The Storyteller
I haven’t seen it snow like this for years – with these broad, heavy flakes, that settle immediately and pile up, just as they used to long ago. It would certainly have been better to come out in another pair of shoes, but I don’t think it’ll last; it never lasts, even when it snows so hard. The snow comes and goes in a flash; it stays on the Antilebanon mountains, on Mt Qasiyun. Once upon a time it would have been different. When I was a child the snow would settle in Damascus for a few days and the old men would moan that it was dangerous to walk. People would stop under the arches of the closed suq
 and rush home early in the evening. When it snowed after eight o’clock in the evening there weren’t many customers at the Fountain Café. The two H. brothers would wander anxiously among the tables rearranging the hubble-bubbles one by one, adjusting the position of one chair after another. They would tell me to wait just a while longer, until a quarter past eight, then half past. Then they would tell me to come back another evening, “You can see for yourself, there’s no one here”. I always felt a bit let down: winter evenings are the best time to read the stories of Antar and Ablah. People concentrate better. They’re more inclined to listen to you. But when the place is empty, I don’t feel like reading myself. Anyway, there’s no sense in it: the following day the customers ask me to pick up from where I left off before the snowfall. Even if it weren’t like this, the café has an illustrious tradition of hakawati
 and perhaps I’m not up to old Wahab’s standard, but I can’t stoop to reading as if I didn’t realize the café was empty. Once, I even told the two brothers to buy a television set and turn it on when there’s no one about. It’s not as if I was like that chap in the Bakery Café they always had to plead with for hours before he would start reading. The fact is that reading with or without an audience is not the same. I feel silly when I reach under the chair to pick up the great black sword I normally use to act out the battles. It makes no sense … perched there on the chair higher than anyone, swinging the sword around in front of two or three people. So when it snowed heavily, I wouldn’t even leave home. But now everything’s got trickier: you can never tell whether it’s snowing for real or just pretending to. Sometimes I stay at home and my brothers come and call me because the café’s full. Other times – like today – I decide to go in any case and find I’m facing a virtually empty room.

Of course, Damascus was an entirely different place then. But even though nowadays there are millions of us, and not hundreds of thousands as before, it doesn’t actually affect me all that much. Those millions are nearly all outside the walls; they seldom come to the old town, and when they do it’s only on feast days. We see them when we take the car to go somewhere, but on a day-to-day basis… who notices them? It’s more or less all the same families living here. Some have left; a few have arrived. It’s not as if everything is just as it was, but things haven’t changed as much as in the new town.

Everything’s different there, all right. It’s changed a lot. When you went out of the old town, it used to be all green around the Citadel and the Omayyad Mosque. There was plenty of water and there were the peasants’ fields, their kitchen gardens. Now there are just blocks of flats and houses. There’s nothing left, and even the water isn’t as clean or as plentiful as before.

Whenever I can, I go to work on foot. I’ve always enjoyed walking through this old quarter of Damascus, where I was born and spent my childhood. I like to hear the call to prayer from the minarets of the mosques, walk past A’s bakery and smell the freshly baked bread. My folks lived in this area, so it’s only natural that I should know everyone.

My father had his barbershop just a few steps from here, not far from the Fountain Café. We would sometimes come here together when he closed down for the day to listen to the hakawati. When I grew up I was able to stay and listen to the stories on my own; I had to come with my father until I was sixteen – cafés were no place for children and women. I was always moaning with dad; I would tell him that I could always stay with someone else if he had to go home. I begged to him to wait until the end of the story at least. Sometimes he gave in, but more often he didn’t. He had a lot to do, my dad; he was a very busy man.

In those days barbers were not like they are now; they were figures of authority. You didn’t just have to be handy with scissors and a razor. It took something more: a vocation, a sort of stature that was almost natural. It was a tough job being a barber and there weren’t many who were good at it. I can tell stories; my father knew how to listen. Quite probably he wasn’t as extraordinary as he seemed to me at the time and there must have been others better than him. But there were certainly a lot who were less able than him. When we headed down to the shop from home, I became aware of my father’s stature, his air of authority and importance, from the reactions of the people we came across. It wasn’t just that everyone greeted him, but the way they did it.

I’ve never known any of this myself, perhaps because I haven’t taken after my father at all; I’ve got a different personality. People listen to me, they enjoy themselves, and they let me believe – occasionally – that I’m quite good. But stature is something else again and my father had that, not me.

