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ELIAS JAHSHAN

INTRODUCTION

In This Arab is Queer, eighteen writers share a personal story that is close to their hearts, one which they haven’t had the platform to write about before now. This ground-breaking collection subverts stereotypes and elevates voices identifying across the full LGBTQ+ spectrum – lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer and non-binary – and hailing from eleven Arab countries, both from the Gulf, Levant and North Africa, and from the diaspora (either as immigrants, children of immigrants, or recent refugees).

These writings assert our existence and agency as a community, and also celebrate our varied experiences. Here, readers will find stories of love and pride, heartbreak and empathy, courage and humour. This is a space where the microphone is entirely the writers’ own. To the best of my knowledge, it is the first collection of its kind.

Many readers will know that most Arab countries criminalise homosexuality. The level of enforcement varies from country to country. In Egypt, recent police crackdowns carried out on queer people have resulted in scores being imprisoned, and sometimes tortured. In Lebanon, laws against homosexuality are not generally enforced, allowing for a visible queer community to thrive in the capital Beirut. In a few countries – namely Jordan and Palestine (except for the Gaza Strip) – homosexuality is not a crime, though laws protecting the community from discrimination are virtually non-existent. In a handful of other countries – Saudi Arabia, Yemen and in some cases in the UAE and Iraq – homosexuality is punishable by death.

It is interesting to note that many of these restrictions stem from inherited European colonial laws that were informed by a Christian understanding of morality. When the West talks about homophobia in the Arab world or among global diasporic communities, the focus is on how Islam or traditional Arab attitudes are at the root of hostility toward LGBTQ+ Arabs, which is an essentialist and simplistic approach. On the flipside, patriarchal norms are deeply embedded in Arab culture and is an important reason for the rampant discrimination, criminalisation and deep cultural stigma of queer people.

As a gay Arab writer and journalist, and in my stint as editor of Australia’s longest-running queer media outlet, Star Observer, I have observed that Western media outlets often focus on sensationalist news stories. Well-known examples include gay men being thrown from rooftops during Daesh’s reign of terror in Syria and Iraq, or homophobic attacks in Morocco after Instagram influencer Sofia Taloni told her followers to use gay dating apps to locate and publicly out gay people. The issue isn’t that these events are covered of course; it’s that the media seemingly only pay attention to negative stories, and rarely engage with Arab voices directly.

A rising number of LGBTQ+ Arabs are stepping forward to tell stories about queer life, however. Their stories are complex and go beyond the usual narratives of state-sanctioned discrimination or family homophobia and transphobia.

While queer Arab writing in the Arabic language is scarce, mostly due to government-enforced bans and censorship, in the West it is not a new phenomenon. Since the 1990s, we have been gifted with wonderful works written by and about queer Arabs. To name a few: the trailblazing Koolaids: The Art of War (1998) by Rabih Alameddine; Abdellah Taïa’s Salvation Army (2006); Saleem Haddad’s Guapa (2016); Danny Ramadan’s The Clothesline Swing (2017); Leila Marshy’s The Philistine (2018); Amrou Al-Kadhi’s Life as a Unicorn (2019); and Zeyn Joukhadar’s The Thirty Names of Night (2020) – or more recent works by Zeina Arafat (You Exist Too Much, 2021), Randa Jarrar (Love Is an Ex-Country, 2021), Omar Sakr (Son of Sin, 2022) and Fatima Daas (The Last One, 2022). Such voices may not always be visible in mainstream outlets, but they are becoming more prolific.

LGBTQ+ Arabs are often asked how it is possible to be queer in our culture. We are expected to explain the ways in which homophobia can make our coming-out journeys a challenge, should we choose to embark on that journey. The question implies that Arabs do not have the capacity to be progressive. It also limits our ability to tell our stories on our own terms. In This Arab is Queer, we reclaim the narrative and show how we can comfortably be both.

Certain themes that are central to many lived experiences for queer Arabs emerge in this collection, such as coming-out stories, how it feels to be shoe-horned because of your identity, what it means to be unseen, or to have seen too much. The importance of friends, family and community is understood more keenly when read in tandem with essays on displacement and loneliness, such as in Dima Mikhayel Matta’s This Text Is a Very Lonely Document, which articulates solitude and how it plays out with the journey as a non-binary person from Lebanon, with such eloquence; or Madian Al Jazerah’s piece Then Came Hope, which explores the particular heartache of a gay Palestinian man who has been made diasporic three times over – from Palestine to Kuwait, then onto Jordan and the US. In The Artist’s Portrait of a Marginalised Man, Danny Ramadan looks at how his cultural identity and sexuality play out in his writing, exploring the fraught path of a marginalised writer who is obliged to represent an entire community in their work, while being denied the artistic licence to centre on characters whose lives are not carbon copies of the writer’s own. Together, these pieces paint a portrait of what queerness across the Middle East and the diaspora looks and feels like today. In fact, it’s true to say every text in This Arab is Queer delivers on this.

While some of the writers whose work is published in this collection live in the Middle East, some are now living elsewhere. As a result, this book travels across time and space; from Baghdad to Vancouver, Lisbon, Dubai, Belgrade, Mecca, New York – and across locales, touching down in hospitals, schools, opera halls, suburban Sydney homes, Cairene concert arenas, Cypriot bookshops and bedrooms, balconies, literature festivals, the backstreet ruins of Beirut’s port silos and the lush surrounds of the Blue Nile. Many pieces straddle more than one place, such as Ahmed Umar’s essay Pilgrimage to Love, which revisits his formative years in Saudi Arabia and Sudan, offering readers an intimate and unique insight into what it was like growing up as a queer person in the Arabian Peninsula and North Africa.

Some essays, such as Amina (pseudonym)’s An August, a September and My Mother deal with events whose fallout was felt the world over; in this case, Amina offers a rare, on-the-ground story around Sarah Hegazy’s tragic death and how it impacted her as a member of Egypt’s queer community. Intertwining the personal with a wider social context, Amina offers readers a sense of solidarity and hope, as well as paying homage to Sarah. Other writers focus on experiences behind closed doors, on private affairs of the family. Anbara Salam considers the silence around taboo subjects in Arab families in Unheld Conversations and how our sexualities can be the elephant in the room at family gatherings. In Dancing Like Sherihan, Hasan Namir writes about his multiple coming-out journeys as a gay Iraqi, and the love and loyalty of his sisters and newfound sister-in-law, who offers to be surrogate for Hasan and his husband’s unborn child.

Many of the writers express their complex, varied relationships with their parents, and how the importance of family is drummed into our psyche from a young age. In You Made Me Your Monster, Amrou Al-Kadhi articulates how Arab children are seen as an extension of their parents – not individuals with their own agency – and reveals the complicated family dynamics this causes. At the same time, the importance of family, and the instinctive yearning for family approval and acceptance, is apparent throughout. Perhaps nowhere is this more so than in Raja Farah’s The Bad Son, which follows a dutiful son who is the primary, yet somewhat resentful, caregiver for an aggressive, hypermasculine father. Unsurprisingly, the son’s sacrifices for his family have a profound impact on his dating life.

Rebellion against one’s parents, and even whole culture, is carried out in both private and public spheres. Indeed, many of these contributors are no strangers to speaking out publicly. In My Kali: Digitising a Queer Arab Future, Khalid Abdel-Hadi details the trials he faced as the founder and editor in chief of My Kali, the Arab world’s longest-running queer media outlet, and how he and his sexuality were made public by the Jordanian media and government. Speaking out goes hand-in-hand with being seen and heard, considered by Hamed Sinno’s a meditation on the power of the voice in Trio. Sinno highlights the role their voice plays in transgressing social norms and customs in public. From contemporary to classical music: Zeyn Joukhadar explores how his journey as a trans man saw him fall in love with opera all over again in Catching the Light: Reclaiming Opera as a Trans Arab. Zeyn also details his experience of how class boundaries intersected with trans identity on his journey, through his examination of notable (orientalist) operatic works and spaces. Many of these pieces demonstrate the perceived transgressive existence of queer Arabs, taking pride in a community that is not afraid to push the boundaries, and showing that these transgressions are needed for us to evolve and progress.

All of these pieces interweave the personal and the political – how could they not? Some writers tackle the spaces where politics and sexuality meet head on. Mona Eltahawy returns to the 2011 revolution in Egypt, as Hosni Mubarak was ousted from office, in her piece The Decade of Saying All That I Could Not Say. She shows how a traumatising event around this time served as an awakening of sorts for her both as a feminist and as a queer, polyamorous woman who came out in her forties. Amna Ali’s My Intersectionality Was My Biggest Bully bravely articulates the struggles of growing up queer, Arab and Black in a society that denies its own racism and is comfortably, openly homophobic. In a critically important piece, Amna goes into detail about her upbringing in the Gulf, while, on the other side of the world, Tania Safi’s Dating White People looks into how she internalised racism within the lesbian community in Australia to the point where her own brother questioned if she herself was a white supremacist.

Of course, there couldn’t be a collection that centred on sexuality without sex, complete with all its stigma, shame and glory. In Pilgrimage to Love, Ahmed Umar recalls his fear after a religious teacher shared his understanding of God’s wrath against homosexuals and the suitable punishments that should be meted out to those practising same-sex relations; while Madian Al Jazerah’s Then Came Hope recounts with both sadness and humour his mother’s graphic, blind assurance that only the ‘bottom’ is gay in a male same-sex coupling. Sometimes sex is inextricably linked with humour, a dash of racism aside. One contributor, who chooses to remain anonymous, encapsulates this in Trophy Hunters, White Saviours and Grindr, where they detail some awkward moments from their time dating while living in the US.

The taboos around premarital sex intensify the desire of the experience for those who have to postpone, plan and conceal sex. Sex positivity is sorely needed in our Arab community, and it is found here, where the joy and importance of sex and of self-discovery coincide. Omar Sakr’s concluding piece Tweets to a Queer Arab Poet is a poetic compilation of tweets in conversation with Adonis, that serves to inspire and encourage queer Arabs to celebrate who we are and to explore our desires.

Sometimes, celebration and mourning become one. Saleem Haddad’s piece Return to Beirut laments the loss of his homeland and what it represents in the wake of the Beirut port explosion, while also mourning a romance he briefly rekindles. But at the same time Haddad shows the agency we have when we put down roots in a place and at a time of our choosing.

Not every piece speaks directly to queer Arab identity; but where they do, as many questions are raised as answers suggested. This is because the plurality of experiences shows without a doubt that one size doesn’t fit all – there is no set formula for life as a queer Arab. Yet together, this collection inspires readers to imagine a bright future for the Arab queer community and for the possibility of love in spite of the stigma we face.

My hope is that This Arab is Queer encourages a safe space for conversation and validation, as well as a changing climate among LGBTQ+ communities. If this book becomes the first of many that centres on queer Arab experiences, and encourages broader engagement with queer Arab writing, it will have fulfilled its mission. I look forward to discovering the plethora of unique stories that are waiting to be told.


MONA ELTAHAWY

THE DECADE OF SAYING ALL THAT I COULD NOT SAY

I am writing this almost exactly ten years after I died.

I am able to write this because I died ten years ago.

