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There's only
one virginity to lose,

And where we
lose it there our hearts will be

 


Rudyard
Kipling









I






Before the troubles, I suppose we were all pretty naive.





There
was a dinner-party not long after we arrived, when some foolish
intellectual woman upset our hosts by arguing that she was
Lebanese, like them.





-
What do you mean, Lebanese? You're American.





-
Sure, I was born in America, OK. But where you happen to be born is
just a matter of happenstance. Nationality's quite different: it's
where you decide to put your heart. And this is where my heart is.
Lebanon's my home and Lebanon's where I want to live.





- You
are most welcome. But still you are not Lebanese as we are
Lebanese. You look like an American and you think like an American
and you feel like an American.





- But
that's just it, I don't feel like an American. I haven't lived
there for years. I don't belong back there. I work here, my friends
are here, my interests are here - in Beirut.





-
Still that is not Lebanese. Look, are you ready to fight - maybe
even to die - for Lebanon?





Ah,
so it was that old chestnut, was it? Patriotism. Dutifully, we all
rushed into the fray, scattering prejudices like musket-shot across
the table.





-
Surely you don't believe ...





-
Fighting's not the answer ...





- You
have to defend ...





- I'm
not talking about ...





-
Dulce et
decorum ...





- Oh
God!





- I
don't think it's a terribly relevant question.









As it
turned out, the question was both relevant and terrible. And just a
few weeks later, our answers would not be hypothetical.









II






Claire is lucky, she makes friends easily. I've always envied
beautiful women that - their ability to captivate people without
even trying. And not just men either. So many times with Claire,
when we've just been walking down the street, I've noticed that the
women passing can't take their eyes off her. Usually not even a
glance at me.





So
meeting people at our first party in Beirut was no problem.





-
John, have you met Claire and Richard Devine? They're just in from
London.





- Hi.
John MacAllister. CBS. I take it you're Claire ...





She
smiled.





- ...
and Richard, good to meet you. What brings you to sunny
BAY-root?





-
Teaching, actually.





- Ah,
so you're a teacher. I used to hate teachers when I was at school.
Don't you hate teachers, Claire?





- No.
He's a lovely teacher.





-
God, you're not one too, are you?





- Not
me. I'm just a dumb blonde.





- I
thought they didn't make teachers like you when I was at school.
What do you do?





- I
model .. a bit. Well, I did back in London anyway.





- A
London model!





-
Well, I wouldn't really put it like that ...





- Why
not? This is Beirut. You can put it any way you want. Hey, you've
got to meet Sam. You know Sam?





- No,
we don't know anyone yet. Who's Sam?





- Sam
Fannous. You know, It, the boutique, he runs it, surely you must have
been there? He's always putting on big fashion shows, and I'm sure
he could use you ... no, you know what I mean. I saw him here
somewhere ...









Sam
wasn't there. But Lawrence was. I first met Lawrence when I went
over to the table in the corner to help myself to another plateful
of savoury goodies. I was tempted by the dips, lingered over the
cheeses, but finally plumped for the prawn canapés and groped
across the table for them.





-
Hey!!





The
muffled protest came from somewhere down below, down there behind
the overhanging tablecloth, where my foot had connected with
something soft but unyielding.





- Go
play ball if you want to, but this is out of bounds.





- I'm
sorry.





I
moved back a step and cautiously lifted the tablecloth. As I bent
down to look, I met a straw-thatch of hair, an ice-cold pair of
blue eyes and a giant walrus moustache. A Viking, and an angry
one!





-
What are you doing down here?





- I
should have thought it was obvious.





As I
peered deeper into his lair, I saw that it was indeed obvious.
There in the shadows behind him was another dim figure, which an
unbuttoned shirt revealed to be female.





I
smiled, feeling a fool.





He
smiled too. He positively beamed, to let me know his fierceness had
been a total sham. And after all, now I thought about it, he
sounded like an American, not a Viking.





- Hi.
I'm Lawrence Anderson.





- I'm
Richard. Richard Devine.





He
lifted his hand out for me to shake it.





-
Good to meet you, Richard. This is Monique.





-
Hello.





-
Hi.









Later
that evening we were standing outside, Claire and I. It was one of
those large expensive apartment buildings on the brow of the hill
in Chioufi. The balcony was like a garden, and the view we had from
there on the fifth floor was magical. Down in the valley below, the
lights of the eastern suburbs jostled against one another,
shimmering like a phosphorescent sea. We lifted our eyes to the
villages - little bands of light encamped on the mountain-side
above the city. Higher still, scattered twinkling pin-points
suggested solitary climbers - or perhaps some of them were stars.
The moon had not risen and the night was velvet, soft and warm and
dense and black: there was no telling where the world ended and
heaven began.





We
stood close together up against the railings, alone. So much life
down there in the city, so many thousands of people this Saturday
evening; so much movement and noise; so many bodies and faces and
voices. Yet all somehow mystically suffused in a soft murmuring
glow - the light of life. Directly below a taxi blared past,
footsteps clattered briskly round a corner and were gone again,
sucked back into the hum of the city. Even the party was muted. In
a back room somewhere, a guitarist was strumming through his
repertoire, and the air wafted familiar tunes and words to us, when
we chose to listen. Now and again a voice distinguished itself or
the refrigerator door slammed closed. Someone laughed. There was
jasmine, hanging sweet and steady in the darkness, laced
momentarily with a sharper, acrid aroma: Lebanese Gold.





The
whole city was insubstantial, distant. It made Claire especially
close. Her hand in mine was delicate and cool. Her eyes,
half-turned, were large and dark and serious. We spoke soft words
for one another, exchanging pretty similes, trying to cap one
another in feeling. Moments like these shared, we said, cemented us
as a couple, would last longer than the stars, joined us closer
than sex ... It was the game we always played when we were in
love.










Lawrence and Monique emerged from inside. My first thought was that
Lawrence horizontal had cut a more impressive figure than Lawrence
vertical. Under the table he had been a savage noble in his den,
but now he was .. well, ordinary. He was shorter than me and his
clothes were too wide for him. But Monique, Monique whose face I
now saw for the first time, was sensational. Earlier, when she had
been invisible from the shoulders upward, she could have been
anyone - or any female, at least. But now, with her long, silky
black hair, the humour in her eyes and on her lips, the sculptured
high cheekbones, and the rich tan that glowed even in the
half-light, she was a princess of the night. It wasn't Claire's
conventional magazine-cover beauty, but it was a face bright with
energy, mischief and adventure. Every feature told me that
whichever side of the mountains her fathers came from - and it
would have been east of the Caucasus - it was the hot-blooded
side.





And
as I stared, I realized that Monique was smiling at me. Not just
smiling a greeting or smiling at a time when I happened to be
around, but smiling directly and deliberately at me. It was like a
frank, open invitation.





I
felt the colour rising to my face and I was fumbling with my
words.





-
Claire, this is .. er .. Lawrence and Monique .. you know, I told
you, under the table .. when I was ..





But
it didn't matter because Lawrence was already bending to kiss
Claire's outstretched hand.





- ...
and this is my wife, Claire.





-
Enchanté.





The
single word made Lawrence polished and correct.






Formalities over, we sat around a patio table and Lawrence
proceeded to tell us the story of his life - then Monique's - then
their life together. He had the American flair for outrageous
monologue, investing the smallest incident with humour and drama.
By comparison, anything I contributed seemed contrived and
inconsequential, but Lawrence made me feel better by finding
everything fascinating or amazing. Claire and Monique said less and
smiled a lot. Monique's monosyllables were soft and sounded almost
American.





But
she was not American. Lawrence told us that her father, old Pierre,
was a Christian Palestinian millionaire banker, whose sole
remaining objective in life was to make sure his daughter did not
get hitched to a dirty Arab. Which was why he had so frequently
encouraged Lawrence - jokingly and allusively of course - to take
his daughter's virginity. Little knowing it was far too late for
that. (Monique, listening, simply nodded.) Old Pierre was a man of
honour and, in his eyes, the breaking of one bond would
automatically lead to the sealing of another.






Lawrence was Californian, in his early thirties. He'd avoided
Vietnam by wearing plastic bags on his feet for so long that
doctors wouldn't even let him get near them for his medical, and
for the last eight years had been living - temporarily - in Beirut.
He made a living selling other people's gossip to the local
English-language newspaper. The Daily Slur, he called it. Monique worked there
too. Two years ago she had walked into the office looking for a job
as a receptionist. Well, first she got the job, then a week later
she got Lawrence. Since then they had been together, living
sometimes in sin but more often not because with old Pierre
scenting blood, Lawrence preferred to keep up appearances. He
strongly believed a fellow should be free to marry at leisure.





And
of course we would come and have dinner at his place tomorrow,
wouldn't we? Monique was a superb cook ...






Instinctively the four of us were friends. How we all knew it, I
don't know. Perhaps there is some peculiar body chemistry that
draws people to one another. Certainly, Claire and I, talking not
long afterwards, decided it was easy to like Lawrence and Monique
because we found them both physically attractive. And some weeks
later, Lawrence confided that when he was with fat people he
couldn't help being aware of a vague stale body odour - like sour
milk - which he found repugnant. We were not fat.





It
was Lawrence who expressed what we were all feeling.





- You
know, we don't know a thing about you two - you could be Baader and
Meinhof for all I know - but I don't really care, I like you, no
matter how evil you both are.





We
sat there grinning at one another, not speaking, like children who
have just sworn allegiance to a new gang. And then again I was
thrown off-balance as Monique's eyes caught and held mine. Surely
they were offering something beyond friendship. She hadn't spoken
more than a dozen words since we met, yet I seemed to be able to
read her thoughts and feelings so clearly. Although I wasn't sure I
fully understood her language.






Lawrence and I went to get more drinks. I followed him through the
smokers' room, stepping across dim shapes too far gone to notice
us, and into the kitchen. A few people were hanging around the
makeshift bar.





As
Lawrence was pouring a gin and tonic into one of my glasses, he
asked casually:





- Did
you ever have an affair since you were married?





His
head was bent over the glasses. I thought this was more of his
party banter.





- No.
Why? Have you? Since you met Monique, I mean?





He
turned his pale blue eyes up to me, very serious and very
sincere.





- I
don't think I could ever be unfaithful to Monique. I really care
for her.





-
We're very close too. We're lucky because I don't really believe in
marriage - not marriage in the abstract, if you see what I mean,
but ..





-
Take care of Claire. She's a good lady.





- I
know. I do.





- But
take care, right?





He'd
finished pouring and led the way back outside. As I followed, I was
filled with a warm, grateful feeling. Lawrence had unlocked the
door that opened into our deepest, most private selves. I suddenly
realized that from the time I got married to Claire, I'd been
losing touch with the guys I knew. I'd forgotten how good male
companionship felt.










Outside on the balcony Lawrence turned on his party act again, for
the benefit of the ladies, it seemed. It was as if our conversation
had never taken place. Claire was saying that Jason, our little
boy, was coming out with his first words:





- ...
and then anyway yesterday he said something that sounded like
bicycle, really clearly - bicycle.





- Not
bad for a beginner.





- The
funny thing is I don't know how he could have learnt it. I haven't
got a bicycle and Richard hasn't got one - we never have - and even
if we'd had one, I'd have called it a bike.





-
Hey, maybe it's not bicycle. Maybe he's just telling you his
preferences - it's bisexual.









Their
voices receded as I returned to Lawrence's warning in the kitchen.
The more I thought about it, the more bizarre it was. Take care of
Claire - what was that supposed to mean? He hardly even knew us.
Care ...Claire ...Claire ...Care ...









-
Richard.






Monique's voice - I was startled. Little more than a whisper, but
she was suddenly so close that her breath touched my cheek as she
spoke.





-
Would you like to hear a rooster crow?





- I'm
sorry?






Whether it was my unfamiliarity with the American word rooster or
because I was half asleep I don't know, but Monique's words didn't
make any sense.





-
Would you like to hear a rooster crow?





-
Oh.. well .. I suppose so .. yes.





What
could I say? Somehow it was a very insistent offer.





-
Come on then. Yalla.






Monique was already on her feet. She grabbed my hand and squeezed
it, then pulled me up out of my chair. Claire was still busy
talking to Lawrence, but she shot over an enquiring glance.





-
Monique's taking me to hear a rooster crow.





It
sounded stupid.





-
Fine.






Claire smiled. She was having a good time. I was astonished neither
she nor Lawrence questioned my explanation.









And
now Monique was leading me across the balcony to the far side. Her
hand was still guiding me, and I was acutely aware of it, larger
than Claire's, stronger, warmer. Outside of sport, we British men
have a natural reserve when it comes to body contact; but in
inverse proportion to our reserve, a heightened sensitivity to
touch. The welcoming kiss from a foreign friend, or even an
accidental brush against a stranger in a crowd never fails to alarm
or arouse us, though we are at pains never to show it. I wondered
if Monique knew this.





The
balcony stretched around all four sides of the apartment. At the
front, where we had been sitting, it was spacious and well-lit. But
as Monique led me around the corner and along the side of the
building, it grew narrow and darker. She ducked below the lighted
kitchen window and motioned me to do the same. I did. Then at the
back corner, she paused and pulled me close behind her. God, what
was that perfume she was wearing? She turned to me, put one finger
to her lips, and smiled wickedly. I was totally in her power.
Cautiously, she peered around the corner. Then she was ready to go
forward again. I followed.





The
back balcony wasn't just dark, it was black. Like Monique, the
light from the party seemed to have crept along the side of the
building and then stopped. Across the street a massive unfinished
apartment block loomed above us. The street lights, as if
deliberately, were out. Faintly the guitarist was singing
Wooden Heart.
Now, as my eyes grew accustomed to the night, I was able to make
out Monique - in silhouette - a few large pot-plants, and in the
middle of the balcony - God forbid! - a bed.









My
heart stopped - no it was throbbing like a motor.










Quickly, think! What do you say at a moment like this? What would a
Valentino say? No dumb - he was silent movies. Bogart then?





-
What's a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?





Oh
God, no, did I really say that? And was that really my voice, that
reedy, cracked thing?





-
Sorry?





She
sounded puzzled. Not being a native-speaker, she'd probably never
heard the cliché before, thank goodness.





- No,
nothing.





-
Would you like to hear the rooster crow now?





I
understood her either too well or not at all.





-
Well yes .. when you're ready.





-
Good. Then come here.





She
took my hand again and gently drew me towards her. I tried hard not
to look at the bed in front of me.





- Are
you ready?





I
could only nod.









She
let out a piercing, blood-curdling crow. Two seconds of pure
rooster, which threatened to break windows and perforate my
ear-drums. I wouldn't have been surprised if the sun had suddenly
risen.










Silence.






Wooden Heart
continued.









-
Well? How was it?





-
Great .. it was great .. it must take .. a lot of practice.





- Oh
yes, a lot. But before I haven't done it with .. other people. Just
at home.





From
somewhere down below came an answering crow.





-
Listen! He knows me!





-
Yes. You fooled him all right.










Triumphantly she led me back into the light. Now there was no need
for caution, no ducking beneath the kitchen window. We were still
holding hands, but now the crisis had passed, I began to relax.
Since meeting Claire I had never found myself in such a
compromising situation with another woman. But no matter how much I
wanted Monique on that back balcony (and there was no denying I
did), I knew Claire was my woman.









III






Eighty-two steps, Lawrence had said - well not so much said, as
insisted. And when people are that adamant about their facts, you
can't help checking. So we counted them aloud as we went up, me
carrying a sleeping Jason on my shoulder, Claire with the bottle of
wine we'd learnt was obligatory when going visiting in Beirut.





- ...
seventy-six, seventy-seven, seventy-eight ...





We
turned the final corner in the stairwell, and there, precisely four
steps above us, was Lawrence with a glass nestling in each
hand.





-
Welcome, O weary travellers, to this little island of repose. And
now divest yourself of your burdens and partake of the sweet fruits
of this house. It's a 1974 Latroun, not exactly vintage but better
than the name suggests. A few of these and you'll be legless.






Taking the wine could have been a complicated procedure, but we
carried it off perfectly. First Lawrence gave one glass to Claire
and took our bottle. In one movement he gave her the other glass
and took Jason from me; Claire gave me my glass. Before it was in
my hand Lawrence had disappeared into the apartment with Jason and
the bottle, and we could hear him crooning, none too softly and
only vaguely in tune - Hush-a-bye Jason on the tree-top. Claire glanced
nervously at me, but if Jason was awake he obviously enjoyed being
serenaded. Not a whimper. I shrugged and took a reassuring gulp of
wine. Hmm, Lawrence was right: the Latroun was less delicate than
the glasses he served it in, but if you were after something
strong, heady, full-bodied, then this was undoubtedly it.










Lawrence re-appeared in the doorway, without Jason.





- Are
you two virgins waiting for me to carry you over the threshold? I
hope you're not waiting for me to ask you in. Life's too short for
good manners.





We
went in, and immediately I was reminded of the Viking in Lawrence.
This was his den, and it was a triumph of carefully organized
chaos. We were standing in what must once have been a fairly
ordinary whitewashed room, but a room which had long ago succumbed
to Lawrence's creativity. Everywhere cloths and covers and blankets
were strewn in a glorious array of colour - the bold blacks and
reds and blues of traditional Bedouin dyes contrasting with the
fragile greens and yellows of oriental silk. It was a room where
you sprawled rather than sat: there were soft fat cushions on
divans, in corners, against walls. The only two chairs in the room
were safari chairs - the ones that come in a kit as two pieces of
leather and seven pieces of wood, and which make wonderfully
comfortable loungers if you're willing to risk crashing through the
seat and onto the floor. Both were safely occupied - by Lawrence's
two cats. As if to blend in with the decor they were the typical
Lebanese calicoes, mottled brown and black and white. The walls
showed the same confusion of catholic tastes: here, a cluster of
pen and ink cartoons - impressions of Lebanese life; there, a
glaring canvas, slashed with bands of colour; and there, a shadowy
nude, a half-life-sized photograph, coyly turning her shoulder and
her face toward us. All of them originals, the work of Lawrence's
friends and acquaintances. A mad medley of styles, yet everything
was in its place.






Lawrence pulled aside a curtain - there were no doors, he had seen
to that - and we found ourselves in the study. Once again the
actual furniture was sparse: a writing-bureau, an IBM typewriter, a
cassette recorder on a coffee-table, and, precisely positioned on a
hessian rug in the centre of the room, a battered ironing-board.
But nobody could call it a bare room. Each wall had been put to a
different use. One was crammed with posters and publicity pictures
from the various shows and plays Lawrence had appeared in with the
local drama group. Backed up against another stood an immense
multi-storey bookcase containing everything, Lawrence assured us,
from Beowulf to Virginia Woolf. I checked. M: Masters and Johnson,
Marlowe, Mailer, MAD magazine - yes, certainly a comprehensive
collection. The third wall boasted a set of home-made shelves
housing Lawrence's cassette collection; every song and every piece
of music on every tape was catalogued in alphabetical order in the
file lying next to the recorder. And finally the wall above the
writing-bureau was entirely covered with softboard. To this were
pinned snapshots, messages, invitations, addresses, reminders,
shopping-lists, telephone numbers, postcards, bills - the essential
paraphernalia of Lawrence's life.





-
I've lived here ever since I came to Beirut.





It
showed.





-
Where did you put Jason?





- In
there, in the bedroom. He says he's trying to get some shut-eye,
and he doesn't want to see you grown-ups or hear a peep out of you
until it's time to go home.





- OK.
And where's Monique?









If
you've ever yearned for dramatic effect in your life, try
substituting curtains for doors in your home. Cue left - the swish
of silk, the clatter of brass rings. There stood Monique, framed in
what used to be a doorway, in a sort of tableau vivant: the
kitchen-maid. She had her hair loosely tied back, she was wearing a
simple black dress that covered her from throat to mid-thigh, and
she was holding a ladle.





She
stepped out of her frame into the room and kissed Claire on both
cheeks. Then me. The same intoxicating perfume as yesterday. The
same English weakness: as her lips touched me, I wanted to throw my
arms around her and pull her tight against me. But I didn't.





-
It's nice to see you, Richard.





- Not
half as nice as it is to see you.





And
of course I didn't say that either. It wouldn't have been my
style.









Then
she was gone, back into the kitchen, taking Claire with her. And
so, while the women exchanged recipes, it was Lawrence's duty to
show me all the improvements he'd made to the apartment.





- ...
And right here we have the catwalk - see I knocked out the glass
and put the little door in so the cats can go take a stroll on the
balcony any time the going gets too tough in here.





- Did
it take them long to get used to it?





- Not
Tabitha, no, she's really smart. But Emily, well she's dumb and I
guess the hole's kinda small for her, so it took her a couple of
days. I had to keep dragging her through until she got the
message.





In
confirmation, Emily sauntered up to investigate, then jumped back
in alarm as the door snapped shut at the end of Lawrence's
demonstration. Recovering, but still alert and angry, she stalked
away, then turned back to give the contraption a baleful stare.





We
were distracted from these antics by the phone ringing in the
study. Lawrence went to answer it.





-
Lawrence... Hi, Helen, what's up? ... What!? SHEE-IT!!





He
started jotting things down on a notepad.





-
When was this? ... No, not a thing ... How many? ... The whole
bunch? How did it start? ... Christ, now the shit's really gonna
start flying. Who's on it? ... He's over there? ... Right ... Yeah.
Look call me back when you get any more. I'm here if you need me,
right? ... OK ... Thanks for calling, babe. 'Bye.





He
stumbled back into the room, almost tripping over himself in his
excitement.





-
Hey, Monique!





He
need hardly have shouted. After all, with no doors, there weren't
too many private conversations in this house. We'd all heard the
sudden tension and urgency in his voice, and we were already
assembled, like a Greek chorus, to hear the news. Lawrence took a
breath to compose himself, then delivered his announcement slowly
and deliberately, as if he'd been rehearsing it for months.





-
Well, it's started in Ain Rummaneh. It looks bad. Someone tried to
get Gemayel this morning and did well enough to kill four of his
bodyguards. So the old man calls for vengeance. They've just
ambushed a bus-load of Palestinians and shot the whole lot of
them.






Lawrence paused. Claire and I said nothing: none of it meant very
much to us. But Monique, who had visibly paled beneath her tan, sat
down heavily in one of the safari chairs. Tabitha had a narrow
escape.





- How
many?





-
They're saying twenty-two. I've seen this coming. It's war.









Six
weeks in Beirut had been long enough to get acquainted with society
gossip. Politics was chic, and by now we knew most of the labels -
Christians, Muslims, Shia, Sunni, Maronite, Druze, Palestinian,
Israeli - if nothing more. Every day, we'd been reading about
Palestinian attacks across the border into Israel and about Israeli
air-strikes on the refugee camps. We'd seen for ourselves the
planes slicing the sky in two, making the air above the city
thunder and roar in protest. We knew we were living close to
danger, but none of this was war - not WAR the way Lawrence said
it, drawling out the word, coldly relishing the sound and feel of
it.





-
Where is this place ...Ain ... what did you call it?





- Ain
Rummaneh. One of the suburbs. East. South-east.





- And
Gemayel? I've heard his name of course.





-
Pierre Gemayel. One of the Christian bigshots for the last thirty
years, ever since independence. The man with the biggest private
army in the country, maybe the biggest army, period. Certainly the
best-trained, strictly on the Franco model, if you know what I
mean. The Phalangists, they call themselves, after the Spanish.





- And
the Palestinians are against him?





-
With some reason. He's been dropping the hint that Lebanon doesn't
really need its Palestinian brothers - leastways not the guys who
carry the guns, the bums in the camps, the guys who threaten his
authority. Maybe if they would all just go away, he says, Lebanon
wouldn't be having all this trouble with the next-door
neighbour.





- So
the Palestinians tried to kill him?





-
Richard, play fair! My paper pays me to get stories, not to draw
conclusions. But as a private citizen, yup, I would say that's a
pretty fair assumption. Seems that's what Gemayel thinks
anyway.






Lawrence glanced at his watch and hurled himself back into the
study.





-
What is it?





- The
BBC!





The
loudspeakers above us boomed out a few solemn words in Arabic, then
babbled like an electric stream - a micro-world of information and
entertainment - as Lawrence spun the dial. We were just in time:
the signature tune was already playing. Lillibulero. An
extraordinary choice to herald in the British version of world news
- an old Irish rebel song. The headlines began:





North
Vietnamese guerillas today attacked military installations ...





