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I

Entrances

Call me Balthazar. Call me silverfish, sweet
dreams, the end of the rainbow. Call me dust devil, night owl,
will-o-the-wisp. Call me the man in the moon. But call me
Balthazar, and place a book in my hands. And what book is that, the
book I reach for? Ah, that is why you are reading, of course, that
is why I am here, in my thin-soled shoes and soiled leather jacket,
a knife in my belt and a coin in my pocket, a wink and a grin at
the ready, to lead you toward that book. And to lead myself toward
that book, because this is a journey we will take together. You can
almost see it, the book of our desires, its green morocco binding
tooled in gold, the five raised bands on its spine, the uncut pages
like sealed lips waiting to be slit with a dagger, the dagger you
use to peel your oranges, slay your enemies. (Because this book is
also fruit, is also demon.) Or perhaps it’s a soiled paperback
lacking a cover, half the pages dyed in blood and wine, every
corner creased, the margins filthy with fingerprints, shopping
lists, scraps of verse.

* * *

If you approach Alexandria from the sea, the
library is hidden and what grabs your gaze as you near landfall is
the lighthouse, steeple of fire, stuck like a spear into the
glitter of the bay. So arresting is the beacon that as the boat
bucks and you clutch the gunnels you fail to notice the crowded
waterfront, the broken ring of the corniche, the bright speckling
of other boats around the wharf, until you’re almost through the
arms of the breakwater. But then you look down and Alexandria is
before you, all minarets and a multitude of windows like spaces in
a loosely woven fabric, like coarse dusty cotton folded and twisted
and crumpled, the colors ink watered to barest cinnamon, faded
rose, jaundiced lavender, the lemon of light through glass. Over
the city, like a sprinkling of spices, hangs the dust. If you’re
lucky you arrive at twilight and the calls to prayer chord and jar
and doves scatter, curling up till they break free of earth’s
shadow and batter the vanishing sun to shreds.

As your boat slips with a flutter and a
groan alongside the other hulls and masts, the first scents surface
after the day of brine. Cardamom and wet cunt, randy goat and
roasted garlic, putrid fish heads, steaming horseshit, frying
aubergine, ylang-ylang. All this with the sweat of the dockers and
the seaweed reek of the pilings. A brown hand reaches to haul you
onto the boards; suddenly stable after the hours in a salt cradle,
you lurch to keep your balance. Stevedores bellow in a dozen
languages, shrugging burdens onto dunnage. Jarveys in spats and
scarlet jackets approach, and touts from seedy hotels murmur prices
in your ear, while porters squabble over your traveling cases.

* * *

My books stashed in the Pension Scheherazade,
I set out that very night to explore the city, entranced and
baffled by the graffiti in six scripts and the mishmash of
mashrabiyya, minaret, Coptic cross, Gothic arch. Architecture of
stone, but also of light: shadows cast by wrought iron, sieved
moonlight across marble, shadows thrown on interior walls by unseen
inhabitants.

I love encountering a new city, but that
first night in Alexandria I was curiously nervy. Though the
citizens I passed paid me no heed, I could not shake the notion
that eyes watched from every shadowed alcove. I kept flicking
round, trying to catch the flag of shadow that always seemed to
have just tucked itself behind a pediment or palm leaf. And in the
gnash of passing trams or the mutter of waterpipes, I thought I
heard a voice whispering my name, whispering the titles of my
favorite books.

As I walked I asked merchants and shoeblacks
and coconut vendors where I might find the library, but all either
smiled and turned away or murmured an enigmatic couplet, till I
learned that there was a conspiracy against directing foreigners to
the secret center of their city. So I wandered for an hour or two
through the tangled streets until, near midnight, I came out from
an alleyway and beheld a fragment of another world.

I will not forget that first sighting of the
library. After the bells and hurly-burly, the reeks and perfumes, I
emerged into the quiet stirring of leaves, the scents of juniper
and thyme. Behind iron bars great palms stood, spaced far apart,
and long-tailed birds of a species unknown to me beat silently
between them. Along the inner perimeter of the fence, like their
own shadows, like denser dusk, the librarians paced in their gray
gowns; barehanded, shaven-headed, the open book tattooed on their
wrists. And beyond the trees and the gray-garbed women the library
stood, huge and lovely, with the colossal grace and fissured skin
of an elephant. Its original shape was lost, the stone clawed and
nibbled by millennia of weather -- the infinitesimal lick of
raindrops, the scouring of sandstorms -- so it resembled a natural
outcropping.

As the moon rose, I clutched the bars
of the fence, that are the bars of a prison. We are the prisoners:
the citizens of Alexandria, the bibliophiles of the world. Gripping
the iron, I stared beyond the passive glances of the librarians to
the stone carapace, trying to conjure from dimples and swellings
some eroded sculpture -- sphinx haunch, archangel clavicle
 but all was cloud-reading.
The library was windowless. There were no portals carven with
winged bulls, no gilded gates attended by liveried guards. The sole
entrance was a door set deep in the stone, slightly smaller than
the height of a man. The roof of the structure was punctured by
narrow skylights, angling pale spines among the minarets that must
have sprinkled the interior with suns in the day. Librarians walked
along the roof as well, restlessly, hands at their sides or clasped
behind their backs. From a distance they seemed all alike, sisters
of some ascetic tribe.

As I strolled back through the city, my mind
so aroused by the notion of the riches within the library that I
viewed the streets through a crimson scrim like the aftermath of
pornography, I heard from a doorway a voice like sandpaper on
iron:

“Sst. What’s your desire?”

I peered into the archway but saw nothing
but darkness. “Who are you?”

She stepped from the shadow with a sound
like crushed glass, but did not come more fully into focus, because
she wore a blue niqab, veil fringed with silver bells. Indigo
gloves up her arms. Only her eyes showed, but even they were rimmed
in a domino of slathered kohl. “Call me Zeinab.”

“And you want to know what I desire?”

“This is the city of desires. Requited,
unrequited. All for a price, of course.”

Ordinarily, I don’t pick up girls off the
street, but, as often in a new city, I craved companionship. And
something about the voice, the veil, the bells, gave me pause. To
hear that voice again, to make certain it was quite as harsh as it
had seemed, I asked: “And what would you cost?”

She named a book.

Reader, this was no ordinary hardcover, nor
even a scarce first edition such as might enhance your shelves. No,
the title she mentioned was among my most precious possessions,
freshly sequestered in my seedy pension. It was inconceivable that
she could have known of its existence. Perhaps in shelving it I’d
rubbed it the right way between finger and thumb, and this was the
veiled djinn I’d summoned.

