansour disappears and the naked woman is alone on the bed, fog encircling her, snow falling around her. She tries to raise her left foot, which has gone stiff with cold, but she can’t. She feels that she is falling out of the bed. A terrible pain strikes her between her thighs, a knife stabs her. Blood. She screams. She wants to scream that the driver is raping her, but her voice has disappeared and her mouth has filled with cotton wool.

Meelya is alone in the darkness and the cold. She decides to open her eyes and leave this dream and sees a white face with white eyebrows. She reaches towards it and feathers stick to the ends of her fingers. She screams, begging him to release her, but he doesn’t hear her. She tries to say that she wants to go home, that she doesn’t want to get married any more, but she doesn’t say anything. The face with the eyebrows hovers above the car, above the valley and above the two men. It recedes and the feathers fall from it – white feathers like the little snowflakes falling before the car’s pale headlamps.

Meelya had said that she didn’t want to spend the honeymoon in Chtaura. Snow was falling over Dahr el Baydar, and it was cold. She said there was no need for the Hotel Massabki or for a honeymoon: “We can stay in Beirut for a couple of days with my family and then go on to Nazareth.”

Her mother said it was the middle of winter and that no-one honeymooned there in the middle of winter: “Come back and do the honeymoon in the summer.”

Sister Milaneh said it would be better not to go to Chtaura in this cold weather though there was no danger: “It would just be a stupid adventure, one best postponed.”

Mansour insisted. “I’m not having any of that,” he said. He wanted to go to Chtaura for the honeymoon because you couldn’t have a wedding and a honeymoon without the Hotel Massabki.

Moussa knit his eyebrows and told his sister it wasn’t a problem: “The man wants Chtaura, so why not? Go there with him.”

She got into the American car and sat in the back seat in her long white bridal gown next to Mansour, the ululations deafening her to the voice of her mother bent over at the window, whispering prayers and women’s advice. Moussa came over to the car, tossed her two coats – his own olive-green one and his mother’s brown one – and looked deeply into Meelya’s eyes. Turning to Mansour, he said, “Congratulations, bridegroom,” and went away.

The car moved through a silence penetrated only by the slooshing of the Beirut rain, which is like ropes. Meelya closed her eyes, then opened them to Mansour kissing her neck. Pushing him away, she said, “Later, not now,” and went back to sleep. The car glided along the mountainous curves that lead to Chtaura. She slept, resting against the door, opening her eyes on hearing Mansour ordering the driver to keep going. The car had stopped in an all-enveloping white fog, so she closed her eyes, but Mansour’s raised voice made her open them again.

The driver said he couldn’t keep going because he couldn’t see the road.

Mansour opened the rear door and leapt out onto the highway. In a couple of steps he was in front of the car. Turning, he signalled to the driver to follow and took a few more steps, walking as though the ice were slippery. When the car failed to move, he returned to the back seat, put on Moussa’s olive-green coat and told the driver that he would walk ahead and the car should follow.

Meelya thought he’d disappeared because for a few seconds she hadn’t been able to see him. The cold wind had buffeted her face and the falling snowflakes had spread themselves over the endless fog. Meelya lost sight of her husband, but then saw him again through the windscreen, looking like a ghost clambering up the wind.

“Excuse me for saying this, Ma’am,” the driver said, “but the groom’s insane. What’s he doing?”

Meelya, shivering with cold and fear, didn’t answer.

“Tell me what he’s doing,” the driver said again.

“Drive after him,” Meelya said in a strangled voice.

“And the bride’s barmy too! What a mess!” the driver said, pressing his foot on the accelerator, causing the car to slide forward over the ice.

She saw Mansour carrying an unlit candle in his right hand and walking, while the driver bent forward towards the wind-screen and drove extremely slowly behind the olive-green wind-puffed coat.

The driver turned around to look at Meelya, who saw his black pupils like dead coals. She was transfixed by his eyes and frightened by his hoarse voice. She asked him to keep his eyes on the road and a tight hold on the steering wheel because the car was skidding, but he kept looking at her while the car continued its slow slide and he maintained his incomprehensible flow of words.

“What are you saying?” screamed Meelya.

“Who on earth goes on honeymoon in Chtaura in midwinter? Your husband’s an idiot,” the driver said, his words emerging slowly and in fragments. Staring into the darkness in front of her, Meelya discovered that what she had thought were the driver’s pupils were indentations in the back of his bald head, which was covered with what looked like spots of oil and gave off a stench of putrefaction. The blush of confusion faded from her cheeks, the cold returned to her bones, and her teeth started chattering. She pressed her lips together and closed her eyes.

Meelya doesn’t know what the driver said, but remembers that he spoke at length, with much cursing. He kept opening the car door so that he could see, the falling snow making a whispering sound and the cold air slapping the face of the bride where she sat in the corner of the back seat.

Meelya decided to arise from her dream and speak with the man whom another dream had chosen as a husband. She opened her eyes, rubbed her cheeks with her palms and found herself in the car. Mansour wasn’t by her side; he was walking in the distance amid the fierce winds, while the driver trained his pupils on her.

“Please don’t go to sleep!” the driver said.

Meelya looked at him, her eyes as wide as they could be, saw his red pupils moving on the back of his head, and cried, “O Virgin, O Mother of Light, O Mother of God, save thy servants!” before falling once more into sleep.