The Mona I used to be died on 24 November 2011, on a street called Mohamed Mahmoud, near Tahrir Square, Cairo. Riot police beat her, broke her left arm and right hand, sexually assaulted her and then dragged her to their supervising officer who threatened to have her gang-raped by more of his men. She was detained incommunicado for six hours by the Interior Ministry and another six by military intelligence who blindfolded and interrogated her.

When she was finally released, she bequeathed me a new life and the things she could not say. The past ten years have been the Decade of Saying All that I Could Not Say.

Like nesting dolls – where one doll opens to reveal an identical doll fitting inside it, which then opens up to reveal another identical doll inside it, and so on – every time I spoke a secret I found a more intense version of myself which in turn demanded I say more of what I could not say, and so on, until I got to the core of my silence.

I wrote about taking off my hijab, which I wore for nine years. I wrote about being raised to wait until marriage before I had sex. I wrote some more about the latter, to amend it and say that I was raised to wait until marriage before I had sex with another person – and I obeyed – although I’d been having sex with myself since I was eleven years old. (And thank all the goddesses for that, or else I would have lost my fucking mind waiting for that Egyptian, Muslim cisgender dick to make a decent woman out of me.)

One broken silence led to another silence nestled within it, which led to another, and so on.

I wrote about the two abortions I had. I wrote about menopause and how it was affecting my sex drive. I was on a roll. Shame had nothing on me. When you are shameless you cannot be shamed.

What more? What else? What was that smallest doll nesting inside all these silences I’d smashed?

It took Ireland and Bosnia to force a reckoning with my nesting dolls of secrets.

Of all the countries I have travelled to for work in the Western world, I have always felt most understood in Ireland. Unlike many other European countries which prefer to deny and distance themselves from talking about where I am from – Egypt and the surrounding region – and say, ‘It’s shit over there’, Ireland understood: ‘It’s shit over here too’. The stranglehold of the Catholic Church on everything from politics to education to geopolitics fostered understanding and empathy whenever I spoke there.

In 2015, Ireland became the first country to hold a referendum on marriage equality. The reckoning that such a referendum was required inspired Ursula Halligan, one of Ireland’s most high-profile journalists, to come out at the age of fifty-four. (At the time of writing, I am also fifty-four). She wrote poignantly about a secret she thought she would take to her grave.

‘I was a good Catholic girl, growing up in 1970s Ireland where homosexuality was an evil perversion,’1 she wrote. ‘It was never openly talked about, but I knew it was the worst thing on the face of the earth. So when I fell in love with a girl in my class in school, I was terrified.’ Halligan’s words gave me whiplash.

When I was sixteen years old, I was a good Muslim girl, growing up in Saudi Arabia where homosexuality was an evil perversion. I too fell in love with a girl in my class. But unlike Halligan – and this I now realise had been my denial and distance – I was in love with a girl and a boy at the same time and thought everyone else was too. I did not have a word for it, and I could not explore it beyond feeling jealous when the girl I was in love with told me she was in love with a boy and crestfallen when she did not say I, too, was an object of her love. It would take another three decades until I kissed a woman. But, tellingly, it would also take another decade until I kissed a man.

At around the age of seventeen, I began having nightmares that I had married the wrong man. Even when, at the age of twenty-one, I left gender-segregated Saudi Arabia for the more relaxed Egypt, my country of birth, I wanted very little to do with men. I was that good Muslim girl who was waiting for marriage and, much like Halligan, poured myself into work.

When I read Halligan’s coming-out essay, I marvelled at the almost identical teenage love for a girl and I wondered how our journalism careers had helped us hide. I knew that I, at least, was hiding in plain sight.

Was I brave? Of course I was: I wrote articles that exposed the human rights violations of a regime that tapped my phone, had me followed, summoned me for interrogation at State Security several times, threatened to imprison me, and eventually made good on its threats that night on Mohamed Mahmoud Street in November 2011.

Was I brave? Of course I was not. I could not say, for the longest time, that I desired men and women. How could I when, for the longest time, men alone were off limits. How was I to figure out what I desired when desire for anyone was off limits?

Still, I hid in plain sight.

Before I left Egypt for the United States in 2000, my feminism had focused solely on misogyny, which I understood was protected and enabled by patriarchy. I knew there was an LGBTQ+ community in Egypt, as there is in all countries. When I attended a conference in 2004 for LGBTQ+ Muslims organised by al-Fatiha, one of the first ever organisations of its kind, I began to combine feminism with the fight for LGBTQ+ rights. Our enemy was the same: the patriarchy, specifically a heteronormative patriarchy that privileged heterosexual relationships. Several more Muslim LGBTQ+ organisations exist today.

Soon after, I began to openly support queer people and issues. Some assumed me to be a good ally and asked me to blurb their books or began to follow me on social media, knowing they had an empathic and enthusiastic supporter. Others would slide into my DMs where they would be met with a kind and friendly, ‘I am flattered but I am not gay.’

When I travelled to Beirut in 2009, I spent my first evening at the kind of event I never imagined I could attend in the Middle East at the time. In a theatre on Hamra Street, two women on stage who openly identified as lesbian read in Arabic and English from a book being released that night called Bareed Mista3jil (‘Express Mail’), a collection of forty-one personal, anonymous oral narratives by lesbian, bisexual, queer and questioning women, and the trans community in Lebanon. The stories cover women from across the country – rural and urban, and across faith and sectarian lines. Some are about the difficulty or impossibility of coming out, the threats to life, the decision to emigrate only to find that homophobia is replaced in western countries by anti-Arab racism and Islamophobia.

‘A lot more has been said about male homosexuality than female sexuality. This comes as no surprise in a patriarchal society where women’s issues are often dismissed,’2 the editors of Bareed Mista3jil wrote in their introduction. ‘And sexuality, because it touches on reclaiming our bodies and demanding the right to desire and pleasure, is the ultimate taboo of women’s issues. We have published this book in order to introduce Lebanese society to the real stories of real people whose voices have gone unheard for hundreds of years. They live among us, although invisible to us, in our families, in our schools, our workplaces and our neighbourhoods. Their sexualities have been mocked, dismissed, denied, oppressed, distorted and forced into hiding.’

When a friend of mine in Cairo came out to me as a lesbian she also explained why, despite her long activism against the Mubarak regime, despite the ways she had risked her life and career as part of that activism, she was not ready to come out to her family nor publicly. I told her I supported her with whatever she felt was best for her and that I was honoured she trusted me with her confidence. As a sexually active woman, she was challenging many of our country’s most sensitive taboos already, but with the added risk, complication and censure of having sex with women. It was multi-layered silencing and being rendered invisible.

Yet I was still not yet ready to have that reckoning with myself.

My friend’s fear was a reminder that the personal is often more dangerous and harder to say than the political. It was a reminder of why I was able to confront the Egyptian regime during all those years of journalism, and yet it took me a decade after it killed Old Mona on Mohamed Mahmoud Street for New Mona to speak.

When I was twenty-eight, I became – finally – sexually intimate with a person other than myself. That sounds like an awful lot of words to say, ‘lost my virginity’ or, ‘had sex for the first time’ but I lost nothing – it was fucking wonderful – as I had already been masturbating and enjoying the orgasms I gave myself. To say ‘had sex for the first time’ sounds like Christopher Columbus ‘discovering’ a country that existed long before he set sail. I have determined to retire those phrases I used to use once and for all.

I chose the person I was now having more orgasms with – a man I asked out and with whom I declared a truce in my war against femininity. When Y and I had penis-to-vagina sex – a phrase that did not exist in my lexicon in 1996 – I stopped reading the Quran. I could not stand reading the word ‘fornicators’ repeated again and again. And I started growing my hair. I am still trying to figure out why.

Short hair had, for years, been central to my identity. I am told that, when I was ten days old, my paternal grandmother had my ears pierced. This is a very common practice in Egypt, where gold stud earrings are a popular gift for baby girls. That same grandmother was a teacher and a smoker – in a society where smoking is considered a male privilege. When my mother complained to her that I cried every time she tried to detangle my hair after washing it, my grandmother’s advice was, ‘Just cut her hair short.’ So, from the age of three or so, my mother kept my hair very short.

When I moved to London in 1975, at seven, the first time I went downstairs to play with the other children, they asked me, in order: ‘What’s your name? Are you a boy or a girl?’ My English wasn’t so good and I ran back home.

None of the questions was asked with malice, but the last question was indicative of an expectation British society had for markers of ‘boy’ and ‘girl’. My neighbours didn’t see those markers in my appearance and they were confused.

But it was said with malice, when I was thirteen and in Cairo, by the guy who told his friend, ‘That girl used to be a boy and they gave her a sex change.’

What does a girl look like? Who taught me to be a girl?

When I started growing out my hair after sex with Y, was I performing what I thought a sexually active, heterosexual woman looked like? Was I comfortable with the trappings of femininity now that I was older? When I had been younger, had I associated it with weakness? Were those years in hijab responsible for the power I had amassed?

When I removed my hijab aged twenty-five, I had worn it for nine years. On the day I stopped wearing it, I arranged for what I considered an intentionally ugly haircut. I did not want to be beautiful. I did not want my de-hijabing to be ascribed to a need for the male gaze’s approval. I wanted nothing to do with that gaze.

I was unsure if it was the gaze – that infamous eye of the beholder – or the beholder himself that I did not like.

Was sexual intimacy with Y giving birth to a new iteration of me? When did I start believing that nonsense about the ‘magic penis’, that heteropatriarchal nonsense that claims that being penetrated by a penis changes everything?

Adrienne Rich, a feminist and literary icon, defined compulsory heterosexuality as the ways by which a patriarchal and heteronormative world socialised women into heterosexuality – and I was taught a specifically Egyptian and Muslim version of it. I was raised to wait until I married a Muslim, Egyptian man to have sex. And for the longest time – too long – I obeyed. I could not find anyone I wanted to marry – or, more truthfully, I did not want to find anyone I wanted to marry. I became fed up with waiting and fed up with wondering, ‘What if it did not have to be a man?’

In 2013 I finally kissed a woman. I had always assumed that, when I had a threesome, it would be between two men and me. But it turned out to be with a man whom I was seeing and a woman we invited to join us. It was also me who reached out and kissed her. And when the man left the room to use the bathroom, it was me who reached out for her once again. Still, I used no label and did not further explore my attraction to women.

In 2015, when I was getting to know the man who is now my Beloved and anchor partner, he told me in one of our earliest email exchanges that he was bisexual. I replied that I was polyamorous. I knew by then that monogamy was not for me, but I was still not ready to say that I, too, was bisexual. Learning how he explored and then acknowledged his sexuality has been a tremendous help, one that I credit with the progress I’ve made in shattering this final nesting doll of silence I’ve held onto for so long. While I was not ready to say I was bisexual, I did start to call myself queer – I considered my polyamory to be a form of rebellion and resistance to heteronormativity.

When I finally had intercourse with Y, I was forced to deal with the guilt that ensued from knowing that I had broken a once-unquestioned taboo. I confronted that guilt by fucking it out of my system. I hated that I was still held hostage by that guilt. I hated how the patriarchy dictates how and when a woman can express herself sexually. ‘I own my body’ was a mantra that was long in the making, and I earned the right to say it out loud on a stage as I do now. I insist on saying that I fucked the guilt out of my system because being brazen and shameless are not powers I am supposed to wield so easily. But I have seized them for myself and I wield them joyfully.

