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ABSTRACT
MADAME BANDAR’S THEATRE OF LOVE
by

Ghassan Abou-Zeineddine

The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2016
Under the Supervision of Professor Valerie Laken
Madame Bandar’s Theatre of Love, a comedic bildungsroman, follows the life of
Omar Aladdine in the 1960s and ‘70s as he navigates the historic red-light district in
downtown Beirut. At eighteen, Omar works at his father’s grocery store on Mutanabi
Street, which is lined with brothels. He becomes enamored with the prostitutes at
Madame Bandar’s Theatre of Love, where plays and musical performances are staged,
and begins to write romantic plays for the brothel. But when civil war breaks out in the
spring of 1975, Mutanabi Street is caught in the crossfire. The fate of Madame Bandar’s

and all the prostitutes is at risk, as well as Omar’s newfound sense of home.

il



To my parents and sister

il



Backstage

My night begins in an upstairs room at the Candlelight. I sit by the window
overlooking a front courtyard shaded by the sprawling branches of a magnolia tree. Icy
rain lashes the windowpanes, rain that has been scarce this winter. On the radio, Abdel
Wabhab sings about unrequited love, his mournful voice soaring above the rumbling
thunder. I light a cigarette and lay the pack next to my glass of rum and Pepsi on the
windowsill. Murron MacClannough sits on the bed next to the gas heater, wrapped in a
wool blanket. Her bleached blonde hair is parted down the middle and in the red glow of
the lightbulb her face is pink. She’s Madame Hafiza’s new girl.

Years ago, | tell Murron, when Baba came home from work in the evenings, he
retired to the bathroom and took long steamy baths. He always sang as he bathed,
favoring the sad romantic ballads of Abdel Wahab. I sometimes stood outside the door to
listen to him sing, thinking his voice was as delicate as the sound of bathwater swishing
about in the tub.

“I prefer pop music,” Murron says. “So what’s the plan for tonight? Madame
Hafiza told me you were in one of your moods. I don’t know what that means.”

“I’ve paid to tell you my story for the night.”

“That’s weird shit. No sex?”

“Just my story. At least for now. My only listeners are the girls in Hamra.”

“What do you know about storytelling? You don’t look like a hakawati.”

Before the civil war, I tell Murron, I wrote romantic plays for Madame Bandar’s

Theatre of Love. Madame Bandar’s stood at the end of Mutanabi Street in downtown



Beirut. The street was named after an Iraqi poet of the tenth century, whose flowery
verses I never much admired for their insistence on improbable metaphors. It was a
narrow, one-way backstreet situated east of Martyrs’ Square, up from the port and near a
police station. Three-to-four story brothels of French Colonial style stood tall and proud
on either side, boasting ornate balustrades and columned balconies, stylized arches and
windows with slatted shutters. Sagging electric lines crisscrossed above. Beirutis referred
to Mutanabi Street as the Market of the Virtuous, taking pride in the irony. Others just
called it the Whores’ Market.

“I miss hearing the catcalls of the Mutanabi girls,” I say. They stood on their
balconies in gaudy dresses, their faces powdered and their lips rouged, and blew kisses to
the men down below. The nights sparkled with the neon lights of billboards. “But it’s all
gone. Mutanabi Street was destroyed in the first year of the war. Not a building was
spared.”

“I’ve never heard of the street,” Murron says. “But is that how you start a story?
With an ending? No wonder you’ve got to pay your listeners.”

I smile. Madame Hafiza said she had an attitude, and that like me, she loves
movies. | crave the girls with attitudes, especially when I’m reeling from Diala, a
Palestinian belly dancer who once reigned over Madame Bandar’s stage in two-piece
sequined outfits that flickered under the lights. It so happened that a young woman |
interviewed earlier today for an opening at our bank was named Diala. I read her name on
her CV only moments before entering the interview and was overcome with nostalgia. I
washed my face in the bathroom to clear my head, but it was useless. [ was in a daze

throughout the entire interview, remembering my muse.



Afterwards, I told my secretary not to let anyone disturb me for the next hour. My
melancholy swelled. Then Antoine, my right hand man, opened the door to my office.

“There’s been another bombing,” he said.

We hurried to the lunchroom and turned on the TV to listen to the breaking news,
and were soon joined by others. A frantic young journalist was already on the scene,
wearing a helmet and bulletproof vest, black smoke billowing behind him. With sirens
wailing in the background, he yelled into his microphone: A suicide bomber had blown
himself up in a hookah caf¢ in the Beirut suburb of Dahieh. It appeared to be another
jihadist attack on Hezbollah, who controlled the area.

“There are body parts everywhere,” the journalist said, looking toward the flames.

“God rest them,” Antoine said, shaking his head. “This country will never change.
If we’re not killing each other in the streets, jihadists are doing the work for us.”

I was still too somber to respond.

At home, I was unresponsive with my family, who realized [ was in one of my
moods. My son glared at me. The formidable basketball player that he is, he thinks I’'m a
pansy. My daughter embraced me. “Don’t be sad, Baba,” she said.

Mama gave me the silent treatment. My wife flashed me the same look as my son,
her lips pursed.

As the night wore on and it started to rain, I sat with my family in the parlor,
watching the news in silence. It became more difficult to breathe. I had to leave. I went to
my bedroom to change clothes, oil my hair, and splash my face with Bien-étre cologne.

My wife entered the room and closed the door behind her.



“Where are you going?” she asked. Her dark hair was pulled tightly in a ponytail,
stressing her widow’s peak. Like me, her black eyes had started to fade into a murky
grey. Her skin was pale, her cheeks narrowing to a pointed chin.

“I need some fresh air.”

“It’s raining. Bombs are going off. Are you crazy?”

“Please, Ayda.”

“Please what?”

She never understood my story, no matter how many times I tried to tell it to her.
She once said that if she had known about my life from the beginning of our courtship,
she wouldn’t have married me. “Your past disgusts me,” she had said.

“Do you need all that cologne?” she asked. “What do you think our children are
going to say when they see you dressed up? Think they’ll admire you?”

I became more desperate to leave. “You all are safe here.”

“Oh, very safe,” she said. “Nothing to worry about.” She left the room.

Since Candlelight is nearby, I walked with my umbrella in hand. The streets were
empty, and it wasn’t only because of the pouring rain. The bombing had turned Beirut
into a ghost town. Like my own family, Beirutis had flocked to their homes to sit in front
of the TV to listen to enraged pundits spew threats and ominous retributions, making
everyone more nervous and terrified. As I walked down the slick pavement yellowed by
streetlights, seeking refuge beneath the awnings of closed bars and clothing stores, |
couldn’t help but look over my shoulder. What if someone were following me? During

the civil war the streets were always empty at night. We feared car bombings,



kidnappings, sniper fire, and the roving Volkswagen vans filled with militants who’d slit
your throat depending on your religion, which was printed on your identity card.

I was a block away from the Candlelight, about to cross a small intersection, when
a man called out, “Ya istaz.”

I stopped and turned to my right. A man in a black trench coat stepped from the
shadows of a store awning, holding an umbrella.

“Got a light?” he said.

My heart pounding, I reached for my lighter. He pulled out a cigarette, and with
our umbrellas grazing, rivulets of rain sliding down our makeshift canopy, he leaned in
and lit his cigarette. In the fleeting light of my flame, I caught a glimpse of his face. His
bushy eyebrows connected above the bridge of his nose, which was red and bulbous. His
black hair was flecked with silver.

“What do you think about the bombing?” he asked. His voice was gruff, his
Arabic accented.

Standing this close to the Candlelight, desperate to relieve the ache in my chest, |
told him I was in a hurry.

“You should be careful, my friend,” he said, taking a long drag on his cigarette. “I
hear another bomb is in the works. Maybe even tonight. Right here in Hamra.”

“Where’d you hear that from?”

“I have my sources.”

I looked across the street at my refuge, rain coursing down its pink, concrete
walls.

“Ah,” he said. “Now I understand. Which girl are you after?”



I had lived my entire life in this neighborhood on the West Side of Beirut, and had
never seen this man until tonight. He had no business bothering me. I crossed the street as
fast as I could, thankful I didn’t hear his footsteps behind me.

In the red glow of Murron’s room, I finally feel secure. I’'m lucky to have Murron
for the night. Unlike the rest of Madame Hafiza’s girls, who have probably grown tired of
my narrative even though I alter each telling, she hasn’t heard my story. Most times, the
girls keep themselves busy as I narrate, flipping through magazines and saying “Hm,” or
“that’s so interesting,” or filing and painting their nails and, not uncommonly, dozing off.