And
then -





In the
Lebanon, a bus containing Palestinian passengers was attacked
...






Lawrence was beside himself in the study.





-
Number two on the World Service! Number two! That's the highest
we've been in years.





His
excitement was infectious. There was a curious elation, a swelling
of self-importance and pride that began in the pit of the stomach.
I remembered the same sensation once before, back at home, when a
housewife on one of the estates was found hacked to death. For two
weeks it was headlines in the Gazette and for two days we were even
worth a few lines in the national press. But nothing like this. Not
number two on the world news. What would people say?





- You
remember Claire Devine - Claire and Rick? They're out there.









And now the
news in detail.





It
was the BBC voice, authoritative and assured, used to dealing with
crises. The voice filled the room and there was a slight echo, as
if the World Service was being broadcast from the kitchen in the
apartment downstairs.





In Lebanon
this afternoon, fifteen Palestinians were reported killed and many
more seriously wounded when the bus in which they were travelling
was attacked in a suburb of the capital, Beirut. This follows an
attempt this morning on the life of Mr Pierre Gemayel, a prominent
right-wing leader, in which four people were killed. The attackers
have not been identified, and Mr Gemayel escaped without
injury.

 


Our
correspondent in Lebanon reports that this is the latest and most
serious incident in a series of disturbances which began in March
in the southern port city of Sidon when a leading left-wing
politician was assassinated. Leaders of left- and right-wing
groupings are said to be meeting this evening, and the Palestinian
leader, Mr Yasser Arafat, has called on Arab heads of state to
intervene and foil what he described as a conspiracy to disrupt
Lebanese-Palestinian relations.






Lawrence jabbed a finger on the off button like a full-stop. He
stood there with a smile of grim satisfaction.





-
A-men!





- You
think there's going to be fighting?





- Who
am I to doubt the BBC?





- But
they didn't say anything about ...





-
They never say. But they always mean. That's why I love the
British.






Monique abruptly stood up and went to the kitchen.





-
Dinner will be soon ready. I'll start now.





The
curtain fell back behind her.









An
explosion thudded through the apartment.





A cat
hurtled from the kitchen.





Jason
howled.










Lawrence ripped open the kitchen curtain. Monique sat on the floor
with her back to us. Claire was halfway to the bedroom, looking for
Jason. I started for the bedroom too, but as I turned, I saw
Monique's head fall forward into her hands. Why the hell wasn't
Lawrence helping her? He seemed to be fiddling with the oven. As I
went into the kitchen, I realized why. It was full of gas.





- Are
you OK, Monique?





There
was no answer, just a single half-stifled sob. Her shoulders were
trembling.





While
I stood feeling useless, Lawrence knelt down beside her and took
her two hands in his. Gently, very gently, he prised them away from
her face. She held her head down for a few seconds more, but then
suddenly looked up, directly at Lawrence. She was crying, holding
her lower lip in check with her top teeth, and trying to give us a
brave smile, all at the same time.





- Are
you OK, hon?





She
nodded. At the front, that silky hair was brown and frazzled,
melted by the heat. Her eyebrows had been burnt too. But otherwise,
miraculously, her face was untouched. I noticed little rings of
singed hair on her arms and an ugly red weal darkening on her
wrist.






Claire appeared in the doorway, carrying Jason. He was quiet now
but still angry with us for waking him. He frowned and blinked
until he was able to cope with the light, after the darkness of the
bedroom and sleep, then turned and fixed us with a fierce steady
glare.





-
What happened?





- It
was the oven. She must have opened the tap before the news and when
she came back in here and put a match to it ... whoomff! Didn't you
smell the gas, baby?






Monique shook her head.





-
Well it's an interesting idea, converting the whole kitchen into an
oven. What do you say, Jason? No you're probably right, not such a
hot idea. But I'm forgetting, we haven't been formally
introduced.





-
Lawrence, this is no time for joking. Don't you think the two of
you ought to help Monique up?





- Yes
ma'am.





As I
took one arm, I could feel her still trembling. She fell slightly
backwards, letting us take her full weight. As she did, her dress
rode up to the top of her legs. There were suntanned thighs and
white underwear.





I
think I must have blushed. Certainly I was hot with embarrassment
and shame. Monique had just been hurt in a gas explosion, could
easily have been maimed or killed, and all I could feel was lust.
Even while I was pretending to help, I was getting a sexual thrill
from touching her. For the first time in my married life I was
coming face to face with the seamier side of myself. I realized
that my conscience had no control over my imagination. Even now as
I rationalized, this demon whispered to me - if you are ever
unfaithful to Claire, it will be with Monique. I felt repulsed. And
excited.





We
got Monique to a chair and Claire was fussing over the burnt
wrist.





- I
don't think it's too bad - it's just going to hurt for a little.
The one thing you mustn't do is cover it.





You
could always rely on Claire in emergencies.





-
Should we get her to a doctor?





- No,
it's not really a very bad burn, thank heavens. I don't think you
need to. Look, shall I finish getting dinner ready?






Monique shook her head - and then the tears started streaming down
her face, and at last she was sobbing openly and without restraint,
pausing only to take in sharp gulps of breath. Jason, on Claire's
knee, joined in sympathetically.





- I'm
sorry ... It's not this ... It's ... Everything!






Lawrence was pulling at his walrus moustache pensively.





-
That's shock hitting her now. Hey, you two, I'm not a great host
for saying this, but do you think we could do this another time?
I've just got a kind of feeling tonight is not the night.






Perhaps the shock was hitting him too.





Jason
bawled even louder.





- You
know I think Jason would go along with that idea too.





- You
will forgive us? I mean you will come back, won't you?





- Oh
Lawrence, don't be so silly.





And
Claire took Lawrence's hand and squeezed it.





-
Yes, I think that'll be best. I'll keep Monique here for a while
till she's feeling better, and then I'll drive her back home. You
know, maybe it won't be such a bad thing if we're all tucked up
safely at home in bed, just in case there's any trouble out there
tonight.









And
so five minutes later we were saying goodbye.






Claire kissed Monique, who was trying to apologize, while I was
holding Jason in one arm and shaking hands with Lawrence with the
other. Then it was Claire's turn to kiss Lawrence - and mine to
kiss Monique. I hardly dared touch her cheek.





-
Drive carefully - life can be dangerous down there in the
jungle.





And
we were on our way down precisely eighty-two steps.









At
the bottom, on the Corniche, cars were speeding past, there was a
squeal of tyres as someone took a corner too fast, a group of three
men were shouting and waving their fists at one another. It was a
normal Sunday evening in Beirut - as if nothing had ever
happened.









IV





For
the driver who wanted a challenge, no better place than Beirut. The
city was a maze of narrow, traffic-jammed, one-way streets, and the
only concession to any notion of order was the occasional
appearance at street-corners of a frantic, permanently
whistle-blowing policeman. Old-timers told the tale of a committee
of French experts tasked with designing a new traffic system; after
a few days in the city they gave up in despair, advising the
authorities not to change anything - by some miracle, the anarchy
worked. Cars shot out from any direction - one-way street or not -
and in any direction: the Lebanese were just as adept at driving
backwards as forwards. By nature, they were fast drivers too,
although along the one-mile strip of Hamra Street, where the young
blades showed off their wheels and whistled at the girls,
pedestrians could race a car and win.





Not
all our friends in Beirut had cars. After all, the taxis were
reliable, cheap and fun - stopping every hundred yards or so to
cram in another passenger. But after we'd been living there for a
fortnight we discovered that a car, for us, was a necessity, even
though all we could afford was a Volkswagen that would have flunked
its road-test back in Britain ten years ago.





The
problem was our apartment. It was in the centre of the city, but
somehow it didn't seem to be near any landmarks - like hotels,
shopping centres, cinemas, even sandwich shops. In most places this
wouldn't have been a big issue, certainly not a reason for buying a
car, but in Beirut it mattered. As far as we could tell, most of
the streets were anonymous - nobody had ever bothered to name them.
So if you used a taxi, there were only three possible ways to
direct the driver home: by mentioning your local landmark, by
telling him the name of your apartment block's owner (remarkably,
the drivers always knew them), or by giving instructions in Arabic.
Claire and I failed on all three counts - we couldn't even
pronounce, let alone remember, our owner's name - and consequently
we seemed to spend half our time in those first two weeks being
driven around an unfamiliar, labyrinthine city in search of our
house. In sheer frustration we bought the VW.





By
now we were getting familiar with the routes, at least in our
corner of the city, and we were soon back at the elusive apartment.
We lived on the seventh - and top - floor of a brand-new block
surrounded by other brand-new blocks. It was an area that had once
known more modest and probably more dignified times: the handful of
single-storey Arab-style houses with orange-trees and gardens,
nestling between the brash concrete newcomers, were proof of
that.









I
flicked on the lights and the room glared at us. It was cheap
vulgar light, highlighting cracks and bumps in the white plastered
walls, smears of cement on the floor-tiles, and awkward angles
everywhere. What a contrast from Lawrence's place! His, for all its
eccentricity, was relaxed and comfortable, its character formed by
years of habit. Ours was a young upstart: aggressive,
unaccommodating, eager to stamp its authority on you before you
tried to make anything of it.





And
yet, just as Lawrence's apartment was an extension of his
personality, this one reflected ours. Ever since we'd married -
four years ago - we'd never been able to settle down. Always in the
back of our minds was the feeling that someday soon we were going
to travel, because when you're an English-language teacher, that's
what you do. And so, although we'd stayed in London most of the
time, we'd never lived in the same place for more than a year. And
we never bought anything for the house - furniture, carpets,
curtains, even house-plants - which would make us feel like
permanent residents. Even when we decided to come to Beirut, it was
on the strict understanding that we wouldn't stay longer than a
year. We kept moving, but it was always the same makeshift chairs
and tables, the same bare walls, and the same hard yellow
light.









As
soon as we got in, Claire fed Jason, then took him through to the
bedroom to put him to bed. Jason slept in our room. He had to,
because the room adjacent to ours, which you might have expected to
be the second bedroom, was an architect's ingenious attempt to
provide a balcony in a flat that shouldn't have one. On three of
its sides it had walls just like an ordinary room, but the fourth,
at the front, was open to the elements. There was just an aluminium
railing, set at the perfect height for contemplation of the
traffic, seven floors below. Claire was terrified Jason would one
day fall between the bars, so the room was strictly out of bounds -
to all of us.










Claire hadn't reappeared from the bedroom, so I went through to see
what she was doing. She was half-undressed, standing in front of
the mirror, examining her breasts. This was a twice-weekly ritual
ever since she read a magazine article on the importance of regular
self-checking for cancer. It was the same article that made her
give up smoking - and me too I suppose, because after that, her
look of reproach every time I lit up left me feeling like a moral
leper. Claire was very good at guilt. In fact I sometimes wondered
whether the main reason she did her cancer check in front of me was
so I would start looking for lumps too.





- How
many this time?





It
was my usual joke, and it got the usual response: none.









I sat
on the bed and then lay back, luxuriating, marvelling at this
lady's beautiful, non-cancerous breasts and shoulders and, as she
turned to me, her face. Still, after four years, I could sometimes
hardly believe I'd married the best-looking woman I'd ever met.
Before Claire, I'd envied other people their girlfriends. Now I
never even noticed other women. Well, not until Monique.
Not until
Monique. What was so different about her? I hardly knew her.
I had to get things into perspective.






Claire sat down in front of the mirror and began another ritual -
brushing out her hair. Thick golden hair, hanging long in loose
curls. It was the hair I'd noticed that night at The Cellar. The
club was run by some charity organization in Ladbroke Grove: their
idea of charity was to offer a stool, a spotlight and an audience
to the aspiring singers and poets of West London - from Paddington
to Shepherds Bush they came. As soon as you went in, you could tell
more people came to perform than to listen. It was my first time
and would probably have been my last, except that two rows in front
of me there was a gorgeous blonde. At least, she might be gorgeous:
by some curious trick of the light-show her hair seemed to sparkle
gold, and that seemed promising. But no matter how far I casually
leaned to the side, I couldn't make out her face, even when she
turned to talk to the girl beside her.






Gradually, as the songs and poems began to drone and intone
themselves into my brain, I began to lose faith. You couldn't
expect much, not in a place like this. It would be the usual
disappointment. But somewhere amidst the evening's many
incantations - perhaps even heavily disguised in the frenzied
strumming, manic whoops, and unintentional but deadly accurate
spittle of the final performer - there must have been magic.
Because when the lights came on she was perfect, and I was already
in love.





She
brushed past my chair at the end of the row without noticing
me.









The
next week I went back and there she was again - with the same
girl-friend, I quickly observed, not with a man. The next week it
was the same, and the same the week after. Each week I was ready
with a new plan to meet her. And each week it failed because, while
the flesh was willing - God, how it was willing! - the spirit
clearly preferred to stand and wait outside the Cellar door. Even
when once or twice I thought she glanced at me (or was it someone
behind? - I didn't dare look), my mouth wouldn't smile, although I
could tell by the aching in my jaws that the brain was sending all
the right messages.





The
sixth week I was late. All the seats seemed to be taken and I
joined the group around the soft-drinks counter at the back. When I
got used to the darkness I saw just one space - next to her! This
was the moment. Now I would discover whether I was a man or a
mouse.









I was
a mouse.









For
ten minutes I stood contemplating the empty chair, working out what
I would say if I did go to sit there. Then I tried to concentrate on
the music. Then I decided to leave. But the chair held me like a
magnet.









She
turned round and smiled at me.









As I
sat down, she was whispering in my ear.





-
What took you so long?





- I
.. er .. thought maybe someone was sitting here.





-
Every week?





- No.
Don't you have ... I mean, aren't you with someone?





-
Yes, he's six foot eight and he's waiting outside.





-
What's your name?





Love
at first sight!









-
Richard, what do you think about what Lawrence was saying?





-
What about?





- All
the shooting today.





-
Doesn't sound very good, does it?





- It
sounds awful. What if there is a war?





- Oh
I shouldn't think it'll come to that. I get the impression Lawrence
is a bit of a sensationalist, don't you?





- But
he knows what's going on.





-
Yes, but you know what journalists are like.










Claire was still working on her hair, holding a strand with one
hand and carefully pulling the brush through it with the other,
wincing in the mirror as she caught a tangle.





- Do
you like them, Rick?





-
Lawrence and Monique? Yes, I've got a feeling we could get very
close.





- I
hope Monique's OK. It's an awful shock when something like that
happens.





- Oh
she'll be all right I should think. I wouldn't be surprised if she
was upset by all that Palestinian business too. After all, she is a
Palestinian.





- Yes
but she's not one of those Palestinians. I mean her family's very
respectable, her father's a banker, isn't he? She's very attractive
Richard, don't you think?





That
was difficult to answer. I knew what I felt, but what could I
say?





-
Yes, she is pretty, I suppose - but don't worry, she hasn't got a
thing on you.





It
was an ugly sensation, lying to Claire. It was as if the words had
curdled in my mouth; there was a sour aftertaste. She put down her
brush and swivelled round on the stool to face me. Wearing only her
skirt and her shoes she looked vulnerable, and a shadow of
accusation crossed her face. For a second I was terrified those
deep blue eyes had penetrated my soul.





-
Richard, I was a bit surprised at you this evening.





-
Why?





-
Well, after the explosion, you went rushing straight in to help
Monique and you didn't give a second thought to Jason.





- Yes
but it was Monique who was hurt.





- I
know, but Jason is our son, Richard. I really think you might have given
him a bit more thought ...





- But
he was all right.





- Yes
he was, thank goodness, but you weren't to know that at the time,
were you? None of us knew what had happened.





This
was getting dangerous. Somehow I had to change the course of the
conversation.





- I'm
sorry, love. Anyway, what do you think of Lawrence?





-
Lawrence? Oh he's a darling.





- I
see, so he's a darling, is he? And where does that leave me?





- A
close second, darling. Darling, let's go to bed.





-
Already? It's only nine-thirty.





-
Uh-huh. And tonight nine-thirty is a perfect time to go to bed.
Don't you want to?





It
wasn't that I was reluctant to go to bed with Claire, just
surprised she should have made the suggestion. Claire was always
the one who didn't want to go to bed yet.





-
This is a change!





-
Darling, don't make fun of me. You're always complaining that you
always have to ask me and that I never take the initiative. Well
tonight I want to go to bed and I want to make love with my
husband, if that's all right with you.





- You
should know by now you don't have to ask me.









In
ten seconds flat I was undressed, but Claire was even faster,
waiting for me on the bed.





-
I'se a-waitin' for yuh, baby.





-
I'se a comin', I'se a comin'.










Claire had smooth, taut-muscled skin, and I loved to take my time
with her, running my fingers down from her shoulders, slowly across
her breasts, along the ribs pressed up tight against the flesh,
then down to her stomach ...





But
Claire had other ideas. She was in a hurry.





-
Come inside me, darling. I want you inside me.









She
had never liked me to touch her. To make me feel better, to assure
me it wasn't my fault, she used to tell me it was because of the
training she'd had from her father. When she was a little girl he
taught her to play a game: he put his hand on her knee and she was
supposed to slap him. The habit had persisted, as her first
boyfriends had discovered to their cost; one false move and they
got it in the face. Even now, for Claire, sex was the serious
business of intercourse and she hated what she called fooling
around.









She
flinched as I fumbled and flailed toward the entrance. In
exasperation she took me in her hand and guided me there. But it
was too soon. She was too tight. As usual.









She
gasped as I thrust deeper inside her, then clutched my shoulders
and pressed me harder down onto her. She blew lightly across my
ear, a trick I'd taught her.





- I
love you, Richard Devine.





- And
I love you.









But
at that moment it was only my mouth saying the words. My mind was
saying: Why can't it be easier? Why does it always have to be such
a struggle? So conventional, so rehearsed, so restrained? I wanted
to stroke her, to let my hands wander across her - but they were
pinned down between us, useless beneath her body. In fact, my left
arm was beginning to feel distinctly uncomfortable. Time to
remember mother's advice: a gentleman takes the weight on his
elbows. I raised myself and extricated my arms.






Claire stiffened.





-
What's wrong? Am I hurting?





- My
hair. You're lying on my hair.





- I'm
sorry, darling.





I
lifted first one elbow, then the other, and Claire tucked invisible
wisps of hair behind her head, out of danger.





- Got
it all?





- I'm
sorry, Richard. It's just that it hurt. But you're feeling very
good to me tonight.





And
in an effort to prove it, she ran her finger-nails lightly down my
back, then set about her love-making with redoubled vigour and
determination.


 





Why
was it that sex with Claire always made me feel like a schoolboy? A
gauche, incompetent novice? Was it my fault or hers? In every other
respect, life with Claire was uncomplicated, natural and right -
much more right than most other relationships I'd seen. Only when
it came to sex were we unable to satisfy one another. Why, Claire
never even seemed to climax. She never complained, but it was an
affront to me, a question-mark against my virility. To make it
worse, tonight I wasn't having much better success either.






 

There
was no music in this pushing and heaving, straining and grunting.
Our bodies were grimy with sweat. The sheet below us felt like a
damp greasy rag. The whole exercise had become a test of physical
endurance.





- I'm
sorry I'm so long. Are you sore?





- No,
I'm OK. I'm enjoying it.






Enjoying it? How could she be enjoying this mockery of the sexual
act? Was she just saying it to please me, because she thought I was
enjoying it? My mind focused fiercely, front and centre. Ignore the
pain that flares each time I thrust forward. Forget that the skin
feels as if it's being torn from my body. Push .. push .. push.
Dear Lord, if You love me, let me come and put an end to this
torment. Strengthen me and make me not flaccid.









Now I
could feel it coming.





A
little more!





But
Jason was awake and whimpering at the other side of the room.
Claire tensed, then stopped.





- Oh
please darling, just a little longer!





It
was no good. Jason was howling, terrified perhaps that his parents
were inflicting such bestiality upon one another. Claire pushed
upward on my chest.





-
Richard, I'm sorry. We must see to him. Perhaps we can finish in a
minute.





I
moaned and rolled off her. It was already too late. I was already
dead, drained of sexual energy and interest. The time would not
come again - not tonight.










Claire was naked next to the cot, rocking Jason gently in her arms,
sometimes tickling him under the chin or on the stomach. Slowly the
screaming subsided to a gurgling and chuckling, a counterpoint to
Claire's soft words of comfort.





-
Jason, Jason, it's Mummy. Yes. It's all right. Were you having a
bad dream then? Did you want to see your Mummy?









How I
hated my son sometimes. What right had he to dominate our private
life? Why should he get his gratification instantly and deny me
mine?





But
as I cooled down, a darker, more sombre mood flowed across me,
gathering like a black stain on my mind, blotting out my future
with Claire. No, it wasn't Jason's fault. In fact, he'd probably
saved us from total corruption. Wasn't sex supposed to be holy? The
body is a temple, and all that? A sanctified expression of love?
What we'd just performed was an act of animal nature - mating,
coupling, copulation, call it what you like - it had nothing to do
with love. I might as well have masturbated. And this was with
Claire, the woman I'd adored for years!





-
He's fast asleep. Do you want to try again, darling?





Could
she really be serious? Was she so completely unaware of our
degradation? Or did she perhaps feel this was a wifely duty she
should perform for me? I loved her for her devotion, hated her for
her lack of understanding.





- No,
I can't. Not tonight.





-
Well, never mind. Perhaps it'll be better next time.





But
she didn't sound convinced and, after leaning over to switch out
the bedside light, she stayed at the far side of the bed. I was
certainly not convinced. There had been nights like this before,
lots of them, now I thought about it. What was different about
tonight was my detachment, the cold realization of how bad things
had really become.










Before, I was a child, I hardly knew myself. Now I had knowledge.
And the Tree of Knowledge was where evil began, wasn't that right?
Strange how my thoughts were suddenly so biblical. From the Devil
proceedeth Knowledge ... was that from the Bible or something I'd
just invented? And where had my Knowledge come from? From Monique.
Then Monique was the Devil. Or Monique was my Eve, my natural mate,
woman before all women. Perfect. But fallen, and tempting me to
fall. Together we were destined to eternal sin for our weakness of
choice and our strength to choose. I was exiled from Paradise, and
my understanding strode on and on through the Garden, trampling
down the undergrowth, snapping past twigs and tendrils. A sinner is
free to do so much damage. Outside, Monique was waiting for me; and
if Paradise was now my Hell, who could say that Hell might not be
my Paradise ...









V





Stop ... Caution ... Go ... Caution ...

Red ... Amber ... Green ... Amber ...





Stop
in Lebanon wasn't Stop. It was Go. Drive slowly with your hand on
the horn to warn people you were coming.





Amber
wasn't Caution. It was Go. With your hand on the horn in case the
lights turned red.





Green
wasn't Go. It was Go Faster. With your hand on the horn to warn
anyone who'd forgotten these basic rules of etiquette.





I had
a headache. I always woke up with a headache, and I didn't need to
look far for the reason. Just down to the bent and battered traffic
lights at the street corner below. Every morning the Beirut dawn
chorus: the beep of the Buick, the parp of the Peugeot, and not
least, the toot of the Toyota - a true cacophony of car-horns.





That
wasn't all. By Beirut standards the rent we paid for our brand new
flat was low. As a punishment for our penny-pinching, the apartment
block owner, he of the unpronounceable name, had commissioned
builders to make life miserable for us: they were putting up a
second identical block alongside ours. At precisely seven each
morning, concrete mixers began to mix, drills began to drill,
hammers began to hammer, and labourers swarmed like an army of
termites across the rotting timber that formed the skeleton of the
building, yelling - I suppose - greetings, orders and curses at one
another.





I
hated them. I hated everyone involved in this plot to drive me to
early insanity.





I
tried to bury my head in the pillow and reached across for Claire.
I reached farther and came to the edge of the bed. I levered my
eyes open. No Claire.





I
managed to lift my head a few inches. Jason was gone from his cot
too.





As
sleep receded, my waking personality began to re-emerge. For a few
more seconds it was shrouded in a morning mist, so I could hardly
recognize it. But then the haze cleared and I was face to face with
my ego, craggy and frowning, essentially unaltered from the night
before. It was Monday, and there had been a dramatic change in my
relationship with Claire. Was that why she wasn't lying next to me
in bed?





The
alarm-clock clattered into life. Optimistically we always set it
for ten-past-seven, even though we knew by then it would be
unnecessary. But the bell was the sign to actually get out of
bed.