When I talk about sex and my own journey, I talk openly and with joy about lust, pleasure and desire, because they are ‘sins’ for those of us dispossessed by patriarchy of the right to enjoy our body when and how we want. It is especially important for me to talk about joy, pleasure, lust and desire because I survived state-sanctioned sexual assault in Egypt in November 2011, as well as the daily onslaughts that are sanctioned by a society that does nothing to stop them, because public space is a privilege that the patriarchy awards to men. It is especially the state-sanctioned sexual assault that I highlight when I talk about the power of seizing and wielding brazenness and shamelessness.

Every woman must deal with surviving sexual assault in the way that she best finds healing. When I talk about my healing, I insist that the conversation does not end with my assault but rather continues into how part of my healing was to have a lot of consensual and joyful sex. It is the antithesis of the assault I was subjected to and the gang rape I was threatened with. I enjoyed my body. It was important for me to find joy again through pleasure and desire.

Over the years I have also spoken more openly about my move away from monogamy. One of the reasons I waited so long to have sex was that I was bound by patriarchal dictates about purity and modesty that unfairly burden women and girls. Once I smashed those dictates and fucked the guilt out of my system, I was determined to be free. I wanted nothing to do with those dictates that privilege male dominance.

I had not come across June Jordan’s essay ‘A New Politics of Sexuality’3 on the revolutionary potential of bisexuality when I determined to reject monogamy and to identify as polyamorous. But reading it now, I understand that, as she says, ‘deeper and more pervasive than any other oppression, than any other bitterly contested human domain, is the oppression of sexuality, the exploitation of the human domain of sexuality for power’. For me as a woman who was born in Egypt to a Muslim family, who has lived in several countries and for whom the path to owning my sexuality was one resolutely paved with complexity, Jordan’s essay is like a manifesto. I identify myself among the ‘many men and women, especially young men and women, who seek to embrace the complexity of their total, always changing social and political circumstances’. Jordan writes of how such people ‘seek to embrace our increasing global complexity on the basis of the heart and on the basis of an honest human body. Not according to ideology. Not according to group pressure. Not according to anybody’s concept of “correct”.’ Dubbing it a ‘new politics of sexuality’, Jordan goes on to explain the political and revolutionary power of bisexuality, which she says ‘invalidates either/or formulation, either/or analysis’. More than this, Jordan writes how insisting on the equal validity of sexual complexities is unifying; how beginning here creates a mandate for revolutionary planning and can be consecrated to every struggle for justice, equality and freedom. Jordan writes how, ‘Bisexuality means I am free.’

I live to complicate because I walk through many identities, each with their own oppressors. I most identify with the narratives of women of colour and queer folks – especially when they are all those identities, such as June Jordan is – because their understanding of those multiple levels of oppression and control extend much further than the narratives of white, heterosexual men or women, for whom misogyny is the only demon to slay. My demons are many and like Kali, the Indian goddess of war, I have had to develop multiple arms to slay them.

I cannot be anyone’s possession, nor do I want to possess anyone. I am in a loving anchor relationship in which my partner and I have discussed boundaries and our requirements to feel love and respected while not demanding of each other a monogamy that denies us freedom. I identify as queer mostly because of my polyamory. I consider it as part of my defiance, disobedience and disruption of patriarchal dictates around sex.

Another piece of writing that has helped me understand and articulate queer theory is an essay by Susan Song titled ‘Polyamory and Queer Anarchism: Infinite Possibilities for Resistance’.4 ‘The term “queer” implies resistance to the “normal”, where “normal” is what seems natural and intrinsic,’ writes Song. The essay discusses queer theory, compulsory monogamy (emphasis hers) and why anarchists in particular might critique it as a relationship form. Song defines polyamory (in a way that I agree with) as ‘the practice of openly and honestly having more than one intimate relationship simultaneously with the awareness and knowledge of all participants’. She goes on to say how ‘The open and honest aspect of polyamory points to anarchist conceptions of voluntary association and mutual aid. Polyamory also allows for free love in a way that monogamous state conceptions of sexuality don’t allow.’

The liberatory and revolutionary potential of queerness that Jordan and Song speak of became especially poignant for me when I first visited Sarajevo in 2016. I went to Vilina Vlas hotel and spa, which had been used as the largest rape concentration camp during the Bosnian War, and to Srebrenica, site of the worst massacre in modern European history. The previous night I had been to a queer club in the Bosnian capital with queer friends. It was a small club that played a mix of western pop and dance songs along with domestic folk-dance music. The club was packed, mostly with men, who frequently kissed. I held onto those images – the men kissing all around me as I danced with my friends – the next day, as I reeled at the atrocities that had been committed in the places I visited. The queerness I carried out of that radical space of openness and the transgressive sexualities that surrounded me were the perfect antidote to the horror of militarism that had been unleashed at Vilina Vlas and Srebrenica. Men should kiss each other more often and kill less – much less.

One of those men in the queer club in Bosnia kissed me.

‘I’m bisexual,’ he told me.

‘So am I,’ I replied.

I returned to Sarajevo in September 2019 for Bosnia’s first Pride march. It was the second pride march I took part in that year. Two months earlier I had marched in World Pride in New York City as part of a group of queer authors. Whereas the NYC march was massive and festive, Pride in Sarajevo was defiant, moving and tense. More than 1,000 police officers were needed to secure the event and anti-sniper units were placed on the roofs of buildings along the main route in the city centre.

Some conservative Muslim groups had attempted to prevent the event and others organised counter-rallies. Although homosexuality is legal in Bosnia, Islamist radicals and hooligans attacked queer festivals held in Sarajevo in 2008 and 2014, which forced the LGBTQ+ community into hiding. There are next to no gay bars or places where queer people can openly meet. Even that small club where I said ‘I am bisexual’ for the first time in 2016 has since closed. This is why marching in Sarajevo Pride was a risk for many of my friends there, as it could potentially out them if family or colleagues, who did not know they were queer, saw them on television.

The opposite was true for me. It was where I could afford to come out. And a few days later, in bed with a Bosnian lesbian after we’d had sex that I initiated, I wiped away her tears as we talked about the pressure to be ‘normal’ in homophobic societies. Imagine: a Bosnian woman who had survived the Srebrenica genocide being made to feel she is not normal. Surely it is the savagery of the genociders which is not normal? Surely that violence, and not our bodies together, is not normal?

Am I brave? Yes, I am. But courage wilts and withers when it is not challenged, like muscles that need heavier weights. And so I dare myself to say or write the things that scare me the most, or avoided saying or writing. I accept the dare for Mona who died in November 2011.

The Mona that I once was died so that the Mona I became could survive. And I want her to know I have smashed the final silence.

_____________________

1 Ursula Halligan, ‘Referendum led me to tell truth about myself,’ The Irish Times, May 2015.

2 Meem Collective, Bareed Mista3jil, Ciel, 2009.

3 June Jordan, ‘A New Politics of Sexuality’, first published by The Progressive, July 1991. Also included in the anthology Some of Us Did NOT Die: New and Selected Essays, Basic/Civitas Books, 2003.

4 Susan Song, ‘Polyamory and Queer Anarchism: Infinite Possibilities for Resistance’, in C.B. Daring, J. Rogue, D. Shannon, A. Volcano, eds, Queering Anarchism: Addressing and Undressing Power and Desire. AK Press, 2012.


SALEEM HADDAD

RETURN TO BEIRUT

My flight lands in Beirut just before dawn. At immigration, a young officer with a surgical mask under his chin stamps my passport and waves me through. My father is waiting in the arrivals hall. The sun is not yet up, and the city is shrouded in darkness. The roads are quiet as we drive through the dark streets towards the family home in Achrafieh. The streetlights do not work much these days, and I cannot remember the last time they did. It has been eighteen months since my last visit. As we drive under a tunnel, I remind my father of this.

‘Yes. Since the thawra,’ my father says with a sardonic smile, pronouncing the word ‘thawra’ in a feminised way, to demean the movement, employing a blend of misogyny and anti-revolutionary politics that he knows will get under my skin. During my last visit, we had argued passionately about the virtues of the revolution. I derided his cynicism, and he rolled his eyes at what he called my ‘Westernised naivety’. It is true, at the time I was swept up in a dream of a possible future, a collective desire for something new, to break free from the shackles of corruption and fear that the warlords had instilled for generations. Though I am old enough to have learned – old enough to remember – that such collective actions have rarely materialised into a better existence, at the time my desperate desire to believe in the possibility of a better future overpowered all logic and sound reasoning.

My parents moved back to Beirut in 2019. The return was a homecoming of sorts for my Palestinian-Lebanese father, who had left Beirut during the civil war. It had always been his dream to return to the city of his birth and adolescence, the city that shaped his identity and sense of self. Each of his previous returns had been temporary, truncated by political instability and more lucrative offers in the Gulf. This felt like the final return: after decades of estrangement and multiple displacements, my father was returning ‘home’, or as close to home as an exiled Palestinian could be.

On my last visit, I had also been thinking of returning. I left the region in the summer of 2006, the summer Israel showered Lebanon in bombs. Soon after the bombing ended, I flew to London. I believed that I deserved more than what was available to me, and more than what my family name could provide for me (in a world where your family name was the key to unlocking access and opportunities). When I left, I told myself I would not return without a European passport. I would not return until I had taken all the opportunities available to me, including the possibility of exploring my sexual desires to their fullest.

I believed that my departure was not an estrangement. I told myself that my decision to leave was driven by intellectual curiosity, a desire for exploration and adventure, for ambition and even, perhaps, a belief that I was somehow connecting to a sense of cosmopolitanism in my ancestry. I would return, I told myself, when the time was right. And yet, after fifteen years in Europe, I had begun to feel an ambiguous loneliness. This loneliness felt deeper than an estrangement from communities, families, ideologies or political parties. I would never be from ‘here’, I knew, no matter how hard I tried. Nor did I particularly want to be. But I no longer was from ‘there’ either. More than a distance from the world, I felt at sea in my body, estranged from my sense of self: my identity, my sense of place, and even my own desires.

Now, on the drive back from the airport, my father’s mention of the ‘thawra’ takes me back to that time when my individualised pain dissolved within the euphoric rage of the collective. If this were eighteen months earlier, I might have argued with him again, and we may have passionately debated the uprising as we did back then. But July 2021 is a very different time from October 2019, and I let the fraternal provocation slide.

‘Yes, since the thawra,’ I reply.

I had not planned to be away for so long, but these are extenuating times. The truth is, even after everything – the economic collapse, the pandemic and the explosion – something else has kept me away. I have been delaying an inevitable mourning. My trip to Beirut will force me to confront the death of the Lebanon that I once knew. It will also force me to mourn my dream of returning.

I found out about the August 2020 explosion in between sets of kettlebell swings at the gym in Lisbon, where I currently live. My mother sent through a series of photographs of our destroyed home on WhatsApp. The windows had blown. Every surface was covered in glass. The family paintings had exploded out of their frames. Splatters of my brother’s blood dotted the marbled floor. Among the images my mother sent was a video of her walking through the house, showing the extent of the damage. She was silent in the video, shell-shocked, and I could hear sirens in the distance. Her footsteps crunched as she stepped over the carpet of glass.

