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PART ONE




1

There was one other Arab onboard the ship to Marseille. His name was Faruq al-Azmeh, and the day after leaving port in Alexandria he approached Midhat at breakfast, with a plate of toast in one hand and a string of amber prayer beads in the other. He sat, tugged at the cuffs of his shirt, and started to describe without any introduction how he was returning from Damascus to resume his teaching post in the language department of the Sorbonne. He had left Paris at the outbreak of war but after the Miracle of the Marne was determined to return. He had grey eyes and a slightly rectangular head.

“Baris.” He sighed. “It is where my life is.”

To young Midhat Kamal, this statement was highly suggestive. In his mind a gallery of lamps directly illuminated a dance hall full of women. He looked closely at Faruq’s clothes. He wore a pale blue three-piece suit, and an indigo tie with a silver tiepin in the shape of a bird. A cane of some dark unpainted wood leaned against the table.

“I am going to study medicine,” said Midhat. “At the University of Montpellier.”

“Bravo,” said Faruq.

Midhat smiled as he reached for the coffeepot. Muscles he had not known were tense began to relax.

“This is your first visit to France,” said Faruq.

Midhat said nothing, assenting.

Five days had passed since he said goodbye to his grandmother in Nablus and travelled by mule to Tulkarem, where he joined the Haifa line for Kantara East and changed trains for Cairo. After a few days at his father’s house, he boarded the ship in Alexandria. He had become accustomed to the endless skin of the water, broken by white crests, flashing silver at noon. Lunch was at one, tea was at four, dinner was at seven thirty, and at first he sat alone watching the Europeans eat with their knives. He developed a habit of searching a crowded room for the red hair of the captain, a Frenchman named Gorin, and after dinner would watch him enter and exit the bridge where he supervised the helm.

Yesterday, he started feeling lonely. It happened suddenly. Sitting beside the stern, waiting for the captain, he became conscious of his back against the bench, a sensation that was bizarrely painful. He was aware of his legs extending from his pelvis. His nose, usually invisible, doubled and intruded on his vision. The outline of his body weighed on him as a hard, sore shape, and his heart beat very fast. He assumed the feeling would pass. But it did not, and that evening simple interactions with the quartermaster, dining attendants, other passengers, took on a strained and breathless quality. It must be obvious to them, he thought, how raw his skin felt. During the night he pressed the stem of his pocket watch compulsively in the dark, lifting the lid on its pale face. The ticking lulled him to sleep. Then he woke a second time and, continuing to check the hour as the night progressed, began to see in those twitching hands the spasms of something monstrous.

It was with a strong feeling of relief, therefore, and a sense that his sharp outline had softened slightly, that he smiled back at his new friend.

“What do you imagine it will be like?” said Faruq.

“Imagine what, France?”

“Before I came, the first time, I had many pictures of it in my mind. Some turned out to be quite accurate, in the end. Some were—” He pinched his lips and smiled. “For some reason I had an idea about wigs. You know, the false hair. I’m not sure where I got it from, possibly I had seen an old drawing.”

Midhat made a sound like he was thinking, and looked through the window at the sea.

His high school in Constantinople was modelled on the French lycée. The textbooks were all French imports, as were half the teachers, and even most of the furniture. Midhat and his classmates had sat on ladder-back chairs with woven rush seats reading “la poésie épique en Grèce,” memorizing the names of elements in a mixture of French and Latin, and only when the bell rang did they slip into Turkish and Arabic and Armenian in the corridor. Once formulated in French, certain concepts belonged in French, so that, for instance, Midhat knew the names of his internal organs as “le poumon” and “le coeur” and “le cerveau” and “l’encéphale,” and understood philosophical abstractions by their French names, “l’altruisme,” “la condition humaine.” And yet, despite being steeped for five years in all things French, he struggled to conjure a picture of France that was separate from the furnishings of his classrooms, whose windows had displayed a hot Turkish sky, and admitted shouts of Arabic from the water. Even now, from the vantage of this ship, Provence remained hidden by fog and the earth’s unseeable curves. He looked back at Faruq.

“I cannot imagine it.”

He waited for Faruq’s scorn. But Faruq only shrugged, and dropped his eyes to the table.

“Were you ever in Montpellier?” said Midhat.

“No, only Paris. Of course, the university is famous for medicine. Didn’t Rabelais study there?”

“Ah, you know about Rabelais!”

Faruq chuckled. “Have some marmalade before I eat it all.”

Faruq returned to his cabin after breakfast, and Midhat climbed the staircase to the deck and sat beside the stern. He stared at the sea and listened with partial comprehension to a group of European officials—Dutch, French, English—shouting from the next bench, first about the technology of the vessel and then about the German advance on Paris.

Boards quaked beneath Midhat’s feet: a child was scampering along the deck. Beyond, a pair of young women compared cartes postales, and the wind harassed the tassels on their parasols. Those were the same girls who last night at dinner had displayed their lovely hair like hats, crimped and waved and decorated with jewels that sparkled under the chandeliers. At last, the door to the bridge opened and a red-haired man, Captain Gorin, stepped out and cracked his knuckles. A uniformed official leapt from the bench to address him, and as Gorin’s lips moved—soundless to Midhat in the wind—the grooves in his face deepened. He cupped his hands over a cigarette, shook a match free of its flame, and held the lit end in his palm against the wind. The other man departed, and Gorin smoked over the rail for a while. His curls flung about; they seemed barely attached to his head. He flicked the butt overboard and retreated below deck.

Midhat decided to follow. He crossed before the shouting Europeans just as Gorin disappeared under the hatch, and swung after him down the metal stairs. The first door on the passage gave onto a saloon, which was full of people. In the corner a gramophone sang. He scanned for Gorin, and met the eyes of Faruq, who was sitting at a table with a pile of books.

“I’m glad you’re here,” said Faruq. He had changed his clothes and was now wearing a dark suit and a yellow tie with green hexagons. “I found these for you. They are the only ones I have with me. Some poems … poems again, this one is quite good actually … and Les Trois Mousquetaires. Essential reading for any young man on his first trip to France.”

“I am very grateful.”

“I will buy us something to drink, and then we shall practise French. Whisky?”

Midhat nodded. He sat, and to hide his nerves, reached for The Three Musketeers. The page fell open at the authorial preface.


While doing research at the Royal Library for my History of Louis XIV, I accidentally fell upon the Memoirs of M. d’Artagnan, printed—as were most works of that period in which the authors



Two glasses half full of trembling liquid slid across the polished table.

“Santé. Now, I’m going to tell you some things. Are you ready?” Faruq leaned back against the bench, and pulled the prayer beads from his pocket as he reached for his drink. “First of all, women in France. Now, this is strange, but they are treated like queens. Always they will enter a room first. Remember that. Expect a few things that might make you uncomfortable. Try to have an open mind. Remain true to your origins, in French we’d say rester fidèle à vos racines, fhimet alay? You know I have many French friends. And Spanish. The Spanish are more like the Arabs—the French are something different. They are mostly Christians, so consider them like your Christian friends in Nablus. I presume you have met or at least seen French pilgrims in Palestine. Are there missionaries in Nablus?”