I
wrapped a dressing-gown around myself. No point in delay. I had to
confront her. Confront - now there was a nice ambiguity. Either I
could go into the other room, face her, and get on with the routine
morning transactions of our marriage, regardless of what had
happened; or I could confront her with the truth - that I had been
unfaithful to her. Not in deed, which might have been a single
excusable lapse, but in thought, a crime altogether more pervasive
and enduring.





I
knew as I opened the bedroom door that the choice would be hers,
not mine.









-
Morning.





-
You're up early today.





- Mm,
I got up ages ago. Couldn't sleep.






Danger! Don't ask why.





-
Oh.





-
Aren't you going to say good morning to Jason?





-
Good morning, Jason.





For
all Jason cared I might as well have stayed in bed. He was much too
busy smearing food across his face to concern himself with social
niceties.





-
Jason, here's Daddy. Aren't you going to say hello to Daddy?





Jason
squinted at me, then flew into a tantrum, throwing spoon and
glutinous food to the floor. Only then did I get a radiant smile
and a gurgling approximation to Daddy.





-
Jason, that's naughty! Oh, Richard, he's so bad with food.





-
Can't say I blame him with that muck he has to put up with. It
looks like sparrow's vomit.





-
That's disgusting!





-
Well, look at it. Anyway, what's the plan for today?





-
Well, first of all it's breakfast. And what you're getting this
morning, Mr Devine, is exactly what's in front of Jason.





My
son chortled with malicious delight.





- If
that's the case, then I think I'll be taking my custom elsewhere,
thank you very much. Are you going to need the car this
morning?





- No,
not today. I've got that woman coming over. Sylvie, the one from
the party. The one who just went on and on, remember? Well she said
she'd come round this morning with her little daughter.





- Oh
a playmate for Jason, eh? Well, little Jay, you're in for a
delightful morning of gabbing and gossip if she's anything like her
mother.





-
Richard, don't be so nasty. What's got into you this morning?





- You
said it first. And anyway, I've got a headache.





But
now the crisis was past. And the headache was beginning to wear
off.





#





-
Good morning, Mr Richard. Good morning to you. And how do you do
this morning?





- I'm
fine thanks. How ..





-
Good, good, alhamdulillah. And how are your wife and son
today?





-
They're fine.





-
Yes, good. Isn't it a beautiful day? Are you enjoying Lebanon?





The
same greeting every day. Mr Abu Taleb, an institution at the
school, the old man who came down from the mountains to give
O-level classes in maths and general science. Wrinkled, polite, and
apparently deaf. More than that I never discovered, since our
conversations were strictly limited to the standard Arabic greeting
phrases, skilfully rendered in English.





-
Have you visited Broumana yet? It is very beautiful.





- We
went there ..





- No?
You must go there before you leave Lebanon. Yes, yes. You will
enjoy it. Now in the Spring, the mountains are beautiful, yes? Are
you happy in your house?





-
It's not bad. We're ..





-
Yes, yes, yes. It is very difficult to find a good house in Beirut
today. The prices - oh! But your wife, she is happy, yes?





-
Yes.





-
Yes, with a wife and children it is sometimes difficult. I
understand, yes. You must come to visit my wife in the mountain. My
children are grown now, but my wife, she will be happy to see you,
yes, yes.





-
Thank you.





- Oh,
not at all, not at all. We always welcome our visitors. Yes, it is
our duty. Well, now it is almost half-past eight. I must go to meet
my students. No, don't mention it, don't mention it. We will speak
again afterwards.





And
he shuffled out of the Teachers' Room with hundreds of exercise
books in his arms.





Dave
was sitting in his corner, smirking. Dave had been four years at
the school, longer than any of the expatriate staff, and this
entitled him to smirk. It was his long service that made the
mutilated old chair in the corner indisputably his; nobody else
ever sat there.





-
Nice old guy, isn't he?





- He
drones on, if that's what you mean. I don't know why you bother. I
mean, it's the same old rigmarole, morning after morning.





- Is
he a good teacher?





- How
should I know?





Yes,
how should Dave know. Here in Beirut the last thing teachers were
interested in was teaching. What difference did standards make when
the majority of our students were coming not to learn English but
to improve their social standing? Wealthy parents paid the fees so
that their sons and daughter could finish their education.






They'd certainly finished education for me, I thought, as the
clamour from the classroom greeted me. Three months ago, in London,
I would never have dreamt of walking into a lesson unprepared.





-
Morning.





-
GOOD-MOR-NING-MIS-TER-RICH-ARD





The
response was deafening, for the class had apparently learnt - if
they knew nothing else - that a foreigner cannot understand unless
you shout, even when you're using his language. Where did they find
the energy at this time in the morning? And when had these
seventeen-year-old girls found the time to paint and preen
themselves so, and to dress with such careful, careless taste?
Already perfume was hanging in the air and the room smelt like a
brothel.





There
it was again - a seamy reminder of last night. The image had never
occurred to me before.





The
school was in fashionable Hamra Street but there was nothing
fashionable about the classroom. An anonymous grubby box with two
enormous ceiling fans designed to keep the chalk-dust in
circulation, and barely enough space to cram in twenty desks, let
alone twenty boisterous students. There was the usual segregation:
the girls toward the back and the boys at the front. Except for
Huda, the eager, dull, ugly Palestinian girl directly in front of
me. I despised her - and so did the rest of the class. The
troublemakers sitting together.





-
Clovis, I told you yesterday. I don't want you next to Ibrahim.
Change places with Toufiq.





-
Leysh, stes?
Why?





-
Never mind leysh. Just move. NOW!





I
hated shouting at the kids. As Clovis grinned inanely to his
classmates, then at me, and shuffled shrugging to the other side of
the room, we both knew he'd won the first victory of the morning.
Oh, I got my way - that was allowed, I was the teacher - but on his
terms, at the cost of my self-respect.





It
had come as a shock to me, this continual negotiation between
teacher and students. At home, teaching self-motivated adults,
there had been no question about it - I was master of my classroom.
If I wanted students to speak, they spoke; to listen, they
listened; to write, they wrote. Sometimes we asked them to sing, to
act, to play games, to make fools of themselves .. grown adults -
bankers and lawyers and doctors and soldiers - and they never
questioned why. When I had power like that, it was easy to be
agreeable.





But
children, especially the children of Lebanon, knew different. A
teacher was only a teacher, invested with no extraordinary powers.
If they wanted to learn, they learnt; if they wanted to chatter,
they chattered; if they wanted me to shout, they made me shout.
They were preparing themselves for life in the real Lebanese world,
and so every single lesson, every two hours in that room which I
had come to dread, we teetered on the brink of chaos. And yet they
liked me, so they always let me win a little, even when I was
losing more. And in an odd sort of way I liked them, especially
Clovis, who made my life so miserable. He was a bright kid.





-
Open your books at page eighty-four.





-
Stes, we do
that page yesterday.





-
Yes, and we're doing it again today. Elias, where's your book? And
you Maha. And Therese. And Ibrahim.





As I
said the names I was reminded how easy it was to distinguish
between Christian and Muslim. Christians had Christian or
Western-sounding names; the Muslims didn't. So you were marked
Christian or Muslim from birth. I wondered what Clovis was.
Probably Christian - it didn't sound like an Arab name. But
Palestinian or Lebanese? That was more difficult now I knew there
were Christian Palestinians as well as Muslims. How did people know
you were a Palestinian? Was there some distinguishing mark or
something? Or did people just know? I would have to ask Monique
sometime. Monique!









I was
drawing a crude picture on the blackboard. A hippie. An exaggerated
version of myself.





-
You, stes.





- No,
it's not me, it's Tom. Now Tom wants a job. Do you think he'll get
a good job looking like this?





-
Yes, stes.





- No,
look at him. His hair's too long, isn't it? And it's dirty, yes?
What else? Ibrahim?





- His
shoe dirty.





-
Yes, his shoes are dirty. Mohammed?





- He
have big bird.





-
What? A big bird? Where?





- Yes
teacher. Here big bird.





- Oh
there. A long beard, you mean.





- Yes
teacher. Long bird.





-
Beard.





-
Bird





-
Beard. And what must he do?





-
Shave, shave, shave, teacher.





-
Yes, good. He must shave his beard.





-
Why, teacher?





-
Because he wants a job.





-
Yes, but teacher, beard is nice. You are teacher and you have
beard.






Mohammed, taller than me, stood up, came to the front and began to
stroke my beard. The class collapsed in laughter. Mohammed blew a
kiss at me.





-
Bird nice, ustes, yes.





- Yes
it's very nice, Mohammed. Now sit down.





- Why
must cut bird?





- SIT
DOWN, MOHAMMED!





Again
the wide grin and the slow shuffle back to the desk.





- Now
look, Tom wants a good job, and you're his friend, so you must tell
him what to do. You say - listen - You'd better cut your hair.
Listen - You'd better cut your hair. You-had-better-cut-your-hair.
You'd better cut your hair. Everybody!





- YOU
BETTER CUT YOUR HAIR.





-
Again.





- YOU
BETTER CUT YOUR HAIR.





-
Again





- YOU
BETTER CUT YOUR HAIR.





But
now everyone was losing interest, and only about five of them were
repeating the sentence.





-
Mona.





- You
better cut your hair.





-
You'd. You'd. You had. You'd. Huda.





-
You-you-you betterr .. er .. you betterr .. er .. to cut the
hairs.





-
Good. You'd better cut your hair. Clovis.





- Why
he'd better cut his hair?





-
Never mind why. Say it.





-
He'd better cut his hair. Stes, look, Elias, he'd better cut his hair.





To
demonstrate, he grabbed a cluster of Elias's carefully groomed
curls and yanked them - hard. War was inevitable. Elias immediately
jumped to his feet, snarled (not in English), and almost lifted
Clovis out of his seat by his not so well-groomed locks. Clovis
screamed, the class yelled encouragement, I shouted ...





-
STOP IT, OR THE CLASS IS FINISHED!






Clovis had Elias by the ear.





- I'M
WARNING YOU!





Elias
scored with the opposite ear. The two of them just stood there in
an earlock, their faces twisted with pain.





- I'M
LEAVING!






Clovis reached for the nose.





I
left.





###





- I'm
sorry, teacher.





It
was break and the class, mercifully, was over. Of course the
interruption hadn't lasted long. Straight away my conscience
remonstrated with me for leaving and gave me a string of sound
reasons for going directly back in, but my pride was equally
insistent: I should wait for five minutes.





I
timed my absence carefully. As the second-hand on my watch
stuttered to the mark, I flung open the door, slammed it shut -
rattling the frosted glass in its frame - and stalked to my
position next to the blackboard, like a ham actor making his
entrance. I knew the performance was worthy of applause or
catcalls, but the class remained respectfully silent. Only a single
half-stifled snort escaped. I glared at each individual in turn
until I came to Clovis: his face was buried in his hands and his
whole body was quivering. But what was the point of saying
anything?





The
lesson had continued, edgily at first, everyone careful to do well,
anxious to please me. But the truce could only ever be temporary.
For a few minutes they could all be serious, but not seriously.
After all, English was only a game. In a way, that was the view we
English teachers encouraged, with our lessons about hippies looking
for jobs, about impossibly wealthy businessmen and their lazy
wives, about spies and thieves, and babies who could miraculously
boast they were taller/fatter/prettier/stronger than their
neighbour in the next pram. Anyone who could take all that
seriously, as I had before I came to Lebanon, had to be suffering
from dangerous delusions about life.





So
after a few minutes of calm, it all began again. A mistake, a joke,
a moment of buffoonery, and then the inevitable descent into
pandemonium. Perhaps a more experienced teacher could have stopped
it. Not me.





And
yet they were always sorry afterwards. Clovis stood at the door of
the Teachers' Room with a phalanx of five classmates behind
him.





- I
am naughty.





- Yes
you are, Clovis.





- But
first, Mohammed, he was naughty.





When
it wasn't vacuous, Clovis had a disarming smile.





- But
that's no excuse for you, Clovis. I don't understand you. You're
good at English. If you tried, you could be very good, but you're
always making trouble.





A
voice came from behind.





- Yes
teacher. We want learn. You good teacher, but Clovis he always
naughty and we no learn.






Clovis turned on Huda and a furious Arabic argument broke out like
a summer storm. There seemed to be no reason, and no reasoning.
First Clovis to Huda, a torrent of words, his finger jabbing
repeatedly at her face. Then Huda, swaying back from the finger,
the whites of her eyes popping with each new jibe, holding her
breath, until she burst and thundered into attack. Then Clovis
again, then both of them together. Huda spat out the words, her
throaty masculine voice breaking with anger. Clovis shrieked his
insults. Now they were toe to toe, face to face, their features
contorted with rage and spite. Hands were gesticulating wildly at
me and at each other. True verbal combat, and they seemed to be
daring one another to land the first actual blow.





But
in the Teachers' Room, thank God, I didn't have to deal with the
problem alone.





-
Hey, you two, that's enough!





Still
the tongues lashed out.





- I
SAID THAT'S ENOUGH!





And
Dave grabbed them and physically threw them apart. Obviously his
height helped. They were hardly going to fight him so they could
carry on with one another. As quickly as the storm started, it was
over. Now they were separated, the words dried up, though the eyes
still flashed with white hatred.





- Go
and do your shouting somewhere else.





Dave
closed the door on them, firmly but quietly. I expected to hear the
fight flaring up again outside, but it didn't.





-
Having a bit of trouble?





- I
don't know. I don't know what it was all about.





-
Wasn't about anything.





Dave
settled back into his corner, curiously unperturbed. After four
years there, he was bound to understand better than I did.





- It
must have been about something.





- No.
It's normal.





-
What do you do when they start like that?





-
Ignore it, unless it bothers me. If it does I just sort them
out.





-
How?





-
Sometimes, I clock them one.





Of
course I didn't believe him - it was a joke. Teachers - language
teachers anyway - didn't go in for that sort of thing any more. Any
form of punishment was a sign the teacher had failed, and corporal
punishment - well, that would be like professional self-abuse. I
would never even touch one of my students. These were young adults
with sensibilities ... but on the other hand, I'd just watched Dave
push, actually push, Clovis and Huda apart. Perhaps he wasn't
joking. There was no reaction from the other teachers in the room.
They were going about their normal business, chatting, boiling the
kettle, reading the newspaper. And I had to admit Dave's method had
worked.





- You
don't suppose it could have been something to do with all the
trouble yesterday - you know with the Palestinians.





- I
told you it's normal. They like fighting.





- Yes
but Huda's a Palestinian and Clovis is a Christian, isn't he?






Dave's smile was half sympathy, half sarcasm. I felt like a
beginner.









VI





Our
little rubber boat swirled and twisted in the boiling, ice-cold
water. Circling above us dizzily, the thick green pines and the
mountain peaks, here and there flashes of snow gleaming in the
spring sun. The Dog River - Nahr al Kalb. Somewhere up here last year, they
said, a father had hacked his daughter to death because she'd run
off with her lover. Now that same blind fury was sweeping us down
from the primitive heart of Lebanon, down towards its narrow rich
Mediterranean plain.





Ahead
of us the stream narrowed and foamed. Rocks were waiting for us,
sharp like fangs. Beyond - who could tell?






Lawrence barked an order to his one-man crew.





-
It's a waterfall! Hold tight!





We
scrambled to the side of our dinghy, ready to throw ourselves out.
Hands groped for holds that weren't there on the smooth rubber. We
were dragged screaming and swirling and whooping across the fangs -
backwards, sideways through the jaws of Hell. Then concentrating
its anger and power, the torrent heaved us up and out - ready to
swallow us. The boat floundered and rolled. A shock of water
blasted up into my nose, my mouth, my brain. A razor-blade slashed
at my face. For a moment I was fainting. But the cold and the
terror made me doubly conscious.





The
boat seemed to be held, and I was head down beneath it.






The rope! My
ankle was caught in the bloody rope.





But
Lawrence's hand had my leg ... and there ... I was free. And alive!
I pushed away, and in a few seconds came to my feet in waist-deep
water.









At
the opposite bank, clinging to a tree-root, there was Lawrence. And
a few metres further, our boat, unscathed, but stranded on another
rock.





-
Yahoooooo, we made it, you bastard!






Lawrence shook his fist in triumph at the ledge we had survived. As
I looked back, beauty disguised the beast. The stream bubbled and
tumbled over, down, through the rocks, just as it should when the
snow melts, falling no more than ten feet. The river bank sloped
gently upwards behind Lawrence, carpeted with young flowers, gold
and white and purple. As beautiful and serene as a graveyard.





We
slipped and splashed and laughed as we made our way back to the
boat. The surface water flowed quietly past us on down to the sea,
but a fierce undertow still tugged at our legs. If we didn't want
to play at drowning, how about a little dunking?





-
Hey, look at you, you hero. Stained with the deeds of combat!





I
touched my cheek and my hand came away bloody.





-
Does it hurt?





- No,
it's OK.





I
didn't tell Lawrence my head was throbbing and my whole body was
still quaking with excitement and fear. I didn't have to. He
knew.





-
Told you it'd be a gas, didn't I?









It
had been Lawrence's idea. He had somehow come in possession of four
enormous inner tubes - originally belonging to Bulgarian tractors,
he said, as if Bulgarian was evidence of their suitability for
navigational purposes. Most of yesterday had been spent binding
pieces of canvas to the tyres to make bottoms for the boats. Decks,
Lawrence called them. It was one of the bindings that my foot had
been caught in a few moments ago.









This
morning a little convoy had set out from Beirut, heading north for
the Dog River - Nahr
al-Kalb. Me, Claire, Jason in the VW; Lawrence and Monique;
Dave - this was a surprise - I hadn't realized he was one of
Lawrence's friends; John MacAllister, the CBS man, with his wife
and her elderly parents, who were visiting; and two others who were
introduced as we set out - Lebanese - but whose names I'd
forgotten.





The
six men in the group (John's father-in-law had opted out) were to
float down the river in the four tyres. Then John had arranged - he
always arranged, while Lawrence always had the ideas - that we
should have high tea at the bottom. He'd brought an impressive
food-hamper, with the promise that we would have our choice of four
varieties of tea.






Yesterday evening Lawrence had laid out a rug-sized map on the
floor, and after calibrating our route with ruler, string, and
mapping pins, announced the voyage would take us precisely four
hours and eleven minutes - give or take an hour. But Claire was
worried.





-
Have you ever done this before?





-
No.





-
Then how do you know it's not dangerous?





- It
is dangerous. That's the whole point.





-
Yes, but you could kill yourselves.





-
Listen there's nothing to worry about. Plenty of other people have
done it.






That's the way it was in Beirut. People had always done things. And
like everyone else, I was always ready to subscribe to the
mythology. What reason had I to doubt that a previous band of
adventurers had conquered the Dog River in a set of Bulgarian
tractor tyres?





-
Don't die, will you, darling.





-
Don't be silly.





- But
it's dangerous.





-
Look, if it was really dangerous all the others wouldn't be going,
would they? Lawrence wouldn't do it.





-
Lawrence hasn't got a wife and child. You have.





-
He's got Monique.





- But
they're not married and they haven't got a baby.





- You
make marriage and children sound like some sort of punishment.
Can't I have fun any more?





- I
don't want to stop you having fun, darling. I'm just telling you to
be careful.





- I
will.









And
so here I was, having fun. Floating gently down the river in the
sunshine, sharing a tyre with Lawrence, bounded only by heaven and
the mountains. It was a joyous thing, this, to be free from the
city, from students, from family, from questions and
responsibilities, from myself. No wonder we shouted and yelled and
laughed. And in these calmer moments, just smiled.





- Now
you owe me your life, why don't you come and live with us, you and
Claire?





-
Live with you?





-
We'll rent a little place up here in the mountains. You and I go
hunting and fishing, Claire and Monique stay at home and bake and
take care of the children, and then in the evening, we'll get down
to some serious wife-swapping. No wait, I know what you're thinking
- Monique and I have to get married first to make it all legal and
above-board, right? What do you say?






Lawrence revelled in the outrageous and the absurd. I knew of
course it wasn't a serious proposition, just an entertaining
diversion. But in that little corner of my imagination I'd only
recently discovered, I tested the idea and it was delicious. Days
filled with Lawrence; nights filled with Monique. Me and Monique in
bed together, making exquisite and expert love all night long. A
little secret house in the mountains. So I played along with
Lawrence's game.





- I
don't think Monique would go for the idea.





- You
don't think she'd marry me?





- Not
marrying you. Wife-swapping.





- You
don't think she'd go for that? She'd leap at the opportunity - a
fine handsome fellow like you, with war-wounds.





-
Well Claire wouldn't.





She
most certainly would not, not if I knew Claire. Not with her views
on the sanctity of marriage and the responsibility of
parenthood.





And
these were views I shared, when it came to it. The thought of
Claire with someone else - being touched by him - it was
unthinkable, it was ludicrous.





Yet,
as our boat wobbled in a sudden playful eddy, Lawrence's suggestion
began to swing hypnotically back and forth in front of me. The fun
of being with him! He lay back in the sun, elbows hooked over the
rim of the tyre. His eyes were shut, and but for the broad grin
beneath his moustache, I might have guessed he was dozing.





We
waited for each other like fisherman and fish. He was patient,
spinning out the silence until I finally went for the bait. I
wanted him to speak, to set a bigger temptation in front of me, to
ask me again. This time I might not say no.





-
Lawrence, you remember at the party, the first night we met, you
said I should take care of Claire ..?





- I
said that? How indelicate!





- No,
seriously. That's what you said. What did you mean?





- Say
what you mean if you mean what you say.





-
Lawrence, come on!





-
Well if, as you claim, sir, I was so ill-mannered as to mean
something, I suppose my meaning must have been that you have a
beautiful, intelligent and charming lady. And in this world of
disreputable rogue males it must be your solemn duty to keep her
locked up in a castle, wearing a chastity belt to which only you
have the key. Isn't that the traditional British view of
romance?





I was
disappointed. Sometimes he could put an enormous distance between
us. I'd been set up.










Rounding the next bend, we saw the other three boats had stopped
and everyone was standing on the bank beside a grey stone cottage.
The building had been hewn out of the hillside, and now it was
crumbling back into it. As we floated serenely towards them,
insults rang up and around the valley walls, the clamour of excited
schoolboys.





-
Look, Lawrence of the Dog River.





-
Ahoy there.





-
Avast, ye slobs.





-
Hello sailor.





-
Pirates to port, Devine. Stand by to repel boarders.





It
was Dave who started the bombardment. He scooped up a handful of
gravel and tossed it high into the air, for the tiny stones to plop
in the water in front of us. Then the other three followed, and
some of the pellets fell on us this time. I covered up with my
arms. Lawrence took off his sweater and held it over his head.





-
Wait a minute, you guys. We're unarmed. That's not fair.





-
All's fair in war. Fire!









As
another volley hailed down on us, our boat bumped to a halt.






Stretched right across the stream there was a six-foot tangle of
sticks and branches, rocks and general debris carried down from the
mountain. So this was why the others had stopped: it was a dam that
must have fed the old mill cottage. And that was why we'd been
attacked: so we wouldn't notice it and pull into land. Now our boat
was beginning to lurch and threatened to topple us into the water
as the current dragged from below.





From
the bank, our efforts to keep our balance were hilarious, but
Lawrence was at his fiercest.





- You
stupid bastards! It's going to pull us under.





-
Then you should look where you're going.





-
It's a dam, you idiots. We won't get through.






Instantly I could smell the danger. Lawrence was right. It wasn't
just a surface barrier; it would go right down to the bottom - and
the water looked deep. If we capsized, we'd be sucked down and
pinned against the branches.





John
realized too and quickly moved to help. There was a tree, as
ancient and abandoned as the mill. It stretched a sickly branch out
across the stream, and he managed to bend it down toward us. One of
us had to stand up on the flimsy unstable canvas and grab the
branch. Lawrence or me? I was taller. Tall enough?





I
started with the caution of fear, planting my feet as wide apart as
the canvas would allow, and slowly pressed up into a crouch with my
hands on my knees. I started to look up to see how much further -
then down again before I fell backwards.





Still
the current tried to jerk the back of our tyre underwater, but I
was fighting for my balance and my confidence. I felt my leg
muscles quivering and told myself I wasn't afraid - it was just the
physical effort.





One
sense told me they were all shouting encouragement, but all I could
hear was the terrifying rush of hidden waters through the dam, like
blood surging into my ears. It had to be now!