“Never,” I said, and started to walk away.
She was beside me -- blue rustle, silver shiver -- and then, as we
neared the sea, disappeared. I turned full circle, gaze craning
into every shadowed aperture, but she was gone. I laughed, but my
laughter was laced with dread, as if someone had reached out from
darkness and touched my eye.

* * *

Step with me beneath the painted signs awry
on the graffitoed wall, up six spiral flights to the Pension
Scheherazade. Past rooms occupied by transients, the rucksacked
riffraff who stay a night or a week, festooning the furniture with
threadbare laundry before marching off again under their burdens,
having notched up another city. Past rooms hired by nervous
husbands who spend an afternoon half hour with a fat whore. I
sometimes see them leaving, melancholy, slack-shouldered, like men
who’ve lost at cards.

It is not my custom to allow strangers
within my defenses; the only people allowed to breach my boundaries
are Abdallah the errand-boy, who brings my coffee, and the
occasional one-night wench. But, though we have been acquainted
only a few minutes, you are no stranger. I do not know you but you
are bound to me, closer than a mother or a bride. Our ribs are
braided, our tongues twisted to a single cord, your systole is my
diastole. You are welcome behind my oiled lock and supple
hinges.

This is the robber’s lair, the thief’s den.
Perhaps you wished for cases of knives and drying blood in the
washbasin, a bullet hole in the mirror, but I keep a tidy
residence. The room contains a desk, a bed, and a wardrobe. Through
that door you glimpse the massive bathtub crouching on green brass
lion’s paws. In the hour before dawn you’ll find me there beneath
the gasping pipes, a single hand splaying a book above the steaming
water.

The balcony overlooks Midan Saad Zaghloul
with its statues and benches and frowzy palm trees. To the left is
the bay, to the right the Trianon, with wicker chairs under deep
awnings and white-liveried waiters bearing on trays glasses of
mango and guava juice, macchiato and cappuccino, strawberry torte
and tiramisu and trapezoids of honey-drenched baklava. In the
afternoons I sit on the balcony sipping cardamom coffee, watching
the sea. And after my nocturnal shenanigans you’ll find me there
with a cigarette and a glass of Lebanese Chianti, waiting for the
sun. I seldom miss a sunrise or sunset. Life is too uncertain to
forego such easily attained pleasures.

Just inside the balcony doors, on an
unvarnished wooden table, are jars of pencils and kneaded erasers
and razor blades, Japanese rice paper, bone folders, wooden rulers
-- the tools I use to refurbish the books I steal, to lift library
marks and owners’ names, to reset the leather and rebind if need
be. I’m not above tampering with my goods, adding false publication
pages to transform them into first editions, binding in substitute
signatures to lend them the veracity they need to attract
point-maniacs and tinkle a few more guineas into my pocket.

Also, at the edge of the table, are a block
of aquarelle paper, a jugful of brushes, and a wooden paint box.
Some afternoons I’ll do a dainty watercolor, my subject not the
view but the shapes I’m making the view with -- a watercolor
alphabet, which nevertheless becomes the vista from my balcony. I
love the bleeding dyes, the contained chaos, the elegant ruffles
around dried pools of sky, sea, perfume -- caught light, fossil
rain.

What’s left? Ah, the wardrobe. The wardrobe?
you say. And what’s so special about this wardrobe? Let’s stand
back a moment and examine it. Plain cedar, varnish clinging in
chitinous scabs to the grain. Paneled doors with chipped handles
screwed on askew. Open them. Sharp-edged cotton -- blue shirts, tan
trousers -- a few mothballs, and shadows. No matter how bright the
afternoon, or how wide I fling the curtains, shadows pool in the
recesses of the wardrobe like ink spilled in the corners. Come with
me, that’s right, step up into the wardrobe, sidle past the
clacking hangers, loving the caress of cotton, and, if you’re
lucky, through the shadowy back. Are you still with me? Welcome
then, doubly welcome, charmed one, whom the gods and djinns have
blessed.

We find ourselves in a room with a kilim on
the floor and a portly armchair in a corner, a little table beside
it bearing a candle in a brass holder, that I light. And beside the
armchair a single shelf of books. But where is this room? you
stammer. The wardrobe backs onto the wall of the adjacent room,
does it not? And do you carry the wardrobe with you? What do you do
in other cities? How . . . ?

Hush, best not to pry too hard there, you
don’t want to wake yourself up. Gently, gently, that’s right:
slumber, my sweet. Now then, hearken to my lullaby. No, I do not
haul wardrobes around. There are wardrobes in every city in the
world that will suit my purposes. How does the magic work? That is
not a function of the wardrobe, my friend. Of course, the magic
does not work for everyone. Some, genuine though their desire may
be, knock their foreheads on the back panel, fingertips bristling
with splinters. Others may enter the wardrobe only until they reach
a certain age, and then the shadows are nailed fast. For some, the
wardrobe seems to open and shut on a whim -- one day allowing them
passage, the next as solid as a coffin.

Anyway, my sleeper, you’re inside. Softly
now, as we approach the inner sanctum, the holy of holies. Slip the
sandals from your feet. Bare and bow your head. Close your eyes a
moment and ponder your peccadilloes, for this is sacred ground.

The shelf is not overly long, as you see,
shorter than might be expected for the collection of one who has
spent decades foundering in pretty typefaces. After half a lifetime
in dusty hallways, crouching in shadowed libraries, churning
through pages by candlelight, this is what I have surfaced with: a
single shelfload more precious, more lasting than a diamond
elephant, rarer than the mkoli mbemba. These are my books, these
are my books. I never travel without my books. Step forward, reach
out your hand, touch one . . .

The cover of a book is a portal you open at
your peril, peering into the gloom between ornate jambs. What
moonlit ripple in those shadows, what damsels? What nightingales,
suzerains, and belly dancers await you? What infidels, hierophants,
lepidopterists, prestidigititators, what incubuses, changelings,
charlatans, waifs, pixies, pederasts, gourmands, cherubim? Here are
the rainbow zebras and indigo octopi, the cherry glowworms and
tartan chameleons of the inner eyelid, those demon figments we read
when we dream. Here are the cities, the seas. The nights, our own
breathing, ten thousand kisses. Here are baskets of suns to be
broken like bread and nets full of seahorses and here like strung
gemstones the screams of the tortured and moans of the tattooed,
the dove-coos of mothers and the caterwauling of a gypsy girl’s
orgasm.