“Yes. But I also went to school in Konstantiniyye. I know many Christians.”

Faruq was not listening. “Well you should know that missionaries are always different from the natives. The religion is less strong in France, first of all. So try not to be shocked by their kissing, and their alcohol, and so on.”

Midhat laughed, and Faruq gave him a look of surprise. Desiring at once to prove that he would not be shocked, Midhat took a sip from the other glass. It was like drinking perfume; he tasted it in his nose. He had tried whisky once when he was sixteen from an illicit bottle in his school dormitory. He had only wet his tongue, however, whereas the owner and his accomplice finished the bottle between them, and when in the morning the schoolmaster smelled it on their breath they were whipped and banned from class for three days.

“There are many things you will like. The way of thinking, the way of life, it’s very refined. In this I feel there is some affinity between Damascus and Paris.”

“And Nablus,” said Midhat.

“Yes, Nablus is very nice.” Faruq sipped and exhaled. “Where will you live in Montpellier?”

“At the house of Docteur Molineu. An academic.”

“An academic! Ah, yes. You will like that.”

Midhat did not mind being told what it was that he would like. He took it as a sign of kinship. He wanted to agree with everything Faruq said.

He spent the remaining four days of the journey reading Faruq’s books on the upper deck. Or, at least, holding the books open in his lap and looking out to sea, and occasionally pronouncing some sentence in French from one of the pages he had pressed down against the wind. His mind, newly relaxed, wheeled off into daydreams. He indulged three scenarios in particular. The first featured a thin-necked Parisian woman lost in Jerusalem, whom he directed in perfect French to Haram ash-Sharif. An onlooker, often a notable from Nablus, reported on the incident, rendering Midhat famous as a man of great kindness and linguistic skill. In the second fantasy, he sang a dal’ona—“ya tayrin taayir fis-sama’ al-aali; sallim al-hilu al-aziz al-ghali”—inspiring awe to the point of weeping in those who passed under his window and heard him mourn the distance between himself and his imagined lover. In the third fantasy he saved another passenger from falling overboard by catching him around the middle with the grace of a dancer. The onlookers applauded.

These daydreams were fortifying. They increased his sense of fluidity with his surroundings and gave him confidence when entering rooms. He took a dose at regular intervals like a draught of medicine and emerged from the dream after a few minutes’ elapse renewed and refreshed. Thus he managed, more or less, to soothe the hard outline of his body—which still at times oppressed him with its stinging clasp.



On the Marseille docks Faruq shook Midhat’s hand and held his arm. “Good luck. And be brave. When the holidays come, you must visit me in Saint Germain.”

The train to Montpellier departed an hour later. Night settled on the countryside, which looked rather like Palestine: similar rugged hills, dry greenery. Midhat slept against the loud, vibrating glass, and in the groggy morning waded through another two chapters of The Three Musketeers as the hills drew a wavy horizon line, and raindrops snagged and shuddered down the panes. He fell asleep again after lunch, and when the announcer called, “Montpellier!” it was a quarter to five: he stood and followed the other passengers onto the platform, fatigued and in need of a wash.

The fore of the Montpellier station resembled a temple. Midhat dragged his trunk between the columns and watched the figures and motorcars move over the quadrangle ahead. He had no idea what Docteur Molineu looked like. There had been no description in the letters from the university, and therefore every man walking nearby was a possibility. That thin person with long shirttails, was he looking at Midhat with interest? Or that elderly gentleman; with those spectacles he certainly looked like a scholar. At the moment when his true host would have turned towards him, however, each candidate continued walking. The man by the ticket booth was definitely staring, but rather too intently, and Midhat avoided his eye.

The crowd before the station thinned, and a lamplighter carried his ladder between the standards. A flock of nurses crossed into the foyer of a building opposite and shook their umbrellas. The lit end of a cigarette flashed double in a puddle, vanished, and someone passed Midhat close on the right. He had a large blond moustache. He was too young to be the Docteur, surely—and as he drew nearer Midhat saw the man’s expression was not kindly, and that his eyes, encircled with blond lashes, were not on Midhat’s face but on his tarbush. The man’s own hat was lipped and shallow, and as he fixed Midhat he put a finger on its brim. Midhat recognised the French sign of respect, the gesture en route to the gesture of lifting the hat, which showed you weren’t hiding anything underneath. But he couldn’t help feeling that this blond man was pointing out the brimlessness of Midhat’s own hat. He frowned, and the man disappeared down a side street.

“Monsieur Kamal?”

At the end of the concourse, a young woman raised her hand. Beneath her cap, short curls of brown hair hugged her ears. A diagonal crease across her lap switched from side to side as she approached.

He hesitated. “Bonjour. Je m’appelle Midhat Kamal.”

The woman laughed, and wrinkles appeared beneath her eyes. “Et je m’appelle Jeannette Molineu.”

Jeannette Molineu extended a pale hand with knuckly fingers. Midhat held them; they were rather cold. It was peculiar that the wife should come to collect him, but he thought of what Faruq had said about French women, and followed Jeannette to a green motorcar parked on the concourse.

“I hope you weren’t waiting for long,” she said, opening the door and squeaking onto the backseat. “How was the journey?”

“It was … for many days.”

The chauffeur drove fast and the motor overwhelmed their voices. From the window, Midhat watched the city rise and fall and thin into alleyways, with shoals of umbrellas and overcoats swelling and contracting on the sidewalks. They turned down a narrow road on which the buildings were gridded with black balconies and roofed with terracotta. The car slowed.

“This city,” said Midhat, “it is similar to Nablus. The two mountains, the stone buildings, the small streets. But it is bigger, and the stone is more yellow.”

“Nablus is where you are from?”

“Yes. And you were born here.”

“No,” said Jeannette, in a low, smiling voice, “I grew up in Paris. My father and I moved here about four years ago, when he started working at the university. And I did my baccalauréat here.”

“Your father is Docteur Molineu?”

“Of course.”

“Ah. And your husband?”

“I’m not married. Pisson, will you take us through the centre? This is Rue de la Loge, the main commercial street. And at the end is Place de la Comédie. It’s small, Montpellier, you won’t take long to know it. It’s a little dark now to see, I’m afraid.”

Midhat looked over at Jeannette Molineu’s face. Shadows falling between the streetlamps made her eyes appear black and large, blotting her pale skin and filling out her thin upper lip. The shadows rotated as they moved, and each time they entered the full glare of a lamp again the effect was reversed.