The other thing I remember, we all remember, about my father is his enthusiasm: whatever he was doing became the most important thing for him. He would get worked up, worry and get excited as if whatever it was concerned him directly and was the most important thing in his life. And when the problem was sorted out – and he certainly had his fair share of problems to sort out – and you might have expected him to enjoy a well-earned rest, there was always something else that required his attention, that needed doing or fixing.

He didn’t come from a rich family – we’ve never been rich ​– but he was reasonably well off. Grandad had a grain business not far from here that had been the family firm since before his day. When the war
 broke out and there was the first call-up, Grandad was conscripted into the Turkish army. There was a long discussion at home. Joining up was supposed to be a duty, but shutting the shop meant reducing the whole family to poverty. That’s how it was decided to send my father in his place, since he had the same name. That’s another reason I smile when they say Damascus had a lot of inhabitants at that time, that it was like this or like that… Censuses were very rough and ready and the Turks had only a vague idea of what this town was like, although they had been occupying it for centuries. It’s a bit of a joke that the Turks accepted a twelve-year-old boy, who might have looked sixteen at the most, instead of a man of thirty-five. But I’ve seen photos of my father at the time and he was already quite grown-up, and if you didn’t peer too closely he might even have passed for eighteen. In any case, they tell me that in those days it was all like that. When the Turks called you up, you went if you could and not just because you were conscripted. And once they had someone from a particular family, they didn’t bother too much about checking exactly who had been recruited. So off dad went at the age of twelve to fight a war he has never told us about and that I know nothing about. Although it seems strange and even though wars are always wars – and unfortunately that’s something we do know about – I think Dad must have had quite a good time… or perhaps not. At all events he didn’t want to talk about it.  When he came back he was the same as always: cheerful, keen, ready to drop what he was doing to listen to people – happy to be among people, in company.

I never knew if that’s how things really went. When I think of what happened after the war, I think it was more likely it was Dad himself who asked to leave. He felt cramped in the grain shop; spending all day behind the till or by the scales was not for him. He wanted to mix with people, talking and listening; business was too dreary for him. So he asked my grandfather to let him go and to open a barbershop for him instead. I’ve never worked out where he learned to be a barber – perhaps during the war. Sometimes I think the Turks realized how things stood all along and since they had a teenager on their hands they put him in the only place they could, in an infirmary. Perhaps that’s where my father learned to fix teeth and look after the sick, and where he acquired a taste for listening to people.

So, just as he was about to leave his family to find his way in the world, my grandmother must have decided that he was too young, too keen and perhaps just too scatterbrained to be left entirely on his own. So she looked about for a woman for him who would temper his character. The usual things were done: a little information was gathered, a few feelers sent out. And in the end my father married a young girl who had known our family since they were both children. She was a shy, highly religious girl from a humble but very respectable family. She was a good woman and I don’t think anyone ever had a bad word to say about her. She respected my father and made sure he wanted for nothing. In time three children were born. It would seem to be a reasonably happy story, like many others. But dad was miserable: enthusiasm in life and for all its many facets was not mere window dressing for him. Everything was perfect in his home, but enthusiasm, passion and love was absolutely out of the question. His wife ate in silence, as if eating was an irksome duty to be performed out of necessity. When he came back home everything was perfectly tidy, but dark and silent. The food had been well cooked, but there was never a touch of flair or panache. My brothers were well looked after and brought up better – clean, neat, well-behaved, like their mother. My father never found it in him to love her. He respected her and even grew fond of her. He appreciated that she was a good woman, but she was unable to laugh and joke or be a good companion for him. The house seemed as gloomy as a mosque, or one of those places where pious women who look after the poor and needy gather near mosques. He had no intention of turning his back on love. For him, to live with joy and enthusiasm wasn’t just a prospect; it was a need, like breathing and drinking. Dad was hot-blooded: he loved good and plentiful food, new flavours and the company of friends. Any occasion was a good excuse to invite people to lunch and to be invited out. On his way home from work in the evenings, he would stop off at friends’ and acquaintances’ to talk over a problem or some thorny issue. There was always someone’s opinion to consider, some advice to give, a suggestion to make. That was a barber’s job: he was a sort of neighbourhood advisor the whole male population would turn to – and still turns to – when they went to his shop for a chat and to pick his brains. In those days there were no razor blades, and even scissors were quite scarce. One had to go to the barber’s almost every day and hair had to be cut at least every ten days. So people would go to see him and through this routine there developed a kind of large group with the barber at the centre. He would see them all virtually on a daily basis and get to know them and listen to them. Very often, once he had become a beacon for the neighbourhood, he was the first person people would turn to when there was a serious problem. At that time there were hardly any doctors, and the few there were would only be called upon in dire need. But for a toothache, a persistent backache, a headache lasting all day you had to see the barber.