Meelya didn’t see what happened next, didn’t hear the driver say, “A miracle!” or notice how her husband turned around and stood at the side of the road waiting for the car.

At the instant of Meelya’s scream, visibility returned, rays of light pierced the fog, and the snow stopped falling. The driver stopped the car to wait for Mansour to get in and turned around to look at the woman who had wrought this miracle with her voice. Meelya’s eyes were closed, however, the dreams forming rings around her lids. The driver said, “It’s a miracle!” She mumbled where she sat, rubbed her eyes with her palms and smiled. That was when Mansour opened the car door and got in beside the driver.

“God, it’s cold!” Mansour said.

“How am I supposed to get back to Beirut?” the driver asked as the car glided downhill towards the plain of the Bekaa.

“The fog was just on Dahr el Baydar,” Mansour said. “Now it’s fine.”

“And where am I supposed to sleep?” the driver asked.

“I was afraid I was going to be blown away. I was blown away!” Mansour said, turning towards where his wife sat in a heap on the back seat, covered by a quivering brown coat.

“The bride,” the driver said.

“What about the bride?” Mansour asked.

“She screamed, ‘O Virgin, for thy name’s sake!’ and the fog went away and the snow stopped. The bride performed a miracle,” the driver said.

“Meelya,” said Mansour, and started sneezing, after which his body was gripped by a fit of shivering, his teeth started chattering, and he began making sounds like sighs that came from deep within him.

“Rub your hands together,” the driver said.

Mansour sneezed and moaned as though he were about to faint, and shivered and shook without stopping.

“It’s nothing,” the driver said. “You’ll just have to grin and bear it. It was your idea to keep going. Pull yourself together.”

Mansour tried to pull himself together, but his strength failed him. The muscles in his chest, his arms and his thighs went into spasms, and he felt as though he might suffocate. The driver yelled at Meelya to look to her husband because his face had turned blue and he could no longer speak.

Meelya moved restlessly where she sat, reached over and touched Mansour’s hair. “Be calm, my dear. Soon we’ll be at the hotel and get warm.”

The man calmed down, his breathing became regular, and he managed to say to his wife, “Don’t be afraid. I’m strong, and I’m better now.” Then he started sneezing over and over again and asked for a handkerchief. The driver offered him his, but Mansour waved it away. His wife handed him the white handkerchief full of holes that she had inherited from her grandmother and left untouched in her bridal chest all those years, waiting for her wedding day. He took it, buried his face in it, and started blowing and hawking and spitting.

Meelya doesn’t know how they reached the hotel. She only remembers that fog, fierce winds and snow had beset them on the heights of Dahr el Baydar, that she’d seen her husband get out of the car and walk, and that the fog had swallowed him up. She remembers too how, at the entrance to the village of Sofar, the driver had pleaded with him, saying he couldn’t cross over to Chtaura in this snowy weather, and how Mansour had insisted on continuing the journey no matter what. She remembers that the driver had looked to her for help, but when she’d started to speak Mansour’s eyes had fastened on her lips and made them close. She’d seen his thick black moustache trembling above his upper lip, imagined him with a red tarboush on his head and fallen in love with him.

In the midst of the winds that set upon the car and the driver’s appeals and laments that he couldn’t continue the journey came the love that Meelya had been waiting to feel for so long. Love fell into her heart and she felt a pain behind her ribs, as though her heart itself had dropped. She wanted to gasp with fear, but didn’t dare to. She said nothing, thinking to herself that this was love. In the beginning she had felt no emotion towards this man whom she’d seen standing beneath the palm tree in the garden next to her house. Leaning out of the window, she had seen him standing there motionless and looking into her eyes, trying to wrest a smile from her lips. His own smile had never faded and he didn’t lower his gaze until she’d disappeared, flushed with confusion.

“What does that strange man want?” she had asked her mother.

Meelya knew nothing about the man and was in no state to love him. His hair was always shiny, as though covered in oil; the white hairs around his temples indicated that he had begun the descent into old age. She didn’t see in him the image of a long-awaited lover, but rather of a father searching for his lost daughter, and when she accepted him as her husband she didn’t tell anyone the real reason.

She told Moussa she’d accepted because her future husband looked like him.

She told her mother she was tired of waiting and wanted to get married.

She told Sister Milaneh she was leaving to escape the suffocating atmosphere that had taken over the house since one of her other brothers, Saleem, had departed for Aleppo and her mother’s illnesses had burgeoned.

The first time she spoke to him, she told him he was old.

“Me?”

She pointed to the white hairs at his temples.

“My hair turned white when I was twenty. Do you know what white hair means? It means we’re lions. The only animal whose hair turns white is the lion.” He said he was thirty-seven and intended to get married before he was forty. “The first age of prophecy passed and I didn’t get married. I’m not going to let the second one slip by or it’ll be too late.”

Although Meelya didn’t understand what he meant, she smiled. Taking heart, the man said that he loved and wanted her, and asked if she loved him.

“How can I love you when I don’t know you?”

“I love you and I don’t know you,” he said. “I feel you within me. Do you feel me?”

She nodded, not to say yes, but because she didn’t know. Mansour interpreted her nod as assent.

“So it’s possible?” he asked.

Looking into the distance, she closed her eyes.

It was only at the Hotel Massabki in Chtaura that Meelya had understood what Mansour had meant by the two ages of prophecy. On the second night he had tried to take her.