The road was broader now and the roadside grassy. Pisson turned a corner and decelerated to an open pair of gates, then crunched into a driveway checkered by windowlight falling from a large house. A maid curtsied by the door as Jeannette escorted Midhat into the hall. Electric lamps were mounted on the wall between framed pictures, and a large mirror hung beside a staircase that curved up to the right. One open door revealed cream-coloured walls and the shining black hip of a piano; from another, a jowled man had emerged, with grey hair and a close-fitting suit.

“Bienvenue, bienvenue, Monsieur Kamal. Frédéric Molineu. I am your host.”

“Good evening, my name is Midhat Kamal. Enchanted to make your acquaintance.”

“Come come, bonjour my dear, so—pleased, so—pleased.”

Molineu shook Midhat’s hand vigorously, clasping a second hand on top of the first. Midhat tried to copy the motion but now his fingers had been released, and his host was spreading his arms out at the hall.

“Please feel this is your home. We are honoured to have you as our guest and enthusiastic to show you how we live. Please, come have an aperitif.”

The salon was blue, with quilted couches around a table crowned by a silver tray and four crystal glasses. Glass doors gave onto a terrace with an iron table and chairs, and a gloomy lawn.

“I notice your hesitation.” Docteur Molineu snatched at the fabric on his knees as he sat. “This is not alcohol. This is called a cordial. Sans alcool totalement. S’il vous plaît, Monsieur, asseyez-vous.”

Midhat took a seat on the couch and immediately felt exhausted.

Jeannette said, “When is Marian arriving?”

Now that father and daughter were beside each other, Midhat could see the likeness. There was a direct expression in the eyes. But where the Docteur’s jaw was substantial, Jeannette’s chin tapered, lightly cleft. She had removed her hat but her hair remained flat over the head, her curls released just at the ears. Her features were delicate and the tiny creases beneath her eyes only made her more beautiful. And she was slender, but there was a breadth to her shoulders—or perhaps it was the way she held them, slightly hunched. Midhat looked down, pressing his thumb into the stem of his cold glass.

“Later, dear. Marian is my niece. She is getting married next week, so you will see a French wedding! Marriage ceremonies are the key, really, to a culture. You see a wedding, you understand the society. How was the journey?”

“The journey was long. For that I am tired. This is extremely delicious.”

“Your French is very good,” said Jeannette.

“Thank you. I attended a French school in Constantinople.”

“So, I’m interested in your first impressions,” said the Docteur. “Did Jeannette take you on a tour of the town?”

“Papa, he’s tired. We drove a little through the centre.”

“It is a beautiful city,” said Midhat.

“Well. I hope you are comfortable here. Montpellier is not large, and I suspect you will prefer walking to the Faculty while the good weather lasts. But Pisson will help you in the first few days. On Monday je crois qu’il y a une affaire d’inscription, and then, you know, tout va de l’avant.”

There were several words in this speech that Midhat did not understand. He nodded.

“It’s a lovely building,” said Jeannette. “The Faculty. It used to be a monastery, you know.”

“Ah, merci,” said Midhat to the maid as she presented the decanter. “Bikfi, sorry, that’s plenty. No, I did not know that.”

Molineu leaned back, eyes to the ceiling. His face was lined and his hair was dappled with white, but his body looked limber. The waistband of his trousers was narrow, and the indent in the wide muscle of his thigh showed through the fabric. With his hands on his knees he sprang forwards again, and his heels clacked on the ground.

“We are so enthusiastic about your coming. I’m afraid we are going to ask you all sorts of questions. Professionally, I am a social anthropologist. The lining of my heart is sewn with questions.”

Midhat did not understand this last phrase. But Molineu had put the tips of his fingers on his chest, and the words “question” and “heart” prompted Midhat’s own heart to accelerate with the immediate fear that Molineu might be referring to medical practice.

“I have much to learn,” he said. “I am very new.”

“Absolutely, absolutely. There is always so much to learn. Of course we are not always so new.”

“Do you live near Jerusalem?” said Jeannette.

One of Midhat’s fantasies from the ship flared involuntarily in his mind, and he saw his invented Parisienne lost in Jerusalem’s old city. Heat rose to the back of his neck and he said, in as rapid French as he could muster:

“We are north from Jerusalem. It will take five hours, six hours. It can be dangerous. You must travel through Ayn al-Haramiya, a passage between two mountains. After, perhaps, nine o’clock in the evening, there are thieves.”

“Ayna—what is the name?” said Docteur Molineu.

“Ayn al-Haramiya, ya‘ni, it means the place where the water comes. I don’t know the word.”

“Sea?”

“No, in the ground.”

“River? Lake?”

“No, in the ground, it comes from under—”

“Well? Spring?”

“Spring, spring. Ayn al-Haramiya means the Spring of the Thieves.”

A bell rang, and a second later the maid Georgine entered the room.

“Mademoiselle Marian et Monsieur Paul Richer.”

“The very couple,” said Molineu. “Midhat, please meet my niece. This is Marian.”

The young woman at the door wore a green dress and shiny green shoes. Behind her came a head of red curls, and Midhat instantly recognised the captain of the steamship, Gorin.

“Bonsoir, Capitaine,” he said.

Jeannette turned sharply, as the red-haired man replied: “Bonsoir.” He returned Midhat’s nod and reached out his hand: “My name is Paul Richer. With pleasure.”

“Hello,” said Marian.

“Marian is our young bride-to-be,” said Docteur Molineu.

Midhat stared at the weathered face of the man he knew as Captain Gorin while everyone sat down. He felt feverish. The maid brought fresh glasses for the cordial, and the fatigue came in rushes; he batted it away by moving a leg, an arm, a foot, anything to keep him present, here on this couch, in this blue salon.

“Dear Marian, I cannot believe it is so soon,” said Jeannette.

“This is our young guest du Proche-Orient,” said the Docteur, “Monsieur Kamal, who has come to study medicine at the university. He has just arrived, in fact. We expect he is feeling a little désorienté at the moment.”

“Papa.”

“Vraiment!” said the man who was or was not Captain Gorin. “Where are you from?”

“Nablus, a town north of Jerusalem, south of Damascus.”

“Magnificent.”

“He is going to be a doctor,” said Jeannette.

Midhat twisted his torso. The position kept him more alert. It also allowed him to look again at the man’s face.

And as he looked now, a conviction solidified that this was not, after all, Captain Gorin. Those ginger whiskers were not familiar, nor the sunburnt cheeks. This was a stranger, his name was Paul Richer, and given the smile on his lips he was clearly aware that Midhat was studying him. The realisation jarred as strongly as the instant of his first mistake, and Midhat was overcome by a sour-tasting unease.

“Monsieur Midhat,” said Jeannette. “You must be very tired. Would you prefer to go to bed? Georgine, perhaps Monsieur Midhat would like to see where his bedroom is? He looks—he must be very tired from his journey.”