My father had his own ideas about medicine: whatever happened and whatever ailment he had to treat, the be-all and end-all of his approach was traditional herbs, the kind that anyone could find at the suq. And when the problem was particularly tricky, then the medicine par excellence was aspirin. Suffering from backache? Aspirin! Toothache? Aspirin! Running a temperature? Aspirin! I remember once when my mother made gentle fun of him because of this and my father said something like, “It doesn’t do any harm, it often does the trick and it’s cheap”. Those were dad’s treatments.

Then there was everything else, an array that was so big that even we who were his sons had no idea where it ended. There was the chap who couldn’t sleep, another who coughed all the time, one who was no longer able to fulfil his marital obligations and who bit by bit, very shyly, asked my father what he should do. And then, once you’ve started talking about physical problems, the dividing line with problems of another kind is always very vague and faint. Take those with a headache; it’s one thing to have a headache if you’re happy and another if your business is going down the pan. Suppose a man is unable to perform in bed; if it isn’t actually his wedding night, when nerves can play nasty tricks, then perhaps his wife should share the blame. At least it’s worth asking oneself. I once knew a chap everyone thought was a homosexual. I never asked him a thing, but when he started talking to me about his wife, it didn’t take me long to realize he had a harpie at home. No wonder he didn’t feel like it. Then his wife went around telling everyone that he was impotent, half a man, and, you know, the usual things.

The barber knew everyone, listened to everyone, talked to everyone.  He knew about family quarrels, family problems, marriages on the rocks or those still in the planning stages. Not much was expected of him, but the little he could do was the kind of thing you don’t learn; it’s something you’re born with – the ability to listen, to see everyone’s point of view, to talk sparingly and with common sense. So, when two brothers had an argument, it was the barber they went to to sort it out. When a shop was doing badly and the time came to close it down or find new partners, it was at the barber’s that contact was first made. It was he who would suggest a marriage or a deal, or put himself forward as a go-between for families. I don’t know if things are still carried out in the same way as in my father’s day, but that’s certainly how things were done then.

After closing the shop for the day, my father would go and visit some family or other. People respected him; they knew there was nothing in it for him personally and that he was only acting in everyone’s best interests. He never lost sight of a kind of natural balance, a sort of fairness and art of reconciliation that were second nature to him. He wasn’t paid for his services, but presents would often arrive at home: simple things, but added together they helped raise our family’s standard of living to a certain extent.

So my father never returned home straight from work. Sometimes he would stay to dinner with a family, or had to see someone, listening, suggesting and advising. And when he got back home, his wife was the natural sounding board for his thoughts.

But what sounding board could my father hope to find in his first wife, this unhappy, silent, pious woman, who couldn’t be faulted for anything, but who didn’t love laughter, noise, rich and plentiful food, and who looked at him almost reprovingly every time he brought someone home?

So they separated, and as was the custom at that time the children stayed with my father, and my brothers’ mother went back to live with her parents. I don’t think it was a particularly painful experience; they were both tired and a life together needs something more than silence and respect. My father couldn’t live with such a lack of love. She married another man, a skilled craftsman, one of those metalworkers, soon after. He was neither more nor less skilful than my father, except he was much calmer, less exuberant, less enthusiastic about everything. She had the quiet life she was looking for, with her house neat and tidy, always dim, the larder stocked with the bare essentials for a plain dinner. And she pursued the same interests as always, those of a pious woman who looks after the poor and is part of the women’s group attached to the local mosque.

Alone with three children, my father married a second time. It was just a flash in the pan and the marriage only lasted a few months. His new wife wasn’t wicked – actually, I think she was a very good woman – only she didn’t get on with my grandmother. She was an energetic woman and she wanted things to be done her way. There was an argument at home once and she asked my father if she would have to put up with doing what my grandmother wanted for much longer. My father answered that his mother would always be his mother, and she left home. They didn’t have children; all they did was argue and row all the time. Perhaps she seemed the ideal wife because she was more energetic, more active and more prepared to play her part. But this woman who came into his house behaving like the boss and arguing with his mother the whole time can’t have seemed a great find to my father.