I take a sip from my drink and begin again:

I was born blue on May 4, 1956. I gasped for breath as the doctor uncoiled the
umbilical cord wrapped around my neck. Once my lungs filled with air, Mama said I let
loose a shattering cry that was louder than the howling of the wolves she had grown up
listening to on sleepless nights in her village in Mount Lebanon.

“I grew up listening to the howls of jackals,” Murron says, interrupting my story.
She throws back her blanket, gets up, and walks to the dresser, where she flicks off the
radio. The sound of the rain fills the room. She pulls a cigarette from my pack without
asking and lights it with the end of mine, engulfing me in the scent of her cheap perfume.
Our fingers touch like shy lovers. She wears a pink camisole and matching lace pants.
She looks down at me, her hand on her hip, taking in my three-piece suit and patent
leather shoes, my striped red scarf loose around my neck. My overcoat hangs from a
coatrack in the corner. The walls are bare save for a tattered movie poster of Braveheart.
In the poster Mel Gibson stands before a raging fire, gripping his sword, body armor

fastened over his kilt. Nothing else speaks of Murron, except for her beauty products



lined on the dresser. She brushes my thick, black curls to the side and looks out the
window.

“Shit,” she says, and quickly returns to the bed and covers herself.

I stand up and peer through the window and between the branches of the magnolia
tree: The man in the black trench coat is standing across the street under his umbrella. |
turn away, hoping he hasn’t spotted me.

“Do you know him?” I ask.

“He’s a new client—or was,” Murron says, sucking on her cigarette. She folds her
hair behind her ear, and then looks down at her palm. Her chin trembles. She tosses the
loose strands onto the floor. “He calls himself Badr el Din—moon of the religion,” she
continues, clearing her throat. “On his first night with me, he didn’t speak a word. Before
we had sex, he got down on his knees and prayed in the direction of Mecca. He then took
off his clothes, folded them neatly on my chair, and joined me in bed. He was cold,
mechanical. His cologne was really strong; nearly made me cough. He left me a big tip.
Crisp American dollars. He came back the next night, and the night after that, and still he
didn’t speak. There was something menacing about his silence, like he was plotting a
murder. On that third night, [—I clamped up, which has never happened to me before. |
had to rub Vaseline between my legs for him to finally enter me...I’m not sure why I’'m
giving you all these details.”

I tell her to continue.

“The more he visited, the more he frightened me. I had to use a lot of Vaseline.
One night he finally spoke, telling me he moved from Baghdad to open an IT firm in

Beirut. Said there’s a good market here. But who knows if he was telling the truth. I told



Madame Hafiza I didn’t want his business anymore. She tried to convince me otherwise,
but I refused. Madame Hafiza offered Badr el Din other girls; he rejected them,
demanding me. When she told him I was unavailable, he left angry. Since then, on some
nights, he stands across the street, looking up at my window. It will be five in the
morning and I’ll find him out there. I don’t know what he wants from me or what he’ll do
to me if he gets his hands on me.”

I tell Murron that he asked me for a light on my walk over, but I leave out his
warning. | don’t want to scare her.

“Maybe he’s involved in the bombing,” she says. “He once asked me if [ had any
political clients, which I don’t. There are a lot of people who want to get rid of
Hezbollah. I hope he’s not a Mossad agent.”

I sit back down in my chair and point at the Braveheart poster, wanting to move
us away from politics. “Favorite film?”

“The best ever made. I was lucky to find that poster.”

It’s been years since I saw Braveheart, but I figure Murron MacClannough is the
name of Sir William Wallace’s wife, who early in the movie is caught by English
soldiers, tied to a post, and executed by the magistrate—the magistrate slits her throat
with a clean swipe of his dagger.

Although I don’t tell her, I’ve spotted Murron a few times before at the Concord
movie theatre above Hamra Street. [ often go to movies alone, and I’ve seen her in the
shadowy seats also alone, shoveling handfuls of popcorn into her mouth. I suspected that
she was a prostitute, for despite the confident way she walked down the aisle in high

heels, swaying her hips, the anguish on her face was unmistakable. It’s a look I’'m all too



familiar with from having been around prostitutes since my youth. I felt compelled to
comfort her, if only to let her know that I understood the ravages of her red-lit world. But
as soon as the film would start, I’d look back at her illuminated in the light of the screen
and find that the anguish had been replaced with a fixed rapture. I imagined I had once
looked the same as I watched Madame Bandar’s plays all those years ago: my eyes
widened, my mouth slightly open.

When I discovered that Murron worked for Madame Hafiza, I immediately
requested her—she’d be my audience on this rainy night. At first Madame Hafiza
refused, saying a client had called in advance to reserve her for a couple of hours. I took
out my wallet and placed several extra bills on the bar, insisting on Murron.

“She’s still new at this,” Madame Hafiza said, pocketing the bills. “Started at Tico
Tico before coming here.”

If Murron could be captivated by the hallucinatory power of film, and appreciated
it as much as I did, I wanted to see if I could seduce her with my own story, if I had the
ability to sustain her attention as I unburdened myself. Perhaps she’d prove to be
different from my previous listeners, who never seemed fully invested in the life I once
lived, in all those people I had met and loved on Mutanabi Street.

“Tonight you can sit back and relax,” I tell Murron. “You probably need your
rest.”

“I can’t relax when bombs are going off or Badr el Din is across the street,” she
says. She reaches for her hair but quickly brings her hand back down. “But you think I
should savor this night because tomorrow I’ll have a new client, possibly several. One

after the other like a line of dominoes. Lucky me.”



“At least I can spare you that for a few hours. Maybe you can even forget about
all the trouble outside.”

“In that case your story better be as entertaining and moving as Braveheart. Or
else I’ll put a bullet in your head.” She blows out a puff of smoke. “I used to hunt birds in
the south with my brothers, near the border with Israel. I once shot a hawk in midflight. I
also nearly shot my uncle when the son of a bitch groped my breasts. He said he was just
swatting a fly. I told the motherfucker that must have been one big-ass fly, and went out
and grabbed my rifle and pointed the barrel at him. He burst into tears and promised he’d
never touch me again, and left our house for the mosque for Friday prayers. Anyway, this

is your night. Go on, I’m listening.”
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1

The Shooting Star

I was six years old when I first encountered a prostitute. She came into Baba’s
grocery store one summer afternoon to buy a kilo of sugar. I was struck by her flaming
red hair and the swaths of freckles dotting her face and arms. Crusader blood.

“Isn’t he a cute one,” she said, and tousled my hair. Her long nails scraped my
scalp. When she knelt to take a closer look at me, I hid behind Baba’s leg.

“Don’t be shy,” she said.

Baba took a major risk by bringing me to his store that day. He knew Mama
would be upset once she found out. For Baba’s store stood at the top of Mutanabi Street.

That morning, I had woken up sweating. Sunshine streamed through my window,
burning my skin. My mouth was parched and my arms and legs covered in mosquito
bites. I had kept the window open throughout the smoggy night, hoping a breeze would
cool me down and whisk me off to sleep. Instead, swarms of mosquitoes sucked me dry.
At one point in the night, I stood at the window looking out at the concrete jungle that
was Beirut. We lived on the sixth floor of an apartment building in Hamra. [ was in
search of the blue songbird that glowed in the dark. Mama said that while other birds
slept in their cages or in their nests, the glowing songbird flew the night skies. It chirped
lullabies to put the weary to sleep. All I saw before me, however, in the dim lamplight,
were buildings like ours, with some balconies covered in orange drapes to block out the
sun and others exposed to curious onlookers such as myself. Among my fellow

insomniacs seated outside, one smoked a cigarette with his feet propped up against the
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balustrade, which was lined with potted plants and flowers. A shirtless man with a hairy
belly fanned himself with a newspaper as he looked up at the starless sky, as though
beseeching the heavens for rain. But it never rained in summer.

Stray cats cried like tormented souls in the streets. The calls to prayer boomed
from the minarets. The muezzins’ voices drifted through the sky, filtering between
curtains and seeping into the dreams of sleepers, who possibly stirred with unbeknownst
revelation.

I had surrounded my bed with stuffed animals. I was afraid of the hooded men
Mama spoke of, who haunted Mutanabi Street. They wore dark robes and smelled of
ashes. You couldn’t make out their faces, buried as they were in the shadowed recesses of
their hoods. Mama said these men hated children, and that if they ever saw a boy or girl
walking down the street, they’d grab them by their arm, stuff them into burlap sacks, and
throw them onto the beds of their trucks and drive to a mountaintop far, far away, where
they were never seen again.