And so, shortly before seven o’clock in the evening, on the twentieth of October 1914, Midhat Kamal was shown into a corner room in the upstairs of the Molineu house in Montpellier. The window showed the dim garden, a large tree at the far end. The walls of the room were striped yellow, and opposite the bed, beside the fireplace, a wooden chair faced a table with a vase of lilies dropping orange dust on its shiny veneer. His trunk stood upright beside an armoire. He untied his shoes and lay down.

Flat on his back, he thought again of the stranger downstairs named Paul Richer, and tried to picture his captain. Red curls, grooves in his cheeks. The rest was harder to fill in. He felt the rocking motions of the sea, and the images of the day plotted themselves on the insides of his eyelids: the French coast that morning, emerging from the blue distance; the passengers abandoning breakfast to crowd at the windows; the port of Marseille, the bustle for gangplanks onto shore, the motorcars, the whistling; Jeannette stepping towards him with her hand out; the town from the car window, darkening; the cordial, the salon, the bedroom, the ceiling. He realised his eyes were closed, and opened them.

The colours had gone. He was on his side, and the floor by the window was quilted with moonlight. In the dark the bedroom was large and soft. Sleep was half off and half on. He pulled himself up; a chill seared. Jacket off, braces down, unbutton the shirt. And then a whisper, a patter—nothing human, the sound of two objects shifting past each other. He stared at the door, and watched it puff open with an intruding breeze. The latch had not clicked shut.

On his feet, he pulled the handle and the door turned silently on its hinge. There lay the upstairs hall. Grey and empty. No draught, although the air was a little cooler. The lip of the carpet that ran up the stairs lay supine at the top, slightly furled. Above it the banister turned, descending. And in the far corner at the other end of the gallery, where the gloom deepened, a lamp stood beside a closed door.

He retreated. He pressed the door until he heard the latch, and slid under the cold sheets. His eyes shut on the dark ceiling and soon the bedclothes were as warm as his skin, and he could imagine he was back in Nablus. A memory rose up, of a time he had walked in his sleep, when he was fourteen or so. He had woken at the warble of the call to prayer to find himself in bed beside his grandmother, his Teta, with one of her arms around his waist. Confused, ashamed, he tried to pull himself upright, stuck a foot out onto the cold tile—until Teta stretched forward and touched his hair. You were talking, she said. Habibi don’t worry, habibi, go back to sleep.




2

In the twilight years of the Empire, keeping time had become a problem. The official year still began in March, when the tax farmers plagued the fellahin. But the Christians used the Gregorian calendar, led by January with the leap years and a few variations according to their liturgies; and while the Jews adjusted their terms to accommodate the cycles of the earth, the Muslims followed the lunar Hijri and gradually fell out of step with the seasons as they turned.

While Midhat was a child everyone in Nablus, even the non-Muslims, followed the moon and, in spite of Sultan Abdülhamid’s new Frankish clock tower, kept religiously to Arab time. According to the Muslims, the Almighty had so designed the universe that every day as the sun disappeared the timepieces of humanity should be set to the twelfth hour, in obedience to the clock of the world. And so as darkness fell and the muezzins called for the maghrib prayer, wealthy Nabulsis all over town pulled watches from their pockets, extracted the crowns with their fingernails, and fiddled to make the hands clap on twelve, before, if so inclined, rushing off to the mosque.

As a very young child Midhat would sleep beside his Teta, Um Taher, in the winter. When he was five they moved beyond the old city walls, from a house with a shared courtyard and rounded chambers to a modern building with private rooms and squared edges at the foot of Mount Gerizim. He watched the seasons from his new bedroom window with the snowy gussets of Jabal al-Sheikh on the horizon.

The day Haj Taher, Midhat’s father, announced his second engagement, Teta declared she had seen the carriage on the mountain a month before. Teta’s prophecies protected no one, for she never knew what they meant at the time, and suffered only from the haunting of retrospect. Among other things, she had foreseen her own husband’s death.

“I had a vision of a coffin on a blue carpet. I saw the corner of the wood on the blue carpet. I was at my mother’s house, and I saw it again when they brought the coffin from Jaffa and put it at my feet. My eye, this eye, looked quickly down and I saw the corner of the coffin and, underneath it, the carpet.”

Haj Taher’s first marriage, to Midhat’s mother, was Teta’s doing. The girl came from a good Jenin family, and Taher had loved her.

“Your mother had green eyes. Her face was almost flat under them, like this,” and she pressed her fingers over her cheeks, “wallah, like a little boy.”

If she had prophesied this girl’s death by tuberculosis, Teta kept it to herself. Midhat was two years old. His father was in Egypt. The house was filled with women crying, and as they washed the body on the dining table the housekeeper brought semolina pastries out to the hall, which Midhat crumbled in his fists before licking the sweet grit off his palms. The moment his father appeared in the doorway Teta yowled and gripped the edge of the table as though she might fall over.

Haj Taher did not stop long in Nablus. His clothing business in Cairo was growing fast and required more of his attention, and though he had hired extra staff for the shop on Muski Street and more young men to bring silks from the Golan, he never forgot his own father’s lesson about the importance in business of maintaining personal relations, and since “Al-Kamal” was entering the Cairene lexicon to signify clothing of particularly high quality, Haj Taher Kamal himself could not run the store as an absentee. Nor could he rely on anonymous couriers to collect the silks from the merchants. He must both appear regularly on the selling floor and travel north for the stock, using the new envoys only to keep pace with the turnover. This ceaseless engagement was exhausting but profitable: it ensured the loyalty of the consumers and the honesty of the traders. Besides, the journeys added variation to his life; he could visit Nablus on the way, stop in on his agent Hisham at the local store, spend an evening with his mother and young son, before returning to check the accounts on Muski. When he returned to Cairo after his wife’s funeral, he would have liked to set out on a trip again, but business had no time for grief. The holiday was approaching, sales had escalated, and he needed to stay in Cairo to supervise the shop.

Haj Taher spent his mornings at a sandalwood desk in the back room marking up the books. During the afternoons he mingled with the customers. This was a regime worked out over years, with a rhythm so precise that on more days than not the moment his assistant knocked on his door for lunch he was just inking a final digit in the accounting book, and this temporal economy pleased him, this sense of moving from one activity to another without a moment wasted.

Shortly after his wife’s death, however, his regime was disrupted. Catching wind of his bereavement, a medley of Cairene businessmen began to disturb him in the mornings, and the hours devoted to accounting spilled unhappily into the afternoons. Every other day another man appeared, entered with caution, and puffed out his chest before the desk to describe the virtues of his daughter. Haj Taher thanked each one for the offer and declined. But after several weeks the interruptions began to work on him, and some of his polite dismissals became resentful acceptances of their invitations to call. After a longer while the flattery began to work on him too, and his acceptances became ceremonious. For it was beginning to seem plain that of course he deserved to marry again, and to marry well. And with his nose for business, Haj Taher was aware of the inconstancies of fashion and favour, and that for the time being he was a rich merchant, famous among the ladies, and he would do well to make use of it.