So it was that my father married a third time, and everything he had to go through with his first two wives turned into pure joy with the third. His life with my mother was one great, beautiful love affair, the kind that makes men happy and changes people’s lives. I’m not saying this just because it was my mother, but because my older brothers, from the first marriage, noticed it too. They were no youngsters and both had had previous marriages, but the enthusiasm between them was still the kind you have the first time, like kids. And it wasn’t an enthusiasm confined to just the two of them. My mother looked after my brothers as if they were her own sons, but she did it with the tactful grace which only certain women have. Whenever they had to make a decision concerning them, she always phoned their mother first to ask what she thought. I know for a fact that they met lots of times, both at home and outside, to talk about them.

When she was unwell, my mother was the first to go to see her and to look after her as she would have a friend. She would even spend the night with her if need be, which is what happened once after an operation.

She was like Dad: she was fond of his first wife and her sons because she was unable to do anything except be fond of people. She was a generous, strong and energetic woman.

I remember one afternoon when my mother and my father’s first wife were at home and thought I was asleep. Or perhaps they just didn’t think I could hear what they were saying. I only know that I remember very well his first wife saying, “How did you manage to make him so happy? He’s a changed man. And even my sons seem happy with you”. I know, these are things people say. But I seem to remember she sounded very sincere when she said it; she wasn’t speaking just for the sake of it. I didn’t hear what my mother replied, but it wasn’t important, I knew perfectly well how she had done it.

I well remember how they used to go to the bathroom after dinner. All you could hear was a stream of squeals and giggles. She would pretend to be shocked by something, then there was a sudden silence, followed by renewed laughter. And my father would call out, “Help!”, and start laughing, while she told him to stop in a way clearly intended to spur him on all the more… Then they would come out of the bathroom and try to recover their composure, and they were both red as beetroots…

They spent almost forty years like this together. My father would return home and be assailed by the most mouthwatering smells. He would head for the kitchen to find out what she was cooking and be promptly rebuffed in a mock-stern way. Then he would come back to us hollering, “My darling, don’t make me suffer; tell me what’s stewing in the saucepan. What are you cooking!”. She would appear at the door feigning anger. “Keep in your place”, she would call out, “and don’t be a baby”. But while she was saying this, my father would already have stretched out an arm – cue fresh laughter and pinches, and the door was quickly shut ready for the next assault.

My mother was a special woman, or perhaps they just loved one another; they were made for each other.

It happened naturally, and it was inevitable, given their personalities. In the same way as my father had become the advisor for the whole neighbourhood, so my mother became the person all the local women turned to. Whenever my father went out, and we were already quite grown up by then, these women would come to our house to speak to her, explaining what had happened and revealing their hopes, troubles and most serious problems. She would listen to them and console them and make them feel protected. Then, when my father came home, they would compare notes on what they had learned and they would work out a solution to family quarrels, find ways to shore up a marriage, invent methods to enable a son to pursue a career when one of his parents was against it, or a daughter to marry the boy she had set her heart on but dared not tell her father except through one of them, the barber and his wife.

It was only natural that business should be good. Although my father’s job appeared humbler than my grandfather’s, at a certain stage he was able to buy two flats just outside the old town, one on top of the other. The lower one became the men’s barbershop and the one above became a ladies’ hairdresser’s. My father owned both, but my mother actually ran the upstairs salon.

They continued like this for years and years. Even as an old man of over eighty, my father stuck with his job and continued to be at the heart of all the affairs of the neighbourhood and of dozens of families – with his basic good-humour, ability to remain calm and balanced in all his judgments, which increased over the years and coexisted with his formidable appetite, his desire to laugh at home with his wife and children, the cries in the bathroom, the pinchings and giggles, which we as adults no longer had to pretend not to hear and which continued up to the last day of this unique and in its own way extraordinary couple.

At times I wonder where my passion for stories came from. My mother occasionally told us some, but although I don’t know exactly why, I have the impression she had nothing to do with it. I feel it was something else that led to my becoming a hakawati. Maybe it was all the times my father took me away from the Fountain Café as they were about to tell a story, with the excuse that he had important appointments. And after dragging me away just as things were getting interesting, it turned out that the important appointment wasn’t so vital as to prevent a long session in the bathroom with my mother, with all the associated pinchings, giggles and her whispered, “Shhh, the children will hear us!”. But I know that right from when I was a child that man on the chair, reading his stories with his white cotton hat on his head and his great dark sword became my role model in life. Of course I knew perfectly well that it was a pastime, that real work was something quite different and that even if I wanted to become a hakawati myself eventually, I would still have to find a job one day. But whatever it would be, I asked only one thing – that it leave my evenings free, so I could climb onto the great raised chair at eight o’clock and read the stories about Antar.