I stood in the centre of the gym for a long time, examining the photos and sending messages to friends. Around me, the world continued as normal. The guy making eyes at me by the squat rack kept glancing in my direction, oblivious to the fact that the world had changed in a moment. The gym attendant scolded me for not wiping down the kettlebell after I used it.

I thought about whether I should leave the gym. I reasoned that there was nothing I could do from such a distance away. I returned to my workout. It wasn’t until halfway through my second set that I suddenly comprehended the true magnitude of the explosion. Perhaps I came out of whatever shock I was in, or else the protective enclave that I had spent the past fifteen years constructing to shield myself from endless tragedy collapsed on me. I left the gym and returned home.

It was impossible to grieve from afar. In estrangement, the world continues as normal. Attention shifts: to holidays, to meetings, to more recent news. My world had exploded but I was living in a universe that continued to spin. As it emerged that the cause of the blast was negligence and corruption on behalf of the usual suspects, my grief quickly turned to rage. It was not enough that the warlords had divided, stolen and impoverished the people of the country. Now they had literally blown the city to smithereens.

Those first weeks felt like wading through mud. I felt this when I was in Beirut during the uprising, the sense of being consumed by the present moment. Now, rather than consumed by collective hope and possibility, I was drowning – alone and far away – in grief and rage.

The explosion was the final nail in the coffin of my increasingly vague plan to return. Perhaps realising my sudden need for new roots – a few weeks after the explosion that destroyed my father’s birth-city, maimed my friends and nearly killed my own family – I placed an avocado seed half-submerged in a glass of water. Over time, spindly roots grew out from the bottom of the seed, followed by a trunk that emerged from the top, splitting the seed in two. I checked on the tree daily, tending to it, changing the water, monitoring the growth, gently scraping the fungus growing from the roots with an old toothbrush. The process became a form of meditation, a clinging to hope – however small – in the absence of hope.

Over the course of the winter, as the pandemic escalated, with tens of thousands of new daily cases in Lisbon, I began to garden. I planted tomato and cucumber seeds, chilli and Padrón peppers and basil and mint. In homage to my Palestinian roots, I overrode my distaste for cliché and bought an olive tree. As spring came, I nourished the plants, buried my fingers deep inside the rich soil. It was a reminder to take in the passage of time, to appreciate the fruits that time can bear. Because time passing is not just loss, I had to remind myself. Something is gained, too.

In the summer of 2021, it is impossible to ignore the destitution on the streets of Beirut. There are endless lines for petrol, barely any electricity, and more homelessness than ever before. Many of the cafes, restaurants and bars of my adolescence have either exploded or been shuttered, and those that remain open are largely empty. Rubbish is everywhere – as has become the norm in Beirut for some time – but the grime and filth in the midsummer heat is a special kind of hell.

I had watched from my home in Lisbon as Lebanon collapsed, and with it my hopes of returning. But following the news from afar is one thing. One quickly grows desensitised to words like hyperinflation, dollar reserves, political stalemate, gas shortages. It is another thing to experience the physical markers of collapse first-hand, to feel its weight and see upclose the tiredness and trauma in the eyes of loved ones.

It takes time to get accustomed to the rules: you must never pay with a card (official exchange rate is much more favourable to the Lebanese pound than the real, black-market exchange rate) and so must carry wads of cash. Walking through the dark streets at night with wads of useless currency in my pocket takes time to get used to but, beyond all that, collapse feels etched into the psyche of the city’s inhabitants. People are more irritable than usual, quick to anger, despondent and suspicious. My friends and family are traumatised. Many friends have left the country, and most of those who remained have escaped the city (and the traumatic memories associated with it) for a quiet life in the villages.

With my family we do the usual ‘family things’. We spend some days by the beach. We eat at our favourite restaurants in the mountains, go to our favourite kaak knafeh place, and visit what remains of our favourite shops and restaurants. But the experience feels haunted, like indulging in a meal inside a corpse.

‘Is it really that bad?’ my mother asks one day, after a remark I make about the strangeness of things.

‘Yes,’ my brother and I say in unison. ‘You’ve just lost perspective.’

Those first few days, my mother encourages me to take a walk through the areas destroyed by the port explosion last year. ‘It is important to see it for yourself,’ she tells me, as if encouraging me to identify a body of a relative to come to terms with their death. For the first week of my trip, I resist. Finally, on the seventh or eighth day of my trip, after regular nudges from my mother and partly to escape the late-afternoon electricity cut (ninety minutes that feel more like a thousand, in the worst of the day’s heat and humidity), I decide to take a walk through the destroyed neighbourhoods that used to be my go-to hang-outs when I was in Beirut, streets that were once filled with coffee shops, bookstores, bars and shops.

The half-renovated site of the explosion feels like a physical proof of a much deeper collapse. I try not to gawk at the destruction: I do not want to be a foreigner. But I am a foreigner now, I realise. Everything feels foreign to me. I look up towards a set of balconies. An old woman with a cigarette in her mouth, with short dyed-blonde hair and a blue nightshirt, is tending to the red roses on her balcony, and I think of my own little garden back home. The woman’s glass windows are brand new, a strange juxtaposition to the old building whose colonnades are streaked with grime.

Further down Mar Mikhaël, I spot a British humanitarian worker I know. She is leading a group of foreigners through the wreckage of my neighbourhood. I almost stop to say ‘hello’, but this is different for me: there are memories here, families and friends and lives blown to dust. This walking tour is not just a notch on my belt of experiences that I can recount at dinner party conversations in Paris, Geneva, Brooklyn.

The world I left behind doesn’t exist any more. Friends I grew up with in the playground at school and in bars and clubs in my early twenties, are scattered around the world like confetti. Those that are left, including my own family, are deeply traumatised. There is an impossibility in this process of putting things back together: it does not involve a simple return, but a complete reconstruction. I would need to pull back all those who left with me, erase the worry lines burned on the faces of those who stayed. It is impossible to put the confetti back in the tin.

_

I contact a lover who still lives in Beirut. He replies five minutes later, inviting me over. It is Friday evening, I have spent the afternoon napping and smoking hashish, and I am groggy as I walk the ten minutes to his apartment in the dark.

At his door, we embrace warmly. It’s been eighteen months since we last saw each other, and one attempt to have sex over the internet – days after the explosion (he still had stitches) – didn’t have the fire of our real-life encounters. Now, in person, we quickly go to the bedroom and as usual he takes control. He takes off my clothes and licks my nipples, then bites them until I cry out in pain and pull away. He smiles and whispers, ‘It’s OK, come here,’ and pulls me back in with more kisses. After some foreplay, he flips me over. I usually prefer to top these days, but for him I always make an exception. As he puts the condom on, I tell him, ‘Listen, I had a bad encounter last year. Some guy took off the condom while fucking me, so I’m still feeling uncomfortable with bottoming.’

He freezes and, after a beat, asks: ‘Do you have HIV?’ I tell him I don’t, and he sighs and collapses on my back, laughing with relief. ‘I thought for a second you were going to tell me you are positive.’ His focus on the disease, rather than my own trauma, is a reminder of why he and I have never progressed emotionally, why we have never been able to translate the explosion of desire we feel towards each other into something more. His shyness and (what I perceive to be) stifled emotions raise my protective armour. I have long learned not to offer myself as a rope to men buried in a deep emotional well. I would be pulled inside and drowned.

The discussion of HIV has made him lose his erection. I help him get hard again, and he penetrates me. He fits inside of me well and it is pleasurable. I hold him close to my body as he thrusts. When he pulls out, we lie on our backs and he edges me for about twenty minutes, pinning my arms behind my head with one hand and jacking me off with the other, sometimes to the point of pain, but stopping right as I am approaching climax. We are laughing and kissing, and he teases me by biting on my nipple just hard enough to make me jerk and scold him, and we laugh again. Later, he lets go of my hands, freeing me, and lies back on the bed. I kiss his neck and chest and make my way down his stomach, to his cock. I go further down, to his thighs, and I look up at him.

‘You can worship me,’ he says, as if giving me permission. I ask him, ‘Do you want that?’ and he says, ‘You want that,’ and he’s right. He is incredibly handsome, with warm brown eyes and shoulder-length hair, and has the most beautiful body, large and muscled and with just enough fat to indicate he lives a good life. Looking at him now, as we are together in a dark room in a dark city – together again after a pandemic and an economic collapse and an explosion kept us apart for nearly two years – I wonder whether his body appears so perfect to me because it is attached to him, to his handsome face and shy smile, the way he is wild in the bedroom but so timid outside of it, the way he walks the tightrope of boundaries and consent, the way he can pull me in and keep me at just enough of a distance to always want more.

I go further down his body, kissing the insides of his thighs, then move to his feet. I am reminded of why I have spent eighteen months pining for him, why I wrote and published an entire story inspired by him: because something about him – his eyes, his smile, his calves – reminds me of home, my childhood, Mediterranean beaches and hot, humid summers. It is as if we are brothers, almost. What is it that I am worshipping, I ask myself, as I press my lips against the soft skin of his ankles, down the soles of his feet and the spaces between his toes? Is it his body I am pining for or something else, something more elusive and intangible that I have somehow enfleshed with his muscle and skin? In this moment, though I feel estranged from so many things, I feel at home in my desire; it is a return of sorts, to live in the moment, to write this down on the page, to bring the encounter to the light, devoid of shame. It is a sort of homecoming, a return to oneself.

I make my way back up to his chest, his armpit and neck, and then we kiss.

‘When was the last time?’ he asks. I say that it’s been nearly two years and he shakes his head. ‘So much has happened.’

We lie next to each other and kiss until we climax. He comes first, and it is with such force that it shoots above his head like a missile. His face contorts in pleasure. Watching this makes me come, and afterwards I lick a drop of his semen hanging from his beard and he laughs self-consciously and moves his head away. ‘I’ve been waiting two years to taste your cum,’ I say. It tastes salty.

We shower. I am dazed as he hands me a towel; he is saying something but I’m not paying attention. I am too stoned, and my mind is still coming to terms with the fact that finally, after eighteen months, after a revolution and an economic collapse and a pandemic, I am back in Beirut, in the carcass of home, or at least one of the ‘homes’ I have held onto for so long. He notices my distracted state and smiles to himself. After the shower, we are towelling ourselves and he shows me a red rash that streaks down the side of his stomach. ‘I’m allergic to my own cum,’ he says. ‘Have you ever met anyone who is allergic to their own cum? Only me.’ It is hard, in this moment, not to draw allusions to the toxic seawater in Beirut, the way that our homes can damage us, poison us without us knowing.

He tells me to stay for a drink and, though I want to, I am also afraid of the roots I will plant in a soil that is so damaged, that feels poisonous, unable to bear fruit. Yet I am uncertain what composes this soil I am fearful of: the city or my lover. As I put on my shoes, he says, ‘Shiklak mahmoum’ (‘you look burdened/careworn’).

‘No,’ I lie. ‘I’m just tired.’

Despite my objections, despite my shoes being back on my feet, the small talk drags on, and I find myself sitting across from him in his living room. He shows me his art collection for the third time. There is a new one he has acquired since we last met. It is a rich, textured painting. He tells me a politician’s son wants to buy the painting, but ‘I will never sell it to him, even if he dies and bursts’ (ymoot ou ytu’). His unusual arrangement of the words strikes me as interesting: first you die, then you burst. I briefly think of the uprising, which was when we first met, and I think of the politicians who have driven this country to shit. He shows me the damage to his paintings and furniture from the explosion last year. He says he has bought nothing since the blast.