Without any female relatives in Egypt, he had no one to inspect the contenders. He might have called on his mother, but he considered her continued grief for his first wife and decided against it. Instead, he employed a friend named Rabab, a light-blooded dancer to whom he often made love after her performances in Zamalek. For a small fee Rabab agreed to investigate the girls on offer, and sift, discreetly, through the reputations of their families. A week passed, and on the Thursday evening Haj Taher caught Rabab wrapping herself in a gown behind the stage. Smiling with her lips together she produced a list written on the back of a menu. This one had a wealthy family, she said, but the mother was a pig. This was one of four girls, and the least appealing of the four. A shame; her two older sisters were very nice. This one was not wealthy, but the family was pleasant. Popular, well known. Pretty? So-so, very small teeth. This one was a Copt. Irritating. This one was certainly the most beautiful of all of them—

“What is her name?” said Taher.

“Layla. The family is so-so. Well off, not terribly.”

“What is the mother like?”

“A nice person. Attractive, too.”

He did not take long to decide. He wrote to Layla’s father, and within days they had arranged the signing of the book and the wedding date. Only then did he invite his mother from Nablus for the ceremony, where she did not join in the ululations, nor did she dance.

Layla had thick hair and a thin neck, and in keeping with tradition she did not take to her stepson. She was especially hostile to touch, and whenever she could she would detach Midhat’s fingers from her husband’s thumb. Since she preferred to stay near her own family, Haj Taher’s visits to Nablus became infrequent. More often now he sent an envoy to check on the stall there and conserved his travelling time for the Golan, leaving Midhat alone with Teta on Mount Gerizim for longer and longer periods.

Around this time, Midhat’s memories started to congeal. His father became a big knee, a voice on the other side of a room. Teta was a cushion of breasts smelling of rose water and sweet violet. Layla was a bony wall. His mother, a soft nothing.

As Taher and Layla’s visits to Nablus became rare, gossip about their fortunes bred in the schoolrooms. Midhat’s cousin Jamil, who lived in the house below theirs, heard a rumour that Haj Taher had won his wealth by uncovering pharaonic artefacts in his garden in Cairo.

Teta burst out laughing. She was crouching in the doorway, fixing something. “Remember boys, the most unhappy people are the envious ones.”

But when Taher did appear in Nablus, Teta glared at his new wife. Taher cracked pumpkin seeds between his teeth and Midhat stood looking at the large knee, which bounced as his father reached for the bowl. He liked the square hole made by his father’s shelved leg, one ankle on the other thigh, and, preoccupied then by an urge for fitting things into holes, he longed to climb under his father’s lap and stand up inside that human cubicle. Then the legs crossed, and the big dangling foot with its shiny leather vamp became a swing, perfect for sitting on. Beside him, Layla watched.

One memory of his father prevailed over the others. Later Midhat could not have said how old he was—six perhaps, or seven—but with that uncertainty the image earned the status of a myth or a recited dream and occupied undue space in his mind, for while there must have been similar mornings this was the one that endured.

In the memory, it is dawn on Mount Gerizim, and the bread tin lid claps shut on the sideboard. Two valises stand by the door. And there is Baba, wearing a tarbush and brown wool travelling coat, and he whispers good morning and leans down for a kiss. His breath is human and sweet, and two red swollen pores are visible under his moustache. From the doorway Midhat watches his father attach the bags on either side of his horse. Baba mounts, and before he moves, pauses on the back of the animal to look at his son. The watery exhalations of the morning hover over the distant olive trees in a bluish haze, and Haj Taher, Abu Midhat, descends into the mist.

It was spring when a letter arrived with news of Layla’s pregnancy. Teta clapped her hands, and the ladies arrived to congratulate her. After that, months passed without a single letter or telegram. Summer opened up and heat poured from the sky. The bricks of the houses turned ash white. Groundling plants yellowed and died. Samoom winds made suffocating visitations under the cover of dust and dried up four of Nablus’s freshwater springs. When the rains finally came, they came in torrents.

At first Midhat thought it was the storm that had woken him. Then he heard voices. Creeping to the door he saw the shape of his father in the hall, standing in the glow of a lamp, shaking water from his arms. Teta stepped into the light beside him, collecting layers of clothing in the jerking dark. When Midhat woke again it was morning, and his grandmother was sitting on his bed. She put a hand on his ankle through the cover, and said quietly: “Your father is here. He is upset by the death of the baby.” His father’s clothes, deformed by the damp, hung for days from the hooks on the kitchen wall.

When the second baby came, Taher and Layla returned to live in Nablus. A short while later, Midhat was sent off to school in Constantinople. His cousin Jamil had already completed his first year at the Mekteb-i Sultani, so the departure was not as fearsome as it might have been. In fact, all year Midhat had felt envious of Jamil, who at thirteen was already so like a man, and careless of his schoolbooks, which he brought home during the holiday. Midhat had seen the pile on his cousin’s bedroom floor knocked sideways so the spines were visible, and strained to decipher the lettering of the titles. When he himself was sent off, the change felt less like going away than going towards.

The Mekteb-i Sultani—also known as the “Lycée Impérial”—was a large yellow boarding school beside the Bosphorus, with black-and-gold gates and formal gardens. His classmates hailed from all over the Empire: Armenians, Greeks, Jews from Macedonia, Maronite Christians from Mount Lebanon, even Bulgarians and Albanians until that territory was lost; and though the majority were Turks and most of the others were sons of officials and officers, it was nonetheless here that Midhat had his first taste of cosmopolitan life. After an intensive course in French, he perfected his Ottoman Turkish, and learned a little English and a little Persian; he studied astronomy and mathematics, was bored by calligraphy and geography, and excited by philosophy and science. School timetables were set to Frankish time, so that instead of riding the twelve hours between sunrise and sunset as they did in Nablus, the schoolboys counted from noon to noon.

It was also at the Lycée that Midhat first discovered his own separateness. He was bathing in the shower room one morning, his feet on the varnished wooden boards above the drain, rubbing the suds as the water sheeted his legs and thinking vaguely about the boys in line outside while he was alone in here. Then it came to him. He looked down at his body and realised that his hands were only his hands, and that his eyes were only his to look out from. It was peculiar, provoked only by the barrier the door made keeping the water in and the other boys out. And it was not exactly something he hadn’t already known; only he now felt it more concretely. It had never occurred to him before to question why Midhat should be Midhat, and that no one else should be Midhat, or that Midhat should be no one else. And at the same time that it now mystified him, looking down at his legs, red with heat and lightly tufted with straight black hairs, he also could not imagine how things might be otherwise. This realisation was like a tiny jolt of electricity that both locked him inside his body and alienated him from it. The jolt was as curious as it was painful, and when later he tried calmly to recall the feeling, he could not. He even tried to recreate the experience by entering the showers and looking down at his hands, but the jolt would not come. Over the next four years the sensation did visit him again, but rarely. Once or twice he felt it in a classroom when his mind wandered from the lesson and he looked at the pen between his fingers. And sometimes in that half state between waking and sleeping, when he was lying in bed and Jamil was snoring in the cot beside him, and his mind blurred the events of the day—then it came: the electric feeling of aloneness, victorious and agonising, unearthly.

