My Grandmother Never Told Me a Novel
“It is not with any specific reason in mind that we agreed to
write this novel as a joint effort. It is also not with the intention
of hiding authorship that we chose to write it as a joint effort.
More than simple ignorance of the reason, we may have arrived
at the same state of mind simultaneously and would have
therefore written 5 separate novels had we not happened to talk
about it one day”.
The prologue that we penned before we started writing the
novel was good. We could not have stated our perspective in a
better way. Writing an introduction by each about each would
have thrown us into kitsch. But then, when did we ever talk
about it? All I can remember is that one evening after dinner at
Nassib’s, we found out that he had been writing. He had never
mentioned this before and we really knew very little about his
interests except that he read a lot. During the evening, someone
complained about the short supply of some goods in Beirut and
Nassib confirmed it by noting that he could not get ribbons for
his typewriter.
The rest of the thread was pulled out in gentle little jerks. We
realized that he had been writing little stories, more like fables
and why not novels, we asked? Because my grandmother never
told me a novel. And since his fables, which we had not read,
were about the war, we teasingly started calling him the
Lebanese Camus and labeled his writing Resistance Literature.
This went on for a while until in a spate of silence with no
electric power on, we heard him but hardly saw his face as he
asked: what is it that I am resisting? It had bothered him. Of
course, the joke was on us and we all laughed but the question
hung like a sustained peal of a bell, more so than ever since the
massive rain that had been falling for the previous 2 hours
suddenly stopped. That was our cue. Everyone scurried to collect
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their scattered belongings: coats, shoes, scarves, gloves. We left
the house in one batch. Nassib’s look of longing must have
remained on his face till way after we left.
As he sat up in his bed in the dark, he covered his knees with the
heavy quilt pulling it up to his neck. The central heating pipes
look different depending on the water flowing through them,
water that he does not see. When the water is cold, they look
like icicles. When it is hot, they all glow.
Two weeks later, Nassib invited us all to dinner again and let the
conversation loose. “What did your grandmother tell you this
time?” Jumana joked. Nassib grew a slow smile on his face which
widened and narrowed as if he were savoring the joke or about
to say something. He did: “She told me that all your
grandmothers came to see her and that they use to exchange
stories amongst one another to keep us from staying awake”.
Fine retort, too surgical, probably thought out in advance.
Maybe the icicles had helped him shape his wry humor but this
was not the case. He was fishing with a long line. It caught. Bahij
said: “If each grandmother tells a short story, can 5
grandmothers tell a novel?” “Yes, we can”, said Nassib, shifting
the pronoun with silent intensity. The agreement was sealed
without method. The novel started without technique. However,
some etiquette had to be observed because we still had animal
waywardness. “When?” “Next week and every first Thursday of
the month. All you have to do is wait for the security forces to try
out their war sirens on those Thursdays and you will remember”.
Each session had its different chief editor whose task was simply
to be the moderator, the stringer of pearls, the welder, the
merger. I was chosen to be the first chief editor and I could not
have fallen on a more oblique day. Everyone had something
prepared which they threw down like cards on the table.
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The first piece I saw chronicled the collection mania of two
brothers. They collected a piece of glass from every building
whose window panes were shattered by the bombing. They
collected shrapnel. They had one issue and only one from each
militia magazine. As I sifted the small notes around, I found
myself engrossed in one that had small paragraphs. It was about
a group of middle aged men each balding or fat or graying or
with ulcer. They met once a month in an empty flat that
belonged to the cousin of one of them. There, they kept a full
rock band kit: drums, electric guitars, amps and mikes. Once a
month, they took off their skin and went back 25 years to play
the pop tunes of their time.
I slid that paper under the rest and started reading the next
without knowing what was to come: 3 young friends went
around the town looking for ways that the Beirutis had
generated to communicate with one another about severe issues
in the war. The hose on top of the petrol pump to signify the
station is out of petrol. The telephone number on the wall of a
blown up store advertising stainless steel shop shutters. The
story went on to list several such signs, mostly indicating
shortages or warning of dangers to come.
The last note I read was about a potential suicide who had
placed a contract killer on his own head and then regretted it
and could not reverse the order.
I was not getting anywhere and they knew that, so we
automatically switched method. Rather than worry about how to
start the novel, we placed a quote from Neruda right in the
middle and started to build the novel to and from it:
“The bishop raised his arm,
He burned the book in the plaza
In the name of his little God
Turning to smoke the old leaves
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Worn by obscure time.
And the smoke does not return from the sky.”
That proved propitious. There were enough objects to develop.
God was there too and religion and books. This excited
everyone. They all left laughing loudly. Months went by as the
snake grew from its center outwards always coiling, always
bending and slithering. We worked by instinct and without
argument. We did not need to justify the choice of sentences
that we threw in. They just had to work or be discarded.
At night, Nassib would reread the novel to himself and try to
translate it to see where the universality was being betrayed but
that was just an exercise.
One day, we met and waited for Labib to show up before starting
to work. He did not. We tried to call him or trace his
whereabouts. No such luck. Later that week, Nassib saw him in
Hamra and asked him why he had not joined us. He received
vague mumblings. He stopped coming altogether which threw us
out of balance with such strength that we decided to rewrite the
whole novel removing Labib’s contributions. Sadly, these were
impossible to identify. Another suggestion was to replace Labib
by another friend. But this was not a string quintet where you
can ask another cellist to sit in for an absent one. The smoke had
gone too far up the sky to be stopped. We agreed to publish the
novel as it was and started searching for a publisher. No one
would take the novel. Each damned publisher wanted to meet
the author.
One day Labib showed up with a mischievous look on his face.
He had been to one of these publishers and had recited the
whole novel by heart thereby claiming authorship. We had two
choices. Either we jump on Labib and throttle him, forcing him in
the process to retract his actions or to join hands once more and
attempt to complete the novel letting it get published under any
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name, Labib or whomever, as long as it gets published. Labib
motioned for quiet and to markedly increase the tension, he
poured himself some red wine, slowly swirling the glass around
with one hand as he poured with the other. The publisher was
supplying an ending.
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