Do you love to read? I’m not referring to
plots and characters, however compelling. Nor to fancy words, turns
of phrase. I’m talking about nestling in a pool of candlelight and
cradling a book like a baby in your lap and nudging the corner
upward with your thumb, the whorls snagging the grain of the paper,
and hearing the soft sizzle as the page turns. Do you love to
read?

* * *

Spend a day with me.

I wake into the pale afternoon and call for
a coffee, that Abdallah brings in a jiffy, smoking in its
long-handled copper kanaka. He tips the thick liquid into a
black-and-gold demitasse and I go onto the balcony and watch the
glitter on the sea. I light a cigarette, the air so still in the
forenoon that I can watch the smoke a long time as it gently
swerves and burgeons into the sky, elegant as Diwani script. It’s
important to wake up slowly, to keep your dreams about you as long
as possible. After a while, I go inside and pull on a pair of
tea-colored trousers and a cotton shirt with shell buttons and my
thief’s shoes. On a wicker chair outside the Trianon, I sip a
macchiato and smoke another cigarette and nibble the corners of a
croissant and watch the passersby.

Then back to my rooms, where I work at
refurbishing my loot; binding, resetting, mending rips, scappling
away library stamps. Those I’ve finished with I parcel up in cotton
and brown paper and address to my co-conspirators across the globe,
who will sell them at exorbitant prices. You may have bought one of
my tampered volumes, or coveted it at any rate, gazing through iron
grills and bulletproof glass to where it stood, paper grail.

At dusk I walk along the corniche, slowly,
because the enormous cobbles are uneven. Lovers sit at intervals
along the embankment. The girls are crying, the boys looking away
or trying to explain. Peasant girls sell ragged roses pilfered from
municipal gardens. Sometimes I buy a flower and carry it a while,
then hand it to a child. If I’m sad, I pull a volume of poetry from
my pocket and sit above the shattering waves and read those worn
words. When you’re sad you must not run, because sadness, despite
its doleful eyes, has a mouthful of rusty teeth and a hankering for
blood. Instead, walk toward the beast and curl within its paws and
let its rough tongue lull you. It is good to be lonely at dusk, as
the day falls away in a tinsel mosaic. Then, turning your back on
the sunset, you watch longed-for nightrise. I walk across to Midan
Saad Zaghloul. Children play in the empty fountain. The moon, old
gold coin, floats free of the minarets and tarnishes to silver,
alabaster, at last fragile as a sand-dollar. Swallows crosshatch
the sky into darkness.

* * *

I sometimes eat my dinner at one of the
seafood restaurants along Sharia Hassan Bleik, choosing a sea bream
or pound of prawns from the array on ice, then sitting at a
paper-covered table dipping tahina and baba ghanoug while it’s
grilled. Or I buy ful and falafel from a street-side vendor. But
most often I walk up Sharia Safia Zaghloul to the Elite, that juts
like the glassed prow of a liner into the current of the evening
crowds and carriages. I sit beneath the sketch of the old poet and
order bifteck sauce Madeira or moussaka or brochettes de poisson
with frites and sautéed courgettes and a salade de tomates et
cresson. I pull a paperback from my pocket and drink a carafe of
Omar Khayyam and look up often at the passing throngs. Sometimes, I
bring a girl and we eat in silence, but mostly I eat alone,
accompanied by a paperback and the passing eyes. Sharif, the aged
waiter, bows when I enter and brings my food promptly, as I tip
generously and always compliment the chef.

After dinner, I might return to my rooms to
work on my books or read in my wardrobe. Or I drink coffee in
al-Atariin. Or, occasionally, if the craving seizes me, I’ll take
the tram eastward, to the quarter of nightclubs and terrible
bars.

The belly dancers of the seedy nightclubs of
Alexandria quake their loins from two a.m. till dawn, preening in
tinsel on flimsy stages, in the seethe of shisha smoke, the tin-can
rattle and stray-cat whine of the orchestra. I go to see Saba at
Berenice’s or Fifi at Justine’s or Lulu at Cleopatra’s, slouched in
an alcove, arak and watermelon seeds before me. The fat waitresses
flirt but I pay them no heed. I watch the stage, the lights behind
colored cellophane, the rickety castanet clacker, the players of
the nai and oud and qanun, the music wailing and groaning from
their instruments. All is tawdry, the tuxedos of the musicians
stained and threadbare, fallen sequins on the sawdusted floor. And
then from the shadows steps a dancer, and the sequins are drops of
molten gold, the colored lights gemstones, her cotton scarf watered
silk, and for an hour or two I pass into a waking dream. It’s not
that I desire them, the dancers, though I do. Certainly I desire
them: I desire half the women I pass on the streets. But I do not
come to leer at their breasts, their trembling hips. I come for the
same reason I stare at sun on water, to try to catch something that
wafts like a gauze butterfly through my fingers, heat lightning,
burnt foil flaking. Describing it I lose it and am left with a
mouthful of sand and a bowlful of cigarette butts, a stained
tumbler and a seismic headache.

* * *

Imagine a sleeping city, a city of mussed
sheets and creased quilts, of pillows embraced and mattresses
stained by inadvertent filth. Imagine all the dreams seeping up
like iridescent mist. And then imagine a silent tribe, clad in
ultramarine, skipping across rooftops, through side streets. In
their hands are lock picks, matchsticks, daggers, blood.

Some say sleepers lose their souls, that
when we shut our eyes and curl to a pillow our inner animals sneak
forth from nostril or ear hole to dance on rooftops and make love
to strangers. If so, thieves are dreamers reversed. We’re demons on
the loose, abroad in night cities, while our souls slumber,
invisible, under the sheets.

You will be my companion tonight, as we seek
books. Two a.m. A great villa in Moharram Bey. Locked houses are
unread books: lift the hinged lid and you’re within, sidestepping
somnambulists and late-night urinators, eavesdropping on sleep
talkers, stroking cats.

Once inside, you stand a while letting your
eyes open to the shadows. No use peering. Motionless, you gather
the room with the edges of your gaze, and gradually from the
speckled darkness emerge the contours of a sofa, an armoire, a teak
chest. As you ease into the shadows, use your ears, your nose.
Listen for snores and sighs, the moans of lovemaking. Often, as
soon as I enter a house, still blinded by streetlights and the
moon, I’ll know if it contains books, and even how lucky I might
be, because my nostrils are tuned to that odor of rust and
saddlebags native to old bindings and ancient ink. That scent --
nothing to match it. Feel the talons at your groin, the sudden
blossoming of your heart. You can almost smell the words entering
your brain like motes, gusting and prancing as if they’ve entered a
sunbeam. Wait, wait. Though you know from which room or hall the
odor comes, first you must step through the house, scouting the
terrain. Walk catlike, on padded soles, movements liquid, eyes
wide. Touch nothing. You’re an ultramarine sirocco, wafted in from
the sea, leaving no traces, only rearranging objects a little. Here
are the parents, raucous as garroted pigs on rutted sheets, here a
child adrift on a raft of dreams. Do not linger. Even the sleeping
can feel the weight of eyes.