‘What’s the point?’ he says, a bitter nihilism in his voice, one that is new to him.

Later, just before I leave, he tells me that Lebanon is dead.

‘Insaha,’ he says. Just forget about this country.

_

I leave Beirut early in the morning, the day after Hariri resigns (again), sparking roadblocks and protests along the airport road. The country is rocked by the scandalous news that a nurse in Batroun was injecting people with saltwater instead of the promised Pfizer vaccine (an under-the-table scam in exchange for much-coveted US dollars). It is the first time I have visited Lebanon and not extended my stay. I am eager to leave, feeling as though I am finally walking away from an abusive lover, one that I had clung to in the hope that they would complete me somehow – but now I am coming to terms with the knowledge that it was all just fantasy, an elusive desire, and that all I can hope for now is to befriend my estrangement and find some merit in this disassembled existence.

As I board my flight to Istanbul, I think of my father, who after decades of displacement has finally returned to Beirut and now refuses to leave, even as the city collapses around him. I reflect on desire, how it is always moving and how, much like the theorist José Esteban Muñoz’s description of queerness, desire too is the ‘warm illumination of a horizon imbued with potentiality’, impossible to touch.

On my overnight transit in Istanbul airport, I rent a sleeping pod for four hours. Entombing myself in the cocoon, I quickly fall asleep. I dream that the avocado plant I had grown after the explosion was destroyed. The dream is so vivid that I assume it is real. It isn’t until I am back in my apartment that I walk into the living room and see the plant – two inches higher than it had been the last time – that I realise it was just a bad dream.


DIMA MIKHAYEL MATTA

THIS TEXT IS A VERY LONELY DOCUMENT

In memory of my father

These are stories I rarely tell. These are stories I keep close to my person. Not in my pocket. No, closer. I keep them on my chest the way my grandma kept money under the strap of her bra. They are unspoken because of the fear that what is spoken might be spoken into being. But this is not how storytelling works. I have to share this story so that you can stand in it with me.

My dad has cognitive impairment. This means that he loses his short-term memory. I’m okay with my father forgetting what he had for lunch, but I’m not okay with him forgetting that I told him the story of where the saying ‘[image: illustration]’, ‘promises to cumin are not kept’, comes from. I tell my father short stories that are familiar to him. Short so that he remembers the beginning by the time we reach the end, familiar so he can conjure the images in his mind. The story about cumin is one of them, and I must have told it to him three or four times, whenever I want us to appreciate the beauty of the Arabic language.

Cumin does not need a lot of care, it doesn’t really need to be watered. The story goes that, seeing the gardener water the other plants one day, cumin became jealous and asked the gardener for some water. The gardener said ‘tomorrow, tomorrow’ but never followed up on his promise. Dad thought it was a beautiful story when he heard it. I know that his memory of stories that he hears fades, but the feeling of enjoying it stays with him, which consoles me and gives me solace. In Old French and Latin, ‘solace’ means ‘pleasure, enjoyment’, but I wouldn’t go that far. It gives me solace as in it helps me not fall apart as much. Cumin is a very lonely plant.

Dad’s memory is him holding his stories like water in his palms. Every time he holds them, details get lost and the stories change. But this story about memory loss has never been about precision. This has always been about grieving. I am losing these stories because I didn’t gather them earlier. I see the empty spaces that they used to occupy in my father’s mind. They make me sad and scare me at the same time. They make me sad because I see how it frustrates him to forget and then he becomes upset with himself. There is forgetfulness, cognitive impairment, and there is the awareness of it, and that is a harsher space to inhabit.

A friend in med school told me that, on one of her rounds, they met a woman with advanced dementia. She was happy. They didn’t need to give her medication. She had no worries and did not remember sadness. The doctors said she was delirious, connoting madness but also, and perhaps equally, happiness.

‘Did she speak?’ I ask my friend.

‘No, she was all eyes, and made little sounds. Her family had left her alone at the hospital and did not visit.’

‘Then how did they know she was happy?’

‘They said she was in her own world.’

Her name was Nadia. Her name means tender and delicate.

Right now, forgetfulness seems anything but that. Right now, what I think it must feel like for my father is a constant slipping, a tearing-away of. Or maybe this is what it feels like for me to witness it. Either way, I am not happy.

My lover sends me their music. They follow it with, ‘It’s not done yet, but these are the main ideas.’ Sounds are their ideas and I tell them it’s magic. They don’t believe me, but I know. Maybe that was what Nadia was doing, creating little sounds, ideas of happiness.

I don’t have this skill. I need to find the right word for everything I want to say. And, when I do, I feel the satisfaction of a work well done. No, I feel the reassurance of having control. As a theatre maker, I spent years taking a lot of acting workshops and some clowning classes, and in many of them we would be asked to make random sounds, or sometimes more specifically, the sound we felt like in that moment. Mine was often a sad moan, of an animal in pain. I’m afraid I can’t make sound ideas. I’m more afraid that this is the only one I have. And I’m afraid of what this says about my words. I told my lover that I have all the words to say specifically what I think and feel. I’m clear and easy to understand. Then I told her that I also have all the words to cover my unwillingness to say what I specifically think and feel, and that is another gift – though it doesn’t feel like one when it serves to gild the sad sound. There are no painted lilies in memory loss.

Maggie Nelson wrote: ‘I gained an outsized faith in articulation itself as its own form of protection.’1 I know what she means.

Now, when I think of the pause my dad takes in the middle of a sentence, I don’t think of it as a slipping-away any more. I think of memory loss the way I think of a black hole, a place where gravity is so strong that it pulls everything into it. Objects are stripped of their agency. My father is being stripped of his stories.

The mind is a very lonely organ.

What will I be when I am stripped of words?

Not this.

Who will my father be when he is stripped of stories?

I don’t want to think about it.

When we leave things out, the space they inhabited stays.

The things my father leaves out because he has forgotten them; their space is filled with silence. Like a star’s centre falling in upon itself, collapsing.

Let’s say you are reading this while sitting on your balcony. And let’s say you look up and you find a constellation that looks like ellipses. That’s Orion’s Belt. You will think of silences, of sentences left unfinished, of memories you have forgotten, which really you can’t think of. We can’t remember what we don’t remember. Then you will think about that time when you were a kid and you were in the back seat of your parents’ car. You looked out the window at night and thought the moon was following you. One day, you will read an article about how the bright red star in Orion might be dying, the title will read, ‘A giant star is acting strange’. You will read this and read about how so many stars burned themselves out. You will know that there is a significant likelihood that the stars you pointed to as a kid – the ones that form ellipses, and the ones that don’t – are no longer there. And you will realise that by pointing upward, to the sky, you are marking the past with your index.

A star is a very lonely celestial body.

Maggie Nelson writes, ‘I have been trying, for some time now, to find dignity in my loneliness. I have been finding this hard to do. It is easier, of course, to find dignity in one’s solitude. Loneliness is solitude with a problem.’2

I tell my therapist that I know when I’m unwell because that’s when I can’t stand being alone. I turn on the TV if I’m home; I need to hear dialogue, even if I’m not part of it. I make so many phone calls, I call whoever has time for me. Tell me everything about your day. Did I tell you that I can only memorise one joke at a time? Want to hear it? I find it impossible to read. The silence gives too much space for thoughts that I’d rather not welcome. This also means that it’s impossible to write. I tell my friend that I’m watching Christmas movies in September and I invite everyone over for coffee. I don’t mind not being a writer during these times, but it is painful that I don’t find comfort in the written word.

I don’t know how to find dignity in my loneliness. Most days, I don’t think there is any.

During the Lebanese revolution in 2019, I cut my hair short, I stopped wearing lipstick and I started wearing button-up shirts. Some days I wished that my breasts were smaller, so small that the button-up shirt would hang loose over my chest.

During lockdown, I would often look at my naked body in front of a mirror. I would look at the curves, admire them and then sometimes wish they would disappear. Some days I would celebrate them and other days I would move around, stand sideways, then shift, bend my knees a little, and imagine what it would be like if I had more muscles, fewer curves, broader shoulders. What was it that I wanted? The possibility of being both. Neither. Bend gender to my will. Genders. Plural. I call a friend, they tell me that they’re considering starting HRT. Then they say: ‘It’s hard to perform our new gender identity when there is no audience.’ It’s hard to rehearse it when no one is watching. Am I ‘they/them’ in my own bedroom, alone?

I visit my parents. I sit on the balcony, with a mask; they stay indoors, their sofa turned towards me, four metres away. My mother tells me that she found the books she used to read to us when we were kids and that my sister didn’t want to take them for her son. My sister tells her: ‘These books aren’t for boys.’

I say to my parents, ‘I really don’t know how I turned out to be so …’ I paused. I was searching for the words ‘radically feminist’ in Arabic.

My dad volunteers to finish my sentence: ‘Mannish?’

I laughed. He didn’t mean to criticise or offend me, he meant to help me finish my sentence. I never thought I’d hear this word said with so much sweetness, with such a genuine want to find a way to describe me, to offer me to myself at a time when I couldn’t do that just yet.

We construct our queerness, don’t we? Mine doesn’t look like yours. My friend explains that a queer space is one where you don’t have to explain yourself. But I find myself explaining myself to myself. Is my mind not a queer space? Is my body?

Strangers talk to me less and frown at me more now that I look the way I do.

A queer body is a very lonely structure.

When I was five years old, I found a rock in a garden. The rock was the size of my two adult hands, and it looked like a crescent moon. The kind of moon that looked like the side of someone’s face. One eye. One nostril. Half lips. I took it home and cleaned it with a toothbrush, which is what I assumed archaeologists did; I really wanted to be one at the time. I wanted to hold the rock while I slept. It felt like such a discovery, but I’m not sure why I wanted it next to me in bed. As you can imagine the rock was too rough, and dreams of sleeping with a crescent-moon rock were soon abandoned.

I had trouble letting things go when I was a kid. Maybe I still do. I remember crying when my mother wanted to throw away my old sneakers. I fished out my little pillow from the trash can when I came home after school and didn’t find it on my bed. The pillow belonged to my three siblings before me. It was so old and so used that whatever was in it had turned to powder and was spilling out of the pillowcase. I hung on to it for a few weeks before the mess it made became unbearable and I threw it away myself.

I remember moments like these randomly. When I’m having coffee, showering, going to the bathroom in the middle of the night. I remember keeping a raw egg under my pillow, thinking I could make it hatch. I remember wearing a dress with pockets and putting plastic cookies in them so I could pretend to eat them and either grow very large or shrink to fit in a glass bottle, like Alice in Wonderland. I remember tying a string to the back of the couch, climbing on it and pretending I was riding a horse. Then I remember some of the times I wished I had a couch near me when I told this story, so I could show people where I tied the string and where I climbed. I created a tidy narrative that spending all this time at a young age making up stories, acting them out and pretending to be characters from books and movies, made me the writer and performer I am today. This is what I tell myself. But really, I was a lonely child who couldn’t stand the silence.

Louise Bourgeois wrote: ‘You pile up associations the way you pile up brick. Memory itself is a form of architecture.’3

These pages are my building. I built it for us. Come in. Tell me a story. I love you. Stay.