I
scissored my legs together, reached blindly up, and the branch was
in my left hand .. both hands.





The
tyre tried to wriggle away from my feet as the water tugged again,
but Lawrence held my legs inside. But wait, what if his extra
weight snapped the branch?





- Let
go! I can manage.





Now
to move a hand forward. I took a deep breath, unclasped my right
hand, strained up and forward, clutched at the tree again.





It
held. Would it support my full weight?






Yes.





With
my feet, I edged the tyre and Lawrence closer to the bank. At every
moment we were going to tip, but Lawrence shifted and held us
afloat. Now the force beneath us was trying to pull us back into
midstream, but I was winning and we were inching back to
safety.





With
two yards to go the branch rose higher, too high for my feet to
stay in the boat. But by now I trusted the tree's strength, and my
own. I summoned courage from a source I'd never tapped before, and
swung myself up onto the bank, where hands held me from falling
back.





I lay
there, eyes closed, unknotting myself, untensing, trembling.










Lawrence was shouting.





I
lifted my head and realized to my horror what I'd done. The
strength I'd used for my final leap had propelled the boat back and
Lawrence was flailing in mid-stream, desperate to stay afloat,
cursing me. With only one person aboard, the tyre was more unstable
than ever. And yet, from here, the water looked so lazy and
peaceful, disguising the monster that lurked in the mud and stones
below.





Now
Dave was pulling the branch down to Lawrence. I saw an angry power
rippling through Dave - that same power I'd vaguely sensed when he
settled the argument outside the Teachers' Room. He forced the tree
into submission, clenching his teeth in a death's-head grin, down
and down.






Inevitable! There was a crack.





The
tree's withered bones splintered, and the branch tumbled into the
dam.






Immediately the water rushed in to finish off its prey, dragging it
slowly down till only a few twigs were visible above the surface,
like helpless fingers groping for life.





That
was how Lawrence would go.





He
was struggling for control.





- I'm
gonna try and pull myself in.





He
leaned out over the edge, trying to reach the top of the dam. His
feet were in the water, the back of the tyre was more than half
submerged, the current sucked him down. I went to the edge of the
bank and reached out uselessly. Once today he'd saved me, but now I
couldn't save him.





He
was my best friend. He was losing.









He
snatched at the top of our branch. In slow motion, I saw the twigs
begin to sink and the panic fill his face.





He
let go and grabbed at the air. His mouth was wide open but no sound
came out.





The
tyre lurched to one side and he was thrown out. As he was pulled
under, the shout came ...





-
FUCK!









There
was nothing we could do. The empty tyre still wobbled there, like a
child's toy in the water. But Lawrence was gone.









It
was my fault. Only thinking of my own safety.









Then,
ten yards downstream on the other side of the dam, the branch
suddenly bobbed out of the water.





And
just behind, on his back, blowing out water like a dolphin,
Lawrence. So there was a way through!






Casually, he swam backstroke to the bank. We ran down to him and
helped him out. He stood up, a little pale, swaying slightly. He
spluttered, then burst into a coughing fit of laughter.





-
Best goddam adventure I've had all year!









VII





I've
always thought the best part of an adventure comes with the
telling. That's when myths and legends are born - out of the
ordinary actions of ordinary people. In a way, it's the story that
really is the adventure, not the events at all. It's the
story-teller who collects the incidents, shapes them, colours them,
decides which to keep and which to discard. He can make a hero out
of a bystander, a villain out of a man acting under orders. He can
make the trivial significant, the accidental planned, cowardice an
act of bravery. The wonderful thing is, it's all true - just
because he tells us so, and the story is his invention.






Anyway, we were all heroes that afternoon. With our cuts from the
brambles, our bruises from the rocks, our three remaining boats,
and our stories, we sailed valiantly to the meeting-place, where
wives, girlfriends, parents, child were waiting to applaud us. Four
hours and twenty minutes after we set out. Lawrence was
furious.





-
Damn the goddam dam. We could've made it on time.





While
John lit his camping stove and started preparing the ceremonial
tea, the rest of us began.





-
Richard, look at your face! What did you do?





- He
tried to make out with a rock.





- No,
there was this incredible waterfall and I was thrown out of the
boat and got trapped underneath, underwater. I'd probably still be
there now, but for Lawrence.





- My
boy, it was nothing. Your Richard, Mrs Devine, has earned his place
in the legends and lore of the Dog River. Twice, nay thrice, he
stared death in the face, and what did he do? What did he do? He
laughed. He laughed at Death. I shall make a point of mentioning
him in the despatches.





-
Richard, I told you to be careful.





In
spite of Claire's protest, I could tell she was proud of me. I
don't think I'd ever had the chance to be brave before. Not in
front of Claire. And certainly not in front of Monique, who sat
opposite, her head nestled on Lawrence's shoulder, her eyes
glinting in the sun.





- You
should have seen Dany when he fell in the first time. I didn't
think people could actually turn blue.





-
Well, you all had sweaters. I only had a T-shirt.





-
God, it was cold up there in the water though, wasn't it? With the
snow running off.





-
Weren't you scared?





- No,
not really. There wasn't time to be.





-
Lawrence was. Tell them about the dam, Lawrence.





With
his veiled accusation of cowardice, Dave had broken the spell.






Nobody spoke. We waited for Lawrence to defend his honour, but he
didn't. Of course he didn't. He was a journalist, a professional
myth-maker and he knew the rules better than any of us. Somebody
else had to tell his story. Me.





-
Wouldn't you have been scared? It was all right for you lot,
watching safely from the shore. You don't know what it felt like,
the force of that water trying to drag us down and drown us.
Lawrence got sucked into a dam, Claire - he could have drowned.






Lawrence stood up and began to walk across to John. He spoke
without turning back to challenge Dave.





- I
could have dived right over the top of the crummy dam if I'd
wanted.





- Why
didn't you then?





-
Seemed like the easy way.










Without Lawrence, the group began to break up, and I was left
sitting alone with Claire and Jason.





- I
wish you could have come with us. You'd have loved it.





- I
miss doing things with you. But there's Jason ...





- I
know. I wish I could explain how exciting it was. You don't have
any control at all. You're just swept along with the current and
everything just rushes past, and somehow your whole body becomes
part of it until you can't help yourself - you're just laughing and
yelling and screaming ...





-
Doesn't sound very lady-like.





-
S'pose not. But you'd have loved it, really, Claire. It's hard to
explain, but it's when you get to the dangerous places, that's when
you get such a buzz. Like at the dam. One minute you're just
floating along in the sunshine and the next thing you know, you're
fighting for your life. Except you know you're not, you say this
can't be happening to me and everything will be all right and
...





Jason
had discovered a new game, a new sound. By gripping the teat of his
juice-bottle between his teeth, pulling it away with those tiny
strong hands, then opening his mouth, he produced a satisfying
rubbery smack. So satisfying that he had to repeat it over and over
again.





-
Look, Richard. Aren't you clever, Jason? Aren't you clever?





Jason
chuckled and dribbled with the joy of his adventure. He wasn't
going to let me finish my story.










Claire had noticed the parents paddling in the stream.





- Can
you take care of Jason for a while, Rick? I just want to get my
feet wet.





I was
lying back on the grass, so she lifted him over and sat him down on
me. I closed my eyes against the sun.





-
Claire, your tea.






Monique. Close.






Claire turned and took half a step back to us.





-
Thanks Monique. Leave it there. I'll be back in a minute.






Monique knelt and set down two dainty white cups on two dainty
white saucers. She was kneeling at my side, smiling at Jason.





-
Then I'll drink for Claire.





She
picked up a cup and nestled it between her two hands. She did not
drink.





She
was wearing this:





1
bikini top - gold.

1
ankle-length embroidered skirt - black.

1
waist-scarf knotted just below navel - turquoise.

1
pair large earrings - gypsy.


Nothing else.





It
was a luxuriant body, tanned everywhere as richly as her face. I
knew her skin would feel like a smooth, polished wood. Mahogany.
Free from blemish. Warm. I wanted to touch it.





There
was a word for her. Voluptuous.





She
put down the cup.





She
threw back her head in homage to the sun, and closed her eyes,
pulling her hair into a loose mane behind her.





- May
I sit with you?





She
knew she didn't need to ask. But I couldn't reply. I was literally
speechless. I silently cursed my tongue, my brain, my lips, all
mind and mechanisms that had anything to do with the simple act of
speech, for leaving me so miserably inept. I felt the three flushes
of frustration, shyness and desire rising irresistibly within
me.





I
gestured vaguely at the ground beside me.





She
sat. I kept my eyes straight ahead.





Why?
Why could I not enjoy normal social intercourse ... relations ...
why could I not talk to women? Or to men, for that matter. I never
had anything to say when I found myself alone with someone, unless
it was Claire ... and recently, Lawrence. Funny, I was fine with a
class. But not with real people. I flashed to Eliot's Prufrock, how
much I identified with him. I should have been a pair of ragged claws .. No,
better still, a hedgehog. In decent hedgehog society, I felt quite
sure, there would be no disgrace in curling up into a prickly
uncommunicative ball at the slightest approach of small-talk.





-
You're so pretty.





She
meant Jason, not me. She was playing with him, wiggling a finger in
front of his staring eyes.





- I
want one just like you.





No,
don't say it! Brain, please to God keep my mouth wired up.





What
would Monique's child be like? Not like Jason, I was certain. Hers
would be a girl for a start. A little suntanned girl with almond
eyes. Where Jason was irritable and screamed for attention,
Monique's girl would only have to smile to get it.





Jason
now was reaching out towards Monique and gurgling. He wanted her to
hold him. It was one of the few occasions when my son and I had
ever shared an interest or an opinion.





She
lowered her face down to him so he could play with her hair. There
was that trademark scent again. I gripped the grass with my free
hand so it wouldn't stroke her beautiful curved brown back.





-
Jason. Aren't you beautiful?





-
Coo.





She
leaned further down and my eyes fingered her smooth skin - the wide
hips, the tapering waistline, the burnished shoulders, the secret
shadows. Was anyone watching us? Lawrence and John were busy
burrowing in the hamper. Claire, Elaine and the parents were
splashing about in the water. Dany and his friend were deep in
conversation. Only Dave, shaded under a tree, was facing us, and it
looked like he was dozing.





- May
I hold him?





-
Yes.





She
put one arm around Jason's waist and the other underneath him. On
my thigh. And let it rest there. Shifted it a little higher.
Pressed down a fraction. Or was I imagining it? And as she began to
rise from her knees, pressed down hard, letting her weight fall on
me.






Spontaneously, my body pressed back.





As
she was rising, so was I. I sat up quickly and pulled my knees up
to my chin, wrapping my arms around my legs to hide the
embarrassment that was thundering up inside my old cut-offs.





But
now she was further away I began to relax and feel safe again. She
was standing with Jason, rubbing his cheek against hers.





- He
likes you.





- I
think he does.





-
Will you be my boyfriend when you are a man, Jason?





A
gunshot sliced through Jason's answer, and whined away into the
mountain.





The
leader strode out of the trees with a squad of four behind him. His
pistol was pointed deliberately at the sky, but three murderous
black steel rifles and a machine gun were just as deliberately
aimed at us.





-
Haut les mains!
Vite!





His
voice was as coarse as his French. They wore their green fighting
fatigues casually, fashionably. Ammunition belts tight at the
waist; trousers gathered at the knee into high, polished black
boots, green caps on big hair, drawn down long and dark over the
eyes. Two of them wore extra bullets, belted across their
shoulders, bandit-style.





The
leader's tunic was unbuttoned almost to the waist. A large wooden
crucifix dangled from his neck and beat against his breast as he
swaggered toward us. There were no other marks of regiment or
rank.





They
might have been dressed for the stage, but there was no mistaking
the real aggression in their questions to the first of our Lebanese
friends.






- Inta! Ma ismak?






- Dany Maksoud.





-
Wayn
haweetak?





-
Tfaddal,
habeebi.





Dany
fished his identity card out of the shoulder-bag beside him and
handed it to the officer. Now it was an interrogation.





-
Inta Dany
Maksoud?





-
Nam.





-
Min
Bayroot?





- Nam.





-
Sahafi?





I
knew that meant journalist, but from there I couldn't follow the
Arabic. Dany's voice stayed calm, but he shrugged his shoulders and
turned his palms and his eyes to the heavens in loud gestures of
innocence.





There
were fingers pointed at us, then at John's hamper. We were ordered
to empty everything out for inspection: sandwiches neatly wrapped
in foil, bottles of water and wine, cheeses, bags of fruit, cakes
in tins, cups, cutlery, napkins. Packages were shaken and rattled,
sandwiches opened and examined, knives thrust into cakes and then -
fatally - through the top of a can of olives. The brine from the
can squirted out all over a tunic, and turned their ugly mood
vicious.





Now,
instead of tossing the food away after their inspection, they trod
it into the grass. Two of them opened bottles of water. They ripped
off the plastic tops, threw back their heads and held the bottles a
few inches above their mouths. We watched the Adam's apples bulge
and jerk down, up, down, as they poured the water straight down
their gullets, expertly. Satisfied, they emptied the rest on the
ground.





The
leader was coming over to Monique, Jason and me. His heavy black
moustache made him cruel, the week's stubble and the hooded eyes
beneath the cap made him dangerous. The gun was still in his hand,
but it was the crucifix that terrified me more. Carved and curved
and polished, it chilled me as if it were a cockroach crawling on
his chest. There was nothing delicate or decorous about it. It
wasn't an ornament. It was a threat. It was the witchhunter's
cross, the inquisitor's cross, the crucifier's cross. It was the
cross that would tear you limb from limb for something as simple as
your faith, for as little as thirty pieces of silver.





He
stood with feet set apart, facing Monique. His hand rested on his
belt buckle, with the thumb tucked inside. His heavy face twisted
and his eyes sharpened lecherously as he spoke.





-
Shu
ismik?






- Je ne comprends pas. Je suis
française.





She
told him she was French. Why? Slowly the gun came down, pointing
itself directly at Jason, who was still in Monique's arms.
Strangely, the fear I felt for my son was Claire's, not my own. In
the thick silence I steadied myself to jump at him. It would be a
rugby tackle - the only form of attack I'd ever learnt.





-
Inti mish
fransiiyya. Mara thaani, shu ismik?






Monique was cool as ice. She shook her head at him, then spoke to
me in English, with a heavy French accent.





- I
do not understand zis man. Does 'e not know zat I am French?






- Quel est ton nom?






- Merci, monsieur. Et maintenant, je
comprends.





He
bellowed at her, the slyness in his voice driven out by rage.






- QUEL EST TON NOM?






- Monique.





- Monique
qui?

 


- Monique
Giresse.

 


- Et tu habites
où?

 


- Monsieur, je
vous interdis de me tutoyer.





My
French wasn't good enough to work out what Monique was saying, but
I could see the effect. There was not a trace of coquetry in
Monique now, only a new cold authority. She was perfectly in
control of the situation. The soldier had lost his advantage, but
there was still no mistaking his menace.





- Vous avez
l'air plutot arabe que française. Où est votre carte
d'identité?

 


- Je n'ai aucune
carte d'identité, monsieur. J'ai un passeport, bien sur, mais ça,
c'est chez moi.





So
something about a passport and an identity card. He gestured with
the gun at Jazon, but less threateningly now.





- C'est votre
bébé?

 


- Oui.

 


- Et votre
mari?

 


- Oui.





He
raised the gun, cleared his throat from the back. and spat
viciously - but away from Monique.






- OK. Allez! Allez vite, tout le
monde. Allez!
Venez jamais ici! No come again!









VIII





War
creeps up on you like a cancer.





At
first it's nothing. An irritation, a nagging pain, a minor
inconvenience. It'll be gone in an hour or two, in a couple of
days. It's something you think you can ignore, but wishful thinking
doesn't make it go away. When the symptoms get worse, you begin to
worry. So off you go to get advice and treatment, and for a while
the medicine seems to work. But you've only stabilized the
condition, not cured it. That little black malignancy lingers just
beneath the skin, tainting cells, infecting organs, poisoning hope,
building a malevolent army of decay, ready for the signal to go on
the march.









War
was coming as we gathered at Lawrence's apartment back in Beirut
that evening. The talk was of our ambush, questions. John was an
old hand in Beirut, a Brit working with CBS: he would have the
answers.





-
What was it all about?





-
They thought we were up there to spy on them.





- On
what?





-
Probably their headquarters or something.





-
Whose headquarters?





- One
of the armies. They were Christians.






John's father-in-law had been sizzling, and finally came to the
boil.





-
Christians, you call them? Damned brigands, I should say!





Dany
tried to turn down the heat.





- No,
Mr Hamilton-Oakes, you see it's difficult to understand unless you
are living here. In Lebanon we have many problems. You see, there
are many political groups and now there is a battle for the power.
The Christians, we have the power, but in the last years the
Muslims are stronger and more, and now they want the power too.





-
That doesn't explain why those thugs had to attack us.





-
There are many armies, for all the big politicians, and there are
many secrets.





- But
we're British.





- As
a spokesman for one of your lapsed colonies, I'd like to deny
that.





- But
dammit, it was plain to see we weren't up to any mischief.





-
They were just making sure.





- I
agree with you, Mr Hamilton-Oakes, they were very impolite.
Sometimes I am ashamed to be an Arab.





-
Bullshit Monique, you're proud of it.





Mrs
Hamilton-Oakes had a view.





-
Surely they didn't have to spoil the food.









In the Christian suburb of Ain Rummaneh a
bomb exploded in an empty neighbourhood store. Three children were
playing outside. One was killed, one lost a leg, and one was
blinded by flying glass.









War
was coming as we sat drinking, Lawrence and Monique, Dave, Claire
and myself, Jason asleep on my knee, when the others had left. The
meticulous carelessness and oriental comfort at Lawrence's seemed
to have upset the visiting parents almost as much as the barbarian
attack. Mr Hamilton-Oakes - not even John was on first-name terms
with his father-in-law - had refused to sit down and stood glaring
at the walls, trying to avoid the unavoidable nude there. After his
rage at our attackers had cooled, he spoke only once:





-
Chap goes native, I s'pose.





Mrs
Hamilton-Oakes perched herself on the edge of a divan, holding
herself there as delicately as she might have held a tea-cup. She
told us unceasingly what a wonderful holiday they'd just had in
Italy, and how civilised the people were there - until John, with
an almost imperceptible movement of the eyebrows to Lawrence,
decided they ought to be going. Dany and his friend left with them.
As we were saying goodbye, I finally learnt the friend's name.
George: another Christian then.










Lawrence uncorked a bottle.





- You
must be parched - I am. I'd have offered before, but John warned me
to keep the booze out of sight or we'd never have got the old man
out of the house. Thank you all for staying.





-
He's a real English bore, isn't he?





-
It's good to hear that, coming from a Brit.





- Did
you see how he couldn't bring himself to look at your nude? He kept
closing his eyes.





-
That's one of my Anderson tests. Tests the mettle of a man. I blew
it up as large as I could and put it in the most obvious place I
could find. You learn a lot from people's reactions - what sort of
coward they are.





I
found myself studying the photograph.





-
Same with the bathroom door. I had a special lock made so when you
turn the key, nothing happens. I just love to stand outside and
listen to people trying to make themselves secure in there. It's
weird - even in a friend's house, people are scared to take a shit
unless they're sure no-one can get in at them ... And talking of
bathrooms, we could probably all use a shower after this
afternoon's exertions. Anyone care to share one with Monique and
me?






Lawrence hadn't asked Monique first, but it didn't seem to bother
her. He looked from one to the other of us.





-
Dave?





Dave
gave him one of his sardonic smiles.





-
Come on. It's not every day I'd ask you.





Dave
shook his head.





- OK.
You can all get washed up afterwards if you really want to miss all
the fun. There are plenty of towels. Help yourself to booze. We
won't be long.









In the Muslim suburb of Chiah, three
separate families driving home from their Sunday excursions were
stopped in a temporary road-block. The drivers were frog-marched
into three unmarked cars and taken off. Three new drivers took
control of the wives and children in their cars. They were driven a
few blocks to deserted back-streets, one to an empty building-site.
The three strangers ordered the families out, then set fire to the
cars.









War
was coming as we listened to Lawrence's authoritative account of
Lebanese politics.





First
he'd gone through the cassette catalogue, turning the pages one by
one and muttering to himself, whistling snatches of tunes. Finally
he found what he wanted.





- Yma
Sumac. You never heard of her? No, course you haven't. Incredible
woman. Range of four octaves. Peruvian, I believe.





Even
if she wasn't Peruvian, she should have been, for the voice drew
its inspiration from the mountain peaks of the Andes, soaring into
spaces higher than oxygen, as pure as ice, then rasping down to
peasant level on the plateaux far below. Music with no pattern, no
meaning, and, to my ear, no beauty, yet as eccentric, dramatic and
improbable as Lawrence himself. I wondered if this was another
Anderson test and hoped Lawrence wasn't going to ask me what I
thought of it. He didn't. Instead he poured more wine, turned down
the volume, folded himself into a cushion, and started his history
lesson.





-
It's the perfect political system, the Lebanese. Do you know the UN
was proposing the same solution for your little Irish problem a few
months ago? Perfect. First you estimate your majority. They are,
say, the Maronite Christians, so you give them the most important
post - the Presidency. Next biggest group? The Sunni Muslims, so
let one of them be Prime Minister. Then so on down the scale: the
Shi'ite Muslims, the Greek Orthodox, the Druze, and so on. Everyone
gets a piece of the action. A nice, cosy little solution. Perfect -
if you could keep the nasty politicians and their families out.





But
there's the rub. A six-year term's not good enough for them - oh
no. What they all want is to be the king and breed lots of little
princes. Keep it in the family, just like the Mafia. In fact
there's a lot our guys could learn from the Lebanese.





So
back in the fifties old Camille Chamoun wants to hang on to the
Presidency just a little longer - say a second term, till his boys
get a little older. Uh-uh, say his Christian brethren - that's not
in the rules. So they do a little fighting until we send in the
Marines to sort them out. Yankee doodle dandy.





Same
with the Franjeihs now - our esteemed president Suleiman's trying
to line up his boy Tony for the job. There's a crafty old fish,
Suleiman. Did you hear how he got elected back in '70. No? Well,
no-one gave him the time of day. You see, he was a bit of a bad boy
a few years back. At home in the village there was another family
coming on strong and Suleiman, head of the clan, had to do
something about it. So he decides to do it the simple way. He waits
for a beautiful sunny Sunday morning, when everyone in the other
family goes off to church, then he gets his boys together and
bursts in right in the middle of the Our Father, machine-guns
blazing. No more family, no more rivals.





But
that's the sort of thing people here are sensitive about, so when
he stands for president against a good solid banking type, Elias
Sarkis, not many of us are putting our money on him.





So
everyone meets in Parliament for the vote. Great excitement, high
noon. The vote comes to a dead-heat - fifty to fifty. Now just hang
on there a moment, someone says, I thought we only had ninety-nine
deputies. Not any more, obviously. So they take a recount. Suleiman
remembers former glories, rounds up all his boys again, and places
them all around the parliament building - protection, you get the
idea? Well, you can guess the rest. The votes get counted, and
there you have him, the new President of the Lebanese Republic,
Suleiman Franjieh.






Naturally the Slur and the rest of the free Lebanese press don't
carry the real story. Too political, they say.





But
you were here then, weren't you, Dave?





- Got
here a couple of months before.





-
Must have been about the time you were getting it on with
Monique.






Neither Dave nor Monique reacted. Dave was sprawled out across the
cushions, concentrating on Lawrence, waiting for him to continue;
Monique wrapped in a towel knotted at the chest, took another sip
of wine.






Lawrence addressed his next revelation to me, almost
confidentially.





- She
was his student.





-
Were you at the school?





It
was the least of the questions I wanted to ask.





-
Yes. For a year.





-
Dave was the first great love of her life.










Lawrence took up his analysis again, but now I had no ears for him.
So that was how Dave knew them. Of course Monique must have had
other boyfriends before Lawrence, but it was difficult for me to
imagine her with anyone else. Least of all with Dave. Somehow it
seemed immoral. I wondered how long it had lasted, who had ended
it.