“No, I’m tired,” she’d said, turning her back to him and going to sleep. He left her to swim in her deep breathing. Then, moving stealthily behind her, he began to play with her body, turned her over, climbed on top of her and had sex with her. That night Meelya became aware that she was wet and the sheets were wet, and the cold made her shudder. She wanted to get up and go to the bathroom, but felt that her knees wouldn’t support her, so she closed her eyes and tried to go back to sleep.

“Get up! Get up! Who sleeps at a time like this?”

Opening her eyes, she rested her head against the wall and beheld his naked torso, a cigarette between his lips, his shining eyes.

“Have you seen how beautiful you look? Look in the mirror. Love makes a woman more beautiful.”

Closing her eyes, she heard him talking about his “ages”. The Age of Christ, he said, had passed him by, but he wasn’t going to let the Age of the Prophet Muhammad get away as well.

Meelya didn’t understand, but she didn’t ask. She could feel a burning sensation down below and wanted something to drink, but was embarrassed to get out of bed because of her wet nightdress.

“Christ was crucified when he was thirty-three, and Muhammad’s prophethood was revealed when he was forty. Either a man becomes a man at one of these two ages or it’s all over for him. The first age is gone, but in the second I found you.”

“The driver was right,” Meelya whispered. “You’re mad.”

Love came to Meelya in the car. She closed her eyes and searched for her Uncle Mitri’s tarboush to put on Mansour’s head and found it in the pit where she kept her dreams.

She sees Mansour wearing her uncle’s white silk coat and jaunty red tarboush and chasing her with a thin bamboo cane. The rod strokes Meelya’s brown feet and the man wearing the coat is screaming that she must eat the labaneh bridegroom. Meelya hops about in her shorts beneath the whipping of the cane, her feet on fire. The rod withdraws and the girl is sitting on the ground, gobbling a sandwich of labaneh and olive oil. She tastes white onions and mint. Meelya eats, but the sandwich gets no smaller. Turning to her Uncle Mitri, she invites him to share the food with her. The man approaches and devours the sandwich at one go. Meelya snatches the rod from the man’s hand and runs. The man runs after her. Meelya is in a garden full of green plants. She leaps over puddles, the man’s voice pleading with her to stop and give him back his cane. She falls to the ground and her uncle is on top of her, panting. She opens her eyes, the uncle is erased, the tarboush disappears, and she finds herself in the car in the midst of the fog.

The uncle disappeared, leaving the ghost of a smile on the woman’s lips, a jaunty red tarboush on the head of a man whom she’d decided to love, and a woman, to whom she surrendered, lying on the back seat of an American taxi, sinking into a dark dream from which she didn’t wake until they reached the hotel.

She didn’t see Mansour’s darkened face, in which the blue of the cold had blended with the brown of his skin, until they arrived at the hotel a little before midnight. Mansour shook her by the wrist and she heard a voice saying, “Come on. We’re here.” Like someone coming out of a swoon, she awoke asking, “What? Where?” Then she remembered that she was a bride on her honeymoon. The car door opened and Mansour stood waiting for her, holding their suitcase. When he pointed to the door of the hotel, she set off beside him, then turned back and saw the driver’s bald patch. He was bent over the steering wheel, his hands slack, as though he were sleeping.

“What about the driver?” she asked.

“We’ll see to him right away,” Mansour said.

He led her to a wooden door. Mansour had to knock for a long time before Georges Massabki, the owner, opened it wearing white pyjamas and a brown abaya. Khawaja Georges regarded them with his small eyes, an astonished expression on his face, as though unable to believe that two such strange beings could have descended upon him at that hour of the night just to taste the honey of marriage.

“You’re the bridal couple,” the hotel’s owner said, muffling behind the sleeve of his abaya his cough, which swallowed up half his words.

Mansour nodded, then turned to the waiting car.

“Welcome, welcome. I thought you wouldn’t come in all this cold and snow. Please come in, please come in. The room will be ready in a few minutes.” Leaving them standing at the door, Khawaja Georges called out, “Wadeea! Wadeea! The bride and groom have arrived.” Then, rubbing his hands together in front of the stove and talking, as it seemed, to himself, he said, “What a night! Where are you, Wadeea? Light the stove in the bridal couple’s room and then come in here. You know, Mr …”

Turning to Mansour, Khawaja Georges found he’d disappeared. But Meelya was standing in front of him, her brown coat partly covering her white wedding gown, her eyes wide and sleepy and her cheeks starting to glow.

“What is your name, my dear bride?”

Meelya looked to one side as though seeking the person to whom the hotel owner had spoken, raised her hand to her chest and asked if his question was directed at her.

“Who else would I be asking? Aren’t you the bride?” asked Georges Massabki, overwhelmed by a coughing fit that forced him to bend over. Sitting down on a sofa, he gestured to the bride to sit next to him, but Meelya remained standing, waiting for Mansour to return. She didn’t know why, but she was suddenly struck by the thought that Mansour was going to run away. She could see him sitting in the taxi next to the driver, asking him to drive him back to Beirut.

“What am I to do?” Meelya asked in a faint voice.

“Come and sit next to me,” Georges Massabki said. “Wadeea will be along in a moment and you can go up to your room.”

Meelya put her hands over her eyes and heard Mansour asking the hotel owner for an extra room.