_____________________

1 Maggie Nelson, Argonauts, Graywolf Press, 2015, p. 113.

2 Maggie Nelson, Bluets, Wave Books, 2009, p. 28.

3 Joseph Helfenstein, ‘Louise Bourgeois: Architecture as a Study in Memory’, in Jerry Gorovoy and Danielle Tilkin, eds, Louise Bourgeois: Memory and Architecture, Museo Nacional de Arte Reina Sofia, 1999, p. 26.


ZEYN JOUKHADAR

CATCHING THE LIGHT: RECLAIMING OPERA AS A TRANS ARAB

Under the stage lights, performing femme made me die a little inside. You could tell I’d left my body when I had to play ingénue. I didn’t expect you to be so rigid, directors would tell me after auditions. On YouTube, that high chin and those heels are haughty and self-assured, but you can tell, if you know me, that I’m stuffing down a particular feeling, an enraged sadness. Like I might open my mouth and yell ‘Fire!’

While I was growing up in New York City and, later, in Connecticut, music was always more for an audience than it was for us. My sister and I knew when company were coming by the click of my dad’s hi-fi, the whirring to life of its wheels, the plaintive cry of violins. Tchaikovsky and Chopin signified the kind of family we were supposed to be. You had to yank open the CD-stuffed drawer, and that made all the china in the breakfront rattle, so we didn’t touch it. After the guests left, my father would unleash his private angers on us, and there was no music.

Opera signified culture and respectability because it belonged to white people. Back when I sang semi-professionally, opera meant performances with rules: medium heel, black skirt, thin blouses in freezing venues. Winter was high season: school holiday concerts, Christmas services, winter weddings. Music directors would hand me a photocopied aria, and I would sight-read it. I learned my first archaic Italian at a music stand, my voice teacher correcting my pronunciation. To watch a whole opera, though, performed live? We never had the money for that. When white people gushed about operas, I pretended I’d seen them, pretended that taking a cushy theater seat in a pashmina was part of my cultural context. I didn’t know ‘Opera’; I knew fragments of operas I’d been taught to sing. Onstage, I was a class imposter; at times, a racialised trespasser.

By the time I started studying opera at fourteen, I’d been singing in my mum’s church for several years. After my dad died when I was in elementary school, my mum gave us children’s Bibles, had us baptised, and sent us to the children’s choir. Neither of my parents had been religious before my dad died. My mum had read to us, once, from the Book of Revelation, for its angels and beasts. My dad had never taught us how to pray: my teta’s sajadah was draped over a piano bench. I disliked singing in church because white people always wanted an explanation for my presence, both as a child and an adult. A church music director in Massachusetts once tittered at how my name ‘sounded like a sneeze’; people would brag about my Arabness and my Muslim father as though their churches had saved me from myself.

I often felt that music stole as much as it gave me in my teens and twenties. Singing in choir lofts, something clambered into my body while I trumpeted the high notes over the organ, an eerie presence heaving me out of my skin. An angel, people used to exclaim afterward, damp-eyed, it was like an angel singing, as though divine decree had thrust me to the side and hinged open my mouth. Shortly after puberty, I entered a permanent state of dissociation and remained there for nearly twenty years. During that time, my voice was my one consolation for being forced to live in my exhausting body. Singing was the one embodied act that imparted real, but also painful, joy.

Years later, after a single week on testosterone, my Italian partner and I will come into my in-laws’ living room as they watch a live performance on the RAI, the national public broadcasting company of Italy, of Verdi’s La traviata. Cuban American soprano Lisette Oropesa’s Violetta, a sex worker, is about to receive an ill-fated visit from her lover’s father, Germont, played by baritone Roberto Frontali. He will demand that she end her relationship with his son. Violetta will not be expecting him. She will enter the house fresh off a horse, wearing men’s pants, riding boots and cloak, her moral transgressions signified by her gender nonconformity. Her lover’s father will try to convince her that his son will grow tired of her, that she is not the kind of person a man could love. Germont sings:

Un dì, quando le veneri

Il tempo avrà fugate,

Fia presto il tedio a sorgere –

Che sarà allor?

One day, when your charms

Have been put to flight by time,

Boredom will be quick to rise –

What will happen then?

I knew – there was no escaping it – that soon my voice would drop and deepen. People I loved had begun pre-emptively mourning my voice, the one they’d heard floating up from the backs of churches and drifting out of the shower. Maybe my voice hadn’t felt as if it belonged to me, but it was one of the only things about me that other people deemed worthy. The truth is I never really loved opera for its own sake. I didn’t study sacred music to outrun God or my father. I sang opera because my father repeatedly forced me, as a child, to confess my own worthlessness, and I thought if I could belt out those songs hard enough, it would dislodge the knot of condemnation. Like many queer children, deep down I knew my existence was a transgression, that if I lived long enough I, too, would be asked to step aside for someone else’s respectable happiness. But oh, when I sang, my voice, at least, freed itself. My voice could fill a room and people listened. I spent so much of my life clamouring to be heard. When I sang, I entranced them all. When I sang, I was extraordinary.

If I had known about Rossini’s Aureliano in Palmira as a teenager, I probably would have hated it. Though Aureliano deals with the life of the Syrian queen Zenobia, the work isn’t even primarily about her, but about two men fighting over her affections. On the stage of La Scala in 1813, Rossini transformed Zenobia from the ruler of Palmyra rebelling against Roman rule to a woman more concerned with saving her lover than her people; all so that, in the final scene, Aureliano can show mercy on the lovers, and they will sing a song to praise Roman rule. Rossini’s opera twists the warrior Zenobia described in the stories of the scholar and historian al-Tabari – the same Zenobia who supposedly refused marriage by showing her suitor her astonishingly long pubic hair – into a figure Europeans could accept as an appropriately grateful, heterosexual woman. In a 2011 recording of Aureliano at the Festival della Valle d’Itria in Martina Franca, the duet between Zenobia and her lover Arsace, ‘Se tu m’ami, O mia regina’ (‘If you love me, oh my queen’), is sung by Argentinian countertenor Franco Fagioli and Cuban-born coloratura soprano Maria Aleida, both wearing white. Fagioli wears a thobe with an agal and white ghutra; Aleida dons a white abaya with gold embroidery and bell sleeves. The cast’s ambiguously styled hoods and embroidered necklines veer, at times, uncomfortably close to Renaissance-Faire territory. But the countertenor – he opens his mouth and angels fly out.

If you aren’t familiar with the sound of a countertenor, you might mistake one for a soprano. In fact Arsace, Zenobia’s lover, is a travesti role, originally written for the famous castrato Giovanni Battista Velluti. Italian opera is full of these roles: men sung by high voices, women sung by low voices. In Handel and Mozart we sometimes see mezzo-sopranos cast in roles originally written for castrati; then there are male roles specifically written for mezzos, such as Cherubino in Mozart’s Le nozze di Figaro, Octavian in Strauss’s Der Rosenkavalier, or Romeo in Bellini’s Capuletti e Montecchi. Soprano travesti roles, or breeches roles, were mostly young men or boy characters, and you often don’t have to dig deep to find queer undertones. Just take the erotic charge in Figaro’s ‘Non più andrai, farfallone amoroso’ (‘Never again will you go, amorous dandy [literally: big butterfly]’) when Count Almaviva, a baritone, admonishes the young page Cherubino for flirting with the ladies of the court, tearing the fancy clothes from his body one at a time.

I was never asked to sing Cherubino’s arias, but Susanna’s. I stood under spotlights and willed myself into the body of an eighteenth-century Italian woman, singing coquettishly in the garden to make Figaro jealous. (Sometimes, even as a teenager, I was paid for it.) I learned fierce femme on the recital stage because camp was my only defence against forced femininity. I couldn’t escape it, so I made it queer. Under the lights with painted face and a sweater slipped down over the bone of each shoulder, I learned how to wrest a kind of power from the people in the front row, secretly taking each performance as far as I could bear. The audience didn’t know how low my speaking voice was; they knew nothing of the teachers who told me I should not only sing but speak in a higher register. Back then, I could step on stage and be the thing they wanted. I could be invisible, and only I would be in on the joke. Later, when I am on testosterone, no one will warn me that the enlargement of the vocal cords can hurt even as it heals. I’ll learn new arias as a baritone, and the timbre and the pronouns will be bewilderingly different. I will know I am alive to myself when masculinising the lover’s pronouns in an aria brings on first shock, then pleasure, then the flush of shame.

There are a great many Orientalist operas: Mozart’s Die Entführung aus dem Serail, Bishop’s Aladdin, Rossini’s Il turco in Italia, Semiramide and L’italiana in Algeri. In this last, The Italian Girl in Algiers, the role of Bey Mustafà is written for a bass to suggest aggressive, racialised sexuality. High voices are generally reserved for the lovers and the heroes; low voices are mostly reserved for the powerful, the brown and the villainous – those the audience is made to fear. In a 2003 issue of the Italian magazine, The Classic Voice: Opera, Bruno Cagli writes of the final scene in The Italian Girl in Algiers where Mustafà – a role often played in brownface – loses his senses over food, drink and beautiful women: ‘A scene so well contrived introduces better than anything could [...] the departure toward the shores of the [Italian] fatherland [...] where intellect and art triumph to lead things rationally.’1 The opera’s plot follows a cast of Italian characters who outsmart the hedonistic, hypersexual Orient, with Mustafà written as a foil for European moral superiority to conquer. As music scholar Nasser al-Taee writes, ‘only a Western hero possesses the courage and the moral values to […] liberate the Orient and its people from their tyrannical and corrupt system’.2

I’d like to say this has nothing to do with me, except that I’ve never read Orlando because Virginia Woolf, too, donned blackface, called herself Abyssinian as a joke and established Orlando’s gender by his aspiring to do violence against Black and brown people: ‘He – for there could be no doubt of his sex, though the fashion of the time did something to disguise it – was in the act of slicing at the head of a Moor which swung from the rafters.’3

Because the cisgender binary is an invention of white supremacy, white bodies are the only ‘correctly’ gendered bodies within the logic of whiteness – all other bodies are foils. I’ve discovered on my skin that the trappings of Western masculinity invoke whiteness by design. Button-down shirts; boots once worn by the British to colonise my ancestors; expectations of a certain kind of corporate-friendly haircut. Power structures and their gatekeepers so often conceive of transness, as Susan Stryker and Paisley Currah put it in the introduction to the ‘Decolonizing the Transgender Imaginary’ issue of Transgender Studies Quarterly, as ‘points on a map whose prime meridian runs through the United States, whose road signs are in English, whose background color is white,’4 with damaging and deadly results for trans people who do not conform to this strict grid.

There is a link I’ve been trying to articulate between how I am gendered and how I am racialised. The best way I can express it is as a kind of constant failing: failure to conform to whiteness, failure to conform to the gender binary. How, though, to explain the way whiteness tried to swallow me when I expressed masculinity in a body read as female, then spat me out once I began to express femininity in a body read as male? The femmeness I express in my new embodiment, since starting testosterone, is perceived as less white and more dangerous, and thus received with more violence, than when people perceived me as a butch woman. I feel it’s important to say that I cannot pretend to see or understand the full scope and history of people’s perception of me, or how they will perceive me in the future. For now, though, I think often of what Jasbir K. Puar writes in Terrorist Assemblages of ‘the queer terrorist’: ‘terrorist masculinity [is] failed and perverse, [and] these emasculated bodies always have femininity as their reference point of malfunction’.5 The more my masculinity is perceived, the more I am condemned, as a queer gender-nonconforming Arab, for failing at it.