When you’ve marked exits and danger zones,
move to where your nose has told you the bookshelves are, in some
hallway or, in the largest houses, in a room of their own, a room
paneled in dusty spines, tooled gold, baroque colophons. You work
swiftly, tickling oil into hinges with a dove feather, drawing
curtains, bunching silk scarves beneath doors. You light your
candle and come at last to the shelves. You can’t resist running a
finger along the banded leather, tipping down a plump volume,
hearing the seashore sigh and gravel crackle as it opens. You read
a line, a page. Careful now. This is where a book thief’s work is
more dangerous than that of other thieves: too easily we lose
ourselves in our loot. Many a night I’ve buried myself in some
Russian romance or Arabic ode and only realized as I raised my eyes
that a bird’s vibrato was not that of a St. Petersburg lark or
Yemeni falcon but a hoopoe in the Alexandrian dawn, that I’d been
submerged too long and must make haste that I not meet a maid
brewing coffee or the bread-delivery boy on his bicycle.

Several times I’ve surfaced too late.
Ensconced in a voluptuous armchair, feet propped on a bookshelf,
pilfered carafe of red beside me, I’ve looked up when the door
opened, to see the master of the house in his pajamas, cigarette in
hand, or the mistress in her nightgown, cradling a cup of tea. A
second of mutual, mute gapes, as I tried to remember where I was
and they tried to haul themselves out of their dreams, before I
stood and passed the book into their hands, blew out the candle,
thanked them for their hospitality, and sauntered out the door.
Only as I headed down the street would I hear the first splutters
of comprehension behind me. But one last turn and cheery wave and
I’d be gone, skipping along the tram tracks in the new light, back
to the bay and the Pension Scheherazade.

But this night I manage to evade the snares
of story. I run my connoisseur’s eye along the titles, yanking out
volumes, checking points. I waggle the books between my palms,
testing bindings, dangle them from their spines to see if any
leaves float free. As I work, I replace rejected books carefully in
their slots and pile possibilities behind me. I can scour a
good-sized library in an hour or two. Then I pare my gleanings to
those I’m sure will sell, sometimes twenty books, sometimes five,
sometimes one, that may nevertheless provide for a month at the
Pension Scheherazade, as well as all my macchiatos. I pull from the
satchel my swag, a navy-blue knapsack, unfold it and place the
satchel within it, then swaddle my treasures in scarves and set
them inside. A quick glance, ensuring I’ve left no traces save a
few gaps in the shelves, and I snuff my candle and slip through an
upper window into the night.

Off to steal I stride along sidewalks
swinging my satchel, like a blue-suited businessman walking home
from some late-night meeting, but returning from work, if my swag
bulges, I exit the house from the top story and step out onto the
rooftops of Alexandria, haloed by moths, bat shriek bouncing from
my skin, saluting the muezzins seated in their towers, who watch
the east for the first bead of dawn. Sometimes, sidestepping dead
gulls and sleeping asps, dreaming poets and fallen kites, I
encounter another thief returning likewise from an early morning
escapade and we greet in the pre-dawn chill and chat about our
hauls, as any two colleagues might exchange pleasantries on a
street corner, but this is four a.m. and we are far above the skein
of dark streets and the firelit scallop of the bay.

Then back to the Pension Scheherazade. I
swing onto my balcony from the crenelated eaves. Inside, I lay out
my loot, read a few pages in each book, note torn endpapers,
slipped bindings, slack stitching that will have to be mended. I
take a bath, soaking away the thrill in jasmine foam. As the first
call to prayer shimmers into the darkness, dragging a swelling
cacophony in its wake, I don cotton pajamas and carry a glass of
wine to the balcony, waiting for the sea’s slow rupture, the
blister of flame. And then to bed.

II

Communion of Thieves

Midsummer. In the day, men slept in the
shade, melting into their shadows, a little smoke trickling from
their forms. The light fused objects. Palm leaves flimsy as
seaweed. Nothing moved between the hours of two and four, even the
waves glutinous. The carriage horses stood motionless between their
shafts, barely breathing, and the cats panted like dogs. In the
gulch of my mattress I tried to sleep, the sheet a mashed python I
wrestled, the pillow a drowned and fetid rodent. I splashed my face
at the sink, but the taps were warm, the water scalding. Somewhere
a radio was playing Oum Koulsoum, the heat thickening the words,
her voice struggling through honey.

فإذا أنكر خل خله ذات يوم
بعد ما عز اللقاء

وتلاقينا لقاء الغرباء
ومضى كل إلى غايته

لا تقل شئنا فإن الحظَّ
شاء

Light lay on the tiles in thick solid panes.
Dreams came, though it seemed they bypassed sleep. Dreams of empty
glasses, dunes, bones. The afternoon mosque call was swallowed by
the haze. And then, as the sun dropped, a cat stirred, a horse
flicked its ears. A shopkeeper, face crumpled as a paper bag, began
sprinkling water in front of his doorway. Bay leaf and barley
perfume of damp dust. Brushing the dreams away, I ordered coffee,
which soaked instantly through my skin.

The nights brought no respite. Midsummer
nights in Alexandria, the fairies grounded with sodden wings, or
slain by heatstroke. But, addicted to my profession, I stumbled
into the sweltering night, among the listless bodies.

But this night I could not shake the
sensation that eyes watched from every crevice, from mashrabiyya
interstices and perforations in lace curtains, from the crystal
teardrops of chandeliers. Like you, I’m always on the lookout for
the beautiful book: intricately textured, with music to break your
heart, a typeface to sink your teeth into, a story that grips your
throat. On this night I had the notion that the book I craved was
just out of reach, that I’d walked unwittingly past the chamber
where it stood or that another, more talented thief had rifled the
shelves moments before. Prying the books apart, I peered behind
them. Shadows. The heat had addled my mind, I guessed. It was so
hot; my hands moved within the darkness as though within
liquid.