They were four in the spacious hotel lobby, whose most prominent feature was a small black table behind which was a rack of room keys. Meelya noticed that the rack was full and deduced that the hotel was empty. Three sofas covered in velvety red cloth formed a semicircle around the stove. A Persian carpet, predominantly red in colour and bearing images of tame animals, took up most of the floor, and there were photographs hung haphazardly on the opposite wall. The three visitors stood in the lobby while Mr Massabki remained seated. He called out a second time for Wadeea, then stood up and started to climb the stone staircase leading to the rooms on the first floor.

The heat put out by the metal stove began to steal into the bodies of the men and woman who stood waiting for Wadeea. Going over to one of the photographs on the wall, Mansour gestured to his wife, saying, “Come and look at Faisal. This is King Faisal I.” Going slowly over to where her husband was standing, Meelya saw a gilded frame within which men wearing tarboushes formed a circle around a short man with a pallid, oval face who gazed unseeingly into the distance.

“That’s Faisal,” said Mansour, pointing to the thin man.

“Did he honeymoon in Chtaura too?” the driver asked sarcastically.

“What would you know about anything?” Mansour asked. “When he comes, we’ll name the boy Faisal,” he continued, looking into his wife’s eyes. “What do you think?”

At first she didn’t answer, as she’d been expecting Mansour to name his first-born son Shukri, after his father. Then she said, “I have no idea.”

“And what do you think?” Mansour asked the driver, who after rubbing his hands in front of the stove had put them in his trouser pockets as though trying to tuck away the heat.

“Damn, it’s cold. Good for you, Mr Groom.”

The driver looked at Meelya standing next to her husband beneath the photo of the King of Syria whom the French army had driven out of Damascus and for whom the British had established another kingdom in Iraq. “Good for your husband, Mrs Bride,” he said, and threw himself down onto one of the sofas.

The hotel owner appeared with two short women at his side, the first white, apparently half blind and in her sixties, the second golden-skinned and in her thirties, despite which the two of them were as alike as twins.

“Wadeea, take the bride and groom to Room 10,” said Khawaja Georges.

The two women, moving as one, approached the driver. “Come along then. Follow me, Mr Groom,” said Wadeea 1, while the eyes of Wadeea 2 widened in astonishment and she asked, “Which of you is the groom?”

“This one, this one,” Wadeea 1 said, pointing to the half-sleeping driver, who was sitting on the sofa.

“Me. I’m the groom,” Mansour said.

“Sorry, sir, I thought he was the groom because they always look like that, ugly and old and bald, and they take the loveliest girls up to the rooms. Ah me, what we poor women have to put up with!” Wadeea 1 said.

“Shush now, Wadeea,” the hotel owner said, yawning.

“He’s the groom. I knew it,” golden-skinned Wadeea 2 said. She took Mansour by the arm.

“What about me?” the driver asked.

“Who are you?” Wadeea 1 asked.

“I’m Hanna Araman,” he replied.

“Charmed, I’m sure,” Wadeea 1 said. “But who does that make you?”

“It makes him the driver who brought us here, and we have to find a place for him to sleep,” Mansour said.

Wadeea 1 looked at Wadeea 2 and then at Khawaja Georges, who was muttering, “Room 6. Light the stove in Room 6.” Then he turned to the bride and groom and bade them good night. Bending over the stove, he put out the fire and went along to his room at the end of the lobby. The other three caught up with the women, who took them up a long staircase that brought them to two facing rooms.

Wadeea 2 opened the door of the first room and gestured to the couple, while Wadeea 1 stood with the driver at the door of Room 6, whispering with him.

Entering the spacious room, Meelya found a large bed, and a mirror that took up most of the opposite wall. A square table in the middle of the room was covered with an orange tablecloth on which had been placed a bottle of champagne, two large rounds of floppy bread and a dish of white cheese. The bathroom was to the left of the bed, and the stove, which was by the table, had been lit. Mansour locked the door and Meelya heard the driver and Wadeea 1 whispering and guffawing loudly.

Meelya doesn’t remember clearly what took place in the room. She watched Mansour take off his coat and hang it behind the door. She watched him go over to the table and work on the champagne bottle and pop the cork, the white foam overflowing as he poured it into the glasses. He gave his bride a glass and raised his.

“To your health, bride!”

Meelya took a sip and swallowed the white bubbles brimming on the liquid’s surface. Feeling slightly nauseous, she put the glass down on the table and said she wanted a cup of hot tea. Mansour didn’t seem to hear her. He ate a mouthful of cheese and prepared one for his bride. She pushed his hand away and said she wasn’t hungry, so he ate it himself and gulped down the champage he’d poured for her. Then he poured another glass, and his eyes started to glaze over as if he were thinking strange thoughts. Smiling, Meelya remembered what her mother had said about the foolishness that possesses men on their wedding nights.

The man took her by the hand and led her over to the bed. She felt her throat go dry. This was the long-awaited moment and she had to be brave.

They sat on the end of the bed. Mansour rested his head on her neck and kissed it. A slight shudder ran through the bride’s body and she wanted to lie down. Falling back a bit, she imagined herself flying in Mansour’s arms. Now he would pick her up and fly with her before putting her down again on the bed and taking her.