- ...
anyway, the easy answer to that was not to have another census.
They had one in 1948 and the Maronites came out on top then, so why
go to all that trouble again? What did it matter if the Christians
had been popping too many pills - good Catholic Maronites as they
are - while the Muslims had been breeding like rabbits? The
Christians had the power and the glory, and the money, and they
weren't about to let go of it. They had another good argument too.
Even if the Muslims outnumbered them in Lebanon, there was still a
whole bunch of good Lebanese Christians living outside - in the
States, in Australia, in the other Arab states. How could you
possibly have another census when fifty per cent of the people you
wanted to count weren't even here?





So
everything was just fine and dandy ... or it was until the
Palestinians got themselves thrown out of Jordan and sent here five
years ago. The Cairo Agreement. That added another couple of
hundred thousand Muslims to the population - armed Muslims at that
- the Agreement gave them the right to bear arms in their camps,
just like us Americans really.








That's what began to put the squeeze on our Christian friends, and
that's where dear old Pierre Gemayel comes in with his little bid
for power. He's been around for years, building up the Kata'ib -
the Phalangists - since the thirties. He's got them well-drilled,
well-armed, a model army, but somehow he's never quite made it to
the top.





So
now he's trying to get there by whipping up the Christians' fears
about the Muslims. But he's no fool. He's not saying there are more
Muslims than Christians. No, what he says is that all the dirty
Palestinians shouldn't be living here, they should have their guns
taken away from them, that Israel keeps attacking us because
they're here, that they should be driven out into the sea or
anywhere else they won't be a nuisance.





And
you have to admit it, he has a point, hasn't he? All these scruffy
foreigners hanging around the streeets, armed to the teeth, living
like parasites off the state, threatening innocent women and
children ...






Monique's eyes flashed, and she finally reacted. She put down her
glass, turned, and slapped Lawrence full in the face.









In Ain Rummaneh, masked men and women were
holding the three kidnapped men down, naked and trussed, on a large
table in a bare office. Curtains were drawn and the door locked. A
brazier was burning in the corner, the kind used for roasting
peanuts on the street.

 


The captors drew three metal rods out of
the coals, Glowing on the tips were three red crosses, the size of
a hand. Face down on the table, the prisoners couldn't see the
torture instruments, but they knew what was coming - their screams
for mercy said so. No questions were asked.

 



One at a time the crosses were planted in
the centre of their backs. The flesh sizzled and curled and stank.
The third man died of a heart seizure before they reached him. When
they were rolled over, three pairs of eyes were popping from the
skulls, but only two pairs could see the irons. Two backs quivered
and tried to arch above the table. The rods were rammed into the
testicles.

 


One man was still screaming.

 


The bodies were heaped into large sacks,
tied at the top, and driven off in a pick-up to be dumped in an
alley.









War
was coming as Claire and I stood in our balcony room, looking down
over the railings, at home. Evenings at Lawrence's seemed to have a
habit of coming to a sudden end.





When
we left with Dave, Lawrence was unrepentant.





- Do
you really have to go? Hey, there are still another two bottles of
this excellent wine to finish. No? Well, perhaps tomorrow. Watch
out for those nasty Palestinians.






Monique had disappeared into the bedroom. She didn't come to the
door.





Dave
got into his car without a word, not even goodbye.





We
drove back on the now-familiar route. It was getting late. The
streets were almost deserted.





Or
they were until we reached our street and our apartment block.





There
must have been a hundred people gathered there, most of them male.
Many of them wore the chequered kaffiyeh, the Arab headscarf,
wrapped around their necks or their waists, gleaming black and
white in the streetlight and the floodlights from the building
site.





Two
of them approached the car as I drove slowly up, and motioned me to
roll down the window. They leaned in, scanning Jason in the back
seat, then the two of us in the front.





-
Al ingleezi. OK.
OK.





Their
thumbs beckoned us into the parking space at the bottom of our
building. I stationed the VW in the tight space between the pillars
usually reserved for me, and we got out.





Two
more men were shining torches on us as we lifted Jason out. We
walked around the building to the front entrance, lit by its naked
bulbs - nobody had ever bothered to add the final touches that make
a place habitable. Down the street two or three men were shouting
and there were a few guns. I spotted the wizened old guard for our
building among the crowd, and he waved to us cheerily.









We
put Jason to bed, then went to stand on the balcony in the
darkness, to find out what was happening. Across the street, we saw
the silhouettes of several neighbours on their balconies too. A
cigarette point glowed there, and there a light flashed on, then
quickly off again.






Claire huddled up against me. The night was cool.





- Now
what's happening?





- I
don't know.





-
What an extraordinary day. It's scary Richard, don't you think?





-
Looks like something big.





A
truck came up the street, blaring out something in Arabic from a
loudspeaker. The angry words bounced off walls and windows and
echoed up the street toward us. There was no mistaking the
incandescent rage, the crescendo of hatred which, I was beginning
to understand, Arabic expresses so well.





The
truck slowed as it approached our rabble and there were hands
stretched down from the windows for shaking, fists beaten against
the bodywork. The lines of a big gun mounted at the back glinted in
the light. A shot was fired, not near, and we jerked back from the
railing.





-
Richard!





-
Don't worry.





- But
I'm frightened. What's happening?





- I
don't know, darling.





- I
wish we had a phone.





There
was a phone, next door at the bottom of the building site, on a
rough trestle table where our concierge played cards and drank tea
all day. The receiver was locked in place and we would have to get
the key from him.





- I
could call Lawrence from downstairs.





- No
Richard. You're not going back down there.





- No,
I don't really want to.









The
rhetoric was rapidly fading down the street, heading for the Bourj,
the old city centre where the markets mingled with the money-houses
and where the victims of Lebanon's struggle for independence were
remembered. Old ghosts in the Place des Martyres, who had also
screamed for war. Below us there were no more shots but a steady
murmur of excitement and movement. A voice was calling
instructions, and there was a regular thud as something dead hit
the ground.





-
Richard, please don't look out.





But I
had to see what was happening. Almost everyone now was milling
around the entrance to our building. The orders came from inside,
yes, from our parking area or from among the rubble of building
materials and workers' mattresses next door. Another thud. Part of
the crowd shifted and seemed to flow under the building. I saw two
men struggling to carry a large sagging white sack, then dump it
next to several others.





-
They're dumping a load of sandbags in the street.





As
Claire joined me, another bag was hauled out, and a wide
semi-circle began to take shape in front of the site. More arrived,
and a second row was started, on top of the first.





-
Looks like they're expecting trouble.





-
D'you think there'll be fighting here, Richard?





- I
don't know.





- I
think we should go somewhere else.





- I
don't think we should go anywhere tonight.





- No.
Oh Richard, what's happening?






Claire's hand found mine. I remembered the balcony in Chioufi, just
before we met Lawrence and Monique. I wondered if Claire realized
how much our relationship had changed since then, only six weeks
ago. Rain began to fall in large drops.





-
Well, there's not much we can do, is there?





-
No.





She
shivered.





- I'm
going to bed.





-
OK.





- Are
you coming?





- Not
yet.





The
rain fell heavier, then heavy. There were new shouts below, and
people running across the street, into buildings, into shelter. One
last sandbag was lugged into place, then the last three men
scampered out of sight. The wall was three bags high, about six
yards in diameter, jutting out into the road. It would hold about
ten men in firing positions.









Rain
was pelting down, hissing on the road. A few weeks back, it had
rained so hard that Hamra was flooded in five minutes. We'd seen
people walking on car bumpers in the traffic-jam to get across the
street. The city had no drains - or none that worked.





These
beautiful, hopeless people.





From
this ledge before, I'd seen delivery boys cycling down the hill
with loaves of flat Arab bread balanced on a pannier, piled high
above the handlebars. Once a boy lost his balance and the loaves
tumbled off and rolled all across the road. He scurried around
picking them up, reloaded, and set off again. Ever since then,
every time I bought bread, one of the pieces seemed to have a
tyre-mark across it.









The
water ran in rivulets down the street.





Once,
after a storm, I'd come out of the school to see the mad caretaker,
Abdul Haleem, dashing around on the pavement with a broom in his
hand, roaring. He was chasing a rat. The fat brown creature made a
run for it, or rather, a waddle. But Abdul Haleem's club crashed
down, smashing it into a puddle. As it lay there dead, the old man
danced around it, whooping in triumph, hitting it again and again.
Then he picked up the bloody, wet carcase and hurled it into the
road. Students were leaving the school too, girls pretty and
elegant and eighteen. They clapped and cheered Abdul Haleem's
victory.










Monique a student at our school! I couldn't believe it, didn't want
to. Students were students, having an existence only behind desks,
speaking broken English, being tiresome or dull or bright. Monique
didn't belong in any of these categories.





She
was in Dave's class. So many of the girls at school fell in love
with him. He was tall, dark, very English with his longish straight
hair, a cynical mouth that refused to find anything funny, only
faintly ridiculous, beneath his contempt. Monique had an affair
with him! Did they sleep together? Was she ever in Dave's bed?





I'd
been to his place once, and it was dingy: a kitchen and one room
with clothes and sheets strewn all over the floor. We'd drunk
coffee, and I remembered the stain around the rim of the cup and
the sugar caked on the teaspoon.





No,
not Dave and Monique. She could have sex with Lawrence, that was
normal and expected. But not with Dave.





Had
she? Yes, of course she had. Suddenly she repulsed me.









-
Richard, come to bed. It's late.









There
was no easing of the rain. At least it seemed to have quietened
things down for the night.





Far across the city, in Ain Rummaneh, Chiah
and Dekwaneh, it was anything but quiet. Families huddled together
in their apartments, comforting themselves against the rattle of
machine-guns in the hollow streets, the shudder and the splintering
of another shell gashing through a building. Frightened excited
children trembled and wept while parents told them of the multitude
of devils coming - Muslims, Christians, Palestinians, Leftists,
Rightists, Druze ... the legions of Death. Outside, grim-faced
fathers and eager sons hunted in packs together, nervous vigilantes
who would shoot at the shadows of their own ghosts.

 


Four men were shot on the streets that
night, two of them accidentally by their own neighbours. More than
ten times that number lost their lives in the safety of their own
homes. The reports didn't mention the wounded.

 


All over Beirut the barricades went up.
Sandbags, wire, tyres, stones blocked off roads and quarters as if
the city, with one mind, had decided to redraw its own map.









IX





In the
Lebanese capital Beirut, there are reports of serious disturbances
in the southern and eastern suburbs of Chiah, Ain Rummaneh and Sin
El Fil. Rockets, mortars and machine-gun fire ...

 


The
BBC was breaking the news of our war the next morning.





-
Number one on the World Service! Lawrence will be pleased.





-
It's not a thing to joke about, Richard. Where are all those places
they mentioned?





-
They can't be that close or we'd have heard it all night.





- I
think you'd better call Lawrence and find out what's going on.





- Not
yet. He's probably still sleeping.





-
Well after breakfast then.









The
morning had tried to slip in unnoticed, which was probably why we'd
woken up even earlier than usual. There were no horns and when I
looked out, no cars. But our sandbag battlement had grown much
taller during the night. The sun shone gallantly between angry
storm-clouds which had left the street puddled but dry. The air had
thickened and grown heavy overnight.





The
workers next door were suspiciously silent. I waited for the
hammering to begin, for the shouting that meant another week had
started. I checked my watch, although the radio had already told me
what time it was. Or had I added the wrong number of hours to
GMT?





The
silence sat with us through breakfast, emphasising Jason's
misbehaviour and how little Claire and I had to say to each other
these days.





- For
God's sake, Jason, just eat the stuff and shut up!





-
Richard!





-
Well ...





-
Don't you ever talk like that to Jason! That's the sort of
thing a child remembers.





-
Don't be so bloody stupid. He doesn't understand a word we say to
him.





- Oh
yes he does. And even if he didn't, he would certainly understand
your tone of voice.





If he
did, he showed no sign of intimidation. He spat and dribbled what
he was eating out of his mouth.





-
Come on now, Jason, eat it up properly and show Daddy what a good
boy you are.






Claire spooned more into his mouth and this time it was
accepted.





- I
don't know what's come over you lately. You're so irritable with
Jason.





-
Well he does irritate me.





- You
probably irritate him as well. If you spent a bit more time with
your son for a change, maybe you'd notice just how clever he is and
how fast he's learning.





-
More ... more, mummy.





- You
want more? Good boy.





Her
glance was withering. It felt like a conspiracy.





-
I'll go and phone Lawrence.





-
Aren't you going to finish breakfast?





- No.
I'd better find out what's going on.









I ran
down the seven flights, two steps at a time, trying to throw off
the evil mood of the morning. It was me, not them. Of course Claire
was right. Jason was fascinating, he was fun. And Claire was
beautiful, she was caring, she loved me, she was a great mother,
she was the woman who'd made me very happy. We used to laugh
together. So what had made me change in these past few weeks? Why
did I suddenly feel I was suffocating every time the three of us
were in one room together? It would be good to speak to
Lawrence.









I was
taken aback by the new wall outside our building. It was even
higher than it had looked from above, taller than me. I shouldn't
have been surprised: I'd already seen, all over the city, that the
Lebanese build as quickly as they lose their tempers.





I
felt exposed when I walked out into the empty road, around the
sandbags. There were voices behind them, on the safe side. A
side-street away, tyres shrieked and an engine roared as a single
car sped away up the hill.





But I
was greeted warmly behind the barricade by the old concierge, Abu
Riyad. He was sitting importantly in his normal position at the
table, sipping tea, with four or five labourers standing around
him, two sitting at his feet.





The
Eastern Potentate!





He
struggled to his feet and opened his arms wide in greeting, as if
welcoming me to his court.





-
Ahlain, Meester
Reeshar'.





-
Marhaba, ya Abu
Riyad.





He
took my hand and pumped it with both of his. Such big powerful
hands for a little man. He squinted up at me through his glasses,
and the smile exposed his last rotting teeth. He gestured widely at
the new walls of his domain.





-
Shoof! Shoof!
Masboot, mish hayk?





-
Yes. Very good.





I
looked impressed. There was an elaborate pantomime as Abu Riyad
described the labours of the night. I understood none of the words,
but the story was clear enough. The truck with its message, the
struggle with the sacks from the site, the storm sent to test them
- he pointed at the puddle we were standing in - the hours of toil
till the task was complete. He beamed at the labourers. Most of
them were Syrian peasants who lived here on the mattresses. They
built houses; they didn't live in them.





- ...
wa halla mafi
mishkeela.






Mafi
mishkeela. It was one of the first phrases I'd learnt in
Lebanon. No problem. Don't worry teacher. Mafi mishkeela. No more
trouble.





-
Mafi
mishkeela?





Abu
Riyad jerked his chin up and forward and clicked his tongue against
his palate. The classic Lebanese negative. No - of course no. He
nodded at a row of rifles, which I hadn't noticed before, leaning
up against a wall; some of them looked very old, some of them very
new, and the more deadly by contrast.





-
Mafi mishkeela.
Tishrab shai, Meester Reeshar'?





Did I
want tea? On an aluminium tray in front of the old man there were
about a dozen glasses, each large enough for a double scotch, with
handles permanently sticky from the sweet red tea they poured. I
thought of Abu Riyad's teeth.





- No
thank you. La,
shukran. Talafoon?





He
tried to press me to tea, but in the end burrowed deep into his
trouser pocket for the telephone key, the symbol of his authority.
He unlocked the phone himself and handed me the receiver, as a
favour.





-
Thank you. Shukran.





I
dialled Lawrence.





-
Anderson.





- Hi,
this is Richard.





-
Richard, good, you're OK. Look you're not planning to go anywhere
today, are you? It's absolutely imperative you stay inside.





- Is
it that bad?





-
Couldn't be worse. The hounds are really off the leash this time.
They've been throwing everything at one another over in the east.
Rockets, mortars, machine-guns, the lot ...






Someone else had been listening to the BBC.





- ...
Have you seen the paper this morning?





- No.
I was wondering if it was OK to go to the shop.





- No,
for Christ's sake, don't go anywhere! How bad is it over there?





- I'm
not really sure. Not so bad, I think. It's very quiet - and they've
built a barricade down here in the street.





-
Shit, the bastards aren't wasting any time, are they? So if they're
barricading your area, looks like they're expecting trouble
downtown - in the Bourj. I'd better get right over there.





-
You're going there?





-
Sure. Duty calls.





- So
you think it's safe to drive?





-
Hell, no. This thing is going to sweep through the city like a
forest fire. You stay inside ... it's no place for civilians out
there.





- You
think the school'll be open?





- Not
a chance. Can't you see what's happening?





-
Well I'm not really sure, to tell you the truth.





-
Didn't I tell you last night? This is the one they've all been
waiting for, for years. All those weapons they've been stockpiling,
and now at last they finally get a chance to try 'em out. There
won't be any stopping them this time, not after last night. I'd
better get down to the office.





- OK.
I'll give you a call later.





-
Right. Have a nice day.






Before I could think of something similarly witty, Lawrence hung
up. What a day he was going to have.









But
what should I do? Phone the school.





-
Hello, Wafa, is that you?





-
Yes.





- Are
you there today?





-
Yes.





- And
the school's open?





-
Yes.





-
This is Richard.





-
...Hello, Mr Richard.





-
Look tell them I'm not coming in today. Tell them I'm sick.





- Yes
Mr Richard, I will tell them. I hope you will get well
tomorrow.





-
Thanks. 'Bye.










Almost before I put the receiver down, Abu Riyad had locked it back
in position. Then he took out a five lira note and rubbed the money
between his fingers. Did he want payment for the phone calls? He'd
never asked before.





- For
talafoon?





No
obviously it was not that: Abu Riyad continued to rub the grubby
note in front of me and started pointing upwards. Was I supposed to
contribute to some religious charity? Or was it perhaps a demand
for protection money - something I had to pay to his superiors, the
people who'd ordered our defences built? I pulled a ten lira note
from my pocket - it was all I had - and offered it to the old
watchman. But no, that didn't satisfy him, and now he seemed to be
getting angry. I turned my pockets inside out to show him I had
nothing left, and shrugged helplessly. There was nothing I could do
but leave - and I heard him yelling after me.






Upstairs, I'd hardly started telling Claire our instructions from
Lawrence when the doorbell rang. It was Abu Riyad's son, Moussa.
Moussa Koussa, that's the way he'd introduced himself the day we
moved into the apartment. Koussa, he explained, was the Arabic word
for a certain kind of vegetable, and by a process of gesture on his
part and elimination on ours, it turned out to be a courgette.






Unlike his father, Moussa Koussa had the benefits of education, and
he spoke enough English to serve as our translator in negotiations
with Abu Riyad. We first met him when we signed the contract to
rent the place. He had run a pencil under the lines of Arabic,
eagerly stopping to translate individual words and figures he could
cope with in English, biting his lip and scratching his head when a
clause defeated him. I had no idea of the terms we were agreeing
to.





But
we liked Moussa. He had an open face that you could trust, and he
loved to laugh with us, even if he didn't really understand what we
were saying. He'd probably just left school; he told us once he
wanted to be an airline pilot.





-
Come in, Moussa.





-
Thank you, Mr Richard. Good morning, Mrs Richard. Good morning,
Jason.





He
began to tickle Jason under the chin.





-
Would you like tea, Moussa?





-
Yes, shukran.
It is - rent, for the house.





So
that's what his father had been trying to tell me: the rent was
due.





- Oh
of course. Now I understand. Have we got any cash in the house,
darling?





- I
don't think so. We'll have to go to the bank.





-
Moussa, I'd forgotten all about the rent today. We'll pay it
tomorrow, OK?





- You
don't have?





- No.
Tomorrow, OK?





-
Yes, tomorrow OK, entshallah.





I was
embarrassed and uncomfortable that we didn't have the money, but
Moussa was nonchalant and generous. He was just doing his job.





-
What about all those sandbags down there?






Moussa frowned to concentrate.





-
Down there ... the wall ... outside.





- Ah.
Yes, the wall.





He
laughed, pleased that he understood.





-
Yes, it is a good wall. Big, so we keep the bad peoples away, and
... shoot - pouff, pouff ...





He
fired an imaginary rifle and waited, smiling, for more
questions.





-
D'you think there'll be trouble here?





-
Please?





-
Will the bad people come here?





- No,
not come here. No problem, because we big. Everyone good Muslims
here.





- So
you think it's OK for us to stay here?





- You
stay here? Yes OK. All your friends here. Everyone is friends to Mr
Richard and Mrs Richard. No problem.





I
wondered who our friends were. In the months we'd lived in the
building, we'd never even met any of the other residents. Seen
them, perhaps, nodded to them as we got in and out of the car, but
never actually spoken to any of them. Were our friends the people
in the apartment across the corridor, whose door always seemed to
be closing when we opened ours? The only people we knew were Moussa
and his father and the fat man who sold us bread and coffee and
sugar and tangerines in his little store on the corner.





It
was the first time I'd been aware we lived in a Muslim area. And
suddenly I felt conspicuous.





#





I'm
quite sure that when Moussa talked about our friends in the area,
he didn't mean my student and chief antagonist, Clovis. Nor Elias
and Therese, who stood behind him at the door. It was about an hour
after Moussa left.





-
Clovis! What are you doing here?





-
Hello, teacher. They tell us you are very sick, so we come to visit
you.





- But
you should be at school.





- No
teacher is coming today, so what shall we do?





- How
did you find out where I lived?





- We
ask the people down and they say to us. Everyone know you because
you are English.






Again, that conspicuous feeling. It disturbed me that our
neighbours knew us when we didn't know them. It felt like we were
being watched.





- But
isn't it dangerous for you three to come here today?





- Not
dangerous, no.





Just
like Abu Riyad, Clovis used his chin and his tongue to emphasize
the no.









They
came in, were introduced to Claire and Jason, and sat down in a row
on the mattress set against the wall for visitors. Clovis at the
awkward, spotty, stubbly stage between boyhood and manhood; Elias
much smarter, handsome, careful not to spoil the creases in his
trousers as he sat down, fingering the pendant that hung between
his wide white shirt collars; Therese, dark and pretty, leaving a
perceptible space on the mattress between herself and her male
classmates. In my house they were quiet, polite young people, no
longer the students I knew in the classroom. They treated me like
an adult, not a teacher.





-
You're all Christians, aren't you?





-
Yes.





-
Weren't you afraid to come here after all the fighting last
night?






 Clovis was their spokesman.





- No,
the fighting was very far, in Chiah.





-
Yes, but most of the people around here are Muslims, aren't
they?





- Not
all the people. My uncle is near. He is very rich.





- So
you're not worried?





- Why
worried, teacher?





-
Well ... with all the fighting. Lots of people were killed last
night.





- Not
here. And they fight in the night, not now.





- One
of my friends said there would be a lot of trouble today. He said
the fighting was going to spread all over the city.





- No,
the fighting it finish after two days, you see. Yesterday they was
angry, same like I was little angry with Elias before. But now we
are friends, look. They are all friends after two days. My brother,
he knows. He is a very big man and he say after two days there is
no fight.





Elias
and Therese nodded agreement. They were all so positive, there
seemed no point in further questioning.









In
the pause, I could feel I was about to revert to classroom tactics
- questions around the room.





-
What does your brother do, Clovis?





- He
is businessman, very big businessman. He go every month to America
and Europa, and he know a lot of people.





-
What do you want to do when you finish studying?





- Be
businessman, same like my brother. One day I will meet you with my
brother. He is very good man.





The
conversation moved on to the usual topics: life in Britain,
holidays, relatives, exams. And then we came back to the war.





- So
you don't think there'll be any trouble today?





- Not
now, no. Maybe tonight.





- And
everything was OK when you came up here from the school?





- OK
yes. No problem.





-
Well, in that case I think I'm going to drive down to the bank. Do
you want a ride back down to Hamra?





-
Thank you teacher. We walk. If there is any problem, look, you call
me. My brother, he will help.





And
Clovis wrote down his telephone number for us.





#





Our
neighbourhood was still very quiet, empty of traffic. I passed
three more sandbagged defence posts like the one outside our block.
I approached the first cautiously, expecting to be stopped, but it
was unmanned. The next two I drove past nervously but at speed,
crouching as low as I could in my seat, always expecting an order
or a shot to ring out. But they were deserted too.