During the holidays Midhat and Jamil took the ferry back over the Bosphorus to the Asian side, and then the train from Haydarpasha to Damascus, before travelling south to Nablus. The baby, Musbah, grew older in lurches. One year Layla was round with pregnancy again, the next year there was a second child, the following year a third. One year Midhat returned and found that his father and Layla had moved back to Cairo, and again he and Teta were alone on Mount Gerizim.

Then the Ottomans joined the war effort, and time literally began to change. There was an argument over some warships—the British wanted them back, the Turks sold them to the Germans—and though the Ottomans continued to pretend they were neutral, they signed a secret treaty with Germany in August 1914 on the Gregorian calendar. Mobilization began, and, in a bid for discipline, all the clocks were set to Frankish time.

At school, the Turkish boys were excited. But many wealthy sons of the provinces scrambled to avoid the barracks; the men of Haj Taher’s generation paid a fee to evade conscription in the Ottoman army, but the rules had changed. Some young men in Nablus made use of a conscription loophole and married impoverished women from the villages; others hid in their family homes; others escaped to Europe. Jamil found employment as a military clerk in Constantinople and managed that way to avoid the front line, while the income from the Kamal store in Cairo was by now so plentiful that Haj Taher made plans to send Midhat to France.

Even though the Turks would soon be at war with her, France remained, in the minds of everyone at the Mekteb-i Sultani, the pinnacle of Europe and exemplar of the modern age. The great travellers of North Africa and the Levant always chose to visit France, and even European “Frankish” timekeeping was by an accident of etymology tied to the French. What an opportunity, therefore, to go straight to the heart of modernity and be educated there. At nineteen, Midhat Kamal was becoming ambitious. And he was pleased by the confidence in him his father’s decision displayed, and the love that wished to put him out of war’s way.

He travelled to Cairo for the first time en route to Alexandria. On the journey he thought about his mother. These thoughts had little substance beyond a familiar nightgowned shadow—often summoned, always deficient in reality—and an indelible sense that, despite the two years they shared on earth together, his mother had died so that Midhat might live. A fatal logic of correlation: when she was, he was not, and when he was, she was not. He observed the commotion of the Cairene streets as through a thick pane of glass. The Europeans surprised him, clustered in separate cafés from the Egyptians and the Greeks; they wore pale colours and cast distinctive silhouettes against the imperial sun. His father’s house also surprised him. A white villa with two storeys, surrounded by fruit trees that knocked their goods against the windows. It did not surprise him that Layla scowled when he arrived, and whispered in the hall outside the bedroom where he slept, and tried to exclude him from conversation at dinner.

The evening before his departure, his father caught him on the stairs.

“Habibi, come with me, aal-maktab.”

The office shutters pleated along their joints to disclose the remaining day, and Midhat watched his father reach over the desk against those pale slats of light, and heard the wheeling of a drawer. He returned with a handful of purple silk; amid the fabric something gleamed. A gold disc. He rubbed the silk over its engravings.

“This is for you, Midhat.”

The watch was heavy and cool. Midhat popped the clasp. From an ornate enamel dial three tiny black hands protruded. One trotted around the rim, pointing at the Arabic ciphers.

His father produced a penknife. “This is how you open the back.”

He slotted the blade into the edge, and the back of the disc swung open on an invisible hinge. Inside, a series of corrugated wheels were fastened with screwed silver plates, all motionless except for two: one spinning in a fury, and pushing a smaller adjacent wheel, which turned at regular intervals. The smaller wheel was clicking. Click, click, click.

“Thank you. Father, thank you.”

“God keep you, habibi. Keep it safe.”
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“Where is the mother of the bride?” the photographer called, emerging from the curtain.

A woman ran across the lawn, the wind pushing her dress between her legs. The assembled group made a space for her in the first row. One flash and a loud pop, and the photographer emerged again to replace the slide.

“Hello Monsieur Kamal,” said a large man in an ivory waistcoat. “My name is Sylvain Leclair.”

Sylvain Leclair’s moustache twitched as he spoke. Midhat returned the greeting, and Sylvain gave him a long impassive look. He removed his hat, drawing his fluffy hair up into a peak on the back of his head.

“Are you a relation of the bride, or of the groom?” said Midhat.

Leclair’s expression did not change. He turned to Docteur Molineu.

“Frédéric, come here. I want to talk to you.”

The two men moved off, and Midhat wondered if he had said something wrong.

“Monsieur Kamal, are you enjoying yourself?”

Jeannette was beside him, wearing a blue dress and white lace gloves.

“I’ll tell you who everyone is,” she said. “Bonjour Patrice! That—that in the big hat is Madame Crotteau. Her husband died last year of meningitis. She can be a little annoying, you have been warned. And that one I said hello to is Patrice Nolin. Actually he used to be a professor at the Faculty of Medicine, although he has retired, unfortunately. He wrote a book last year about the social life of animals. And right up until the war he was in the Congo. His daughters are Carole and Marie-Thérèse, those two. That’s Marie-Thérèse in the orange dress. God, isn’t it hideous.”

Marie-Thérèse’s dress was more red than it was orange, Midhat thought, and he appreciated the diffuse quality of the satin. But he nodded nonetheless; it was unusual to have Jeannette’s attention like this. Since his arrival a week ago she often smiled at him, but only from afar, and she did not engage much in conversation. Her father on the other hand pestered him with questions whenever he could, most often at breakfast. Sometimes Jeannette joined in these discussions—just that morning, for example, she appeared to enjoy explaining the difference between très, trop, and tellement, the last two of which they discovered had no direct Arabic equivalents. But more often than not she slipped from the table before they were finished and disappeared into some remote quarter of the house, and Midhat did not see her again until he returned from the Faculty in the evening.

“That man talking with Carole is Carl Page, he works in a bank. His mother is a friend of Sarah Bernhardt’s. His son has already been called to Ypres. And that one in the red cravat is Xavier, my cousin, Marian’s brother. He is studying law. And Laurent, he is also at the Medical Faculty. I will introduce you.”

Laurent was a tall blond man, stooping to talk with a squat fellow in a bowler. Jeannette did not, however, make any motion to initiate an introduction. She continued:

“With him is Luc Dimon. He owns the largest vineyard in the region.”

“And these are all friends of the bride?”

“The ones I have named. I don’t know the groom’s party. They are mostly from Nice.”