Meelya fell back onto the bed and waited. The kisses on her neck ceased and the man started to shake. She wanted to hold him to her to make it easier for him, but he jumped up and started taking off his clothes. This was the last thing Meelya had expected – that the groom would stand in the middle of the room and start taking off his clothes and throwing them on the floor. His face had receded, as though he’d put on a mask, and the hair on his shoulders and chest was like a thick black skin.

“Now he’ll launch his attack and conquer me,” thought Meelya, and a strange feeling took hold of her, as though she were standing at a high lookout point waiting for someone to push her over the edge and was resigned to the waiting. She closed her eyes to the image of the terrifying fall and of the two hands that would throw her onto the bed and pull off her dress before ripping at her underclothes.

The wait continued, and she was overcome by drowsiness. As she supported her head with her wrist, a light, fitful sleep stole over her. The fog on the road gathered in her eyes. Shaking herself, she opened them, but instead of seeing Mansour standing naked in the middle of the room, she found that the man had disappeared. She saw his rumpled clothes on the floor and remembered the sight of him struggling out of them – the trousers mixed up with the shoes, the shirt wrapped around his neck, the socks sticking to his feet. Also, she recalled his thick black moustache trembling above his lips, and her waiting smile returned to her. Then she heard a kind of low moaning and realized that it was coming from the bathroom. The moaning grew in volume, accompanied by sounds of retching and gagging. Instead of going to the bathroom, though, to see what had happened to her husband, she lay down on the bed and, without taking off her dress, covered herself with the quilt.

“What kind of a honeymoon is this?” she asked loudly, thinking that the bridegroom, seated on the lavatory, would hear her. When he didn’t reply, she felt afraid, and the man who had been swallowed up by the fog on the summit of Dahr el Baydar appeared before her, shaking, running towards the car making sounds like barks enveloped in moans, then opening the car door and sitting down next to the driver, trembling and gasping. She got up and went over to the stove, where she saw that the fire had died down, put some logs into it and waited for the flames to rise again. Then she went over to the bathroom door and called out to Mansour. He didn’t reply. She knocked several times, but all she could hear was a faint moaning that seemed to come from far away. Becoming warm, she decided to take off her dress. Bending over the suitcase, she took out her long blue nightdress and put it on. She heard the man calling to her. Going back to the bathroom door, she called out, “Open up, Mansour. It’s Meelya.” The voice that answered fell almost to a whisper.

Did he call “Meelya” or “Mother”?

“Open the door, please.”

“Keep your voice down or the driver will hear,” the man said hoarsely.

“Do you want us to get a doctor?”

“Be quiet. Please be quiet.”

The words stopped and the man’s moaning turned strange. Meelya was certain that he was dying and sank to the floor. She found herself kneeling and knocking. She grasped the doorknob as though to pull herself up by it and heard Mansour calling for his mother in a whisper. Hearing him gagging and retching, she begged him to open up. She remained on her knees for a long time, feeling alone and impotent.

“I’m going downstairs to ask the owner to get the doctor.”

“Keep your voice down or the driver will hear and make fun of us.”

Mansour’s voice seemed to come from deep inside a well as he told his wife not to leave the room, that nothing was wrong.

“You get into bed and I’ll join you.”

She doesn’t know how she got to her feet or how she lay down on the bed and covered herself with the quilt and slept.

Why is she naked now?

And what is this shudder running through her?

Meelya decided to open her eyes because she had felt the presence of death, and death comes only in the shape of a long dream that never ends. “Death is a dream,” she had said to her brother Moussa. “Come and see your grandmother, how she dreams.” The grandmother was stretched out on her bed in the midst of the white sheets, the women seated around her, and there was a faint sound of weeping. No-one dared to lament over Malakeh Shalhoub when she closed her eyes and passed away: their grandmother hadn’t approved of weeping for the dead. “The dead are not dead! No-one is to weep!” Malakeh had yelled at them when her daughter had died. When darkness fell that day, people heard her husband Nakhleh bellowing like an ox with its throat cut, and rumours ran through the quarter that the man had died, two weeks after his daughter Salma, from holding back the tears his wife had forbidden him to weep.

Meelya didn’t tell her brother Moussa that she’d seen her aunt in the dream. Moussa was three and couldn’t understand things like that.

On the eve of her aunt’s death, Meelya had opened her eyes to her mother’s howling and decided to go back into her dream and save her mother’s sister. Her young aunt, only twenty, remained sunk in sleep, however, and refused to open her eyes. The dream was mysterious, and Meelya only understood its meaning years later, when she began menstruating and dreamt that she was flying.

By the time Meelya told her grandmother her dream, everything was over. Holding back her tears, her grandmother asked the child to tell all, and it was then that Meelya learnt to speak of the mysterious things that she saw in the night. Her cheeks flushed, her tongue protruding through the gap where her milk teeth had fallen out, burring her ‘r’s as she spoke, she said that she had seen her Aunt Salma fall into the pool in the garden and flail about amid the little red fishes, crying for help. Meelya had held out a rope to her and Salma had taken hold of it and tried to climb out, but the rope had slipped from Meelya’s hands. The aunt had been stretched out on the ground, which was covered with green grass. Meelya had gone over to her and tried to wake her, but then she’d heard her grandmother say, “Do not wake her. Leave her. She is dreaming.” Meelya had woken up shaking with fear; then, after she’d gone back to sleep, she’d heard her mother scream, so she’d got out of bed in terror, understanding that her Aunt Salma had died.