When I learned to read, I remember I would force my brothers to sit at my feet and listen to me. They were wonderful moments, because I realized then with my older brothers how hard it was to read in public and to achieve that miraculous balance in the mixture of cheerfulness and tears, without going too far in one direction or the other. A sort of fragile but decisive middle way, because too much war and too many conflicts wear you down after a while, and sad stories are moving, but… have you ever seen anyone who feels like going to the café to listen to sad stories after ten hours at work? I haven’t, not here, not in Damascus.

Then I realized almost immediately that the secret of telling a story lies not in the story itself but in the interruptions. It’s all about knowing how to build a second story in silence before the first one is over and making it grow little by little, so that when the first one is finished, those listening to you don’t even notice; they’re already waiting for the end of the new one.

Then there’s the summary. It’s not a run-through of the things you’ve said on other evenings, but a kind of introduction that serves to shift the café’s customers’ attention gradually towards you. It’s a way of slowly entering the café so that after a few minutes no one feels like doing anything except listen to you.

It’s funny; I sometimes think of my father. When he wanted to talk, or when he wanted others to talk to him, he had to keep quiet, and the longer the silence lasted, the more the people in his shop began to feel sort of uneasy, until either my father said what he had to say, or else whoever was going to speak didn’t.

But if I sit on my high chair and keep quiet nobody notices me, and the café continues with its normal routine without anyone paying me the slightest attention. If I had to wait for silence to fall before speaking, I would never begin. But if I begin my story before anyone’s listening, what do I do then, repeat it? That’s where the summary and preliminaries come in, and why they’re so important. I walk into the café and greet everyone as relaxed as possible. They have to be aware of me and realize I’ve arrived. Of course the H. brothers have already prepared the room, but that’s not enough. By now people know that at a certain time all the chairs get turned to face my own high chair and the tables are cleaned. But this has become the custom and it doesn’t mean that things have begun yet. Then they need to give the waiters time to collect the orders. Naturally, they know perfectly well that so and so will have a tea and a pipe, and that another chap wants a fresh ashtray and only drinks black coffee, but they still have to wait for the customer and give him time to call them over. In the summer, when the lovely patio is covered by vine leaves everything gets even harder because the customers are lazy. They’re already sitting down, outside, and it isn’t easy to coax them into getting up and going inside. Then there are the foreigners who stay till late and make a noise. They don’t understand what’s going on. That doesn’t apply to the solitary, quiet ones sitting in a corner with a notebook in their hands, watching us and scribbling away. Those don’t bother anyone – only the H. brothers, who complain because sometimes they only order a tea and sit there for hours without ordering anything more. I’m talking about the others, those with the little black plastic bags showing the things they bought during the afternoon, talking, laughing and making a racket. They don’t even notice if I’ve arrived and begun my work. After a while they don’t even notice the other customers; they are their own company, but they’re a nuisance, they’re noisy and they distract people. So in the summer my preparations take longer, they’re slower. I pretend I can’t find something, then something else. I light a cigarette without any desire to smoke just to waste a few more moments, and then I pretend I can’t find the sword, or the book. It’s a sort of ritual that the H. brothers now know backwards; in any case, I do it for them too. If I just turned up and started reading, it would be a disaster.

That’s probably why I like winter so much more than summer; and January, one of the coldest months of the year, is my favourite. When I step into the café the atmosphere is just right, and it really does look as if the people are only waiting for me to begin. So when I sit in my chair and open the book about Antar, the hubbub immediately dies down. Some stop talking, others give me a nod to show that they’re ready to listen to me. So I ask someone a question, I pretend to forget where we had left off… the usual things, then I open the book and start to read.

I think it’s clear that the story of Antar is the best loved, and it’s virtually the only one I read in this café. It isn’t because it’s ancient that people like it. Who knows now whether it was written before or after the Koran? There are so many stories about Antar now and they have been written by so many authors that no one knows any more if what I’m reading was written yesterday or whether it’s a hundred or a thousand years old. Antar… Antar is me, my regulars, my listeners. Because every one of us has suffered some sort of defeat in his life, and it stands to reason that we should like to identify with this warrior and his adventures. As the son of a king but born of a black slave, he was fated to struggle for years to have his royal status recognized. Antar is a victim, but he’s also a warrior, a noble soul, an unblemished man. He wages his war without hate and he finds no pleasure in killing. He loves men as he loves horses and women “whose teeth shine like Indian blades”.