Wallowing in the melancholy of a barren
break-in, I walked back along the corniche. The minarets were
melting like tapers, alabaster pooling about their bases. The moon
still lay beyond the curve. The reflection of the lighthouse beacon
quivered like oil on the waves.

I entered my rooms. Too hot to read. On
sopping sheets, I longed for dreams. Whether sleep arrived I do not
know, but during the night I had a dream. In my dream, the moon was
low over the eastern horizon. My waterpipe with its bowl of curdled
glass stood on the table, its shapely shadow, smudged with blue
lights, smeared across the tiles. And as I watched, that shadow
peeled itself free, curling upright, then took a step. Mute and
lissome, it moved through the room. Cords of horror bound me to the
bed, a horror heightened by the silence of the figure and the
absence of a face. In the distance, a tram gnashed, the sea lisped
against the corniche. The shadow -- baroque hourglass, goblet of
ultramarine -- slipped into every corner, bent over my seachests,
then moved to my bed.

“What do you want?” I whispered, and a
parched voice named a title. The night of my arrival I had been
able to resist her, but this night I knew I would succumb. I was
afraid, of course, but I desired to lift that veil. And I had the
notion that my currency might buy something more than her body;
lifting her blue cover would, I hoped, allow me not only into her
body, but beneath the skin of the city. So, sleepwalking, I entered
the wardrobe and pulled the book she desired from the shelf and
returned to my bed. But the shadow was gone, the shapes of
moonlight inviolate. Laying the book on the bedside table, I stood
in the puddle of moonlight, resting my gaze on the sea, which the
huge soft winds ruffled and stroked, uncertain whether I slept or
woke.

Then, like a deadly minnow, a blade emerged
from the dark and shivered across my shirt. Buttons popped around
the room, rattling like shaven dice to repose. Whether she led me
to the bed, or I walked there of my own volition, I cannot say. She
was clotted kohl, veil, blade: all exterior, except for her cunt,
like sticking a finger into the guts of a slit ferret, like fucking
a wounded ferret. Her garment contained her reek, harsh as a
laborer’s, odor of aniseed and ammonia, vanilla, dunghill, alley
cat: odors particular to her but also to the city. The odors of
Alexandria, as if she had borrowed her perfume from the bell towers
and alleyways and littorals. She blasphemed in her orgasm, and we
lay panting in unison.

I could not remember having woken, and could
not remember returning to sleep. The memory of her voice, the
fringe of bells, her curses, had the texture of a dream. But,
waking at last into daylight, I clutched in one fist, like my own
rumpled shadow, an indigo niqab. The sheets were stained with semen
and blood. My blood. Standing before the mirror I traced the red
spider web across my chest. The book was gone, and within my
ribcage was a book-shaped hollow. I hung the niqab in my wardrobe,
beside my shirts and trousers. Gathering the buttons from the
tiles, I sat on the balcony and sewed them back onto my shirt. I
knew the wounds were a warning, a redprint for future catastrophe.
And maybe these scabs will heal to the vaguest chart lines. Or
maybe this story will end with your narrator prettily
polygoned.

* * *

Sitting on my balcony that evening I picked
up, through the crowding scents of Alexandria, a whiff of burning
paper, and knew at once it was no ordinary notebook or newspaper,
but the finest laid linen weave. Looking down, I spotted a girl on
the corniche wall, a book in her lap, a light in her hand. She sat
with her legs dangling to seaward, breeze toying with the hem of
her niqab. I cannot look away from a reading girl, so I leaned my
elbows on the balustrade and watched. But in turning the page, as
an extension of that motion, she tore it free. Then, with a gesture
reminiscent of a dancer or a priest, she lifted her other hand to
the paper. Entranced and aghast, I watched the flame trickle along
the edges, then blossom. She released it. Borne aloft on a feather
of fire, the page spun and swam to my balcony, eased over the
balustrade, and lay fuming and twitching on the floor. I stamped it
to death and picked up the shard: five words, trimmed by a charred
margin. But, reading those words, my mind’s tongue spoke on, and I
knew precisely the place she’d reached. In an instant I was running
down the stairs, through the midan, carriage horses rearing as I
dashed across the street. I vaulted onto the corniche wall beside
her and she turned to me, eyes shadowed within their slots: “I
wondered if this would call you out.”



“What are you doing?” I shouted. “I gave you
that on the understanding it would be preserved for eternity!” I
tried to snatch the book, but she held it at arm’s length, plucking
the knife from her garments. The passersby glanced at us mildly:
another couple quarreling over a book.

She twinkled the blade at me. “You gave me
this book in exchange for my services.”

“But now it’s gone. No one else will read
it.”

“The fish can read the ashes. Maybe you’ll
find a fragment in the belly of a whale one day.”

I could hardly light a cigarette, my fingers
shook so. I have witnessed violence in my trade, certainly. My
hands have marked certain pages with blood: my own and others; but
I have seldom been so shaken at the sight of destruction.

“You’re distracting me,” she said.

I realized that the book was lost. “Oh, go
ahead,” I told her. “Rip away, veiled fiend.”

I chain-smoked a ten-pack, staring out at
the bay while she finished the book. On the waves floated leaves
and cobs, pistachio shells, rose petals, ash. She tossed the
burning binding into the sea and brushed her gloved hands together
as if she’d just eaten konafa. “Excellent,” she said. “First-class
read. You have a connoisseur’s taste. I’m impressed.”

“How selfish you are.”

“Oh, there are plenty of books. Believe me,
I know.”

“How many books have you burned?”

“A book a day, mostly. Sometimes more,
sometimes less. Who are you to whine, book thief?”

“You’ve been shadowing me.”

“Every night.”

“All right, I’m a thief. But someone will
read the books I steal. I take forgotten books and post them to
someone who will cherish them. The books you take are gone
forever.”

“No.”

“I watched you burn it.”

“Have you ever burned a book?”

“Of course not.”

“Then you don’t know what you’re talking
about.” She caressed her gloved palm with the flat of her
knife.

“But why burn a beautiful book? Burn a
paperback, burn a newspaper.”

“Surely you’d agree that reading a beautiful
book, printed in hot-metal Bembo on handmade Limoges, is so much
more satisfying than reading a mass-market paperback.”

“Well . . .”

“Of course. And in the same way, burning
that book is more satisfying than burning a newspaper. Ah, the
pleasures of burning incunabula, papyrus, vellum. Nothing to match
it.”

“Can you swim?”

“Yes.” Her laughter sounded like bones under
tram wheels. “Were you going to push me in?”

“Thought about it.”