Meelya hadn’t told the truth. She’d lied because she was afraid of telling the rest of her dream. She was afraid to say she’d entered her aunt’s dream and dreamt it. Who would believe that anyone could enter another person’s dream? Meelya couldn’t take in what had happened and only understood what it meant to enter another person’s dream at the moment of her own death, when she saw what no-one else had seen, and revealed her secret only to the child that came out of her belly.

Meelya had lain down next to her aunt on the green grass, where a white cloud covered her aunt’s closed eyes. She had seen herself entering the cloud and her aunt flying over a cavernous valley. She had heard the heartbeats of the flying woman and beheld the fear in her eyes. Salma was wearing her wedding dress, and a long white veil flapped behind her. Suddenly, the veil fell into the pool and the rain came down like ropes. Meelya tried to catch up with Salma, but couldn’t. She ran, tripped over her own feet and fell. Blood gushed from her right knee. She looked up and saw Salma disappearing into the distance and turning into a white spot. Then Meelya heard her mother crying, opened her eyes and saw Saada mourning in the corner. She discovered that death had come and understood that it was a long dream, just as her grandmother had said, and that she, seven years old, had been able to slip into the dream of death and taste its watery flavour.

Salma’s death came as no surprise. The girl had refused all offers of marriage while waiting for Ibraheem Hananiya, who had gone to Brazil promising to return rich and marry her. She had caught yellow fever, which at the time still dragged itself through the streets of Beirut. Everyone had known that Salma was going to die. Malakeh had bought a white wedding gown in which to dress her daughter on her bier; Meelya heard something of this from her mother, who had contributed part of the cost of the dress. At the same time, though, things had got mixed up in the girl’s mind. She had heard her mother saying that the time for Salma’s wedding was close and seen her grandmother, who had come to visit them one morning, weeping for her lost daughter’s youth. She didn’t understand what it all meant, though, until she saw him in her dream; and when her tongue told the tale, which slipped out through the gap in her teeth, and she recounted to her grandmother how she’d seen what no-one else had seen, she was frightened by her grandmother’s response: “Don’t say such things, girl. Only the dead see the dreams of the dead.” Her grandmother drew the sign of the cross on her forehead and prayed to God to protect her: “May the Cross of the Greeks protect you, my child!”

And in the dream, she saw him.

Meelya told her grandmother and her mother that she’d seen Ibraheem Hananiya walking behind Salma’s coffin. A short, round man wearing a long green coat, his head bent forward as though his little neck were too weak to hold it up. She said he was wearing brown-and-white shoes and walked like someone stumbling and finding no-one to steady him. She said he was alone and she’d spoken to him. Or rather, he’d spoken to her. He’d come over to her and said that no-one recognized him. He’d said that he’d changed a lot while in Brazil: “I didn’t used to be short like this, but I got fat, and being fat makes a man shorter. Maybe that’s why no-one recognizes me.” He smiled, showing yellow teeth, and asked her if she was Salma.

“Salma’s dead, and it’s nothing to do with me.”

“I know, I know,” he said. “But you are Salma, aren’t you?”

When she tried to reply, her tongue stuck in the gap between her teeth. She felt she couldn’t form the words properly and that what was coming out of her mouth was no more than incomprehensible mumbling. She started crying.

She wanted to ask him why he hadn’t come back from Brazil before Salma had died, wanted to know if he’d got rich like all the other Lebanese who migrated to that far-off land, wanted to say that her aunt had died because of him, but she couldn’t. She felt the words disintegrating before they could form, and that she was being suffocated and couldn’t speak.

The image of Ibraheem engraved itself on her memory as her first man. She had felt she loved him and had understood from the tears in his eyes that he’d lost everything when he had returned to Beirut only to find the woman for whom he’d returned in the throes of death.

This was what she would have told Mansour, if she could have. Mansour talked all the time and left no space for the silent words that hid themselves among the contours of his white bride’s face. And when he did try to listen to her, Meelya was unable to speak and would scream with pain. She would scream for her mother, who wouldn’t come and save her from her long dream.

When she told her grandmother and her mother of her encounter with Ibraheem Hananiya, her mother told her to be quiet: “Enough talk, my girl. We’re too busy to keep listening to your dreams.”

“Ibraheem Hananiya was in Beirut?” her grandmother said to her mother, holding back her tears. “The bastard was here and he never came to see us? He waited until she died before doing us the honour of paying a visit?”

“What’s wrong with you, Mother? You believe Meelya’s dreams? What’s got into you?”

“Yes, yes. He’d got short and round and he had no voice – but why didn’t he come and see the girl before she died? That wasn’t right,” the grandmother went on.

“The whole family’s mad,” the mother said.

“You’re the mad one. Meelya saw the man, and I saw him too.”

“What do you mean, you saw him, Mother? The man’s in Brazil. It was his brother who came and said Ibraheem was very upset but wouldn’t be able to come to Lebanon.”

“No, no. He was here, and he didn’t come and see the girl, and he broke both our hearts.”

Ibraheem had told her he was afraid of dying. “Aren’t you Salma?” he’d asked.

“No, I’m Meelya.”

Starting to weep, he’d said he didn’t dare visit his fiancée on her deathbed.

“That’s enough now, my girl,” Saada had said.