I was also frightened of a headless Turk, who once served in the Ottoman Army
stationed in Lebanon during the First World War. On a cold December dawn, my Jidu led
a band of village men down to the Beirut-Damascus Road and launched a surprise attack
on a Turkish checkpoint on the outskirts of the city. He fought a Turk, a hulky soldier
splattered in blood, in ferocious hand-to-hand combat as bullets whizzed through the air.
The Turk slashed Jidu’s abdomen with his saber. In return, my grandfather swung his
club against the Turk’s legs, smashing his kneecaps. The man fell to the ground

screaming in pain. Jidu raised his scimitar and lopped off his head.
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I saw the headless Turk stumbling about in my room, attempting to strike me
down with his sword as he whispered my name in a gravelly voice: “Omar, Omar.”

Unable to control my fears, I padded down the hallway to my parents’ room. |
crawled under the covers from the foot of the bed and made my way up to the pillows
like a mole tunneling through earth and latched onto Mama’s back. Her hair smelled of
fried cauliflower. She was on a cauliflower diet, and gorged on the vegetable boiled,
fried, and raw. Unfortunately, the diet caused her gas. Whenever she broke wind, I cried
with laughter.

My eyelids grew heavy and my breathing calmed. I looked across the bed at Baba,
who was snoring, with his arm bent across his forehead. I didn’t dare get too close to him,
fearing his skin was toxic. In the evenings, when he occasionally dozed off on the couch,
I crept up to him and examined his face, looking for a change of skin color, or into his
ear, expecting something to spring out of it. He worked on Mutanabi Street, among those
hooded men, and so I suspected he was a different species of man, or worse, not of this
world.

There were nights when I didn’t find Baba in bed and had Mama all to myself.
She said Baba was working late and wouldn’t be returning anytime soon. I rolled back
and forth across the wide empty space and made a tent out of the slack blanket. When I
tired of my games I cuddled next to Mama, kissing her soft, flabby arm, and fell asleep.
One night, she snuggled her face against my nape. I felt tears glide down my skin. |
turned around and saw her sniffling.

“Mama has a cold,” she said. She spoke in a thick village accent.

14



On the night before my first encounter with a prostitute, I was drifting off to sleep
when I suddenly felt rough bristles against my face and a tongue slither down my throat. |
opened my eyes and saw Baba’s face.

“Oh God,” he said, opening his eyes. He quickly turned his back to me and folded
the covers over him. Only later would I realize that he had mistaken me for Mama. At the

time I thought he was trying to swallow my tongue. I rushed back to my room.

After Baba left for work in the morning, Mama told me she had to attend a funeral
of a relative up in the mountains and was making the trip alone. She wore a long black
dress and a white shawl over her shoulders. She had puffy cheeks, which looked as if
they had been pumped with air. With a small and compact body like hers, the impact of
overeating was readily noticeable: Her curves melted into the shape of a plump oval. |
had inherited her curly black hair and round melancholic eyes.

It was rare that Mama went anywhere without me tagging along. Whenever we
visited guests, I sat next to her on the couch in the parlor, refusing to play with the
children in their room. I listened to the gossiping of the ladies, sipping on Pepsi-Cola.

The doorbell rang.

“That must be Lamya,” Mama said. “She’s here to look after you.”

The fresh smell of breast milk pervaded the apartment. Lamya, a resident of our
neighborhood, had been a wet-nurse for over a decade, ever since her husband became an
invalid and spent his days slumped on a couch, listening to the radio. She worked odd
jobs to support her family—babysitting, selling table-covers and clothes she knitted

herself, cooking lunches for bachelors, and her most reliable moneymaker: breastfeeding.
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As long as babies fed from her, she never went dry. Her milk was said to be medicinal.
She traveled from door to door like a gypsy, offering her milk to the hungry and ill.

She had dark eyes and wavy black hair. Her breasts sagged to her belly button.
Mama said that when I was four and ill with fever, I fed from Lamya’s breasts and
recovered the next day. Since then, ever grateful to Lamya, Mama maintained a
relationship with her.

Once Mama left the apartment, Lamya joined me and Jidu in the parlor. My
stuffed animals were laid out on the Persian carpet, including my favorite, Soula the Seal.
She had protruding eyes and long whiskers. If you squeezed her midsection, she honked.

Lamya sat on the couch and watched over me as she knitted a sweater. Her breasts
were leaking milk; two wet spots dotted her blouse. Jidu sat in a brown leather chair with
wide armrests and permanent impressions of his body. The leather was cracked and oily.
The chair was his first furniture purchase for the apartment when he moved down from
the mountains many years ago. He sat puffing on a hookah of bitter tobacco as he listened
to the transistor radio. The deep, melancholic voice of Umm Kalthoum reverberated from
the speakers.

Jidu brushed off the ash from the coal burning on the head of the hookah with a
clamp. Grey flakes fell onto the carpet, exploding into powder. Mama would be upset.
She was tyrannical when it came to cleaning: Our three-bedroom apartment was virtually
free of dust and cobwebs, and smelled faintly of diluted kerosene, which Mama used to
clean and polish the tiles. I could see my reflection in the surfaces of coffee tables and
vases. The mirror in the foyer was spotless, as was the sliding glass door leading out onto

the balcony—I once bumped my nose into the glass. At night, Mama sprayed insecticide
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in the kitchen, and in the morning, swept up the carcasses of capsized cockroaches. She
slaughtered survivors and newcomers by stomping on them in her house slippers like she
was dancing the dabke, and then wiped the green gore from her soles.

I focused on the world of my toys. They were climbing Mount Everest, which I
constructed out of cushions. Soula the Seal was leading the way through a blizzard. At
one point I looked up, saw the radio, and smiled at it. I turned to the coffee table and
smiled at a box of tissues. I regretted what I had started. Now I’d have to look at all the
objects in the room and acknowledge them with a smile, for I perceived inanimate objects
as having souls.

“Stop that,” Jidu said.

“Is anything wrong?” Lamya said.

“He’s doing that again, smiling at everything.”

“Would you like to play a game?”” Lamya asked me.

“No.”

“Are you hungry?”

“Yes,” Jidu said.

“Oh. Um, I guess I can make you two something to eat.”

“I wouldn’t mind feeding on her,” Jidu said, once Lamya had left the room. He
was enveloped in a milky cloud of smoke. “Come over here,” he told me. “I’ll tell you a
story.”

I walked over to his chair and climbed onto the armrest. He turned off the radio.

17



Jidu was tall and stocky. He had a bad knee and walked with a cane. The only
favor he ever asked of me was to find someone to shoot him in the head on the day he
couldn’t wipe his own ass.

Baba and I had inherited his long Roman nose and hollow cheeks. He waxed his
bushy mustache and twirled up the edges into half-moons. His hair was silvery and thick.
At night, he slept with nylons over his head to keep his hair slicked back. In the morning
he rose with a perfect hairdo. He had a collection of different colored nylons, all of which
he had saved from Teta’s closet following her death.

Jidu had an oak chest with a brass lock in his room. I often pulled on his wrist to
get him out of his chair to show me the contents of the chest. Inside were artifacts of his
youth: photographs, letters, books, maps, a gold-nib fountain pen, a pocket watch, a
Turkish pistol, a club, and my favorite item: his scimitar. He’d pull it out of its scabbard
(I longed for the pinging sound it made) and let me wield it in the air. The blade was
rusty. I imagined it had once been smeared with blood, for he’d beheaded the Turk with
this sword.

At that time in my life, Jidu’s stories were all about his adventures and heroic
feats in Mount Lebanon, stories he told as he puffed on his hookah, his tone always
casual, his eyes rarely widening at a suspenseful turn in his narrative. He made it seem as
if heroism was a natural trait, and that there was nothing spectacular about beheading a
Turk because he had beheaded dozens of Turks, swinging his scimitar in a three-hundred-
and-sixty degree orbit of slaughter, heads dropping at his feet like swollen plums.