I need language to shape this into something I can carry with me, like a sharpened tooth. For so long, even the language I had for myself displaced me towards the territory of whiteness. When I first came out, I didn’t know about the queer collective Mujadarra Grrls, their magazine Bint el Nas, or [image: illustration]6 as an alternative to LGBT. At first I didn’t even have queer, even if in queer I was already an outsider, a Western invention. I did not always find in that word enough room to talk about a free Palestine, to talk about my trauma and my father’s without white saviourhood using it against me, to talk about brownface at the Metropolitan Opera as recently as 2020.

In opera, a performer must be transparent enough to allow the audience to see what they expect to see. The singer is the vessel, and the role itself is determined by signifiers: boys in pants and short hair, rich ladies in pearls, the poor in patches, and – though Paris Opera staff forced a Muslim woman who was wearing a face covering to leave a performance of La traviata in 2014 – Muslim women are uniformly signified by their veils. The gaze can move in only one direction. There are rules about who gets to look, and what they are supposed to see.

Of opera director Giuseppe Sarti’s use of costume in performances for non-Italian speaking audiences in the eighteenth century, scholar Christine Jeanneret writes, ‘apparel is a visual performance that shapes identity by signaling rank, status and taste, in addition to presenting a narrative about the body inhabiting it ... clothing is a “body technology” that functions as an identity marker, creating a “visible self”’.7 On the stage of the Western imaginary, Zenobia does not reveal her hairy body. Russian bass Ildar Abdrazakov dons black chest and back wigs to play Mustafà and plays a caricature reviewers will describe as veering uncomfortably close to brownface.8 If critics find themselves able to laugh at such a caricature, it’s only because it touches on a narrative still very much alive in Western imaginations. European colonisers once wrote about the perverse Orient, the tyrannical Orient, the Orient that needed to be saved from itself, and in the United States and in Europe – I am already bored of writing it – white people condescend to congratulate me that I am finally safe.

Today, I have music videos on YouTube, Instagram feeds and TikToks, but child-me never saw the glory of a Buraq tattoo arcing its way across a trans friend’s skin, or dreamed of celebrating top surgery scars over Zoom with a fellow trans Arab. For younger me, growing up in NYC and, later, its distant suburbs, it was impossible to miss what society thought about queers of colour and/or trans people, impossible, even, to talk about them out loud. The first time I saw another trans Arab post a thirst trap in eyeliner and velvet, I cried for days.

I know, I know: I’m supposed to tell a story with me in the centre, but I’m not at its heart. The heart of this story is a karaoke booth in LA’s Koreatown where four queer Arabs are belting Queen at the top of our lungs. The heart of this story is the balcony of my friend’s Beirut apartment with its orange kitchen, the dance party in Hamra with the hanging net of rose petals and the white VW Beetle with its hood stuffed with flowers. It is the dance floor at Bardo. It is crock-pot maqluba in the home of a trans friend. It is the after-party at RAWIFest, Nour Ballout’s photographs of me three months after top surgery, a roundtable of trans Arab writers organised by Ahimsa Timoteo Bodhrán for Sinister Wisdom. It is me trembling as I write the foreword to Mizna’s Queer + Trans Voices issue during the first summer of the pandemic. It is changing outfits every ten minutes in the glow of the Zoom screen during the Mizna x RAWI Hafleh I co-hosted with fellow queer Arab American writer Fargo Tbakhi from a cramped corner of my apartment, dancing on my desk chair in red lipstick and a bralette in creamsicle lace. It is a hot tub at Wi Spa where I am spun by the hands of friends on the night of a Pisces full moon as we cry out to the universe to be healed.

In the music video for Khansa x Zahzah’s song ‘Khayef’ (‘Afraid’), directed by Mohamed Sabbah, two dancers enter a living room before an assembly of elders, dressed in outfits that transgress gender: a smooth-faced, long-haired dancer in a white men’s shirt and black sneakers, the other with shaved head, berry lipstick, pearl collar and a crisp shirt over a pair of boxers. Family lower their eyes in dismay, or cover them. The title of Muhammad Abdul Wahab’s original is ‘[image: illustration]’ (I’m afraid to say what’s in my heart). The dancers place their bodies in front of these eyes. The music is not for the audience, but for them.

Before Rossini wrote Aureliano in Palmira, before Britain and France criminalised homosexuality in Southwest Asia and North Africa, well before the Egyptian Ministry of Culture burned 6,000 copies of Abu Nuwas’s poetry at the dawn of the new millennium over his homoerotic verses, SWANA peoples of all genders adorned themselves and danced. It is often still easier, lining my eyes in black or fumbling the post of an earring into my ear, to repeat the word queer like a mantra than it is to allow the words [image: illustration] or to rise, like questions.

I was taught as a child that society shames those who adorn themselves. We are shamed for making ourselves objects of desire because the world loves to rain violence on the heads of femmes. Is it such a crime to be wanted? I would rather tell you how I learned to catch the light. Watch me drape coins and pearls over the black hair on my belly, wrap my veined arms in lace, paint my eyes for the mirror. The first and only time I tried to run away from home, my father beat me because I had ruined, as he said, his reputation. I did not know the word. Now I know, too, of [image: illustration]. I know the sting of it on the flesh. I also know the sweetness of its smoke, how its song rings in the throat, how to tilt the head back and open the mouth, how to let the first note blaze out.

_____________________
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AMROU AL-KADHI

YOU MADE ME YOUR MONSTER

Who decides what is socially transgressive? This elusive idea that something is somehow against the rules? Transgression is sometimes a choice, sometimes a necessity. At times, we are perceived to be transgressive through no decision of our own; there are times that transgression can be an active decision, and as a result liberating, and others when it can be damaging and dangerous. We might want to wear our transgression, or to desperately hide it. Transgression can be freeing, yet can result in limits to our sacred freedoms.

The idea of transgression has dominated my work as a storyteller and drag queen, and my very way of operating in the world. Although it is a core feature of my work, this has not always been my choice. Transgression is also at the forefront of my familial relationships. The idea of transgression can take on different socio-political meanings, which impacts us and the world around us in different ways. This fascinates me – how can the meaning of what it is to transgress change according to context, intention and effect?

There are times when I’ve been told that my mere existence is an affront to Islamic and Arab cultural norms; there are other times where I’ve actively tried to transgress these norms on stage as a tool of empowerment. There are times when my transgressions are something I’ve been desperate to hide, for fear of punishment – real and metaphysical – and others where I’ve actively flaunted them. Transgression has been inflicted on me and embraced by me. It has brought me my success and has also put me in real danger. As a queer Arab who now lives between the UK and US, I find I am thinking about transgression on a daily basis. I want to spend this essay examining the different types of transgression that I occupy, and how this has changed across my life.

‘You’re not you, you’re me.’ My mother said this to me when I was fifteen, after I offended her and the whole family by displaying something quite foreign in our community: individuality. I can’t speak for all Arab families, obviously, but in the Iraqi community that I was raised in, parents view their children as direct social replications of themselves – not autonomous individuals who have their own wants and dreams, but by-products of the Iraqi gene pool whose only goal is to ensure the survival of the wider family unit. ‘But I love pink socks, Mama!’ I would cry, and she would say, ‘Well, they are an embarrassment to me. How could you possibly live happily knowing I am embarrassed?’ Everything – and I mean everything – we did as children was viewed as a measure of how well our parents were raising us.

This is not wholly surprising, seeing as the Quran stipulates that if a child goes to hell, so too does their mother for failing them as a parent – children’s actions have a very direct consequence on the afterlife of their elders. This feeling of the collective taking priority over the individual also has some wonderful aspects to it. My Iraqi family often comment in horror at the way Britain treats its elderly citizens. Where I’m from, it would be unthinkable to shove our elders into a care home; indeed, the older you get, the more reverence you command, with grandparents effectively treated like monarchs at family weddings. I had quite a shock coming to the UK, where classmates would talk of having their dinner alone in front of the TV – every meal at my home was an event, involving the whole family, and I used to feel bad for what I interpreted as the coldness of the British family unit. I got three kisses on the cheek before every sleep, and my mother refused to let me on public transport to go to school because she viewed this as ‘child abuse’. I was driven to school by Mama every day until I turned sixteen.

For those who seamlessly fit into the familial collective, it can afford many privileges. For Arabs like myself, so innately queer and questioning, experiencing life through this herd mentality is not quite so easy. From the age of ten, I began displaying what was perceived to be aberrant behaviour that had the whole family concerned. Announcing that I was in love with Macaulay Culkin at the age of ten caused a family intervention, which only intensified in scrutiny when I began questioning our weekly Islamic teacher about passages in the Quran. It was obvious to everyone that I had a wondering mind, and my innate obsession with my mother’s make-up and clothes was seen as circumspect.

When I was thirteen and began searching for queer representation on Google on the family computer (of course I was busted), my parents and wider family did everything in their power to stop me being … me. Parental restrictions on the computer and TV, sure, but also bribing teachers at school to watch me for any signs of ‘gay behaviour’, throwing away any clothes that could perceived to be feminine and scaring me with terrifying passages of hell in the Quran. The wider family were conscripted too, with my uncle being tasked with giving me lectures on the dangers of homosexuality, and my mother even threatening suicide if I ever came out as gay. The entire apparatus of the collective family unit was utilised in hampering my individual identity.

In this sense, the idea of being transgressive did not feel like a choice – I was the transgression. I was this transgressive entity that broke the unspoken codes of the Iraqi collective self, and hence I was a target, because I was seen to threaten sacred behavioural and religious codes. It felt a little as though I was a malignancy, one that was attacked as something foreign by the self-preserving immune response of the family unit. It was hellish and exhausting; and not only was I victim to all kinds of emotional and psychological abuse, but I learned from a very young age to view myself as a rotten interference into an otherwise perfect system.

This was of course compounded by Islamic teachings, which forced me from the age of seven to reckon with the idea that my existence was a sin that would lead to an infinite incineration in flames. I walked around like a magnet to sin, my mother only reinforcing this when she told me that I was ‘the source of her life’s unhappiness’. It was the fault of the individual if the traditions of the collective came tumbling down – to transgress was to break down everyone’s feeling of safety in the collective. This is why queer Arabs can be viewed as such a threat to those in the community who conform. Our freedom is a projection of autonomy that many others have sacrificed; instead of embracing this, many lash out, for it destabilises their lifelong decision to conform for the ‘greater good’.

I had no intention of transgressing the family unity at such a young age – indeed, I wanted desperately to fit into it – yet I was made to seem like an existential threat to its cohesiveness. The forces of social reproduction and instinct to protect the familial collective are deeply sensitive to anyone who might even seem transgressive. Why this is the case is up for grabs, but one sees this in religious immigrant communities in the West. Living in a foreign, often hostile country – one, indeed, bombing the very country we came from – can make you very territorial about your cultural identity. Holding on to your religious and cultural tenets is a way of protecting our culture in a society that might want to erase it. Islam, also, is critical of individualism, at times in an almost socialist sense, attacking any kind of greed at the expense of the social body (I think Islam is where a lot of my socialist politics come from). But with this comes a suspicion of those who break ranks, and individualism – which is rightly or wrongly associated with being queer – is a threat. Hence, just being who I was without choice, was a transgression that needed to be supressed.