I’m not a cultured man; that is, I didn’t study as much as I might have. And my job in the ministry is quite simple. But when I read the stories about Antar and I see the lights of the nearby Omayyad Mosque from the café windows, it seems that the whole of Damascus is shining as it used to and that it is still the town full of gardens and running water it once was. As the poet says, “She was adorned by flowers and sweet-smelling plants, and displayed herself in the splendour of the brocade garments of her gardens”
.

I occasionally kid myself that this thought is shared by the café’s customers, those who often listen to me as they draw on their hubble-bubbles in a silence so deep that they sometimes give me the impression they’re asleep.

Then I slow down the pace of the story and put longer pauses in between the words. I brandish the dark sword as if it were Antar’s “and continued to drive them back with its throat and chest”, and wait until when someone – perhaps thinking my mind has wandered – adds, “until all was cloaked in blood”.

It’s a great joy when it happens. Sometimes I also see the H. brothers standing by the kitchen door listening to me. And even though they know my stories almost as well as me, I like to fancy they want to know how it will end too.

A boy came to the café few days ago. When I was young it would have been impossible. But nowadays, although the H. brothers have kept everything as it was, too many things have changed. Until seven or eight years ago, women couldn’t even go into the café. Now they spend hours chattering and smoking, as if this had always been one of their haunts. They don’t bother me. What I can’t stand is the sound of mobiles, with their stream of messages putting me off my story… Anyway, that’s not what I wanted to talk about. There was this boy, and I thought he was simply sheltering from the cold. But when he came back the next day, and then the day after that, I realized he was coming to hear me. It dawned on me when I noticed that almost unwittingly he copied my moves and it looked almost as if he was mouthing the words I was speaking.

I’ve never felt old; I think I’m still quite young, but when I saw that boy watching me with his mouth open, I thought he wasn’t so different from what I was at his age. So while I was reading, and knowing from memory what I had to say, I realized I was thinking back to my father and his barbershop. I pondered about his art of letting people talk without himself saying anything, but just dosing his silences. The bathroom scenes came to mind, with those “Shhh, the children will hear us!”, and the smells from the kitchen, my brothers, the lush Damascus that no longer exists, with its clear streams and gardens.

Now I’m wondering if he’ll come this evening too, with this snowfall. Perhaps his parents have stopped him going out on account of the bad weather, or maybe they don’t want him to go to the café to waste time with the shopkeepers in the suq, the craftsmen who make metal trays and the grain traders.

But if I see him, I think I’ll speak to him this evening. I’ll ask him if he wants to become a hakawati like me and like the famous Wahab, who used to tell stories before my time right here, in this café. Perhaps I could take him home, to my wife and children, and show him the two or three books I have. Or perhaps I could take him together with my grandson to Mt Qasiyun, to see the Cave of the Blood, where they say Cain killed Abel
. Perhaps I could read him that passage there and conjure up for him a time not long ago when water flowed constantly through Damascus and the courtyards smelled of oranges and jasmine. I won’t speak to him of Antar and his stories straight away. I’ll wait until he asks me.

Perhaps one day, on a fine snowy night like this, I’ll be able to sit here too and listen to the stories of Ibn Shaddad al-Absi Antar. I’ll see him open the pages of my very own book and I’ll wait, drawing on my hubble-bubble, for him to speak my very own words, those I have always spoken:

O house of Ablah erected in Jiwaa,

Tell me of those who have lived within you.

Good day to you, house of Ablah,

May you remain standing throughout the years…

And in truth you have taken the place in my heart

Of her whom I have loved the most.

So think of nought but this –

That you are my loved one.

Who knows? Perhaps I’ll be sad that day because I’m no longer the one sitting on that great raised chair in the H. brothers’ Fountain Café. Or, as old Wahab did with me, perhaps I too will nod when the most famous passages are read out. And after watching me, the café’s customers will murmur among themselves, “the boy’s good; he knows what he’s doing!”.
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� “Damascus, let almighty God protect her. Heaven of the east, the place where his shining, dazzling beauty appears […] She was adorned by flowers and sweet-smelling plants, and displayed herself in the splendour of the brocade garments of her gardens […]. Her tumbling streams wind down every lane, and from her flower beds issues forth a heady scent that raises the spirits […]. Gardens surround her as the halo surrounds the moon, and encircle her as the hull encircles the flower. Truly did they speak who said of her: if Heaven is on earth, it is undoubtedly Damascus”, Ibn Jubayr, 12th century.


� “On the slopes of Mt Qasyûn lies the Cave of the Blood where Hâbîl is said to have been killed by Qâbîl”, al-Harâwî, 11.