Jidu was born and raised in Ras-el-Metn. He worked on the land chopping logs,

breaking stone, and tilling the soil. He hunted birds and wild boars in the pine forest.
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Jidu exhibited his legendary strength at weddings. As was custom for Druze
weddings, the groom and his party made a journey from his village to the bride’s on the
backs of mules and donkeys if the bride’s village was far away, or on foot if it was
nearby. The men were accompanied by a zeffe, a musical troupe composed of locals
dressed in turbans, colorful jackets, baggy pants, and leather shoes with curled tips. The
troupe sang and danced in circles around the groom at the front of the procession,
twirling scimitars above their heads as they beat drums and blew reed flutes. Along the
dirt roads women came out of their houses to offer their blessings and ululations and
throw rice and rose petals at them. Children ran after the dancers, mimicking their steps.
At the sound of the melodic chants, the nervous bride knew her man had come for her.

The men from both sides of the family faced each other in long lines and offered
their blessings. Before the groom led his bride back to his home, whereupon a great feast
commenced, the men would hold a strength competition. The groom’s family had to
prove to the bride’s family that they were strong and capable of protecting the bride
before they took her in. This was where Jidu stepped forward to showcase his abilities.
The strongest men from both families competed in lifting stone mortars, flinging heavy
limestone rocks across a distance, racing with buckets of water in their hands, and
wrestling on a dusty pitch where the first to pin the other’s shoulders on the ground won
the match. Jidu won all the competitions. He competed bare-chested, and was careful not
to mess his hair. Following a victory, he combed back his locks and poured water over
his glistening body, which the women peeked at from the corners of their eyes. The

sparkling water dripped from his chin and down his neck, coursing its way along the
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swell of his hairy chest and sliding further down his abdomen, collecting briefly in the
hollow of his belly button before spilling over the furry love trail leading to his bulge.

At one wedding up in Kornayel, Mama’s village, Jidu met Teta. He had just won
his wrestling match—he dislocated his opponent’s shoulder—and was pouring water over
himself when a woman approached him and slapped his face.

“That was my brother you injured,” she said.

Jidu handed her the jug and told her to get him more water.

“I’m not your damn wife,” she said.

“We’ll see about that.”

Teta was a taboo. Villagers thought testosterone, rather than estrogen, ran through
the fiber of her being. She was single to the chagrin of her parents, who blamed her
spinsterhood on her brazen character. Three protuberant moles of increasing size arced
across her cheek.

“She had a shooting star on her face,” Jidu said.

Apparently, she too fell for Jidu.

Jidu’s fame spread across all of Mount Lebanon following that winter dawn he
and a group of village men had attacked the Turkish checkpoint on the Beirut-Damascus
Road. Poet-singers praised his valor in resonating lyrics for crowds gathered in main
squares. But life was rough during that time. It was World War One. As soldiers fought
and died in Europe, a terrible famine and plague struck the Levant. The sky turned black
with locusts. Crops wilted and springs dried out. People began eating their mules,
donkeys, and horses. They ate rats and wild dogs and chewed on boiled leather. Jidu

recounted how one villager who owned an aviary roasted all his birds, including parrots
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from India, to feed his children. Sleepless undertakers carted away the dead piled out on
the roads.

After the war many men left the mountain and boarded ships headed to the
Americas. Jidu almost joined them. There was no future left for them in the village. But
Teta refused to sail the seas to a foreign land. She couldn’t bear to live without the
mountains of her youth. So they tried their luck in the city. They sold half their land and
rented an apartment in Beirut. They also bought the grocery store on Mutanabi Street.

Perched on the armrest of Jidu’s chair, I listened to the story of which I never
grew tired: his battle with the Turk. Awash in Jidu’s puffs of smoke, I could hear the
sound of his club smashing against the Turk’s kneecaps. Just as Jidu raised his scimitar
for the final blow, and the Turk looked up at him from the ground with pleading eyes,
Lamya entered the parlor carrying a tray of melted cheese sandwiches and salted
tomatoes.

Jidu sniffed the air. “Smells delicious.”

“I used kashkawan cheese,” she said.

“I was referring to your milk.”

Lamya blushed. She sat on the couch and resumed her knitting.

“Your Jidu was a horny bastard,” Murron says.
“He only gets raunchier over the course of my story.”
“I live with raunchiness every day. Badr el Din once made me kiss his nose. I’'m

not sure if you noticed, but his nose is huge and pink and pitted like a sieve. When I
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kissed it all around, little pecks here and there, he began to moan softly. I never kiss
clients, but with him, I was scared he’d harm me if I didn’t. Is he still out there?”

I stand up and look out the window, the rain pelting the panes. “He’s gone,” I say,
returning to my chair.

Murron lets out a deep sigh. I’'m also relieved. But who knows when he’ll return,

or if his prophesy will come true.

I was playing with my toys later that afternoon when I heard the front door open. I

ran to the foyer, thinking Mama had returned. Instead, I found Baba.
“I have a surprise for you,” he said.

“What the hell’s going on?”” Jidu asked Baba.

This was the first time Baba ever came home during the day. He wore a button-
down shirt, his sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and pants with sharp creases. In the
mornings, when I caught him before he left for work, I spotted small clouds of talcum
powder emanating from his patent leather shoes as he walked. I inhaled the light, fresh
scent of Bien-étre, which he splashed on his face and behind his ears. Like Jidu, he
slicked back his hair, but held it in place with brilliantine, not nylons.

He was obsessed with keeping his breath smelling fresh. He chewed gum after
downing a cup of coffee or following a smoke. After meals he ate mint leaves. When he
was at work and the day was slow, he reclined in his chair behind the register and
brushed his teeth with a miswak, that all-natural toothbrush made from the roots of an

arak tree.
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Baba told Jidu not to worry. “Put on your shoes, Omar,” he said. “We’re going on
a trip.”

I stood still in the middle of the room.

“Go on,” Baba said.

“I want to wait for Mama.”

“Mama’s coming home later.”

I sat down on the floor and held Soula to my chest and squeezed her. She honked.

“Where do you plan on taking him?” Jidu asked.

“To the store.”

Jidu sat up in his chair. “Salma won’t like it.”

“I’m the man in the house. It’s time Omar saw the store. The women are always
asking about him. I don’t want him to grow up thinking they’re bad people.”

“They’re whores,” Jidu said.

“Don’t use that word,” Baba said. “They’re just as loving as anyone else. They
saved my life.”

“Shit, not that story again.”

I flung Soula aside and ran to my room and shut the door behind me. I hid in the
corner of my closet behind my hanging clothes and prayed as Mama had taught me how
to pray every night before bed. I hoped God would send down Angel Gabriel to guide
me, as He had done for Prophet Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon him, hundreds
of years before in the deserts of Arabia.

I heard footsteps approach my room. The door opened. I wondered if Angel

Gabriel had arrived. God truly was merciful. But I smelled milk and held my breath.
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“Omar?” Lamya said. “Omar, where are you?”

There was silence, followed by a brief shuffling of steps. Suddenly, a flood of
light broke the darkness of the closet. Lamya parted the clothes and peered down at me.

“Save me from the hooded men!” I said.

“The hooded men?”

“It’s his mother’s fault,” Baba said, standing behind her. “She’s been feeding him
all this rubbish.”

Lamya held my hand and coaxed me out of the closet. I buried my face in her
breasts and wept into her blouse. The overpowering scent of her milk made me woozy.

“Stop crying,” Baba snapped.

His words made me cry more. I recalled his attempt to swallow my tongue in the

night.

I sat up front in Baba’s Volkswagen Beetle. As he drove through the congested
streets of the city, he asked me questions about school. He was tapping his fingers on the
steering wheel to the beat of a song over the radio. I responded with the silent treatment I
had seen Mama use with him. We were driving down the Corniche lined with palm trees,
where the waves of the Mediterranean slapped into rocks and seagulls squawked and
picked at scraps of food. Sunburned fishermen stood at the metal railings with their lines
cast out at sea. Vendors sold grilled corn and cups of Turkish coffee. In the distance, the
mountains towered over the coastline.

We drove through downtown, home to the labyrinth of the souks, and continued

on into Martyrs’ Square, passing the Rivoli Cinema. Droves of people walked up and
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down the streets lined with shops and food stalls. The square was outlined with palm
trees and lampposts, in the center of which stood the bronze Martyrs’ Statue, built in
honor of Lebanese nationalists who were executed by the Ottoman Empire in 1916. The
statue was of a Greek-looking goddess and a young, bare-chested man with a stern look
on his face, standing together on a rock and facing in the direction of the sea. The
goddess, significantly larger than the young man, was clothed in flowing robes and
extended a burning torch in the air. Beneath the rock on either side lay two men in the
throes of death. Pigeons congregated on the heads of the symbolic figures and shat
without shame.