At
the main road down into Ras Beirut - the Hamra area - I was
relieved to see several other cars going my way, and I slotted
myself behind an old Mercedes taxi. There were no more sandbags.
And gradually the city returned to normal. There was a queue to
cross the lights at the Etoile. The policeman there was the usual
caricature of himself, with arms waving furiously in all
directions, a whistle piercing above the traffic, a gun at his
waist, and a shirt riding up preposterously over his stomach. The
women swayed along the pavement in their mid-calf sundresses,
sunglasses always pushed back to the top of the head, auburn or
black hair streaming down behind. The men sat outside the cafes to
admire them, with their newspapers, their Turkish coffee, their
glasses of water. There was the usual noise, the dust, the thick
heat.





Yet
somehow it wasn't quite normal. Perhaps it was that the policeman
was even more flustered than normal. Perhaps there seemed to be
more newspapers open on the tables today. Perhaps it was because it
was so easy to find a parking space.





In
the bank it was business as usual - but more so. I'd never seen it
so crowded. Where people normally jostled to reach the counter,
today you had to squeeze and barge and push. Normally the cashier's
deep baritone cut through the hubbub, calling your name when it was
time for you to collect your money, but today even he had to shout.
Usually it took fifteen minutes to cash a cheque; today it took
nearly two hours. I emerged from the fracas drained and dripping,
but with the rent in my pocket. I decided not to drive on down the
street to the school.





#





When
I opened the door, Claire burst into tears.





-
Richard, thank heavens you're back.





-
Why? What's wrong? What happened?





-
Nothing's happened. It's just that ... you were such a long
time.





- I'm
sorry, darling. It took ages in the bank.





- But
why were you so long? Lawrence came and he said you were an idiot
for going out. He said he told you not to. I thought something
terrible had happened.





-
Don't be silly. What did you suppose was going to happen?





-
It's so dangerous everywhere.





-
It's not. Hamra's just the same as any other day. That's what took
me so long. The bank was absolutely crowded. Really, once you get
outside this area, everything's perfectly normal.





-
It's not.





-
Look, I've just been down there and seen it with my own eyes,
haven't I?





-
Then why did Lawrence tell me the whole city centre is closed and
all the shutters are down?





-
It's not true. All the shops are open. He must mean in the Bourj -
that's where he was going.





- He
said all the cars were being stopped and some people were being
taken away for questioning.





-
Well I didn't see any of that. No-one tried to stop me.





- But
why did you have to go out, Richard? Lawrence told you not to.
Don't you understand how worried I was?





My
mind went back to yesterday's adventure on the river ... it seemed
so long ago. I saw again, and savoured, the terror frozen on
Lawrence's face, his gaping mouth, as he was sucked into the dam.
He was no braver than I was.





- How
is it that I have to stay cooped up at home, but it's perfectly all
right for Lawrence to step boldly into the valley of the shadow of
death?





-
It's not all right. It's his job. He has to go. And anyway, you
don't know the city like he does.





- So
where is he now, the big hero?





-
He's gone over to pick up Monique. Her father thinks their area is
dangerous, so Lawrence is going to put her up for a few days.





-
I'll bet he is! Old Pierre's really fallen for this one, hasn't
he?





-
Richard, why can't you take this whole thing seriously?





-
Because I don't believe it is serious. Look at what the kids said.
They're Lebanese. They ought to know.





-
Lawrence says he thinks we should go and live with him too. He says
it'll be safer down on the Corniche, next to the embassies, than up
here.





So
he'd suggested it to Claire too. Then probably he'd meant what he
said on the river. Claire and Monique and Lawrence and Richard - a
cosy little ménage à quatre. Surely that wasn't how he'd put it to
Claire? No, he would have shown her the sandbags and made her
listen to the silence while he recited the apocrypha of war. No
wonder she was afraid. She'd been seduced just as skilfully as I
had.





- Do
you want to, Claire?





- I
don't think it's a bad idea. If there is fighting ...





-
If. I suppose
it'd be safer for Jason.





- And
for you.





-
What do you mean, for me?





-
Richard, anything could have happened this morning. Lawrence told
you not to go out ...





-
That settles it. We're staying here.





- I'm
only trying to take care of you.





- I
suppose he told you that too.





- I
thought you liked Lawrence.





- I
want to stay here.









X





By
the end of the week I was ready to leave. What had changed my mind?
Not danger. Not fear. It was tedium - the sheer boredom of war.





It
was Friday afternoon. Lawrence and Monique were coming to pick us
up in a few minutes. It was the first time we'd seen them all week,
the first time we'd seen anybody.






Except Moussa.





Every
morning Moussa had come beaming to the door. On Tuesday we were
expecting him for the rent. On Wednesday we were surprised to see
him. On Thursday and Friday, I began to worry about his motives. He
would stand at the door waiting to be asked in, but I could see him
already searching the apartment behind me. Inside, he sat down but
without settling, accepted a tea and seemed to be checking
everything in the room, item by item. The conversation was always
the same.





- How
is it today, Moussa?





- Is
OK Mr Richard. No more problem.





- Did
anything happen last night?





- Not
here. Everything is good. Maybe tonight is little problem, but
tomorrow OK.





We
might have been talking about the weather. But with every visit
that honest face seemed more untrusting, more untrustworthy. Why
did he keep coming back? Was he shy - was that why his eyes kept
darting away from mine? Or was he really looking for something? Did
he think we were hiding someone in the apartment? Was he taking an
inventory of our furniture in case we were planning a midnight
flit? Or was it simply the beginning of that persistent Arab
friendship which, I'd been learning, will not be satisfied without
a meeting every day? If that was it, I wasn't really keen to
encourage it.





All
day the radio kept us up with the news. Like all the housebound
English-speakers of Beirut, I was becoming an authority on where,
at any time, to find the best reception for the World Service. I
would take the set - a cheap but impressive radio-cassette player -
out into our empty balcony-room, and lying on the floor with my ear
close to the speaker, turn the volume loud and search the
short-wave band till I found the familiar, resonant BBC voice.





... Muslim
and Christian militiamen ...

... rockets,
mortars and machine-gun fire ...

... despite
appeals for a halt to the fighting ...





By
midweek the news was becoming a ritual. With every hour, those
repeated phrases sounded more and more like a litany.





... weapons
pouring into the city ...

... heavy
civilian casualties ...

... reports
of revenge killings ...






Sometimes, for reality, we heard recorded reports from the BBC's
man in Beirut. He reminded me of an English version of Lawrence,
his voice charged with excitement and rising above the authentic
sounds of battle, telling of armed gangs, devastated buildings,
terribly mutilated bodies. Sometimes, for variety, I switched to a
French-language station; I was able to understand some and guess
the rest.





The
truth was that, although I couldn't let myself miss a broadcast and
although I always called Claire in to listen, the novelty and
excitement quickly passed. They rearranged the words in the reports
but the story was always the same - those rockets, mortars and
machine-guns at night, followed by a lull during the day. There was
no sign the fighting was coming any closer, though one night I
thought I could hear it like thunder in the distance. The drama was
whether or not we would get top-billing on the news - above Vietnam
again or not?






Between the bulletins I played solitaire, and devised an elaborate
scoring system. If I gave myself five points for every card I got
out and subtracted fifty-two points for each game, I found I had a
ten per cent chance of winning even if I didn't finish the pack.
Then I went on to a series of ten games, aiming for a score above
zero. The odds were about even. So then I could use the games to
tell our fortune: a plus score meant no fighting tomorrow, minus
meant it continued; plus meant someone would call by, minus they
wouldn't. Once I asked the cards if I would ever go to bed with
Monique, and the answer was minus - no.






Claire insisted I stay home. I didn't feel like going to school
anyway. The first three days I called and said I was still sick. On
Thursday Wafa told me they'd decided to close because nobody was
coming to class.





I
watched the street from the balcony. It stayed quiet: nobody
building next door, only Abu Riyad periodically inspecting the
barricade, prodding the bags with the cane he always carried. There
was very little traffic. Once I looked down on an open truck
heading for the Bourj, loaded with ragged men and guns. They were
all squatting around the sides, leaving room in the middle for a
kettle on a camping stove.





I
learnt about our neighbours across the street, which apartments
they belonged to, who visited who, who spoiled their children, what
they wore, what they ate, when they slept.





It
stayed hot and sticky.





At
street level and across, in an old house, lived two teenage girls
who hung washing in the garden and wore skirts and bikini tops.
After two days they noticed me and stared back. At first I thought
no-one else lived there, but one afternoon I saw a man through an
open window, wearing pyjamas and cleaning a rifle.






Claire didn't like me to be on the balcony, but she accepted it as
the cost of keeping me home. A few times she joined me for
solitaire and we played against each other, using two packs,
sitting cross-legged on the floor.





-
Fifteen cards out. That's seventy-five minus fifty-two - I score
plus twenty-three. How many did you have out?





-
Seven.





-
Seven. That's minus seventeen, so altogether you've got minus
seventy-nine.





- I
don't understand. Why is it minus seventeen?





-
Because that's the score. Minus fifty-two plus seven fives -
thirty-five. That's minus seventeen.





- Why
can't we just count the number of cards we get out?





-
Because this is a better system.





-
Seems stupid to me.





We
were on edge with each other all week.









In
the evenings there was always more activity below. As it grew dark,
men came out of the houses or along the street to gather at the
sandbags. But although some of them were armed, there was no sense
of danger or violence after the first night. A few of them carried
chairs, and they sat together in the street talking and laughing
and drinking tea. Balcony lights went on again. The evening sounds
were the rattle of dice and the clack of ivory against wood on the
backgammon board. Tric-trac, they called it. Women in
dressing-gowns and head-scarves brought out Turkish coffee on trays
to their men.









Then
at lunchtime today, Friday, a new announcement on the radio. A
ceasefire had been declared. So that was that. The Lebanese civil
war!










Lawrence was in belligerent mood.





- Oh
no, it's not finished, don't you believe it. This was just the
prologue. So far they've just been testing one another out. The
only reason they've stopped is so they can take a break for the
weekend, take time out with the family, get some sun and fresh air.
They'll be pounding away at each other again in a couple of days,
you'd better believe it.





I
wasn't surprised that Lawrence couldn't accept it was over. After
all, war fitted in very nicely with his plans. For a start there
was the extra job interest, but even better, it meant Monique was
allowed to shack up with him. And by now I was convinced he really
did want us to go and stay with him too: the war was a convenient
excuse. I was depressed with the whole pointless week, and
depressed with Lawrence too.









But
now hostilities were over and we could escape from the city. Within
a few minutes of the news, Lawrence had called to suggest a trip to
the Cedars. Monique's family had a place up there in the mountains.
And here we were, all packed into Lawrence's Citroen. As we drove
up out of the city with Lawrence exaggerating outrageously and
Monique turning round to smile at us in the back, my spirits
quickly lifted too. Claire was beautiful and even Jason was
behaving, asleep. The air that rushed in through the windows was
sweet and clean.





We
passed an old bent man in a tarbouche, hobbling his way up the
mountain-road.





-
Look, you see him - the old man? Why d'you think he wears those
baggy trousers?





- No
idea. Fashion?





- No,
it's his religion. They believe that when Christ comes back second
time around, it's gonna be a man who gives birth. Kind of a
variation on the theme of immaculate conception. So they all wear
those trousers baggy at the crotch just in case the good Lord
should happen to pop out some day. Well you wouldn't want to
accidentally drop the Son of God now, would you?





- I
should think he's well past child-bearing age.





- Ah,
but you never can tell with Messiahs. And anyway look at old
Abraham.





-
Abraham who?





-
Abraham Bible. He didn't even start thinking about begatting till
he was upwards of threescore years and ten. They wear their
trousers like that in Syria and Turkey too - the sherwal they call it.





- I
didn't think the Turks were Christian.





-
They're not, but it doesn't make them heathens. All good Muslims
believe in Jesus. So why shouldn't they have a Second Coming too?
Lots of the Muslim sects believe it.





-
Come on, Lawrence.





-
God's truth.





- Has
there been any fighting up here?





- Not
yet. They're far too uncivilised. They've already got enough to do
with family feuding without getting involved in someone else's
fights. Did I mention there's going to be a military coup this
weekend?





-
Can't you ever be serious?





- I
am serious. Totally, unrepentantly, honest-to-God serious. I have
it on the best authority. Guesswork.





- The
oracle speaks. Go on then. Why?





- Two
reasons. One, because the army's been left out of the action so far
- and no self-respecting army wants to be left out of a good scrap.
And two, to give the Christians a bit of leverage. What's the point
of owning an army if it doesn't fight for you?





-
I'll lay a bottle of wine against a coup.





-
I'll raise you. Two bottles.





-
You're on.





-
God! Men!









The
late afternoon sun was just beginning to turn the last pockets of
snow gold and purple on the mountain tops as we twisted up the
track. There was a solitary row of chalets above us, and it was
only as the car levelled out at the brow of the slope that we could
see they lay on the outskirts of a small ski-village, a single
street a hundred yards away. The season was long over and the
chalets looked empty. There were no cars.





-
This is it. Our little log cabin in the sky.





-
It's beautiful, Monique. Do you come up here a lot?





- As
a child, yes, often. But now my father doesn't like to come. And
there was .. an accident - last year. Sometimes I'm not sure if I
like to come.





-
What happened?





- No,
it's not a good time now. I'll tell you later. Would you like to
come in?





We
walked into a vestibule, pairs of skis propped up in the corners. A
central passageway opened onto rooms left and right. After the
freshness of the mountains, inside it was dusty and the air smelt
dead. Monique switched on lights and opened tiny windows while
Lawrence gave us the grand tour.





-
Welcome to the family seat of the Al Reem clan. Well, to be honest,
that's the family seat in there, next to the shower. You're
standing in the master bedroom, the scene of many feats of strength
and courage. Notice, as well as the somewhat decadent bed, the
Louis Quinze dressing table dating from the late 1960s. As you will
observe in the rest of the house, the family's taste in furnishing
tends towards rococo, which some have called corrupt and tasteless
but which is so beloved of Lebanon's nouveau and ancien riche. If
you will just duck this way - ouch ... you come to the servants'
quarters, notable for the bunk bed, but very little else. And so
it's back - this way please - to the salon. Where, as you'd expect,
the murals are by Michaelangelo ...





There
was a single framed photograph of old Pierre on the wall. Or at
least I assumed it was old Pierre. Not so much because he looked
old, but because he looked patriarchal. He presided over three
ornate lemon-yellow armchairs, offering more carving than comfort,
cramped together in the heavily-draped room.






Lawence shepherded us through the remaining rooms. Another bedroom,
twin-bedded, functional, which was to be ours. A dining-room with
heavy-legged, delicately gilded table and chairs, a matching
cupboard and dresser, both bulging with self-importance, but
entirely out of place in a ski-chalet. Only the magnificent
open-hearth fireplace seemed to belong. We continued to a tiny
kitchen - a fridge, a sink, a stove, and two large blue gas
bottles. Flashback to another kitchen, another time. And finally,
an even tinier second WC - with a lock, I noticed.









- And
now, I would suggest that you, Claire, and you, Jason, stay here
and help Monique bring the place to life, while Richard and I
unload the provisions and then scour the countryside for fuel. We
must have fire to fend off the bitter night and to deter the wolves
and tigers and demons and shades that inhabit these mountains. Am I
correct, Sir Richard?





- As
ever, my Lord Lawrence.










Lawrence was armed with a long-handled axe, hacking away at
branches, roots, twigs, anything in his path that seemed likely to
burn. I followed behind him, and watching the violent stocky figure
with hair even paler in the dusk, I saw him again as the Viking. Or
an Explorer, nineteenth century, Anglo-Saxon, battling through the
jungle to the village where primitive natives would hail him as
their God. Or a Boy Scout. I felt like a little boy watching a big
brother play, too timid to ask whether I could join his game,
trying to be useful, hoping to be invited. As the wood fell to
Lawrence's attack, I scurried along behind, picking up the pieces
and piling them up.





He
paused, leaning on the axe. Behind him a vine-strangled tree.





-
Shall I tell you what happened up here last year?





- The
accident Monique was talking about?





- A
guy killed himself. Slit his wrists open with a razor blade. Just
here. I found him propped up against this tree.





- You
found him?





-
Yup. Here.






Silence rushed in to fill the cool spaces where the words and the
axe had rung. In the half light, there were suddenly corpses and
ghosts all around me. Every branch and creeper was a blackened,
bloodless limb. Lawrence's timing was perfect. He was a master of
melodrama.





- Did
you know him?





-
Sure. In fact he was staying with us at the chalet. Rob. An
Australian guy. He worked with us on the paper.





-
God, it must have been terrible.





-
Worse for Monique. She knew him better. She was really broken up
about it.





- Why
did he do it?





- It
never occurred to me to ask him. He never talked about it. I guess
they're the ones who do it. He used one of my blades.





With
that nonchalant flourish Lawrence closed the story. The evening was
growing chilly as well as darker.





-
Well, I think that's about enough for tonight. Let's head back to
the ranch.





I
needed no persuading.









Food
was ready for us when we got in, and Claire and Monique had already
broken into the first bottle of wine. They sat at either end of the
table as if conspiring to be beautiful, the single candle between
them etching out their features against the shadows. Claire. It was
a good name. She was luminous, transparent, nothing was concealed,
even now in the candlelight. Her eyes were a guileless sober blue,
and the flame cast a steady balanced glow on her face. The loose
blonde curls tumbled evenly around it. The white queen. Facing the
black. Monique, with glittering eyes and hair. The light danced on
her cheekbones and flickered above them. The lower half of her face
was in shadow, as if she had drawn a veil across it.





An
evening of images and atmospherics. Someone was casting spells.






Jason, on Claire's knee, was fascinated by the candle. He reached
out a chubby arm to capture it, and failing, tried to clamber up
onto the table.





- No
Jason. It's a candle. It's hot.





-
Don't worry, Jason. I'm gonna make a nice big fire. That's much
better for roasting babies.





-
Lawrence! You're terrible!





But
Jason saw the joke and chortled happily while Lawrence built up the
fire. He was delighted when Lawrence gave him a twig, and after a
little instruction, he learned not to eat it but to snap it in two
between his fingers.





-
Well done, Jason. You're gonna make a great pyromaniac when you're
my age. Say it: pyromaniac. Py-ro-main-ee-ac.









We
ate as the fire crackled and caught: thick steaks, rare, with
artichokes and a vinaigrette; strawberries and cream; camembert and
Ksara red. We drank more and finished the second bottle. The food
and the fire and the wine chased away the darker spirits of the
evening and left me warm, comfortable, light-headed.





- I'd
be quite satisfied to live like this for the rest of my life.





-
It's perfect, isn't it? But we couldn't live here.





- Why
not?





-
Well, you have to work, Richard. We all have to do something.





- Why
should we have to work? Don't be so hard on your poor husband. All
a man needs is his cave, his food and his mate. Everything else is
a luxury, Rod Steiger said that. All the essentials are right
here.





-
That might be all a man needs, but it certainly isn't enough for
me. I don't much fancy the thought of looking back at my life and
seeing fifty years in a cave. And you shouldn't play down the
luxuries either. I wouldn't be very happy if Richard didn't make
enough to bring me home chocolates or flowers occasionally.





-
When was the last time I ever bought you chocolates or flowers?





-
That's exactly my point.






Lawrence leaned forward across the table to us, purposefully. There
was an idea coming. I could almost hear it bristling in his
brain.





-
Listen, if you want money to squander on luxuries, then we'll make
money. We'll sit right here and be inventors. That way we don't
even have to set foot outside the house.





- I'd
like sometimes to go out and ski.





-
I've got it. Indoor snow for Monique.





- No,
Richard. It's got to be something really practical. Like that man
in Yorkshire who invented cat's eyes. Remember we watched the story
on television? He made a fortune.





-
Cat's eyes. What are they? Cat's eyes like on a cat?





- No.
Those little lights - reflectors - they put in the middle of the
road so you can see where you're going.





-
This is new for me. Thank you, Claire. Yes, I can see it.. cat's
eyes.





Now
my brain was in overdrive.





-
I've got it. A car horn that sounds just as loud inside the car as
it does outside. That would keep the streets a bit quieter,
wouldn't it?





- My
man, do you want to take all the fun out of driving? And anyway how
could people tell when you were coming? No, if you just wait here
for a few seconds, I'll go get a special little invention of mine
from the kitchen.









When
Lawrence came back he was carrying an old-fashioned coffee
percolator, and a length of blue hosing, which I recognized
immediately. When I last saw it, it was connecting one of the gas
bottles to the stove.





- Let
me introduce you to the perk-you-up-alator. So practical and
convenient that every home will want one. Now you just put the pipe
through the spout ... thus, and pull it over the end of the rod,
thus ...I've improvised here - a little electrical tape to help the
pipe round the corner ...





I
couldn't see what he was doing.





- ...
and then it all goes into the pot - I already put the water in.
Now, all we need is the magic ingredient. I call it ...





He
reached into his shirt pocket and brought out a crumpled ball of
tinfoil. He unwrapped it and there it was - a neat little brown
cube.





- ...
cannabis resin.





Again
I marvelled at Lawrence's powers of manipulation. From the moment
he'd met us, he'd been waiting for this, never mentioning that he
smoked, carefully avoiding the topic, calculating the mood, the
place, the hour, the minute, the second, as if this were the
apotheosis of our relationship. It was Lawrence who'd introduced
the whole foolish idea of inventions in the first place.





He
placed the hash in the tray where coffee belonged and struck a
match. The sudden flare lit his chin and his nose as he hovered
over the pot. He looked up and gave a wicked grin. A new role: the
alchemist. A weak flame licked around the cube. He withdrew the
match, closed the lid, and handed the percolator to me.





-
Quick, draw through the tube before it goes out.





I
obeyed, and the water bubbled gently in the pot. I wasn't an
experienced smoker, although Claire and I had sometimes shared a
joint socially with friends. In fact, I didn't really care for the
taste of hash. Nor tobacco, these days. But this was not
unpleasant. I wondered what took the usual harshness away, whether
it was the absence of tobacco or the presence of water.





- How
is it?





I
inhaled deeply and held a draught professionally in my throat so I
wouldn't be the first to pass judgment. Just an appreciative nod. I
handed the percolator solemnly to Claire. It passed on to Monique,
then to Lawrence.





- Not
bad, not bad at all. Here Richard, keep it going.





The
percolator gurgled and the taste was mild. Or perhaps there was no
taste at all. I didn't want to look silly. I tried again.





- I
can't taste anything.





- No?
Maybe it's gone out. Let's have a look.






Lawrence lifted the lid and sniffed. Then he took out the lump
between his thumb and forefinger and studied it in the candlelight.
And suddenly put it in his mouth, ground it between his teeth, and
swallowed it. Then he stood up and bowed. Then he did a handstand
against the wall. Then he collapsed in a heap on the floor. He lay
there moaning and shuddering with little spasms for several
seconds, before any of the rest of us had the presence of mind to
move or to say anything.






Monique let out a snort; she covered her face with her hands, and
her body too started shaking uncontrollably. For a moment I
wondered whether we were all hallucinating. But then I realised she
was giggling - and the penny dropped.





-
Lawrence, you're a fake!






Lawrence shot bolt upright like a Shakespearian ghost.





- Sir
Richard, thou hast more brains than methought. How many Englishman
do you know who can tell the difference between a flammable cube of
hash - or inflammable as you prefer - and a non-flammable cube of
beef-stock?





- Do
you mean to say that was just an Oxo cube? You creep!





-
Now, now, now, now, my dear Lady Claire. There's no reason to get
hysterical. Never fear, Doctor Anderson has with him the genu-ine
article, sold to honest folk in country fairs all over the U.S of A
since the days of mah granpappy, God rest his soul. This here is
guarantee-id to put hairs on yer chest - beggin' your pardon, ma'am
- and bring tears to yer toenails afore ye can say hot diggety
shee-it. Ladies and gentlemen, ah'm right proud to present -
Anderson's Special Leb.





And
from nowhere - unless from his sleeve - four fat ready-rolled
joints spun through the air and onto the table.





That
was the climax but not the end of an evening that rapidly descended
into low farce. I remember trying to build a house out of artichoke
leaves. I remember standing in the middle of the room, linked arm
in arm with Lawrence, singing a lullaby for Jason:





Bye Baby
Jason

Daddy's a
freemason

He has a lot
of funny habits

Like skinning
pretty bunny rabbits

Bye Baby
Jason





I
remember us all trying to put Jason to bed.





I
remember Lawrence suggesting we should all sleep in the same
bed.









XI





When
I woke in the morning Claire and I were both fully clothed and in
our own beds, in our own room.