Meelya looked fearfully at her mother and stopped talking. She left the leewan attached to the house and went out into the garden, where she stuck the hose onto the end of the tap set over the pool, turned it on and watered the trees.

Moussa had been seven when he’d stood holding his sister’s hand at their dead grandmother’s bedside. The boy didn’t understand the meaning of death or of his grandmother’s journeying in her dreams. He’d heard the moaning of the women around the bed where the white woman lay covered with a white sheet, and his eyelashes had filled with something that looked like water. He didn’t weep or sigh. He stood waiting for his sister to brush his lashes with her fingertips and bend over and kiss his eyes. Whenever she thought he was afraid, Meelya would brush Moussa’s lashes and kiss his eyes, bringing the boy back to himself and releasing him from his night-time fears. Moussa feared the creatures of the night and its trees. Meelya had told him that the trees of night filled the empty space left after the sun went down and that dreams built their nests in the branches. The boy was afraid of the night and its nests. When he awoke in the dark, his naked feet would march to his sister’s bed and Meelya would move over a little without opening her eyes. The boy would curl up next to his sister, who would reach out her hand and brush his lids with her fingertips and kiss his eyes, and Moussa would fall into a deep sleep.

Moussa, now twenty, came and told his sister that Mansour Hourani wanted to marry her. The young man stood before his sister, who was sitting on the end of the bed, head bowed over a stocking she was darning. Before he spoke, she saw that his eyes were wet with tears. He spoke of Mansour and she said nothing. Putting the stocking, bulging with the wooden darning egg, down on the bed, she stood up. She reached out and brushed his lids with her fingertips. Then she bent over, kissed his eyes and tasted the tears. She saw him as a little boy again, his eyes full of fear and his lower lip quivering, and said, as she kissed his eyes, that she would agree to whatever he wanted.

“Isn’t this what you want?” she asked him.

The boy had grown tall and become a man. He knitted his brows, looked down at his sister with eyelids lowered, and said, “Yes.”

“As you wish then,” she said.

He didn’t ask about her relationship with the man and didn’t mention that when he’d asked for her hand Mansour had said she’d already agreed and declared her love for him, which had made Moussa feel betrayed, though he didn’t use that word when he asked his sister what she thought.

“So you love him?” he asked.

She looked at him as though she didn’t understand what he meant. Then she smiled and said she’d agreed because Mansour looked like him.

“He’s just like you, you know,” she said.

“Like me?” he responded, with distaste.

“You’re handsomer than he is, but he looks like you. He could be your brother.”

Moussa frowned and muttered something about the wiles of women.

“What did you say? I didn’t hear,” Meelya said.

“Congratulations, Sister.”

Meelya felt that day as though she’d been set the task of discovering life anew, or as though she’d just been born, or as though she’d been bending over her little brother’s lashes and then straightened up only to find herself standing in front of a young man who was a full twenty years old and on whose head a few grey hairs already gleamed – as though she’d lived her whole life as one does a dream. She put her hands over her eyes, then stretched out her arms in an effort to grasp the meaning of what had emerged from her brother’s lips.

He had said that she would be travelling to Nazareth immediately after the wedding.

“As you wish,” said Meelya, bowing her head so that her glance broke on the tiles veined with flowers outlined in black.

Moussa said the photographer would come the following day. “If you want to go on being here with us, I’ll hang your picture on the wall.”

The photo would remain hung on the white wall of the leewan. Moussa, who inherited the house from his mother, left the photo where it was, as though it had become part of the wall. Printed on a large piece of white paper and framed in black wood, it reveals Meelya’s features, her long hair, her honey-coloured, almond-shaped eyes, her long neck, her thin cheeks and her narrow eyebrows, which meet above her nose – a half-length portrait by the photographer Sharif Fakhouri, who had inserted his head into a wooden box covered with a black cloth and made Meelya stand in front of the white wall for two whole hours so that he could choose her best pose. The picture made Meelya look as though she was starting out of the white wall, a white woman with black contours to her face and a gleam of light coming from her eyes.

Moussa was convinced that there was something strange about the photo. Everything was outlined in black curves except for the pupils, which appeared to be drawn in green.

Moussa brought the picture home three days before the wedding. Banging in a nail, he hung it on the wall. Then he took three steps back and called to his sister. Meelya hurried to the leewan to find Moussa in front of the picture, his eyes filled with surprise.

“Do you see it?” he asked.

“Thank you, thank you. It’s lovely,” she answered.

“Do you see the eyes? Do you see the colour? It looks as though there’s something green inside the black. Do you see?”

The girl looked at her picture, was taken aback and felt tears in her eyes. The tears filled them, the picture broke up into little pieces within a vast watery field, and she feared that her guardian angel had deserted her. How had the photographer from Zahleh managed to capture the secret of her green eyes? Her eyes were green only in her dreams, in which Meelya became young and brown-skinned and had short black curly hair. How had the photographer managed to discover her secret? Had her eyes given her away? Was that why she no longer saw dreams, and why, from the moment she’d agreed to marry, her sleep had become a kind of plunging into a deep, dark pit?

Meelya had begun to fear sleep. She would lie on her bed, open her eyes, try to resist the drowsiness and, when sleep started to steal in through the tips of her toes, shake it off. Nonetheless, sleep would wrap itself around her, stealing up from behind, abducting her and carrying her off into its darkness. Her nights witnessed her body’s tremors. Her thigh would twitch as though it had been struck, and she would feel as though she were falling; then she would shudder and go limp, and try to put together the right story for sleeping. But the story would escape, and darkness would envelop her.