Dozens of young men had gathered by the statue to listen to a revolutionary
standing on a makeshift platform and yelling into a megaphone. The men were waving
Palestinian flags. I didn’t understand what the speaker was saying, but I did hear the word
Palestine repeated, as well as the name, Nasser. According to Jidu, Nasser was a great
Arab leader who would one day unite the Arab world and liberate Palestine. A portrait of
the Egyptian president hung in our parlor.

Baba parked on a side street. I looked to my right and left. I didn’t see any hooded
men. But they could be hiding.

“Wait till you see our store,” Baba said. “It’s filled with chocolate and candy.”

I wasn’t convinced that I could trust Baba but I had no choice. I climbed out of
the car and held his hand. We walked down the side street and turned the corner onto

Mutanabi Street.
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A midnight-blue awning shaded Baba’s store. Jidu had named it the Shooting Star
in honor of Teta. The letters were painted in flashy silver across the edge of the awning.
Baba unlocked the front door and let me through.

The enormous room was filled with treasures. I thought these rooms only existed
in the tales Mama read to me in bed from The Thousand and One Nights. Many a night [
had imagined flying on Aladdin’s magic carpet or sailing the seas with Sinbad to secret
hideouts where gold and pearls and dozens of toys were stored. I had rubbed Mama’s
teakettle in the hope a genie would swirl out of the spout. Now, I was suddenly in one of
those hideouts. Canned and boxed foods and appliances lined the wooden shelves on
either side of the store. On the left was a glass counter with assorted cheeses and cold
meats, on top of which were stacked loaves of pita bread and jars of pickled eggplant and
labneh. Two barrels stood at the edge of the counter, one filled with black olives and the
other with green, swimming in pools of oil. A fridge stood in the corner. At the right-
hand side of the entrance were buckets heavy with salt, sugar, and mixed spices, and
massive jars of pumpkin seeds, almonds, and walnuts. The register was at the back of the
store, facing the door.

Above the jars of nuts was a magnificent shelf of all the chocolates and candy and
butter biscuits one could ever hope for. The candy, oh the candy: lollipops, gumdrops,
mints, taffy, caramel, Turkish Delights, and various flavors of Chiclets gum. My mouth
watered.

Baba lifted a rack pinned with bags of potato chips next to a ladder and hooked
pole from the back corner and propped it outside by the entrance.

I stood staring at the chocolate and candy.
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“You can eat from whatever you like,” Baba said. “As much as you want.”

I wondered if Baba was setting up a trap. He was tempting me before he did
something horrible to me. But I couldn’t resist. I reached for a chocolate bar and tore the
paper wrapper and ate. I licked off the chocolate smudged on my fingertips and began on
a chocolate-covered honeycomb. I stuffed pieces of Turkish Delights into my mouth,
powdering my face with their sugar. I became thirsty; my throat was sticky. Seemingly
pleased with himself, Baba grabbed a Pepsi from the fridge, popped its cap, and handed it
to me. I sipped with merriment. But then my stomach grumbled.

“It’s from all the candy you ate,” Baba said. “I’ll make you a labneh sandwich.
It’11 settle your stomachache.”

It took a while before I was able to move around again without discomfort. |
followed Baba to the register. He sat in a chair and carried me up onto his lap.

“Guess what’s inside this machine?” he said.

“A cobra?” I thought. “The severed head of the Turk?”

“Money,” Baba said. “One day you’re going to sit here and make plenty of money
like your Baba and Jidu.”

He held my index finger and pressed it over the No Sale button. The tray burst
open with a jingle of coins. He closed the tray and I pressed the button again, enjoying
the sound.

I followed him around the store as he pointed out items on the shelves. There
were bottles of fragrant oils and cans of hairspray, and packets of sanitary pads.

“These products are for the women,” he said. “You see, only women live on this

street. They own this street.”
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He named the cheeses and cold meats, and let me scoop up a handful of black
olives with a perforated ladle. Thrilled at my productivity, I weighed a kilo of pastrami
and a creamy slab of feta cheese on an ancient scale and then dusted the counter with a
feather stick as Baba swept the floor.

I was gazing up at the top shelves when a woman with flaming red hair entered
the store, her unruly locks cascading down her back like lava. She wore a floral dress and
pink sandals. She resembled a heroine from 7The Thousand and One Nights. Was she as
clever and brave as Marjanah, the slave girl who saves Ali Baba and kills the commander
of the forty thieves?

“Karma!” Baba said.

“Halloumi!”

Halloumi was Baba’s nickname, after the cheese, halloum. A prostitute at
Madame Bandar’s Theatre of Love had named him Halloumi. At the time he was fifteen
and had started working at the store. Only Mama called him by his real name, Halim.

Karma looked down at me, her face ringed with fire. “You must be Omar.”

I hid behind Baba’s leg. The woman warrior stepped closer, kneeling down. At
least she wasn’t armed.

“Isn’t he a cute one,” she said, tousling my hair. She scrutinized my face. “Look
at those big sad eyes. And the hair.”

I was hoping her inspection of me would be over soon. Surely she had battles to
wage against thieves and greedy brothers and jinns. She kissed my cheek, which made
my face burn.

“Karma is a great dancer,” Baba said.
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“I woke up with two blisters on my right foot,” she said, rubbing her lipstick off
my face. Her hand was warm and damp. “I’m not sure how much longer I can do this,
Halloumi. I look twice my age, and I’m only twenty-six.”

“But you can’t go home. You hated home.”

She bought a kilo of sugar and was about to leave the store when I wished her
good luck fighting against the thieves of the night.

“At least the thieves tip me,” she said.

“Halloumi!” a voice cried from outside.

“That must be Yasmina,” Baba said.

We stepped outside and saw a twine basket hovering over the pavement. On a
third-floor balcony stood a chubby woman in a bathrobe gripping the end of the rope. She
had platinum blonde hair puffed out like a blossoming dandelion. A neon billboard hung
on the side of the balcony, and read: The House of Blondes. No matter how old or young,
large or small, the women of the house were all blonde, their hair artificially colored.

“Who’s that boy with you?” Yasmina said.

“He’s my son.”

“How cute. Put him in the basket.”

I held onto Baba’s leg.

“She’s joking,” he said, stroking the back of my head.

Yasmina pulled up the basket and told us to wait for a moment, and disappeared
into her room. When she returned and lowered the basket, I reached in and took out two
slices of chocolate cake wrapped in cloth.

“I baked it this morning,” Yasmina said.
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I gave one slice to Baba and took a bite out of the other.

“What can I get you?” Baba asked, looking up.

“I need half a kilo of salami and a pack of toilet paper. Lara’s as sick as a dog.
She’s been shitting rivers all morning.”

We returned inside. Baba placed the cake over the glass counter and cut the edge
of a roll of salami in the meat and cheese slicer. He wrapped the slices in brown paper,
which he let me weigh. He pulled down a pack of toilet paper with the hooked pole.
When we went outside, a dozen blonde women were standing on the balconies of the
brothel, including Lara. They wore different colored chemises that hung loose or tight
around their bodies. I had never seen so much cleavage on a street, and wondered if they
were all headed down to the beach.

“What a cute boy,” one of them said.

“He’s as handsome as his father.”

“Look at his curly hair.”

“He’s so skinny. Feed him lard, Halloumi.”

“Say hello to them,” Baba told me.

I looked up at all those blondes and said, “I like your hair.”

They laughed, and in an off-key register, began to sing:

Tell me, tell me,

oh where in Beirut can you stroke your fingers through golden locks

and squeeze the most sumptuous buttocks?

Tell me, tell me,

oh where in Beirut can you open your heart
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and never feel torn apart?

Come upstairs, my handsome man,

before the night is over and where there’s plenty of love leftover.

You 've arrived where you belong,

at the House of Blondes.

Baba and I clapped for them.

“Again,” I said. “Please, sing it again.”

This time they belted out their voices, so loud that I thought all of Beirut would
hear them. I was ready to run up those stairs and join them in their song on the balcony. If
I had to show more skin to sing, I would. Let the sun burn me and the mosquitoes feast
on my blood. Let the flies stick to my sweaty limbs and the smog soak into my pores. I
turned to Baba, who was mouthing the lyrics. We’d both dye our hair blond.

“Your son better love us as much as you have, Halloumi,” Lara said. She
scrunched her face. “Quick, the toilet paper.”

We placed the contents inside the basket. Yasmina pulled it up and lowered it
again with a lira.

“Omar can keep the change,” she said.

Baba gave me the money. “It’s all yours. You’ve worked hard today.”

I held the lira in amazement. I was rich!

“I have an idea,” Baba said, and locked the front door. “Look down the street.”