Docteur Molineu was now in conversation with Patrice Nolin near the entrance to the dinner tent. There was something girlish about Nolin’s appearance. His eyes were far apart and his cheeks had a high colour. Molineu’s face was puckering with animation. That was exactly how he looked at breakfast, jumping with excitement whenever they encountered any phrase that could not be translated.

The crowd began to move, and a footman raised an arm by the tent entrance. Midhat’s name, spelt “Monsieur Methat Kemal,” was written beside Jeannette’s on the board. They collected slices of fowl in brown sauce from the table at the back, and as they took their seats Sylvain Leclair appeared across the table, alongside Luc Dimon.

“Le jeune Turc!” said Sylvain Leclair.

“Actually,” said Jeannette, “Monsieur Midhat would call himself a Palestinian Arab.”

Midhat glanced at her. Something thawed in his chest.

“So, Monsieur l’Arabe,” said Sylvain, pulling out his chair, “what brings you to Montpellier?”

“Medicine,” said Midhat. “I am studying medicine at the university.”

“Escaping the barracks?” Without moving the rest of his face, Sylvain Leclair winked. “This is my friend Dimon—Luc, this is a young Arab man, staying with the Molineus. Monsieur Mid—quoi Mid—ha? He is here avoiding the war.”

“Sylvain,” said Jeannette.

“I’m just playing. Dimon owns a vineyard. The largest in the region. With the best wine.”

“Ho ho, how do you do. Sylvain is very modest, he is an excellent vigneron. But you know, we all had trouble with the blight, it was an awful thing.”

“Some of us had more trouble than others. Did you know about this, Monsieur Kamal? It attacked the plants. They were very, very small.” Sylvain curled his forefinger inside his thumb. “Phylloxera vastatrix. Une petite friponne. The little grues destroyed my entire vineyard. The vine leaves all had little balls on them. This is a Clairette Languedoc, would you like to try, Monsieur Midhat?”

“No, thank you. Yes, a little. Thank you.”

“How did you come to know the Molineus?” said Luc Dimon.

“My father contacted the university, and Docteur Molineu kindly offered himself as a host.”

“The sacrifices,” said Sylvain. “Tell us some things. We’d like to know all about your way of life.”

Midhat could not tell if Sylvain was mocking him. “Excuse me?”

“Midhat, may I introduce you to Monsieur Laurent Toupin.”

Jeannette moved back in her chair to reveal the tall blond man on her other side.

“How do you do.”

“Enchanted to meet you,” said Midhat. He turned his head, and a crisp breath of wind from a gap in the marquee alerted him to the sweat on his face.

“He speaks French well,” said Laurent.

“He does,” said Jeannette. “Excuse me, gentlemen.”

Laurent took Jeannette’s vacated seat. His sleeve was rolled before the elbow, and his forearm was covered in wiry blond hair.

“You know, I think I have seen you at the Faculty … you are very recognisable. I am in my fourth year, but you have just started? How have you found it, the classes? The first year is a little boring, I remember, you have all the preliminaries in the sciences. But have you started the clinics?”

“Not yet,” said Midhat. He took a deep breath. He was conscious of Sylvain Leclair, swilling his wine across the table from them. “Next week, I believe.”

“And you are enjoying it? I love medicine, I really do, I love the Faculty. It’s the best discipline in the world. We are at the very tip, the edge, pushing into the unknown. You know, they say you can look out there into the unknown, or you can look in here. People are so afraid of it, and that’s why. But—is it common to visit France to study medicine, for men in your region? I imagine the traditions must be different. I mean, it was only two centuries ago they were using Avicenna’s book in the Faculty, but I imagine things have diverged since then.”

This mention of Avicenna struck Midhat as artificial. He realised Laurent was trying to impress him, and warmed to him instantly.

“We have a university in Cairo,” he said. “It is a good university. There is another in Beirut. But more and more men from Syria are studying in Europe, in England, France, Germany. And the same is happening in the other direction. Though not for university of course. We do have good universities … they are not the best. The best is Europe, everyone knows that. But they use the French way, too, in Syria and Egypt.”

“Interesting. You know it’s very interesting to meet you. Jeannette tells me you are a Muslim. There was an Oriental who graduated from the Faculty the year I began, though actually now I think of it I believe he was Christian. Anyway, they aren’t common here but certainly he was a good doctor.”

“Midhat, how are you, is everything fine, everything going well?”

“Yes, thank you Docteur.”

“Stop calling me Docteur now Midhat, I am Frédéric. You have met Laurent, I see. Laurent it’s good to see you. Your hair is too long, however.”

“The army will cut it soon enough.”

“Ah, pff. Patrice, Patrice, come and meet Midhat Kamal. Here.”

“Enchanté.”

“Patrice is my colleague now, we are in the same discipline. It used to be the human body for him, and now it is the social one.”

“Frédéric. Un livre, seulement un livre.”

“So you don’t think you will return to the university at all?”

“As I’ve said, the problem for me is that when the war begins … immédiatement c’est fini, ou sinon immédiatement, assez vite. No more free thought, no more free … exchange.”

“Ah … yes, I know what you mean.”

“Marian!” said Jeannette, who had returned and was standing behind them, addressing the bride on the other side. “I have not seen you since the church. You look so beautiful. Where is Paul?”

“Oh, Jojo I am exhausted. Ouf—I have to go.”

Laurent said: “When is he going to Flanders?”

“After they return from Nice, I think.”

“Are you not going, Laurent?”

“I’m exempt for a while, because I volunteered. Not for long though.”

“Oh come on, you have to join us! You should just volunteer again. Don’t be a mouse.”

“Xavier is going.”

“When?”

“With the others. Two weeks.”

“And all the ladies will be nursing you.”

“Did you hear about the Alberts’ German governess?”

“Governess? No, I only know the story about the bank …”

“Maman … Maman …”

Around them the guests were rising with a racket of chair legs. Four pyramids had appeared at the back of the pavilion. Midhat followed Jeannette between the tables. The pyramids, he saw, were constructed of tiny round cakes.

“Midhat, may I offer you one?”

“Bonjour, I am Madame Crotteau.”

“Bonjour Madame, I am Midhat Kamal.”

“I know. How do you find Montpellier? Is it not beautiful. Has Frédéric taken you to Palavas-les-Flots?”

“Why in hell would I take him to the sea?” said Frédéric. “Imagine, you travel to an entirely new country and they say—let us show you the water on which you came! No, Nicole. He needs to see the culture, the city, the landscape of the interior. Hear the music, read the trobairitz … that’s the important … the smells, the terroir of Occitan …”

“Only a Parisian could be tellement fier du Languedoc.”

Frédéric raised an eyebrow. “My mother was from Dordogne.”

“You must come for a walk with me, Midhat,” said Laurent, shaking icing sugar onto the floor. “I’ll show you the gardens. Yes?”