I got
up and it was already warm. The sun was sifting through the thin
hessian curtains to smoulder among last night’s leavings. Artichoke
leaves were scattered all over the table; cigarette ash had dried
into the grease on the plates; wine bottles, one still half-full,
were lined up behind Lawrence’s chair; a sheet and a pair of
trousers lay crumpled on the floor. The room stank of stale smoke
and stale food, shamefully degenerate.






Lawrence threw open the front door.





-
Breakfast on the balcony. We’ll clear up later.





There
was no balcony but at the back of the chalet, secluded and in the
sun, there were four picnic chairs and a table. Monique brought out
coffee and food – croissants and lahm bajjeen, little spicy Arab
pizzas – and Lawrence brought a radio. The news was due.





In the
Lebanon, a three-man military junta has taken power …





-
What did I tell you!?





- You
knew!





- Two
bottles of wine. Shh, listen.





Observers say
that the latest moves are likely to heighten tension in the country
…






Heighten the tension? How could that be true on a day like this? It
was a brilliant blue morning with fleecy white clouds peeping over
the snow on the mountain-tops. A wasp was busy investigating the
crumbs on the table, and the grass was humming and creaking with
crickets. The village was preparing to settle into its summer,
while a single bird, hovering high above, supervised. How
ridiculous it was, that small, articulate, insubstantial voice
which spoke of coups, wars, murders, economic disasters, industrial
disputes, and then evaporated into thin air. How irrelevant!





- Two
bottles of wine.





- How
did you know?





-
Sheer intuition, plus one of the finest analytic minds in modern
journalism – and a tip-off from one of my sources, who wishes to
remain anonymous. Seriously, I think you should all come and live
with me when we go back down to Beirut. This is Act Two, Scene One,
and I’ve a hunch the stage could be your little corner of the
city.





-
Maybe you’re right.





-
Anyway, what are we going to do this bright and sunny morning? How
about some sightseeing – a drive up to the actual Cedars?





-
That sounds a lovely idea, doesn't it Richard?.





I
couldn’t match Claire’s enthusiasm. I wasn’t ready for any of
Lawrence’s adventures yet. My bones still felt sluggish after last
night’s mayhem; my body needed to dry out a little longer in the
sun.





- You
go. I’d prefer to sit here for a bit.





-
I’ll stay too. I think I should clean the house.





- OK.
Lawrence and Claire and Jason will go and conquer mountains, while
Richard and Monique maintain base camp. Let’s get going before we
get landed with the washing-up.





- Are
you sure you don’t mind us going, darling? You’ll be all right
here?





I
wondered.









Alone
in the chalet, Monique and I observed rules of propriety that
wouldn’t have been amiss in the nineteenth-century drawing-room. We
circled the table, she lifting plates, me following and offering to
carry them. She pirouetted with a duster at one side of the room,
while I vigorously brushed the other. We took the four corners of a
blanket and approached one another, arms outstretched, in a single
daring fold, but I stepped back quickly to the proper distance.
Except for that dramatic moment, our eyes never met.





Nor
did the conversation exactly catch fire. Can I? … Shall I? … Perhaps I’ll just . I think
I’ll ... As usual, my words sounded puny. Monique was used
to Lawrence’s wit and extravagance; how I must bore her. I carried
the rubbish outside trying to remember when I’d ever said anything
funny or important or intelligent to Monique. Never … well, never
directly. Once or twice there had been occasions like last night
when I’d added something useful to a conversation. The bit about
the car-horns inside the car, for example. But I always joined in,
never started things. And I never addressed myself to her, only
spoke a little louder than usual to the room in general. Then
checked her reaction a second or two later. I suppose the car-horns
had been a success. She’d smiled at that.





-
Well, I’ll just dry these things up, shall I?





- No,
it doesn’t matter. They’ll soon dry here. I have only these plates
to wash.





- OK.
Are you sure? Then I think I’ll just go and sit outside for a
while.





-
I’ll join you after a few minutes.









The
sun relaxed me, muscle by muscle, thought by thought. Here, away
from the claustrophobia of the kitchen, there was nothing to fear.
Monique would finish the washing-up, then perhaps she’d come and
sit outside and we would talk – about Lawrence, about Claire, about
Jason, about the safe, everyday things in our lives. It was
perfectly normal for a man and a woman to sit outside in the sun
together. There was something of this in Islamic law – it had been
one of Lawrence’s lectures. Apparently, it was an adulterous
offence for an unmarried, unrelated couple to be alone together
within the confines of four walls, but not if they met outside. I
could see the point of that. Indoors she was a constant temptation,
but out here in the open air I’d never dream of starting anything.
Anyway I knew myself too well: there was loyalty to Claire and
loyalty to Lawrence to consider. The sun felt so good, streaming
over my face.









-
Hi.





-
Hi.





I
opened my eyes and Monique was unfolding our blanket again, on the
ground. She’d changed into a black silk dressing-gown. She stood
up, slipped the gown off. She was wearing only the bottom half of
her bikini.





- You
don’t mind, do you?





-
What? No.





- You
can get a very good suntan here.





She
stood facing me, totally at ease, smiling, daring me. I felt the
saliva rising in my throat, gagging me. My eyes – what to do with
my eyes? If I looked away, she’d see my embarrassment. If I looked
at her breasts, she’d see my lechery. I alternated between face and
breasts. And began to linger on the breasts. They demanded
attention. They had the same deep tan as the rest of her body. And
they stood proud and erect, curving upwards and thrusting their
pointed purple-brown nipples at me. I was transfixed.





She
arranged herself on the blanket, leaving half of it empty as she
settled on her back. She drew up her feet and then stretched out
her legs again, just noticeably apart. She closed her eyes, and her
voice was soft and dangerous.





- Are
you afraid?





-
What of?





- Of
me.





- Why
should I be afraid?





-
Yes, why? Will you come here?





I
stood up in a faint. The chalet was gone, the chairs, the table,
the mountains, the sun. The blood running up into my head and into
my ears had cut off all sound except the throbbing of a pulse. I
only saw Monique’s body reflecting sunlight on the blanket. She
came closer and closer, and an arm reached up to catch me.





It
drew me down as if into a lake, and another arm slowly guided my
head, my lips, towards hers. Her kiss was gentle at first, and a
warm wave lapped through my body to my toes; then fierce, as her
tongue eased my lips apart and she pressed my head closer. I was
drowning. I needed air.





She
pulled me down to her again. Questions, acute, stinging, were
rushing into my brain. I was struggling for survival.





-
What about Lawrence?





I’d
never noticed how black her eyes were, unfathomable like a dark
pool. There were tiny beads of perspiration on her forehead.





- I
love him. What about Claire?





- I
love her.





So
there was no betrayal. It was honest.





I ran
a thumb across a breast, then leaned down to kiss it, circling the
hard nipple with my tongue. Her skin was as warm and smooth as I’d
always imagined.





It
was only sex. It was only pleasure. It wasn’t love. There was no
threat to Claire and Lawrence.





She
slipped her hand into my trousers and lay her fingers down my
penis, very lightly, just enough to press it against me.





But
I’d have to tell Claire. I couldn’t just say nothing. Unless it
stopped here. Unless it went no further.





She
kissed me again, hungrily, then wrapped her fingers around me.





-
It’s very big.






Perhaps she meant it as a compliment, but it sounded like a
comparison. Bigger than Lawrence ... or Dave ... or who? Why did
she have to bring other lovers into it?





- Do
you do this a lot?





- I
love sex.





- Who
with?





- I
think I’d love it with you.





- But
you do it with lots of people?





-
Sometimes.





- And
Lawrence?





- Of
course I do it with Lawrence.





- No,
I mean does he do it with other women too?





- I
think so.





-
Don’t you mind?





- No,
if he doesn’t tell me.





- Do
you have sex with Dave?





- Not
now.





- But
you did?





-
Yes. It doesn’t matter.





- No
...





- Do
you want more?





-
Yes. Of course I do.





-
Good, because I want to.





But
while her hands were busy with my trousers I remembered one more
question, a warning from Lawrence, his motive for a story.





- Did
you go to bed with the guy who killed himself up here?





It
was like shock treatment. I felt her body go rigid. She sat up
abruptly.





- Who
said so?





-
Nobody. I was asking.





- Who
said he died?





-
Lawrence. Last night.





- He
has no right! He shouldn’t have told you. What did he say?





-
Nothing. Just that he killed himself.





-
Nothing more?





-
No.





She
visibly brought herself under control.





-
Monique, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to ...





-
It’s OK.





But
it wasn’t. This was not the Monique I knew, not the lady I’d longed
for and dreamt of so often these last few weeks in a kaleidoscope
of laughter and excitement and sex. Suddenly the vision was tilted.
In this different arrangement I saw new dimensions. Anger and
sorrow. Perhaps guilt too.





She
stood up and wrapped the dressing-gown around her.





-
It’s better to wait. Maybe they’ll come back soon.





It
was against my nature to argue. Monique went back inside.









They
did come back soon, sooner than we expected. At the far side of the
chalet I heard tyres squeal around a corner and crunch to a halt on
the gravel, then Lawrence shouting:





-
Come on, you guys, let’s go!





I ran
round to the front. There was a wild gleam in Lawrence’s eye as he
stood in front of the car, with the engine still running, barking
out orders like a sergeant-major.





-
Monique, Claire, get the food. Richard, help me with the clothes
and blankets. Jason, guard the car. We move out in five
minutes.





-
What’s wrong?





- No
time for questions. Move!





And
he refused to tell us until, in less than five minutes, we’d loaded
the car, locked up the chalet, and were setting off back to
Beirut.





-
It’s gotten really bad down there. Seems the idea of a military
government didn’t go down too well, and the fighting’s spread all
over. We heard it on the radio. We have to get back before it gets
any worse, or we could be stuck up here for months.









The
two-hour drive back was tight-lipped – and in Monique’s case,
silent. Normally it would have taken longer, but Lawrence was
concentrating on his driving, and he slipped and hurtled us down
the mountain as if we were on skis. We concentrated on his driving
too. There were few other cars until we hit the coast road, and
even then they were in the opposite lane – leaving the city.





- We
should be safe if we stay by the sea. The port’s still OK. I’m not
sure about Bab Idris. The Christians are in the Holiday Inn.





He
turned the radio on.





Rival
Christian and Muslim militias in Beirut again fought with rockets,
mortars and machine-guns last night …





But
there were no new reports.





-
Let’s try and get to your place to pick up what you need first.





So
Lawrence was assuming we were going to move in with him.





- I
should think it’ll be all right for us to stay there, won’t it?





- No,
Richard, don’t be crazy. It’s too dangerous now. You must stay with
Lawrence.





It
was the first time Monique had spoken since we started. Her
insistence surprised me.









We
were waved through two road-blocks, the second time by boys of
about fourteen, before we reached our apartment. Claire and I
tossed clothes into suitcases and left everything else as it was.
There was no Abu Riyad downstairs, only a group of strangers who
watched us from the sandbags. We took the VW and followed Lawrence
down to the Corniche, where we would be safe.









XII





It
was never a war. It was trouble. Or more precisely, troubles. The
plural form was the only indication of scale, that hundreds,
sometimes thousands of people were dying every week.





- When the
troubles are over, Lebanon will be stronger than ever

 


- It’s not
the Lebanese, it’s the superpowers behind the troubles, America,
Russia ...

 


- We’ve been
staying up in the mountains during the troubles …

 


- The
troubles will be over by the end of the week. They’ve come to an
agreement …





You
heard the same everywhere in untroubled West Beirut, at the school,
in the pubs and restaurants, at Lawrence’s. It was an island
community of Western expatriates and the Lebanese bourgeoisie. The
diplomats, the drinkers, the journalists, the students, the
traders, the sunbathers, the boutique owners and the ones just
passing through, they all huddled in this haven, sheltered by the
American University, guarded by the American Embassy. There were
poorer families too, but they lived behind the street-fronts and
you rarely saw them on Hamra.





There
was a warm security, like sitting in a car when it’s raining,
watching the battles over the city from the safety of your own
balcony or rooftop. There was even a proper schedule. At seven in
the evening we would sit down to dinner, and then at eight, when it
was dark enough, the first rockets looped across the city, falling
like meteorites somewhere in the centre of town. There would be the
faint echo of a machine-gun, and more rockets fired in the opposite
direction, exploding with a series of damp thuds. Gradually the
tempo would increase until, some nights, the Beirut sky would be
bright with projectiles.





Two
of the tallest buildings in the city were the main targets: the
Holiday Inn, with the Christian Phalangists in occupancy, and the
half-completed Murr Tower, held by a new radical Muslim group who
called themselves the Murrabitoun. From Lawrence’s roof, down on
the Corniche, we could just see the top of the Holiday Inn, some
two miles away. We cheered every time we thought a shell had hit
the hotel, not particularly because of our political sympathies,
but because, by common consent, it was the ugliest piece of
architecture in the city.





While
we watched we discussed whether people would be working the next
day, how long it could go on, whether the Palestinians would get
involved. For several days, I entertained visitors by reading out
the set of instructions I’d picked up at the British Embassy.





... When
there is shooting in your area do not show yourself on your
verandah or balcony. Do not attempt to use binoculars or cameras or
take any action that could be misconstrued by the militias. If you
are stopped at a barrier, identify yourself using the Arabic word
‘Ingleezi’. ‘Britaani’ or ‘Britaanieh’ have sometimes been
misunderstood. (I hope that Scots, Welsh and Irish will forgive us
for this advice.) It is safer to comply with the requests of anyone
who stops you. For example, if you are told to move over to the
side of the road, do so immediately without protest. Under no
circumstances should you attempt to crash through a barricade
...





The
handout was a perfect reflection of our attitude: the troubles were
a sensational, alarming, but finally preposterous fiction. There
was no danger because, although we were Lebanese and we lived our
lives on a daring enormous scale, we were also the foreigners, and
we weren’t involved.





Two
of our local supermarkets were blown up, but it happened at night
and nobody was hurt – one started trading again three days later.
Once, somebody thought he saw a tracer bullet flash past below on
the Corniche, but these were days of heightened imagination.






Lawrence’s apartment was always full of visitors, and each one had
his own anecdote to tell. Like Monique’s older brother, Harry.
Harry wasn’t his real name but the one he’d been given, and kept,
at public school in the UK and then Oxford. That was where he’d
learnt his English too.









- I
was just on my way home the other evening, minding my own business,
when this bunch of young ruffians hailed down the car and asked me
to identify myself. Well of course no-one actually likes to admit
he’s Palestinian these days – a chap just doesn’t know who he might
be talking to – so I greeted them with a hearty Good evening in English. But
that wasn’t good enough. They wanted to see my papers.





Well
at that point I thought the game was up – I hadn’t the foggiest who
they were, but they were pretty soon going to know who I was.
Palestinian?
They ask. Correct, I say. Christian? they ask. Yes, I say, and pray it’s the right
answer. Well it wasn’t. They turn out to be Muslims and a tough
lad, the biggest, comes up and waves a gun right under my nose.
This is it, Harry, I say to myself. Your time has come.





But
then he asks one more question. Maronite? No, I say. I'm Protestant. And to my utter
astonishment he steps back and gives me a big smile. You’re all right, he says. The
Protestants are killing the Catholics in Northern Ireland. That
puts you on our side.





Thank
God for education. They actually waved me goodbye.









The
journalists’ stories, surprisingly, seemed to centre more on their
profession and their fellow-professionals than on the fighting
itself – perhaps because they were saving the better material for
publication. They scoffed at the radio correspondent who’d been
issued a flak jacket and refused to take it off, even in the bar.
They moaned about the taxi fares: two hundred Lebanese pounds to go
to the battle areas, four hundred to get to the front line. The
Reuters man was unhappy because he’d been instructed to send his
wife and family home – he was threatening to resign.





But
if they were short on stories, these journalists were strong on
theories: they loved to pose as military and political strategists,
historians of the future. As the cigarette smoke rose and the
wine-glasses emptied we heard of the Phalangists’ plans for Beirut,
Saudi Arabia’s plans for the Palestinians, Israel and Syria’s plans
for Lebanon, Russia’s plans for the Middle East, and America’s
plans for the world. All of them were in their twenties or thirties
but their discussions had a gravitas and an authority that seemed
older. One by one they took the centre, expounded a theory –
sometimes supported by a rumour – and then withdrew while an
alternative argument was proposed. On one point there was
unanimity: Lebanon was the world’s battlefield where the
ideological wars of a decade were being waged with real bombs and
bullets. On another there was mild dispute: whether the troubles
would finish in a month or a week or tomorrow.






Before long, I’d heard the theories often enough to feel confident
about trying them out for myself. First I experimented with Claire,
though I knew she was just as well informed as I was.





-
Richard, what are we going to do? We can’t go on living here
forever.





- You
were the one who wanted to come.





-
Yes, but it’s not fair on Lawrence and Monique.





-
Don’t worry. It can’t go on much longer. The Lebanese don’t want
it. It’s driving all the foreign capital out of the country. Look
at all the people who went on the peace march.





-
They were just kids and students. You saw it.





-
Yes, but the politicians want peace now. They have to. All the
fighting’s bad for business – and what’s Lebanon all about? They’re
traders. The Phoenecians, right?





-
What about the Syrians and the Israelis? Are they just going to
stop arming the militias too?





-
It’s not doing them any good. Everyone’s just fighting themselves
into a standstill. Nobody’s going to win.





-
Richard, I just want us to live in our own house again. I want us
to be by ourselves.





About
that we had no disagreement. Lawrence and Monique – now it was her
house too – had been perfect hosts. We had a mattress beneath the
book-shelf in Lawrence’s study, which we shared with the cats: they
slept there during the day and we slept there at night. It was
agreed that we would share everything: the cooking, the cleaning,
the expenses. We were to feel free to invite anyone we liked –
although we never did because Lawrence did all the inviting for us,
and all his friends became ours. He even made a cot for Jason,
lining an old packing-case with foam and then stuffing it full of
blankets and cushions.









There
was none of the tension I’d expected. Now Lawrence had successfully
set up his ménage, there was no more casual talk about casual
relationships. As ever, he was full of invention and suggestion,
but none of it was improper.





And
if I’d been worried about Monique and myself, I needn’t have been.
She – or Providence – saw to it that we were never alone together.
In our foursome, it was almost as if the affair we didn’t have at
the chalet had never happened. Whatever her feelings, I was no more
able to read them than anyone else. She smiled at me just as
beguilingly as before. Sometimes she would come and sit next to me,
very close, and Claire would call her a flirt. It was
oversimplifying her.





I
began to realize that Monique allowed – no encouraged – all of us
to simplify her. That way, anger, conscience, passion, the
dangerous things in life, all stayed safely under wraps, out of
sight. For a few moments up in the mountains, I’d touched her naked
body and seen her naked soul. For the first and probably the last
time, because down here in the city she belonged to Lawrence.





She
belonged to Lawrence every night. We never talked about it, Claire
and I, but through the flimsy curtain across the doorway, we heard
every movement from their bed. Lying there, still and quiet, we
couldn’t help being voyeurs – or what would the word be? Auditors?
Eavesdroppers? Our Listeners? Anyway, even if Monique hadn’t
already told me she enjoyed sex, I’d have guessed it now. It was an
assertion of Lawrence’s rights. I envied him. I envied both of
them.





The
problem was that we were prisoners, unable to lead our own lives.
How could it be otherwise when every sound and every secret had the
freedom to filter through the curtains from room to room? Claire
and I hadn’t made love for a month – or even tried. In some ways
that was probably a blessing. But I hated putting our inhibitions
on display like this. What must Lawrence and Monique think of our
silence, even if they were courteous enough not to mention it?





And
besides, there could never be an early night: whether we were in
bed or not, the conversation would still swirl around us. Or a late
morning: Lawrence liked to listen to the news at seven, and then
fill the apartment with his favourite Sousa marches or Strauss
waltzes to carry us through breakfast.






Finally, for the first time in our lives, we were becoming
acquisitive. We longed for the comfort of a home. No matter how
frugally we’d lived in the past, we’d never been reduced to two
suitcases.





Yes
it was time to leave.





-
I’ll speak to Lawrence later.





But
Lawrence wouldn’t hear of it.





- You
think I’m gonna drive you out of here so you can get shot by the
nearest trigger-happy hero?





-
It’s not a question of you driving us out. We just feel we’ve been
imposing on you for too long.





-
Imposing on me? You’re not imposing on me. God, you English! Try to
get it into your dumb skulls that I invited you here. I wouldn’t
have asked you if I didn’t want you to stay.





- But
we’ve been here for weeks.





-
Twenty-nine days. That’s twenty-nine days when you might have been
killed up at your place. Don’t you understand that having you here
makes me feel virtuous?





-
It’s been quiet for days.





- But
still dangerous.





- I
thought you said it was finished?





- It
is, in the military sense. That doesn’t stop it being
dangerous.





-
How?





-
Look Richard, you really want to go back to your place?





-
Yes.





- All
right, I’ll take you up there tomorrow, so you can see for
yourself. But you won’t like it. Just you. Not Claire.









By
now, I was so much in Lawrence’s power that I wouldn’t even have
considered going there by myself, or without his permission. Our VW
had been parked outside ever since we arrived, because the only
place it was safe to go was the short walk to the school and Hamra.
Lawrence said so.





And
yet the drive back to our apartment seemed no different from
before. In West Beirut there was the usual late-afternoon traffic,
the usual commotion, the never-ending procession of car-horns. The
same people sat in the same cafés, loitered outside the same
cinemas, stepped into the same boutiques. Nobody seemed to have
noticed there was a war on; nothing was slower or quieter or more
sinister. Perhaps the city had simply accustomed itself to crisis.
None of the buildings seemed to be damaged. There were no
barricades, at least not until our street, where the sandbags were
piled up around our block as if they’d become an integral part of
the building.





-
Where are the rivers of blood?





- I
never promised you blood.





-
Well, the place isn’t exactly devastated, is it?





- You
want a piece of the action, huh?





- I
can’t help thinking that maybe you and the BBC are just making the
whole thing up.





-
Richard, with your imagination you should be a journalist. Really.
You’re a natural sceptic.





- But
it doesn’t look so bad, does it?





-
Just wait.





We
went up to the apartment, but my key wouldn’t open the door.





-
This is the seventh, isn’t it?





-
Yup. Do you know the neighbours?





-
Never met them. They must have put a new lock on. Just as well. The
old one was always a struggle.





-
Where does the concierge live?





-
Downstairs.









Abu
Riyad was sitting at his table, sipping tea. He made no move to
greet us.





- Marhaba.





He
looked up vacantly and muttered a response.





-
Marhabtayn.





He
went back to his drinking, slurping the tea noisily through his
gums, looking past us as if we weren’t there. I showed him the key,
twisted it, and shook my head.





- I
want to go in my house. In. Key no good. Understand? Where is key?
Wayn?





He
shrugged, snorted, and wiped a grimy grey cuff across his nose.





- The
key? Wayn?





I
waggled the key in front of his face. Suddenly he roared at us,
spewing out words with all the evil and spite that a sick old man
could muster. Bile oozed and wheezed its way up out of his rotten
innards. Finally he was overcome by a spasm of coughing, and
Lawrence took advantage of the noisy lull to interpret.





- He
says he doesn’t know you, he couldn’t give a shit about your key,
and he wishes you would just fuck off.





- The
old bastard. Where’s Moussa. Wayn Moussa?





-
Mish
mawjood.





- He
says he’s not here.





We
glared at each other. My frustration and his diseases rendered us
both speechless, but I could tell he was gathering his strength for
another attack.





- Is
there anything important up there – jewellery or valuables?





-
That’s not the point. Wayn Moussa?





As
the old man let loose another volley I made a grab for his scrawny
neck. But Lawrence was faster. He pulled me back and started
hustling me away. One of the site-workers, squint-eyed and
dangerously unshaven, loomed up behind Abu Riyad, and the argument
was over. I let Lawrence lead me back to the car. A spit followed
us; Lawrence gripped my arm tighter.





-
D’you wanna end up lining a sandbag?





-
He’s got no right.





-
He’s got every right.





- But
what about all our things?





-
They don’t matter.