Men were walking up and down the pavement. A short man with a potbelly

approached us, swinging an empty silver tray. His black hair was sculpted into a massive,
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shiny pompadour. I couldn’t keep from staring at the biblical wave rising from his scalp,
threatening to crash over me.

“Madame Danya is closing down her place,” he told Baba. “She wants to buy a
seaside house in Jounieh. Says this street is dying and wants to leave before it sinks.”

“She’s been saying that for years,” Baba said.

“But this is the first time she mentions Jounieh. She told me she prefers to wake
up to the sound of the sea instead of her whining girls.”

He glanced at his reflection in the tray and patted the top of his pompadour. He
wore suspenders over a short-sleeve collared shirt that was tight around his belly. A
middle button was open, revealing a rhombus of hairy flesh.

“My name is Mohammed Al-Turk,” he told me. “But the girls call me Elvis.”

“Elvis makes the most delicious Turkish coffee,” Baba said. Elvis pointed to his
stall parked at the top of the street.

“When you’re older,” Elvis told me, “I’ll make all the coffee you want. I’ll also
teach you how to grow one of these,” he said, gently touching the sides of his
pompadour. “The girls love my hair.” He bent his head like a charging bull. “Go on, son,
smell it. But hands off.”

I sniffed a mixture of pomade and cologne.

“I’m not as tall or handsome as your father,” Elvis said. “My pompadour is all
I’ve got.”

Once Elvis returned to his stall, Baba told me to look at all the buildings before
us. “These houses are filled with the most caring women in the world. They all love good

boys such as yourself.”
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“What about the hooded men?”

“There’s no such thing as the hooded men. Don’t believe your mother’s stories.”

He held my hand and pointed to a building at the corner of an intersection, across
from a pub called Factory Bar.

“That’s Marica,” he said, “named after its Greek owner Marica Espiredone. She
made this street famous. We owe our lives to her. During her time the richest men,
including politicians, visited her house. It was a place to be seen. Your Jidu loved Marica.
She bought her groceries from him.”

We continued down the street, passing Laurice and Bianca, the names of which
Baba read to me in English from the neon billboards. A young man was sweeping the
pavement by the Al Phalastini Restaurant. Baba was friendly with the owner, who bought
his cigarettes from his store.

Down from the restaurant was a tire shop, a couple of grocery stores like Baba’s,
and more brothels. Blondes were still standing on their balconies and waved down to us.
Their laughter and commotion brought other prostitutes onto their balconies.

“Halloumi,” the prostitutes cried out, waving.

“Hi, girls,” Baba said. “This is my son!”

He carried me on his shoulders and held my ankles. I waved back at the women
with both hands. They blew me kisses.

I felt like the most popular boy on earth. On this street women sang for me and
fed me cake and gave me kisses. I was king.

The brothels were categorized as either first or second-class, offering men of rags

or riches a wide spectrum. There stood Sandra’s Sweethearts, Marwa’s Muse, and

33



Danya’s Delights; the Flying Rose, the Magic Castle, and the Olive Tree; Hikmat the
Egyptian and Cathy the Cypriot; English Lucy and French Antoinette; Suzie, Salya, and
Sonya; Mamia, Mercelle, and Violette. When I was older, Baba told me Aunt Roula’s
was haunted by Aunt Roula herself, the founder, who died years earlier from a poisoned
glass of red wine. Aunt Roula’s ghost, with its stringy black hair and wrinkled face, and
its piercing yellow eyes, drifted in and out of the rooms, the tail end of her bridal gown
billowing behind her. She hovered over the beds of her former prostitutes when they were
having sex. She was visible to few, but for those clients who saw her, she frightened the
desire out of them. One man shrunk to a nub and nearly jumped out the window.

At the end of the street, Baba looked up at a second-floor balcony of Madame
Bandar’s Theatre of Love and broke out into a ballad by Abdel Wahab, his melody
coursing through me, his words my own, for I had become an extension of Baba. As he
sang, | hummed along:

When will fate allow you and 1

to spend the night on the banks of the Nile

where the air is rich with silence

and the flowers hang their heads in sleep.

The first-class brothel had whitewashed walls and green French doors. Flowery
vines wove between the intricate networks of the iron balustrades. I spotted birdcages
hanging from the ceiling of the balcony Baba was singing to. The French doors opened,
and a woman in a white dress stepped out onto the balcony. Her long, black hair
glimmered in the light. “I’ll come down,” she said. Baba put me on the ground and took

out a folded handkerchief from his pocket. Inside was a mint leaf, which he chewed.
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The woman in white opened the front door and knelt down to kiss me, holding my
face in her palms.

“This 1s Nisreen,” Baba said. When she smiled, dimples appeared on either cheek.

“I’ve heard so much about you, Omar,” she said. Her arresting green eyes
distracted me momentarily from the creases across her brow and the pastiness of her skin.
She smelled of gardenia. I recognized the scent from the garlands that peddlers and
beggar children my age sold at traffic lights in spring. Mama always bought from the
children, and tipped them extra. At home, she floated the flowers in a glass bowl of water
she kept in the parlor, scenting the room with an exotic freshness, until Jidu overpowered
it with the smoke from his hookah.

Nisreen kissed Baba on the cheek and led us inside a windowless room. The walls
were red; the black-and-white checkered floor was red; the bar on the right was red; the
bottles, the barstools, the curtained stage was red. Baba was red. Nisreen was red. My
skin was melting red.

A red lightbulb hung from a wire like a suspended ruby. It was hotter inside, and I
began to sweat. The air reeked of stale beer and tobacco smoke. Cigarette butts littered
the floor. A cockroach clung to a leg of a wooden chair facing the stage.

It was the first stage I had ever seen in person. It radiated the promise of theatre; it
sucked me into its orbit. Nisreen climbed up onto it and pulled the curtains open. A
square of spotlights loomed above the stage floor. She helped me up and told me to stand
in the center. She switched on the lights. I looked up and squinted. When I looked back
down, the spotlights still burning across my retinas, I felt I was performing the role of

Omar the six-year-old. A one-boy show.
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“In a few hours, this room will be packed with men,” Nisreen said.

“Nisreen is a famous actress,” Baba said.

“Only Halloumi thinks that.”

I walked around the scratched stage, the wood creaking beneath my feet. I
touched the red velvet curtains with gold fringe, which stunk of the mustiness of the
room. I skipped across the stage, thumping my chest like Tarzan, but was too
embarrassed to speak in monosyllables or yodel the wild man’s unmistakable call.
Stopping to catch my breath in the infernal heat, I noticed several framed portraits of
women hanging on the wall. One was of Nisreen.

“Those are the rest of the women who live here,” Baba said. “None are as special
as Nisreen.”

I asked Baba to ask Nisreen if she had ever seen the glowing blue songbird.

“Ask her yourself,” he said.

I looked down at the floor.

“Go ahead,” Baba told me.

I asked Nisreen my question.

“I’ve seen songbirds,” she said, “but not a blue one that glows in the dark. Have
you seen it?”

I shook my head. “I was looking for it last night. It sings bedtime songs.”

“Oh, I’d love to find that bird,” she said. “Would you like to see my birds?”

I nodded. She carried me down from the stage and held my hand and led me up a
creaky wooden staircase to the second floor, where the red light disappeared. I turned

around to make sure Baba was following us close behind. We walked down a hallway, on
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either side of which hung red velvet curtains from the entrances of rooms, instead of
doors. A rattling din of snoring emanated from these curtains, along with a murmuring of
jumbled words.

“The aunties of the house are dreaming,” Nisreen whispered.

We entered through the curtains of the last room on the left. A four-poster bed
with pink diaphanous curtains dominated the room. I had never seen such a regal bed,
and imagined myself beneath its covers, surrounded by my stuffed animals. There was
room for Mama, too. We’d all sleep together, enclosed in the pink curtains.

The brothel’s billboard hung above Nisreen’s balcony.

“At night, when the sign is turned on,” Nisreen said, pointing at the billboard,
“my balcony turns into a sea of red.”

I was more interested in the birds, which were chirping loudly. Nisreen carried me
and approached the cages.

“These are Parakeets,” she explained.

Her birds had the most beautifully colored feathers. In one cage, a pair of
hummingbirds was perched on a swing. I poked my finger inside the cage. The birds
remained still. Nisreen whistled. One suddenly began flying backward. The rapid beating
of its wings produced a humming sound.