“Yes, that would be wonderful.”

“Fantastic. We’ll meet at the Salle Dugès when the sun is out.”



They decided on Thursday, if the weather was good. Thursday came and it was raining, so they decided on the Friday. The morning session that Friday was an introduction to practical dissection for the first years; Midhat would meet Laurent afterwards, at noon by the statue of Lapeyronie.

Each week the crowd in the Salle Dugès had diminished. Now only a handful of French students remained, exempt from combat for medical reasons, to which some confessed while others remained rigidly silent. Nonetheless eager to prove their nerve, all made pointed use of frontline slang, referring to the Germans as “Boches” and quipping about the weakness of the Prussian gene. Many younger professors had also been conscripted, and several names on Midhat’s timetable did not correspond to the person who appeared at the front of the classroom. His classmates were mainly Spaniards and Belgians and there were also two Swiss and one Englishman. Midhat was the only Arab and the only student not from Europe, and in the morning atmosphere of the Salle he felt shy. He observed, remote from conversations, how someone could introduce an anecdote as funny, might even begin by outlining the final joke: the listening company would anticipate the ending and laugh in unison. Once a humourous tone was established, anything could be amusing, and each person was ready to laugh even at the weakest joke in the spirit of including everyone.

Despite his shyness, his accent was improving, and he pronounced “le thorax” and “le capillaire” with the precision of a foreigner. On the Rue de la Loge he bought a new French hat, an overcoat, and a black umbrella, and he brought all three items with him to the Faculty on the Friday he was to meet Laurent, despite the fact that their walk was dependent on fine weather.



Professor Brogante stood at the head of the operating table.

“Medicine is not an exact science,” he intoned, stretching over the implement tray and flipping a scalpel so its blade faced the same direction as the others.

The walls of the dissection hall carried Brogante’s voice far over the raked seats, so that, to the students standing close around the corpse, on which a white sheet rose to points at the feet and knees, the professor’s statements seemed to boom.

“The fact that its data are so complex, that it deals usually with probabilities rather than certainties, does not destroy the scientific character of medicine.” Brogante’s hands descended to the lower edge of the sheet. “It only adds a reason for greater scientific caution.”

The students rustled for a view.

“Every point I, the physician, observe is a suggestion. I look for other indications to confirm my diagnosis, or I try a certain procedure, the outcome of which will decide whether I have read the situation correctly.”

A head of black hair appeared at the top of the sheet, shining blue in the glow from the high windows. The waxy shaven face of a man emerged, followed by his torso. Brogante flattened the sheet over the legs, wrapped his fingers around a scalpel, and approached the grey neck.

“In order to expose the thoracic and abdominal cavities, we will make the first incision from the sternum …”

Professor Brogante’s voice expanded so much it seemed to have no edges, and Midhat no longer heard the individual words. He saw the blade pierce the skin of the neck, and watched the top layer of epidermis split quickly, as though it had been tied tightly shut and was just released. The first long incision complete, Brogante cut a second lateral line. Then he turned the flaps of skin back, one by one, four dry slaps. Inside was an inhuman assemblage of organs. Overripe red and purple and sick yellow. Midhat looked at the bloodless strings of sinew lacing the stomach, and gave way. His vision thronged with black spots, which crowded together and closed the cadaver from sight.

The next thing he knew he was sitting alone, in the front row of the auditorium. He saw the backs of the other students ahead, and Brogante’s voice continued, more distantly:

“The gallbladder lies to the extreme right of the epigastric zone. The caecum in the right iliac compartment and, can you see, that there is the ascending colon. Can anyone tell me what region that is in? Monsieur Havonteur?”

Midhat could not see the body for the students. One head turned: it was Samuel Cogolati, a Belgian. Cogolati twisted his neck to check no one was watching him, then bounded over and crouched beside Midhat’s chair.

“Tout va bien?”

“Qu’est-ce qui se passe? I fainted, didn’t I.”

“Yes.” Cogolati breathed a laugh. “Ça va, I caught you, you didn’t hit the floor.” He shook his head up and down very quickly. “I have to go back, but … Ça va?”

“Fine, fine, go back. I’ll take a moment. Thank you, Samuel.”

“De rien.”



In spite of the bread roll Cogolati brought from the dining hall, Midhat’s legs were still trembling when he met Laurent at noon beside the statue, and he was grateful for his umbrella to lean on.

“Philosophically speaking,” said Laurent, as they moved off down the boulevard, “your reaction was totally natural. I recall my first practical dissection. Not a … not a pleasant experience.”

“Thank you. But I still can’t help feeling ashamed of myself.”

“It will be less abhorrent, you’ll find, observing the living organism. Unfortunately they must start you on the dead because it’s better for pointing out the organs. I think there is something of the object quality of the dead that is alarming. But what one must realise, what we must accommodate, as students of medicine I mean, is that death is absolutely a part of life. And as we progress scientifically, as a race, we must overcome those social taboos that relegate death to a separate sphere. What I mean to say is, don’t worry about it.”

Midhat took a deep breath and tried not to sigh. “I am still—I feel—”

“Human nature …” said Laurent. He looked up at the sky, eyes half-shut against the sun. “The meaning of illness … We are never without death, in life. You could argue we exist in a constant state of dying, like a flame, unstable, decaying. And what is sickness, therefore? Sickness is a part of life. We talk of life as renewal, but really it is decay. The fight against decay, sometimes, but decay nonetheless.”

While Laurent spoke, Midhat thought of the tour they had taken on the first day of term, during which he had followed the other new students into an enormous hall with a trompe l’oeil ceiling. The walls of the first gallery were lined with cabinets, and everyone had gasped as they turned to look.

Deformed foetuses pressing against the glass walls of jars. Human and animal skeletons hanging from nails; skulls branded with the names of diseases stacked at jaunty angles. In a glass-topped cabinet lay a mummified head, chemical black, the brain half-exposed. The cabinets extended: more brains, quartered and labelled, bodies strung up, black like the head. Burnt, perhaps. The diagrams on the walls, the paintings, all of them depicted gaudy excrescences, specimens of monstrosity, phases of venereal disease. Charts compared abnormality with abnormality, infection, atrophies, palsies, leprosies. A two-headed baby with twin tufts of hair creased four eyes at him.

Laurent brought them to a stop. At the top of a tall, pale-green gate a curlicued sign of beaten iron stated: université de montpellier, jardin des plantes, fondé par henri iv en 1593. The gate scraped open over the gravel, and they faced a track up a shallow incline that split in two: to the right alongside a hedgerow, to the left by a stone wall finished with an urn. They took the hedgerow path. Beyond, white paths sliced green lawns and a stone building arched upward, speared with cypress trees.

“This garden is one of the oldest in Europe,” said Laurent. “It was created by the king for a famous scientist called Belleval. They added parts
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