We sat a while, watching the scurf of ash in
the foam. “These traces will not dissolve,” she murmured, “for they
are woven by the north and south winds.” Then she swung her legs
around and slipped off the wall. “Come. Would you like to meet some
real thieves?”

She led me westward along the corniche, then
across the road, past the memorial to the unknown author and the
equestrian bronze of the turbaned Albanian. We entered the snarl of
tiny alleys behind Ras al-Tiin, like negotiating the bases of
gullies, their sides ornately eroded.

At the end of a cul-de-sac, she whispered:
“Aftah, ya simsim,” and a wooden door swung open. She stood aside
to let me enter.

Immediately the holy stench was in my
nostrils -- ancient incense, apple tobacco, bat shit, candle wax.
For a moment, I glimpsed a vaulted interior of muted reds, shadowed
greens, dark gold, with a waist-high speckling of candle flames.
Then the frame filled with an enormous form, voluminously bearded,
forearms tattooed with arcana like a devout sailor. He gathered me
into his church without hesitation, curling an arm across my
shoulder. Inside, he extracted me from his aromatic armpit and held
me before him: “What’s your trade, son?”

“I . . . I deal in books.”

“I see. Well, you’ve come to the right city
for that. And the right church. This is the Kanisa Prometheus.
Come. Meet my little flock of black sheep.”

He trundled me across the mosaics to the low
tables where his congregation bent over chessboards and waterpipes,
under the gaze of St. Isaiah, St. Will, St. Ursula, St.
Vladimir.

At the first table sat a girl in black,
phosphorescent crosses and virgins strung around her neck. Her skin
as well, in the spangled dusk, seemed phosphorescent, so pale,
washed with lavender. A dark-skinned man was gripping her wrist and
sketching on her arm in oil pastel. His face was stippled and
slashed with scars, so at first I thought he’d been the victim of a
terrible disease, then saw that they were carefully arranged in
concentric circles, stacked stripes. His clothes were a crushed
calico of smudged patterns. As I drew nearer I saw that the crook
of the girl’s elbow was flecked with bruises, each with a purple
stigma, and that the man was engaged in joining the marks, forming
an off-kilter ankh or seagull. The girl looked up, then smiled and
stood. She was older than I’d thought at first, too thin, her eyes
huge. She took one of my hands in both of hers, and I could feel
her small bones. “Welcome,” she said. “I’m Nura. Abuna Makarios
will fetch you a drink. And this is Koujour. An artist, as you
see.” She held out the arm he’d been decorating.

“And what do you do, Nura?”

“I’m a pharmacist. I have a seaside
dispensary.”

Koujour had stood and was stalking around
me. He shoved his face against mine and peered into each eye. Sweet
gust of arak fumes. Then he picked up my hands and examined them.
Iron bangles clashed on his wrists.

“You need scars,” he said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Scars, scars.” He pulled my palms across
the stippling on his cheeks, and a delicious shiver scampered up my
backbone.

“Koujour was just showing me how my scars
are constellations,” Nura told me, as if in explanation.

“Zeinab will help,” said Koujour, and
returned to his seat and his arak.

Baffled, I moved to the next table, where
two men bent over a chessboard. The shadows of the pieces danced,
multiple and complicated, in the candlelight. With a fingertip, the
thief across from me nudged a knight from ebony to abalone, then
looked up. The trayful of candle flames blew like leaves in the
sepia lenses of his spectacles. He stood and offered me his hand,
murmuring his name: “Amir.” His opponent growled and grimaced,
still staring at the board, then ground his chair back and stood.
“Who’s this?” he shouted at Makarios.

“Zeinab dragged him in.”

“Impossible!” He folded huge forearms across
his chest and glared at me. “Where did you meet her?”

“She was . . . she wanted to borrow a
book.”

“Nonsense! Zeinab doesn’t borrow books.”

“So I learned, to the detriment of my
bookshelf.”

“Had you acquired the book by honest
means?”

“Certainly not.”

“Good answer. Well, I’m Karim, undertaker by
profession.” His hand in mine was solid as a statue’s. “Do you play
chess?”

“I do.”

“Badminton?”

“Badminton?”

He pointed to a net strung across a
mosaicked rectangle in the center of the apse.

“Why not?”

“Zeinab, take over here,” Karim shouted, and
fetched two rackets from the sacristy. But before I joined him on
the court, Amir placed a hand on my shoulder and handed me a book.
Glancing at it, I thanked him, then smacked my pocket. “How ---?” I
started, but he just smiled and returned to the game. Zeinab was
already hunched over the board, chuckling like a crow.

We tapped the shuttlecock into the gloom,
where it vanished a moment before dipping like a throttled dove
into the candlelight again. The other sounds were low laughter and
the clink of ice, the warble of waterpipes, shuffle of chess
pieces, scandalous conversations, the background black noise of
batshriek. Like faced shadows the thieves reclined in their den.
What stories did they tell? I wouldn’t trust a word: all tales, all
lies.

So that night I met Makarios the priest, who
robs offering boxes; Karim the undertaker, who plunders graves;
Amir the magician, picker of pockets and purses; Koujour the
painter, who forges fine art; and Nura the pharmacist, prescriber
of morphine, laudanum, ecstasy. “And what about her?” I whispered
to Karim after a rally left us both panting at the net. I tipped my
chin toward Zeinab. “What’s her trade?”

“Zeinab!” Karim bellowed. “Balthazar wants
to know what to call you.”

She looked up from the chessboard, but her eyes
remained hidden. “Call me heartbreaker, gatekeeper, dancer, djinn.
Call me murderess, princess, poison, Lilith.”

* * *

This city has harbored a thousand gods and is
still within their sway. Hark to the prayer calls, the church
bells, the gnostic groans and Sephardic moaning. Dive into the bay
and glimpse in the gloaming older gods, horned and tailed,
barnacle-skinned, seaweed-haired, sunk to the torso in silt. Glance
to the peak of the lighthouse and witness the handsome golden
deities, huge humans, posturing. You thought thieves were godless?
No, we have our divinities. The true gods are thieves themselves
and all thieves, of course, are gods. We come in the night, to
teach you what you love.

I am perhaps the quietest member of the
Kanisa, often curled in a corner with my nose in a book. The other
thieves are readers, of course, as are all the citizens of this
city. Makarios reads his gnostic gospels, and Nura pulp paperbacks.
Amir reads love letters and suicide notes, and Karim reads epitaphs
chiseled into stone. Koujour inhales poetry in half a dozen
languages, then spews it out, mangled and marvelous. But they lack
my addiction, my aficion. Only Zeinab reads as a matter of life or
death, but she won’t talk about the contents of the books, only
about the pleasures of burning them.