“All these birds remind me of my village,” Nisreen told me. “I’d wake up to the
chirping of birds. I love the sound. But you see, something very bad happened to me in
my village, and I had to leave for good. You’re still too young to listen to that story.”

I looked at Baba, who was frowning.
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Years later, when [ was a teenager and began to spend time on Mutanabi Street,
Baba would tell me Nisreen’s story and how she had saved his life. I’d then understand
why he’d been frowning that afternoon. But I wonder if Nisreen had in fact destroyed
Baba’s life, or if he had let her destroy it. Either way, Mama got hurt.

“I’ll keep my eyes open for the blue songbird,” Nisreen told me, flashing her

dimples.

On our way home in the early evening, Baba bought bottles of laban ayran
(Mama’s favorite drink) and falafel and shawarma sandwiches for dinner. Jidu struggled
up from his armchair and joined us at the dinner table. He unfolded the greasy paper of a
falafel sandwich and took a massive bite, the fried falafel crunching between his jaws. He
ate a hot pepper and washed down the food with laban. A drop of tahini dripped down his
chin.

He looked at me and grinned. “Did you enjoy your time?”

“I walked on a stage!” I said.

“Did you see Marica’s house?”

“Yes. Baba said you loved Marica.”

Jidu put down his sandwich, as though he had lost his appetite. “I miss Marica. |
miss them all. But I’ve got nothing left.”

“They still love you,” Baba said.

“We’ve already been through this.”
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Mama walked into the dining room, still wearing her black dress. I smiled at her,
and continued eating dinner. Baba passed her a falafel sandwich and a bottle of laban
ayran.

“No, thank you,” she said.

“At least drink the laban. I got it just for you.”

Mama remained silent.

“Sit down,” Baba said.

“I have some work to do.”

“I said sit.”

Mama sat next to me at the table.

“Tell me about the funeral,” Baba said.

“It was fine.”

“Our day was great!” I said.

“When you’re done eating,” Mama told me, “please go to the bathroom. You need
a bath.” She stood up from the table and left the room.

Jidu was about to say something when Baba stopped him.

“I know,” he said. “Let’s just eat.”

I sat naked in the tub. Mama frothed her hands with a cake of olive oil soap and
washed my hair with vigor, digging her nails into my scalp.
“Ouch,” I said.

“Stand up.”
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I stood up. She gripped my wrist and rubbed my arm up and down, inside and out,
and over my armpit with a scrub, and did the same for my other arm.

“You’re hurting me,” I said.

This was the first time she bathed me with a scrub. She was skinning me alive.
She scrubbed my back, my ass, and thighs. She turned me around and scrubbed my chest.
She gave me the soap and told me to wash my privates. She rinsed off the suds over my
hair and body and dried me down and led me to my room.

I wore my pajamas and sat next to Mama on the edge of the bed.

“Tell me exactly what you saw and did today with your father,” she said.

I spoke about the candy and chocolate I ate, Karma’s red hair, the blondes, Elvis,
Marica, the stage floor I walked across, and Nisreen’s hummingbirds.

“It was so much fun,” I said.

She slapped my mouth. My face stung. Mama had never struck my face before,
and at first I was too stunned to react.

“Don’t you dare cry,” she said. “If you cry I’ll slap you again.”

I breathed furiously out of my nose.

“Did you forget about the hooded men?”

“Baba said they’re not real,” I said, my voice breaking. “You weren’t telling me
the truth.”

“They are real,” Mama said. “I heard over the radio that a poor boy was
kidnapped just yesterday afternoon. He was riding his bicycle down by your father’s store
when a hooded man yanked him from behind. They might come out to get you tonight.”

“But they don’t know where we live.”
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“They probably followed you home.”

I held onto Mama’s arm. “Please don’t let them take me.”

“The women that you met today—they work for the hooded men.”

“But they gave me cake.”

“The cake might be poisonous.”

I gasped. “I ate an entire piece.”

Mama rose from the bed and switched off the light.

“Don’t leave me,” I begged. “Please, I can’t sleep alone tonight.”

“If you want me to sleep next to you, promise me you’ll never again visit your
father’s store. Even if he asks you to, promise you won’t go.”

“I promise, Mama.”

She returned to the edge of the bed, where we extended our open palms and
prayed the fatha. We then lay down. As soon as Mama began to snore and I could smell
the fried cauliflower in her hair, I whispered a tune I forgot most of the words to.

Tell me, tell me, oh where in Beirut can you stroke your fingers through golden locks and
squeeze the most sumptuous buttocks? 1 sang to Mama’s back, my hand on her shoulder.

Tell me, tell me, oh where in Beirut can you open your heart and never feel torn apart?

Murron stands up from the bed, leaving her blanket aside. She slowly walks
toward me, swaying her hips, and finishes the song: Come upstairs, my handsome man,
before the night is over and where there’s plenty of love leftover. You ve arrived where
you belong, at the House of Blondes.

“You’ve been following my story,” I tell her.
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She stands before me with her hands on her hips, her breasts thrust out. Her slim
arms look softer than velvet.

She’ll soon get cold, unless I offer her the heat of my body.

I take a sip from my watered-down drink. Lightening flashes intermittently like an
ungraspable epiphany. I still feel blue.

“Don’t forget,” Murron says, “that you’re paying me to listen to you as [—how
did you put it? Oh yes. As I “sit back and relax.””

As she walks back to the bed, I wonder if she’d rather sleep with me to get this

night over with.
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2

Blue Bulbs

I returned to the Shooting Star on the first day of the Six-Day War. I was eleven
and had the faintest trace of a mustache. Both Jidu and Baba had mustaches: the former
sporting a thick one with curled tips and the latter a pencil-thin line resembling a plucked
brow. I preferred Jidu’s, equating his with the look of a hero.

I also wanted to be accepted by the boys at school, many of whom had impressive
mustaches and hair under their armpits. Ali Zaidan, who was repeating sixth grade, had
stubble on his face. You were lucky to be his friend despite the inferior hairlessness of
your face. When he noticed my mustache during recess one day, he pointed at me and
said, “Omar has grandmother whiskers.”

The boys in his entourage looked at me. I forced myself to laugh.

Ali combed his fingers through his stubble. “I need a cigarette.”

“Me t00,” I said.

“Oh, shut up. I bet you haven’t ever smoked before.”

“I’ve taken a puff on my Jidu’s hookah.”

“Have you ever kissed a girl?”

I remained silent.

I wasn’t an outcast, nor was I popular. I was just there, in the background, on the
fringes. I got invited to birthday parties—everyone in class did—but never over to a
friend’s house to hang out. If I was bored I listened to one of Jidu’s tales, and if I wanted

to see a film or visit the shopping center in downtown, I went with Mama.
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“Get lost,” Ali told me.

I walked to a corner of the schoolyard and waited for the bell to ring.

I hadn’t thought of Mutanabi Street in years. Baba never again attempted to sneak
me out of the house. I don’t remember him paying much attention to me. He’d pat my
head or kiss my cheek when he returned home from work, and come into my room and
say “Catch,” and throw chocolate bars at me, but that was the extent of his fatherhood, as
if it were a scarce resource.

That spring, I conducted a private investigation of Baba. A few times a month, he
left the house long after dinner and didn’t return until midnight, sometimes later. He
dressed well for his outings, in a button-down shirt and slacks, his patent leather shoes
shined and powdered with talcum. He smelled of Bien-étre, and his hair was slicked back
and shining with brilliantine.

When I was younger, Mama attributed Baba’s nighttime absences to working late
at the store. I knew when he was out late because more often than not, Mama crawled
next to me in bed and held me tight, compressing me into the soft jelly of her fat. She fell
asleep still embracing me, with her arm draped over my chest. Her arm was heavy, and so
as not to wake her, I maneuvered my body into a more comfortable position while
keeping her arm secured over me.

“Most stores don’t stay open that late,” I once said. We were lying next to each
other in bed.
“He’s meeting up with his friends,” she said.

“Which friends? I’ve never seen them before. Are they friends from work?”
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“Stop asking me questions about your father,” Mama snapped, and got out of bed.
I pulled on her wrist.

“I won’t say another word,” I promised.

I eventually asked Jidu for an explanation.

“Your father’s at the theatre,” he said.

Baba enjoyed the theatre? How come he never took me or Mama along? We
would have loved a night out at the theatre, which I had never been to before.

There were many questions about Baba I was determined to find the answers to. |
had recently seen The Child Detectives, an Egyptian film about three best friends who
solve the mystery of a missing girl from their Cairo neighborhood.