As we
drove off, my mind was racing with revenge. Take him to court? Not
a chance. Breaking in? How? No, it needed real revenge. Something
the old goat would never forget. Trampling all the dust out of his
body. Setting fire to his table. Poisoning his tea. Yes – that’s
it. As he sucks it in and swills it round his furry mouth, it
tastes sweeter than ever. Good. It takes an old brown tooth with
it. It begins to gnaw at his throat and his stomach. He’s thirsty.
He takes more. It attacks the shrivelled lungs and the sunken
heart. He falls sideways out of his chair and perishes in a black
pool of spleen. Disgusting!





I was
delighted with the villainous, ludicrous idea. It served him right.
The stupid little ragbag, pretending not to recognise me, thinking
he could outsmart me. And for what? Yes, for what? A few clothes, a
few books, a chair. It began to seem funny. We were absurd, both of
us. He was depriving me of the right to live in one of the most
dangerous areas in town. Who wanted to live there? He might even be
keeping me away for my own good. Although I doubted it. Anyway, now
I’d reduced him to a puddle, I felt better.









It
was only then I noticed we weren’t on our way home. Lawrence was
manoeuvring us between tyres strategically spread across the
street. The roadside was lined with the burnt-out, bleached
skeletons of cars.





-
Where are we going?





- You
said you wanted some action. I just wanted to share some of the
excitement and glamour of war with you.





It
was bad. The shells we had cheered had fallen here every night for
a month, shattering windows and smashing holes through roofs. With
one block, they had ripped away the entire façade. Curiously, the
floors were still there, and the patterned, old-fashioned
wallpaper, and the furniture, little chairs and tables. But no
people. It was like looking at a real-life doll’s house.





It
was bad, yet somehow it could have been worse. A few buildings were
destroyed, but many more were simply damaged. A gash in the wall,
plaster torn away, glass splintered, a machine-gun etching in
concrete or stucco. Ugly, but not deadly wounds. The violence was
inhuman, but mainly in the sense that there was nothing to indicate
human involvement. No blood, no corpses, no tortured limbs or
bones, no evidence of the horrors that my new journalist friends
had described in the newspapers or on the radio every day. Human
suffering on this scale would have moved me to tears; for bricks
and stones I could feel nothing more than polite regret. There was
no sign of life, but equally no sign of death. It could have been a
visit to a condemned area, where demolition had just begun.





- Can
you feel it now?





- I
suppose so.





- Do
you want to stop and have a look around – dig for bodies maybe?





- Not
particularly.





-
Roll down the window.





The
stench that filled the car was the dry dust of fallen masonry,
mixed with mouldering garbage and excrement, burnt rubber.






Lawrence turned into a narrow street and stopped. In front of us,
on the left, a house was pocked with bullet-holes, although the
surrounding buildings were relatively unscathed. At ground-level
the little local shops were shuttered down with sheets of
corrugated iron. Every one had been sprayed with an Arabic slogan
in red or black paint; several were twisted and buckled inwards,
although the padlocks seemed to have kept out the looters. The
higher floors shut out the sun and the air, bringing an early
twilight while the strip of sky above remained blue. Street cats,
all ribs and haunches, crouched and stared at the intruders, then
got on with the business of scavenging, sniffing at the rotting
heaps on the pavement. Surely somewhere, someone was cooking. The
stink got to me, and for an instant I wanted to vomit.






Lawrence was waiting for the place to make its impact.





- Not
very nice, is it?





- Is
anyone living here?





- One
or two families, maybe. Most of them will have gone to live with
relatives by now. It’s pretty dangerous in these parts. You see the
place with the bullet-holes?





-
That one?





-
Right. Well that’s a favourite target for the neighbourhood sniper.
He sits at the top of a building over there, a block away, and he’s
got a direct line of fire, between the houses there, onto anyone
who goes past.





- You
mean he shoots anyone – just passers-by?





-
You’ve got it.





-
Why?





-
Because it’s fun. Target practice.





- But
not just at anyone?





-
Haven’t you ever been to a fun-fair? Or hunting? I thought hunting
was supposed to be the sport of kings in Merrie England.





-
Christ, Lawrence, not hunting people!





- Why
not? It’s the ultimate thrill. Live targets and sitting ducks.





- But
how do they know the people aren’t on their side?





-
Because nobody’s on their side. They’re not in it for causes. They
just do it for the hell of it. They’re all over the city. Are you
ready?





-
You’re not driving past there?





-
Course I am. Poor guy – he must be bored out of his mind with
nobody around.





He
would be firing from my side. I wanted to throw myself on the
floor. But I couldn’t, not in front of Lawrence.





-
Keep your head down.





It
was down. He revved hard and suddenly released the clutch. We
lurched forward and stalled.





-
Sorry. Let’s try that again.





Sweat
streaming down my back. The engine roared. We rocketed past.






 

We
were both alive. Nothing hit us.






Lawrence slowed to a crawl, and stopped.









-
Where to now?





-
Home.





- You
don’t want to see any more?





- No.
This place gives me the creeps.





I
didn’t want to look out of the windows any more. If I was going to
be shot, I didn’t want to see the trigger being pulled. Let it just
happen.





I
watched Lawrence. He was in enormously good humour. His jaw was
clenched in a grim self-satisfied smile, and he was humming
something without shape or meaning. He drove on slowly, composed,
drumming his fingers lightly on the wheel, but with a sightseer’s
eye scanning every doorway and window, darting from roadside to
rooftop, in search of novelty or interest. I decided it was much
more than a show of bravado, much more desperate, much more deadly.
Lawrence cheerfully and diligently sought opportunities to gamble
with life, his own and others'. He was either the most daring
friend I’d ever had, or the most demented.





- Are
you often in this area, working?





-
Hmm? ... No, it’s the first time.





- You
mean you’ve never been here before?





- Not
since the fighting started. They sealed it all off.





-
Then how did you know about the sniper?





-
Elementary, my dear Watson. You simply have to use your eyes, like
a good Boy Scout. The bullet-marks, the gap between the buildings
...





- But
you didn’t know he was up there?





- I
deduced it.





- You
bastard!





- You
toad. The Anderson tests are meant ...





-
Damn your shitty tests.





-
Richard, you passed!









XIII





The
mornings were bloody. Normally heat rises, but in the Beirut summer
it sank like lead. Even before eight, before I had time to stump
blearily down the eighty-two steps and across the garden onto the
Corniche, it was already weighing on my brain, sitting on my
shoulders, pricking at my skin. As though, while the pores were
opening and the temples pounding, the air had thickened and the
body had doubled in weight. God, it made me weary!





I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills
…





No
help from that quarter. The mountains were sluggish behind the
city, washed pale and weak as the sky. The sun, glowering through
the haze, had hauled itself up above them, grumpily defying gravity
and threatening worse to come.





The
moon had lost its influence too, leaving the tides and currents
feeble, and the sea parched and white. The great Middle Sea,
turquoise when tranquil and raging wine-purple when aroused, from
the time of the Ancient Greeks till a month ago; now it lay
listless, unable even to summon a healing breeze to drive the salt
and the fever away.





A
fisherman sat on the rocks amidst dead weed and cracked black
orange rind, sat as rigid as driftwood, fixed on the line which he
knew would never move. Long before, gulls had abandoned the place.
The water glistened like a sheet of plastic.





Cars
trundled along the dual carriageway, taking their drivers to jobs
in the town. After three weeks of cease-fire by day and tension by
night, Beirut was normal again: impatient, jumpy, angry, ready to
explode. Businesses and banks were open, and so were shops and
streets and schools – today's first lesson was in half an hour.





But
could I take another day of this? I felt worse than the Corniche
date-palms, overgrown and top-heavy, thick-limbed, brown and shabby
with street-dust and car-fumes. I could feel the dirt sticking to
me, the shirt clinging to my back and my armpits. My eyes were
smarting. I wanted to blow my nose but I hadn’t brought a
handkerchief.





Past
the American Community School’s baseball field, past the American
University’s beach. A secret tunnel was supposed to link the
campus, up on the hill, with the sea. Typical of the Americans,
people said: tunnels, secrets, plots, spies, a scheme for the
Middle East. All starting a hundred years ago with the Christian
missionaries who built the university.





A
hundred years ago! The age of the American Civil War and the Wild
West. They had a plan to expand from this tiny Christian enclave
out into the infidel Muslim world. Religion and influence. Religion
and politics. Religion and business. Did the missionaries know the
new commercial centre would spring up around their university,
outside the old city? Did they foresee Beirut’s importance in the
Middle East? Did they anticipate an American superpower that needed
Arab oil? Had these educators, like so many other idealists, sown
the seeds of someone else’s destruction?





It
all looked so innocent. A baseball field, and the most beautiful
campus in the world.





I
turned left up and away from the sea, into an avenue with an
academic air, pretty cottages half-hidden behind the shrubbery.
Then started on the worn, fractured steps separating the university
from its feeder school, International College. Usually the
passageway was redolent with youth and learning. I used to see
students sitting in the shade here with their books open; in the
evenings, this was a place where boys and girls met, innocently, in
the spell of jasmine and sandalwood. But these mornings not even
the trees could shut out the heavy yellow air, and the delicate
oriental perfumes were crushed sickly sweet under its pressure.





There
was a time when I could have skipped up these steps, but now my
legs groaned and creaked at each one. The whole world had a
hangover.









I’d
been in the doldrums for a couple of weeks. We were still at
Lawrence’s. Nothing had happened, nothing had changed, we’d all
fallen into a routine. Every morning I went out first, then
Lawrence and Monique, while Claire stayed at home looking after
Jason and taking care of things in the house. I was first back,
then Lawrence and Monique about an hour later, and we all got ready
for dinner, either with or as guests.





Last
night Monique had gone back to sleep at her parents’ place – the
second time recently. It was strange that her absence seemed to put
a distance between me and Lawrence, as though she were the
patroness of our relationship. I found his energy irritating and
his irreverence artificial.





- You
know, I think old Pierre’s up to his tricks again. The other day
Monique suddenly conjured up this wonderful vision of life amid the
vineyards and bedsheets of France. Aristocratic, stately, sinful
old France. It’s all right, she said, Daddy will pay for
everything. Well, we’ve been through that little scene before. A
treaty: the hand of my daughter for a hand up your arse. No thank
you.





- Why
don’t you get married?





-
Can’t you see? It’s sinful. He treats her like she was a piece of
horse-flesh or one of his bond issues. Pierre proposes and Pierre
disposes. He puts his precious little daughter up for auction so
that he can get the best deal going. She’d be better off with a
pimp.





-
What makes you think you’re such hot property?





- I’m
White Anglo-Saxon Protestant. They’re hard to come by in this
market.





-
It’s not Monique’s fault.





- I’d
love to get married to Monique, believe me. I just don’t want to
get married to her father.





It
was better the evenings when Monique was there to listen, sitting
in her kaftan, curled up on the floor with the cats. But her going
home only highlighted our problem. We couldn’t go home. And there
was no point going out and looking for somewhere new either. Even
before the fighting, rents were high in Ras Beirut. Now that this
corner of the city was the only sanctuary, landlords simply rubbed
their palms, doubled their prices, and left teachers and other
mendicants to fend for themselves. That’s business.









I’d
reached Bliss Street. Bliss Street! It forced a wry grin out of me.
How apt! That some mischievous destiny should have selected a man
called Bliss to found America’s Christian University in the Middle
East. What a vision he had! Earnest, wholesome young people,
striding from leisure to lecture, their faces radiant with
knowledge and truth, spreading joy and understanding through the
city and the whole heathen world. The gift of Bliss. How I’d love
to have the old man’s ghost on my arm now, on a steamy corrupt
morning like this, guide him along his street to a coffee bar, sit
him in a corner to witness a wrangle, lead him through the college
gates onto the campus, show him a fight or two, let him wander
through this week’s strikers and demonstrators. Or perhaps he’d
care to take the few paces up to Hamra to meet the junior devils at
my school.





- I’d
like to introduce our most distinguished guest, the Reverend Daniel
Bliss, founder of the AUB and a man who, perhaps more than any
other, shaped the Beirut that we know today …









-
Good morning, teacher.





-
Hello.





-
Today I come to the lesson. Before, my father, he say not come to
school, but now is OK. Trouble is finish. Khalas.





-
That’s good.





Every
day more of them were coming back. Evening classes were still
suspended, but there was a spate of enrolments for the morning.
Probably people who wanted to learn English quickly, then get the
hell out till the country settled down. The best thing for us would
be to get out too.





The
large bay windows in the teachers’ room were open and the
ceiling-fan swept the clammy air around, in an illusion of
coolness. My shirt went cold and wet against my body, my jeans
tight and stiff as cardboard in the crotch.





I
missed old Abu Taleb. Two weeks ago, he’d failed to show up,
although he’d faithfully driven down from the mountains every day
during the fighting, even, I heard, when the school was closed. Our
morning exchanges had never varied. There was never any allusion to
the troubles, as though he’d been programmed to make polite
conversation, and anything else was beyond his mental and
linguistic capabilities. But I liked him because, for a reason I
didn’t understand, I was his friend. With the rest of the staff he
was polite, but never so effusive and enthusiastic in his praise of
the weather and the bounties of Lebanon as with me.





The
first two mornings of his disappearance there was dark speculation
between lessons. He’d been kidnapped, or shot, or he’d driven over
the side of the mountain. But as his classes were disbanded or
dispersed, we came to the happier conclusion that he’d retired, or
been retired, and our interest subsided with his memory. There was
no official word from the owner of the school, Mrs Khoury, who’d
taken to locking herself in her office all day. And nobody knew, or
really cared, where he lived.










Clovis was in the teachers’ room, in a corner with Dave. Trouble
already this morning? With them was a stranger, tall, almost as
tall as Dave, Lebanese, impressive. Not a student: he was too old,
late thirties at least. From his gestures he seemed to be
explaining something to Dave, but with the whirring of the fan and
the chatter of the teachers, I couldn’t hear what it was about. He
glanced at me sharply as I approached, and stopped talking. Clovis
introduced us.





-
Hello, Mr Richard. This is my teacher, Mr Richard. This is my
brother, Amin Bassimi.





Amin
grasped my hand professionally and ran his eyes up and down me in
rapid appraisal. What a contrast between the brothers! He was a
generation older, tall and lean instead of dumpy, casually
well-bred and experienced. He seemed untouched by the heat in a
finely-tailored, immaculately pressed safari suit, with his
monogram on the breast pocket – AB – Amin Bassimi. Mister Bassimi,
it would be. No doubt about that.





- A
pleasure to meet you. Clovis enjoys your classes so much.






Perfect English, total self-assurance. A charming individual. I saw
great hope for Clovis.





-
Have you been in Lebanon long?





-
About seven months. We came just after Christmas.





- Ah,
then I must say welcome to Lebanon. But I’m sorry you’ve come at a
time like this. I’m afraid you’re not seeing our country at her
best.





-
It’s very sad.





-
Tragic, tragic. And how is Clovis progressing with his studies?





-
He’s very good. If he could only concentrate a little harder, he’d
be excellent.





- I
see.





He
turned to Clovis and gently harangued him, in equally fluent
Arabic. As I watched, I saw that Arabic was his more natural
medium. It gave full range to his eloquent body language: eyes that
could be dark or soft; shoulders that effortlessly expressed
disbelief or disdain; fingers that underscored every point, while
his voice remained silkily even. What an effort it must have been
for him to unlearn all this in order to master English.





- Can
I get you a coffee, Mr Bassimi?





- No
thank you, Richard. I must be going. I’m sure you have your work,
and I know I have mine.





The
same – or rather, the opposite – impulse that had made me say
Mister had made him leave it out. Normally it annoyed me when the
Lebanese called me Mr Richard; I spent long unsuccessful hours with
my students trying to teach them to drop the title. Yet now it
suddenly mattered. Amin slipped a hand beneath the monogram and
presented me with his card, embossed, gold-edged, Arabic on one
side, English on the other. I pretended to study it to hide my
growing discomfiture. I had no card to offer.





Amin Bassimi

 


Import / Export





- Any
help I can give. Well, Dave, I’ll be seeing you very soon. And you
too, I hope, Richard. Very nice to have met you.





Again
the brisk firm handshake and a smile that revealed perfect teeth
beneath the moustache. Then Clovis shambled, Amin strode to the
door, leaving me with Dave.





- A
smooth operator.





- The
smoothest.





- Do
you know him well?





-
We’ve met a few times.





The
bell clattered for the morning to begin.









The
day pressed on relentlessly, closing in on us like a bully. Tempers
were short, and so was concentration. Needless to say there was no
learning; but that was hardly unusual.





There
was just a single moment of relief. The language laboratory was
always a struggle: leading the kids through the corridor from the
classroom to the lab, losing as few as possible on the way;
settling them in; listening to them through the master control to
find out whether they had lost their place, broken the tape, or
fallen asleep. They couldn’t see the point of repeating mindless
sentences endlessly, and to be honest, neither could I. Today’s
exercise included such gems as:





What does cat
mean?

 


What does
plate mean?

 


What does car
mean?

 


It
was Mohammed who pressed the call-button after a few minutes.





-
Please teacher, what means mean?





- No,
Mohammed, what does means mean?.. I mean, what does mean mean?





- Yes
teacher, but what means mean?





I
could see his genuinely puzzled face behind the glass of his booth,
mouthing the words like a goldfish, and I decided it just wasn’t
worth trying. What was the use?






Precisely. What was the use? The question became an obsession as I
trudged back home. What was the use of teaching? What was the use
of staying in Beirut? I couldn’t be bothered with answers, but it
wasn’t as easy to cut off my own questions as it had been to cut
off Mohammed’s – just by flicking a switch. And perhaps he had a
point after all: what means mean?





I
could feel myself suffocating, the heat and the questions driving
me back into a corner. I had to make a move, I had to break out
before I was stifled. And yet I knew it wasn’t Beirut, the city. It
wasn’t that I wanted to be somewhere else. I wanted to be someone
else.










Claire was in a brittle mood too.





- How
was your day?





-
Rotten. How was Jason?





- All
right.





-
Nothing exciting?





-
No.





- No
crap or vomit?





-
No.





-
Nothing?





-
No.





-
Where is he?





-
Sleeping.





- You
seem full of yourself.





- Go
to hell!





The
words came like a slap in the face. Claire wasn’t a person who lost
her composure easily. I knew how stubborn she could be, and
sometimes I’d seen anger twitching at the corners of her mouth, but
generally she kept what she called her ugly moods to herself. She
didn’t like people to know she was aroused. She never shouted. I
stepped back.





-
What’s brought all this on?





- Oh,
Richard, come here.





- Now
what?





- I’m
sorry. I just think we ought to leave.





-
That’s funny. I’ve been thinking that all day.





Now
she turned her eyes up to me, forcing me to notice them. They were
red and puffy. She’d been crying, and she was going to cry again. A
surge of pity rushed up into my eyes too as she sat there, pale and
helpless and beseeching. She was uncharacteristically hunched,
smaller and more vulnerable than usual. I hadn’t realised how
strongly she felt about it; for weeks I’d been too concerned with
myself and my own problems.





-
Yes, I think it’d be for the best.





She
looked away and gazed at nothing.





-
Richard, don’t get me wrong …





- No,
I think you’re right. It can’t be much fun for you, sitting around
here all day.





My
mind was hard at work trying to anticipate what she wanted. To
leave Lawrence’s, or to leave Beirut? What on earth were we going
to do next? Where was I going to find a job?





-
Richard, listen. Lawrence asked me to go to bed with him this
morning.









I’d
felt it coming all day, seen the signs everywhere. The earth was in
its death-throes, slowly spinning itself to a standstill, until
this moment, it had stopped. This was the instant of silence before
the walls and ceilings cracked and collapsed. The eternity of
terror that follows the first shock, before the pit opens with its
bowel-wrenching shriek, and we are sucked into the centre and out
of existence.





I
fought to hold my balance, but the room began to vibrate and the
pressure on my ears was building. Distantly it was Claire’s voice,
tiny and trembling.





-
Didn’t you hear me? I said Lawrence asked me to go to bed with
him.





The
shuddering slowed. There were two of us in the room, Claire and
myself. In great danger. She was close enough to touch. There was a
naked woman on the wall. It was a picture, gradually centring
itself.





- You
went to bed with Lawrence.





I
spoke. I listened.





- No
I didn’t. I said he asked me.





If I
closed my eyes, I was safe. I saw them together, Lawrence and
Claire, face to face, tender and serious.





- You
kissed him.





- He
kissed me. Richard, I want to be honest with you. I can’t keep it
inside me.





They
kissed, long, mouth to mouth. Then her hair, then her neck.





- You
wanted to make love with him.





-
Richard, you’ve been so distant.





- He
touched you.





The
room started to roll again, wave upon wave rippling beneath us. My
stomach was gripped with nausea as they lay naked together,
Lawrence, who was not me, and Claire.





-
What did it feel like?





-
What do you mean?





-
When he asked you.





- I
don’t know.





-
He’s asked you before.





- No,
not asked me. We’ve been close before. But only …





- And
you kissed.





-
Sometimes. Richard, I love you. Please understand.





Their
breathing became heavier, their movements more agitated. She
clasped his head as it moved down her body. His lips brushed her
nipples, settled on her navel. His hands reached down to stroke her
thighs and her neck tautened, her chin strained upward. She
groaned. She had never known such pleasure. He studied her face,
ready for a signal.





-
What did he say?





- He
wanted to go to bed with me.





-
How?





- How
what?





- How
did he say it?





-
Richard. Stop. Please. It didn’t happen.





- It
did.





- It
didn’t.





- But
you wanted to.





- I
love you, Richard.





- You
wanted to.





She
was longing for his body.





- I
wish I hadn’t said anything. I shouldn’t have told you.





- You
wanted to.





-
Yes. But I didn’t. I couldn’t.









I
slammed the bathroom door behind me. I wanted to lock it. I undid
my jeans, pulled off my underpants, sat down. The blood was
coursing through my penis. I touched it, pressed it against me, for
comfort. It belonged inside her. Lawrence didn't. She was mine,
every intimate inch of her, eyes, skin, hair, whispers, secrets.
The games we played – used to play – her trick of tensing her
muscles on me when the sex was over. The dimples in her back for my
fingers. The stories we told each other in the darkness, the gossip
and joking about friends. The wicked smell of sex. Her taste. Her
fear. Her fidelity.





The
mystery of one flesh. The many mysteries. The bond of sex that ties
you closer to one person than any other, that grows and thickens
with time like an umbilical cord, to sustain … or strangle you.
Suddenly shaken loose, snapped, leaving me sitting on the lavatory
seat, playing with myself. The misery of one flesh.





I
could hear her crying softly, in the kitchen where I left her. I
wanted to cry too, but I couldn’t. All my feelings scorched my
heart and my head. I rubbed my eyes with my fists but it didn’t
help. Why should she cry and not me? She had betrayed me. She had
humiliated me. She’d told Lawrence I couldn’t satisfy her. She
needed another man. Him.









I
threw shirts and trousers into the suitcase with self-conscious
violence, for I knew Lawrence was up there on the wall behind me,
posing in that ridiculous sepia photograph with the cast of an
Agatha Christie play. He was wearing white flannels, a striped
Edwardian jacket, a jaunty boater, and he was grinning down at my
discomposure.





- I
say, old man, you’re looking a little het up, what?





I
swung round and threw all my energy into a punch. I had the
satisfaction of landing it full in his face – at least he had the
decency not to try and defend himself. But when I pulled my fist
away, it was clear he hadn’t felt a thing: he stood there mocking
me, offering his chin for a second shot, while the rest of them
stood around smirking. I ripped them off the wall, smashed the
glass and the thin wooden frame, and tore them into tiny pieces.
Then I started on the notice board, his vanity mirror –
To Lawrence … Dear
Lawrence … Happy Birthday Lawrence … Starring Lawrence Anderson
… A typewriter ball fell off the desk. I ground it into the
floor. Next would come the books – Beowulf to Virginia Woolf – and
the precious cassette collection. But I was beginning to lose
control. I heard myself breathing heavily. My hand was beginning to
hurt and the knuckles were bleeding. I shut the suitcase.









She
was waiting for me behind the curtain. Yes, she knew how to pose.
Modelling had taught her that, no doubt. The afflicted look, with
wringing hands and tear-tossed hair. It didn’t fool me.





-
What are you doing, Richard?





No
reply was necessary and she made no move to bar my way.





-
Richard, you can’t. Listen to me! What about Jason?





It
had nothing to do with Jason. What had he ever done for me? Did it
make any difference to him whether his mother slept with his father
or with his father’s best friend? Hadn’t he just slept right
through the breakdown of our marriage?
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