Some nights she’ll sit back in her armchair,
glass of karkadeh in one hand, dagger in the other, and describe
wounds she’s made. “Wounds are not all the same,” she says, slicing
bright segments out of the candlelight. “We must strive for beauty
in this, as in all things. Your blade must be impeccably honed,
sharp enough to cut a window in a wall, sharp enough to whittle
glass. The line of the wound must harmonize with the position of
the limbs. You’re a painter, the blade’s your brush, the skin’s
your canvas. Mark it with scarlet ribbons and gestural spatters.
Use the blood sparingly. A single pretty cut is more charming than
a dozen reckless gashes. The first painters were hunters. They fell
in love with the marks on the hide, and painted to replicate that
emotion. Are you listening, Koujour?”

Of the denizens of the Kanisa she seems to
get along best with Makarios. She mocks Amir and Karim (both in
love with her, though Amir insists she’s a boy), she ignores Nura,
she’s cordial to Koujour, sassy with me, but she and Makarios have
bawdy, rollicking conversations.

“Back from your sacrifices, Nephthys?” he’ll
say, tearing into a loaf.

“At least I don’t eat them, you
cannibal.”

“Ah yes, if I’m drunk enough I can sometimes
feel the transubstantiation taking place on my tongue. Wheat to
meat. Try some.”

“I don’t drink.”

“Just the body, not the blood.”

She took a bite. “It’s bread.”

He guffawed. “Listen, sweetheart: ‘To any
vision must be brought an eye adapted to what is to be seen.’”

“Don’t call me sweetheart.”

“Virago.”

“That’s better.”

* * *

After midnight, Zeinab and I sometimes go
strolling like a courting couple along the corniche, through the
alleys of al-Atariin, beneath the art nouveau lions and angels. I
never eat out with Zeinab, never go with her to a nightclub, but
there were a couple coffee shops in the old quarter where men and
women could sit in a back corner unharassed, and it was in these
places that we ended up in the hours before dawn.

One night, the east was already glowing by
the time we entered the café. We ordered an apple-tobacco waterpipe
and tea steeped with mint, extra sugar in hers. The coffee shop boy
adjusted the ember of the waterpipe, puffed through the mouthpiece
to clear it. Zeinab slipped the velvet hose under her veil and the
water churned and clouded. Smoke seeped through the blue gauze. She
handed the mouthpiece to me. I loved the first rush of cool, sweet
smoke, but even more I loved the imagined taste of her saliva on
the glass nozzle. I know why the desert poets extolled above kisses
and caresses the saliva of their lovers. Outside, the tram screamed
and gasped and sparks rained across the doorway. Oum Koulsoum’s
rough, lovely voice, singing “al-Atlal,” was nearly submerged in
radio static.

يا فؤادي لا
تسل أين الهوى كان صرحاً من خيالٍ فهوى 

اسقني واشرب على أطلاله وارو
عني طالما الدمع روى

“Why am I still alive?” I
asked.

“I have hope for you, book thief. I’m taking
you under my blue wing.”

“Are you going to burn more of my
books?”

“You’ll have to give them all up for what
you desire.”

“And then what?”

“Then you’ll be free.”

I sipped the tea, the furry mint leaves like
a woman’s downy upper lip against my own. “How did you know I had
the book? The one you burned.”

“By the look in your eye.”

“And what look is that?”

“The look of someone who’s just eaten a
baby. And found it delicious.”

“You have no way of knowing what that book
meant to me, what I had to go through to acquire it.”

“You have your wardrobe, book thief. And I
have my wardrobe. Which contains the greater treasure?”

“Let me into your wardrobe, Zeinab. Tell me
your tale.”

“You’ll hear my tale, book thief. But, like
all tales, it comes at a price.”

“Name your price.”

But the mosque call sounded and she was
gone. The ember on the waterpipe was cold. The coffee shop was
empty. The boy began to sweep the sawdust into dingy heaps.

* * *

To pass the time before two a.m. I sometimes
stroll up Sharia Nebi Daniel to the street of booksellers, between
the quarter of antiques and the ruined amphitheater. The bookstores
of Alexandria cater to every taste. Here is the manically organized
bookstore, every volume cased in cellophane, here the cavernous
dustbin, the books seemingly tipped in by a bulldozer along with
half the Sahara, the proprietor snoring in a corner with his
waterpipe. Bookstores that are fronts for seedier operations, so if
the owner’s palm is lightly greased, a row of shelves swivels to
reveal a bank of ancient pornography or gnosticism. Here is the
café-bookstore, of course, but also the bar-bookstore, popular in
the evenings, and the stripper-bookstore, in which the patrons are
torn between the novel in their hands and the dancer on the stage
ripping off her dust jacket. Here are the themed bookstores --
bookstores for women, children, missionaries, mercenaries,
Martians, cannibals, the dead.

The proprietors all know me, because I buy
my paperbacks here, bargaining ardently over a couple of piasters,
while keeping an eye out for the leather-bound volumes or jacketed
hardbacks that trickle in from the old houses, brought by young
philistines trying to salvage a guinea or two by frittering away
their grandparents’ hoarded obsessions. Though I enter the
bookstalls nearly every evening, could recite like poetry the
titles of the teetering stacks, I never fail to feel the tickle in
my liver when I come again among the books, sniff their dust. This
is the true heart of the city, this street of cubbyholes of stacked
paper. The library is of course its soul, but it is hidden. Here,
the books circulate like garrulous blood through the city’s veins.
They are bought and reappear, in another bookstore, with fresh
coffee stains, more pages missing. I begin to know the readers of
the city. The one who tears corners off pages to chew on while he
reads, so the books look as if they’ve been nibbled by rats. The
one who marks up the books in purple pencil. The one who writes
inane poems on the endpapers. The one who dog-ears the bottom
corners instead of the top. The one who reads on the beach, so the
ditches hold grains of sand and ribbons of seaweed, and the one who
reads in the bath, leaving the pages buckled and scented with
lavender. And what traces do I leave? I am a thief, I leave no
traces.

This is the city of books, where children
are admonished if they don’t bring a book to the breakfast table,
where they’re ordered by their mothers to drop their books and go
play on the street, where bedtime tales sometimes continue, chapter
after chapter, till well after midnight, parents pinching their
children to keep them awake. This is a city where men beat their
wives with books, the women shielding their heads with books. A
city of book-whores, who fuck for books, and their bibliogigolos. A
city of book-beggars, who spit on your money, gesturing with their
stumps to the paperback in your hand. I usually carry an extra
volume or two to hand out along the corniche. If I can’t spare a
book I’ll give money, but I never admonish, as some well-meaning
citizens do: “Now be sure you spend that on food, not on books and
cigarettes.” I know that books and cigarettes are as crucial to
well-being as food. If not more so.