Meelya had lost the way to the pit where she hid her dreams and only understood why when the photograph revealed the secret of her eyes.

Moussa stood before his sister, perplexed. Why did Meelya hate the beautiful picture he’d hung on the wall?

“Stand in front of it and look. It’s like your mirror-image,” he said.

Meelya contemplated the photograph and saw how the imprint of the green shadows had been caught within the black ink. Averting her face, she left the leewan. Moussa stood in front of the photo and felt it was speaking to him and that he could now consent to his sister’s marriage. Meelya would never go to Nazareth with Mansour; she would stay here on the wall and he would never have to yearn for her.

Turning, he found that his sister had gone. He caught up with her in the garden, sitting on the wooden swing that hung from a branch of the huge fig tree. Seeing that his sister was shaking with tears, he didn’t go up to her. Instead, he went back to the leewan and sat down on the sofa facing the picture.

Meelya didn’t tell Mansour that she had wept bitter tears as she sat on the swing; she’d felt the tears on her lips, savoured their taste and discovered that tears don’t taste the way they’re supposed to. Tears are salty, but when we describe their taste we say they’re bitter. Meelya drank her salty tears and savoured the bitter taste that came to her from a dream she hadn’t dreamt. She thought that the colour of that bitterness was green, like the two small pupils that had disappeared from the screen of her dreams.

Meelya came into this world at noon on Monday, 2 July, 1923, on a white iron bedstead next to the white wall where Moussa would one day hang his sister’s picture. It was a hot, humid day and Beirut’s leaden sun was flaying the streets with cords of fire. The yellow sheets that Nadra Salloum the midwife had hung over the windows of the leewan burned with the light that pierced them, turning the room into a fiery yellow cube. Saada lay on the bed moaning with the pains of labour. Nadra, short, dark-skinned, full-bodied and round-faced, a cigarette stuck to her lips, scolded the woman whose upper body was stretched across the bed and whose face was covered in sweat that spotted her white shift with liquid coloured yellow by the sun’s glare.

“Snap out of it, sister. It’s not your first time and there’s no need to yell,” Nadra said, standing there, arms folded, chewing on the burning butt of her cigarette and waiting for the new baby.

Saada was having her sixth child. Three boys had survived – her first son, Saleem, her fourth, Niqoula, and her sixth, Abdallah. Two had died – her second-born, who hadn’t been given a name but had become known as the blue boy because he’d been born with the umbilical cord wound around his neck and had strangled in the colour blue, and the third, Naseeb, who’d become jaundiced at one week and who lived on in the family’s memory as Yellow Naseeb.

Saada lay on the bed awaiting her fourth son, whom she had decided to call Moussa. After her first two births, her deliveries had become easy, the children seemingly just sliding out of her womb. Feeling the first pangs of labour, she would sit in the birthing chair in front of Nadra, wreathed in steam from the pot of boiling water on the floor of the leewan. She would feel the slipping, be overcome by a sensation like giddiness and slide along with the small being exiting her guts. Nadra would pull the child out, lift it up by its feet and slap its bottom to make it cry. If she saw a willy between its thighs, she’d let out a long ululation, and Youssef would know that another boy had been added to his family.

On that sweltering July morning, with the temperature at 34 degrees centigrade, Saada was stretched out on the bed, pounded by pain. Her cries grew louder and the yellow spread over her face and hands. Saada hadn’t seen the birthing chair and she didn’t ask where it was. Usually, when the waters broke and labour began, Youssef would go running to Nadra’s house, where the midwife would open the door in welcome, saying she could see a boy in Youssef’s face. Interlocking circles of thick smoke would pour from the house. Youssef would hear the coughing of Nadra’s husband Moallem Camille and the racket made by his friends, who filled the place with the bubbling of their water pipes and the din of their card games. Rather than watch them play, however, and as a way of proclaiming his objection to gambling, he would hurry to the back of the house, pick up the birthing chair and leave. Nadra would follow, cigarette in mouth.

That day, however, there had been no smoke when the door had opened, no sounds of water pipes or card players’ racket. Moallem Camille wasn’t there, and Nadra was in the kitchen making lunch. Bending down to pick up the chair, he couldn’t find it. He stood there silently, not knowing what to do, till Nadra tugged on his arm and told him to follow her.

“The chair got broken,” she said. “From now on, we’re going to deliver like Europeans.”

He didn’t ask what “delivering like Europeans” meant. He followed behind her as they climbed the long flight of stairs that connected Abu Arbeed Street, where Nadra lived, with Zaroub el Taweel Street, where his wife was waiting. Following Nadra’s instructions, Saada lay down on the bed, but the midwife told her off, saying, “Lie down crosswise and raise your legs. I have to be able to work.”

Saada changed her position, her body wrung with pain. Saying one word, “Where’s …”, she couldn’t finish her sentence because she’d started to convulse with agony.

“No chair,” said Nadra. “Today we’re going to deliver like moderne people. Pull your legs up onto the bed and grip hard.”

Saada started to cry.

Nadra washed her hands with soap and water, went over to Saada and told her not to be afraid.

Saada, writhing on her bed, didn’t hear what Nadra said.
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