I kept a spiraled pad in my pocket, and noted the amount of time Baba spent
bathing in the tub, the food he ate, the duration of his siestas. And once, I crept into my
parents’ room while they were asleep to document his sleeping habits: He slept on his
back, with his arm bent across his forehead. He was a snorer.

I stayed up late one night, long enough to hear Baba come home past one o’clock
in the morning. He shuffled to the bathroom and urinated and washed himself in the sink.
I tiptoed into the shadows of the hallway and hid in the entrance of the kitchen, where I
still had a view of the bathroom. Baba finally came out. I was unable to document his
expression, since he had switched off the bathroom light. But as soon as he went inside
his bedroom, I snuck into the bathroom to look for evidence. In the mirror cabinet I found
his brilliantine and 500-milliliter bottle of Bien-étre with a green cap. I searched the sink

bowl, peered into the toilet, and checked the contents of the trash bin. Nothing.
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The next morning, I searched through my parents’ laundry basket and found the
clothes Baba had worn the previous night and sniffed them. They smelled of cigarettes
and gardenia. [ wrote down these details. Mama never used perfume. When I shared my
notes with Mama, her face turned red.

“You better stop what you’re doing,” she said.

“I’m a detective, Mama.”

“You’re a boy.”

Later that night, as [ was trying to fall asleep, Mama came in.

“Is Baba out with his friends?” I asked.

“No. I just came to say goodnight.” She sat on the edge of my bed. “Your father
kept that evil street a secret from me. Only after we married did he reveal the truth.”

Mama had replaced the terror of the hooded men with the evil women Baba
worked amongst. I had no idea why the women were evil. I assumed they had bad
intentions, like the hooded men. Mama now said these women hung boys from the palm
trees in Martyrs’ Square.

“I’ve never seen a body hanging from the palm trees,” I said, horrified.

“The boys are hung at night and cut down in the morning by the cleaners.”

Mama said if she had known Baba worked on Mutanabi Street, she would never
have married him.

“But I wouldn’t have been born,” I said.

“You’d just have a different father. A better one who believes in God and doesn’t
do nasty things with those women.”

“What nasty things?”
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“You’re too young to understand.”

I pointed to my upper lip. “I have a mustache.”

Mama continued: “Everyone in the neighborhood knows where your father
works. They say bad things about him. They also say bad things about you and me, which
i1s why I never get any visitors. Only Lamya understands. We’re being punished because
of him. And guess what? He couldn’t care less.”

The next day, I looked at Baba with narrowed eyes and shook my head.

“You’re staring at me like your mother,” he said.

*

A silver-framed photograph of my parents on their wedding day hung in the
parlor next to the profile of Nasser. In the photo, Mama and Baba stood in the shade of an
oak tree in the courtyard of my uncle’s house in Ras-el-Metn. Sunshine filtered between
the leaves and illuminated their faces. In the background, a hawk flew over the valley.

Baba wore a white linen double-breasted suit with a pink carnation poking from
his breast pocket. Mama was in her royal purple wedding dress. A flake of parsley was
stuck between Baba’s front teeth. He was in his mid-twenties, Mama eighteen.

I knew everything about Mama’s life before that photograph was taken. She
rivaled Jidu as a storyteller. She’d find me lying on my bed reading a comic book and
pull up my desk chair and tell her stories as she knitted sweaters, scarves, hats, and
gloves for the family. She seemed lost in a meditative trance as she knitted, her head
slightly bent and her lips pursed, her hand looping across the other, drawing a stitch. The

light, clicking sound of her metal needles provided a soundtrack to her tales, a subtle beat
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that remained consistent no matter the drama of her stories, as if to reassure me of her
narrative control.

Mama was the youngest of seven children. She had six brothers who worked in
the fields and gardens of Kornayel. They were short men of broad shoulders and round
bellies and huge, calloused palms. Whenever one of them caressed Mama’s cheek or held
her hand, his dry and hardened skin prickled her.

Mama loved the village. The narrow main road wrapped around the top of the
mountain, and several side roads branched off and led to clusters of terraced fields and
gardens and limestone houses with red-tile roofs and wooden-slatted shutters. Farmers
rode their mule-drawn carts brimming with fruits and vegetables along the roads,
hollering the prices of their produce. Boys and girls hiked in the shadowy forest or simply
splashed themselves with ice-cold water from the communal spring.

On days free of fog and morning mist the view from any side of the village was of
mountains and valleys dense with pine trees. It was a pastime for many villagers,
especially the young folk, to walk to the western side of Kornayel on clear days to gaze at
a stretch of sea in the distance beyond the mountains. Some imagined sipping cups of
coffee at a seaside café or standing at the port to watch freighters dock in the capital they
had never seen.

Mama wondered what lay beyond the mountains.

Mama fed on the stories from The Thousand and One Nights and Tales from
Mount Lebanon, written by the Halabi brothers. The latter book was separated into two

parts, each written by a different brother. Although both parts involved heroes and
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legends and indomitable women, they differed in tone. The first part was historical, and
in the stretched limits of a folktale, retold famous battles of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, in which villagers battled against thieves and bandits and Ottoman soldiers, and
also against themselves in a merciless civil war in 1860 that left thousands dead. The
second part was fantastical and occasionally morbid. This brother gave a voice to all
things living. A flower had as pleading a voice as a damsel in distress.

Mama preferred the fantastical part. She believed in talking trees, clouds that
rained pearls, tigers that smoked hookahs, sparrows that wept, princes who fought and
died for love, a band of dwarves who snuck into homes in the dead of night and stole
kisses from sleeping beauties, a man who woke up in a cave from a 100-year slumber to
find his wife, unfortunately, still alive.

As a young girl, Mama wished that a prince would marry her—she spent nights
sitting at her windowsill, waiting for him. She looked for the characters mentioned in
Tales from Mount Lebanon, believing they lived among us. She left them notes around
the village, telling them she wanted to be their friend.

One day, when she was eighteen, her father told her he had received news from
Beirut that a man was interested in her.

“He owns a big store,” her mother said. “He’s rich.”

That this bachelor lived in Beirut was all Mama needed to hear. Could it be that
her prince was coming for her, riding through the pinewoods on his Arabian horse?
Perhaps he was willing to risk his life for her and fight off other suitors, even though no

one had ever called on her.
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On a Sunday afternoon, Mama waited nervously in her room. She wore a long-
sleeve dress. Her curly hair was held up in pins.

Baba and Jidu had come over for lunch. They had been speaking with her parents
and brothers in the front courtyard underneath a canopy for quite some time as she bit on
her nails. She had yet to see Baba. Finally, her mother came in and said to serve the
guests lemonade mixed with orange-blossom water. She balanced the pitcher of
lemonade and glasses on a silver tray and walked outside.

She nearly dropped the tray when she saw Baba—he was a revelation, more
handsome than any prince on his horse. He looked cosmopolitan in his three-piece suit
and patent leather shoes, his hair slicked back. She poured the lemonade and served the
guests. She and Baba were too nervous to speak. She smelled his cologne on a breeze and
regretted not scenting her skin.

Mama’s family had prepared a feast. The brothers set the table with dishes layered
with pita bread inside of which kebabs and greasy lard and kafta and chicken and grilled
vegetables fumed. There were sides of hummus and baba ghanoush and pickles and
olives, as well as a big glass bowl of tabouli.

Mama’s parents and brothers ate with ravenous appetites, barely swallowing
between bites. They reached across one another to dip a piece of bread in oily hummus or
to scoop up the garlic paste. They passed their plates back and forth and piled on mounds
of food. They grunted and moaned and licked their fingers as they ate.

Mama was embarrassed to eat in front of Baba. She wanted to prove to him that

she was in control of her appetite, unlike her family.
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Baba and Jidu visited Mama’s family for lunch over the next two Sundays. On the
third Sunday, Baba asked my grandfather for Mama’s hand.

Later that night, in the light of a kerosene lamp, Mama sat by her window, too
excited to sleep. The wolves were howling under the moon. Her mother sat in a chair
opposite. They were knitting, balls of yarn plopped in their laps like treasured eggs.

“I’ve never been in love before,” Mama said, working on the collar of a wool
sweater for Baba.

“Love isn’t as important as you think,” my grandmother said. “When I got
married, I was told to like your father.”

“And do you like father?”

“I’ve grown to like him, to respect him.”

“Do you love him?”

“There’s no such thing as love, my dear. There’s only obedience. You need to
cook for him and wash and iron his clothes; you have to wake up in the mornings before
he does to prepare his breakfast; you have to smile and never question anything he