City of bookstores and steeples,
libraries and minarets. Where books and religions mingle, there
will always be strife, because books, though they spawn religions,
are also tinder for religious flames. There are those who claim to
have discovered the book St. Peter admires, and maintain that only
those who’ve reread, say, Alice in
Wonderland, or the Bible, or Anna Karenina a thousand times will inspire the
Bookkeeper to jangle his keys. Certain priests and imams claim to
have developed the ultimate booklists, and their followers tattoo
the lists on their torsos, chanting the titles as mantras. There
are sects that dress in paper torn from their religious texts;
sects that forbid silent reading; sects that allow only undyed
linen bookmarks; sects that advocate holding a book with the right
hand only; sects that abjure dog-earing; sects whose members wed
their favorite books in arcane ceremonies. And then there are those
who say it doesn’t really matter what you read, that the important
thing is simply to be involved with a text, but those tiresome
firebrands are often found garroted in a back alley or jostling
with the flotsam in the bay.

Books are smuggled into the city. Alexandria
is bordered on the south by apple orchards and orange groves, and
to east and west by desert. From these directions book smugglers
arrive, with their camels trained to walk in alphabetical order.
The clandestine tomes are slipped into the city in the dead of
night by enterprising urchins, who flicker among apple boughs and
fallen fruit, fording canals, parting barbed wire, evading the
muskets of book sentries, to pass their treasures to middlemen on
street corners. I have seen these nighttime rendezvous, from
rooftops and upper windows -- the approach of a slim shadow to a
bulky one, and the node passing from one to another -- as if I
witnessed the transference of a soul or a disease, manifest as a
dark rectangle.

The coastline of this long city contains a
hundred secluded coves where oarlocks creak at two a.m. and crates
are tumbled, with stifled oaths, onto the sand. Sometimes,
following a tip, the smugglers are apprehended. We see their photos
in the papers: blue-jawed, scar-faced, bespectacled ruffians,
eyeing the camera sidelong or defiantly brazen, beside heaps of
leather-bound loot.

And on the western fringe of the city, where
it tapers into dunes, are the angular orchards from whose leafless
boughs hang rotting fruit: the negligent book-borrowers of
Alexandria. Yes, fail to return a borrowed book in this city and
the booksquad, the bibliocommandos, will swing through your windows
at dawn and haul you off to be hanged by the neck until dead.

* * *

After hours, the Roman ruins were a twilit
oasis, the klaxons and mosque calls muffled by the dell in which
they lay, and as I entered them one night it was as if I had indeed
descended out of the present and the street noises percolated
through millennia. The high fences were no obstacle to a thief, and
I swung in and clambered down to the small amphitheater; a marble
horseshoe, the blocks grouted by wildflowers. Nightingales in the
palms. Closing my eyes, elbows on the seat behind me, I summoned
the ghosts of ancient plays: Cleopatra, Clytemnestra, Oedipus,
Oberon. For a moment I saw them, wings and crowns and asses’ noles
side-lit by torchlight, bare feet trampling rose petals. I caught a
jangle of lyre and sistrum before the night descended again and the
stage was occupied only by breezes and the sickle-shaped
interstices of palm fronds. But then, as if the shades I summoned
distilled to a single voice, someone whispered in my ear: “This is
a city in ruins.”

I turned, and she was beside me, like my
risen shadow. “In the old qasidas,” she said, her eyes on the
stage, “the poet comes upon the ruins of a campsite, where
watercress grows wild and white oryx raise their young. There she
remembers her lover. This city is the ruins I’m coming upon, slowly
recognizing. A city eternally nostalgic, walking into the future
with its face turned to the past.”

Though I had not made a sound, she placed a
blue fingertip on my lips. Salt, ink, ash. “This city is deeper,
wider than you know, book thief,” she said. “You think you’ve
explored every nook, every angle, but you haven’t even broken the
topsoil. There are riches here, yes, wealth beyond any man’s
dreams, and no man will find them, because men are afraid of the
dark. Even thieves. Yes, the riches are there to be found, but then
what? After you’ve accumulated your wealth, what then? Then the
sadness begins. I’ve seen the sad men in their counting houses,
their vaults, their libraries, waist-deep in cash and pages,
weeping. I rescue them. I teach them what they desire.”

The night had ceased breathing. I heard a
distant tram passing, just a rustle like a turning page. “What do
men desire?” I asked.

“They think they desire revelation.”

“What do we desire?”

She was silent a while. Then: “You think you
know secrets, book thief.”

I said nothing.

“Try wearing a veil. If you want to know secrets,
try veiling yourself.”

* * *

Constantly, walking through the city, I
thought I smelled Zeinab but, turning, saw only a horse cart or a
mendicant or a mango-seller. I could not scrape her reek from my
nostrils, nor erase the memory of her hollow-boned, blue-veiled
clasp, her blasphemy in orgasm, the curses I recalled precisely,
foul secrets gasped in her brushed-iron voice. For weeks I woke,
battered by my heartbeat, from dreams of shadows. I was terrified
she’d come again, demanding a book. But as the weeks passed, and
the shadows remained inert, another fear possessed me: that she’d
abandoned me; that my books were not worth her flame.

* * *

Five a.m. tramcar. After a barren break-in, I
was half asleep in the empty carriage. The tram howled and
lumbered, sparks drenching the glass. At empty stations, lamps
smeared oblongs of greasy light across torn, overlapping posters
advertising religious services, bookstores, belly dancers. The
doors folded open with an ungainly clatter, folded shut, and the
tram bucked forward. Slow rocking meter of tram stops: Zizinia,
Gianacles, Shutz, Safar. . . . At Qasr al-Safaa I closed my eyes a
moment, opened them, and she was beside me, without a rustle or a
breath.

“I thought you always rode the women’s car,”
I said.

“I ride wherever I like.”

“How was your luck tonight?”

“Yours was off, I take it.”

I shrugged.

“No books?”

“Plenty of books. Plenty of paper, at any
rate. And how was your luck?”

She drew from within her garments a
lovely Alice. I touched it
tenderly.

“What did you give?”

“The usual.”

“You’ll burn it tonight?”

“Of course.”
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