It didn’t work.

I now make a career out of being transgressive. I’m currently touring my most intentionally provocative drag show to date – ‘Glamrou – From Quran to Queen’. The show stages a life-long relationship with Allah. Allah, in the show (though of course not depicted) is a kind of metaphysical lover: at first a source of unconditional love, then an abusive boyfriend that wants to bed me five times a day, subsequently a jealous stalkerish ex who won’t leave me alone, then becoming someone I hate and want to spread rumours about (i.e. I become an Islamophobe). Eventually they are a spiritual lover I find some kind of polyamorous connection with. I obviously know that singing breakup songs to Allah in a pink sequin thong is transgressive, and I enjoy the spirit of danger this imbues in the audience. People genuinely seem to be a little on edge: ‘This person cannot be saying all this out loud, can they?’ The remix I sing of Lady Gaga’s Bad Romance, which I have mutated into the Islamic call to prayer in a scene where a chemsex party of men punishing themselves doubles up as a mosque, usually results in gasps.

I began to perform in drag at the age of nineteen, once I was at university and finally out of the domineering gaze of my parents. When I started drag, I was a monster. My first wig looked like an electrocuted guinea pig, but teamed with heels it transformed me from a fairly shy and incessantly polite student to a total cow – the joy I got in telling people to ‘fuck off’ and ‘worship at my feet’ was a high such as I had never experienced before.

Throughout my teenage years, I had been repetitively told by parents and Allah that I was a monster. I became known to the wider family as ‘Amrou the problem child’. But I had no real choice over this – my very way of behaving was viewed as monstrous. The pressure to prove to my family that I was not a monster turned me into a bigger one. At school, if I achieved anything less than 100 per cent, then I viewed myself as the cancerous monster that Islam and my family told me I was. I would come home screaming and crying even at getting 99 per cent. I lived in so much fear of my parents discovering the porn that I had looked at online, that even the mere touch of my shoulder by Mama in the morning would have me flinching and screaming. I became the problem child they told me I was, without choosing this path – they made me a monster, and then punished me for the monster I became. I was continually grounded, locked in my room, denied house privileges. By sixteen, I used to get black-out drunk every single weekend, often delivered to my parents’ door passed out at 5 AM without trousers and with a bruised face.

In drag, I could be a monster that was, in a way, empowering. Instead of being told I was rotten, I could perform in a way that felt glamorous and uplifting. Instead of being policed, I was the one telling people to shut the fuck up, to bow to me. I spent my teenage years in perpetual, existential fear; now, in drag, I could inspire fear through my confidence and glamour. After a lifetime of being bullied, I could be an iconic kind of Cruella de Vil bully. I was still a monster, but I became a monster of my own choosing. Instead of hiding my queerness, which I was told was monstrous, I proudly wore it for the whole world to see. Instead of being punished for being a monster, I scripted one with purpose, and I enjoyed it.

And so, although my early drag career was fun for me, I don’t think it was for anyone else. I was mean. And rude. It was all about my own subjective experience. I’ve been told that I was quite an unpleasant performer to watch. It was an empowering kind of transgression in the sense that it helped me feel agency, but a transgression that also potentially disrupted meaningful connections with others. Many drag queens have told me of a similar story early in their journey – they are so excited about the sudden power they’re imbued with, their first approach is to be callous and bitchy. This is also potentially linked to lazy tropes of femininity that are culturally recycled, but it’s often the first time ostracised queer people feel any kind of power.

It’s taken nearly a decade of doing drag to translate this transgression into something meaningful for audiences (and myself). Drag, at its best, provokes and transgresses in a way that ultimately builds bridges and understanding. I never want my drag shows to feel like a purely provocative environment for the sake of shock, but a space where I am testing the limits of what can be said and expressed in a way that can hopefully liberate as many people as possible. In performing some of my most transgressive material about queerness and Islam, my hope is that audiences leave thinking, feeling and understanding things about faith and queerness that they might never otherwise have considered. I want the audience to feel connected to these subjects and experiences, even if they previously felt far removed from them. This is when the transgressive power of drag is most fruitful – the new experience awakens empathy and understanding in audiences. I feel confident in my material now, after years and years of getting it wrong, and feel as if I’ve been able to sublimate my position as a transgressor into one which produces productive results.

But the question remains as to whether my position as someone transgressive has been one I ever had a choice in. It was thrust on me at age ten the moment I said I fancied Macaulay Culkin; and I suppose the best I could do and hope for is to make my status as someone transgressive into one that brings me joy and meaning and drag certainly does that. I’ve been able to harness my transgression into something that hopefully provides entertainment. But I’m not sure if I could ever escape this feeling of being in some way monstrous, however I’ve sublimated it. It’s just something that’s always been there – the best I can do is to harness it into something that gives me power and strength.

And even as someone who makes a career out of confident provocation, I yearn for safety and normality too. My work has put me in significant danger, in the firing line of death threats, and I’m now unable to go visit my family in Dubai (I could feasibly be imprisoned if I tried). Men are scared to date me, and strangers think I might bite. But beneath it all is the child who just wants love and acceptance. Perhaps my ultimate dream, and this may seem unfeasible, is to be accepted by the world for my active transgressions – if I’m loved for the monster I choose to be, maybe I won’t feel so monstrous after all.


KHALID ABDEL-HADI

MY KALI – DIGITISING A QUEER ARAB FUTURE

In late 2007, our national media published a news article about the Jordanian LGBTQ+ community, possibly for the first time. However, what could have been a milestone in our country’s history unfortunately became a traumatic moment in my personal life.

When the trouble began, my digital magazine My Kali (MK at the time) was only just getting started. Its creation had been spontaneous. Whilst I was still at high school, some friends and I hosted an event where we handed out CDs that included a PDF of articles about the LGBTQ+ community that I had originally written for local publications (but that had all been rejected). This PDF became the first edition of My Kali.

At the time, the magazine had no structure, no core team, no editorial line and no social media presence. I didn’t yet have a vision for the magazine beyond sharing these materials in PDF form and hoping that it would offer LGBTQ+ people a space to articulate their realities. There were no existing platforms, no knowledgeable queer publications and no inclusivity in the region at the time. We could either read what was written about us by others, or we could take control and share our own narratives. My Kali was born out of the evident gap in documentation by queer folks about our own lives.

The trouble for me began when the media hijacked the cover of the first edition of the magazine that had been created to accompany the exhibition, sharing it widely. This cover image was a photograph of me at sixteen, shirtless and leaning on a stool. I had only intended for the photograph to be seen by the underground LGBTQ+ community. However, motivated by bigotry and misinformation, a Jordanian news article shared the image widely to the general public, smeared My Kali, and outed me in the process. Many more articles followed, with headlines like, ‘Proclaiming a Website/ Magazine for Jordanian Homosexuals’. Thankfully, most of them appeared in print and are no longer available, though some can still be found online.

I love my homeland, my society and my culture, but having my sexuality exposed in such a conservative society that doesn’t recognise, let alone discuss, LGBTQ+ issues was deeply distressing. Journalists came up with false news stories, sensationalising my body and my personal narrative to demonise LGBTQ+ people. Then the newspaper that had published the first article claimed that it had discovered a plan on our blog to create an LGBTQ+ magazine and hold a ‘secret LGBTQ+ conference’. This was completely false.

These journalists presented themselves as the saviours of Jordanian culture and tradition by ‘exposing’ our so-called agenda. The paper framed our blog as a conspiracy against Jordanian society, making it sound as though we were taking advantage of a public distracted by elections to hold an immoral meeting. While revealing this supposed plot, the newspaper seized the opportunity to humiliate LGBTQ+ people further still. A man claiming to be gay was interviewed for the article, stating that his lifestyle was deviant and perverted and that he wanted to be healed. It was later confirmed to me that this interview had been fabricated by the paper to support their claim.

Because of this backlash and the fear the media had sewn, the friends who had staged the event and started My Kali with me demanded that I close the magazine down. I refused. I would not let the project die. I wanted to create a team, an editorial line, nourish our content and continue to engage with our audience’s needs. This episode demonstrated even more clearly to me the need for My Kali.

All of this pressure coincided with my forced and very public coming-out, though the concept of ‘coming-out’ is one I refuse to abide by. My family also came under pressure, receiving accusatory calls about my work. This was very difficult for them to endure. I quickly began to lose people I had previously been close to.
At the time the article announcing My Kali came out, the only other news articles about the LGBTQ+ community in the wider region were about the persecution, torture and abuse to which they were subjected: stories of queer people being killed by militias in Iraq, public hangings in Iran, online phishing of individuals in Egypt and random arrests in Saudi and Syria. All the coverage about LGBTQ+ Arabs was negative and violent. When I saw my picture in Jordanian newspapers, visible to countless anonymous readers around the country who I did not know, my mind quickly shifted to the stories of oppression inflicted on queer people throughout the region. I soon realised I was facing the threat of arrest – or worse.

From that point forward I was subjected to public outing and online bullying by people who wanted me dead or arrested. These messages were difficult to digest and affected me deeply. I didn’t know how to begin to address the issue or where to seek help. I internalised much of it and kept moving. I put out edition after edition of My Kali, and my team of editors and designers grew.

However, the backlash against the magazine also continued. The Jordanian Audiovisual Media Commission made a futile attempt to intervene on our behalf after several news outlets falsely claimed that My Kali was being granted a licence and official registration in Jordan. Regional media complained to the Jordanian government about the registration, printing and licensing of our publication. In July 2016, the Commission released a statement saying this was not the case. The director at the time, Dr Amjad Al Qadi, called upon the media to stop publishing false news and to report accurately. He urged journalists to speak to proper sources and fact-check and verify the validity of the news stories they were publishing. But despite these initial efforts to protect our rights as citizens, the Commission caved in under the pressure and eventually censored our publication’s site without any notice or justification.

The media continue to operate in a similar manner in Jordan to this day. Sensationalised stories are peddled with provocative titles. Articles rely on untraceable and unreliable sources that generate scandals in the hope of promoting stigmas of the kind that have hurt so many people in the LGBTQ+ community.

It’s concerning that inflammatory journalism and harmful practices still exist in Arabic-speaking countries and are tolerated by the public. These outlets continue to receive licences, although their journalism feeds on shaming others and inciting people against minorities. After fourteen years of being exploited and humiliated in this way in Jordan, I can personally say that the media has played a major role in the dehumanisation and targeting of the LGBTQ+ community, which has placed individuals in real danger, exposing them to physical and psychological harm. The media has contributed to creating a hostile environment in which coming to terms with your own sexuality, orientation and identity is even more difficult today than it was already throughout the Middle East and North Africa, and even for those in the diaspora.

Fortunately for me, there was a way forward. While studying at university, I had more time to explore a possible future for My Kali. How could we involve more people? What issues did we want to engage with? Could this be my career? Would I be able to make a living from it? The magazine became a huge part of my identity and by fighting for its existence I fought for my own.

Since its inception, My Kali has remained a digital magazine, which has allowed us to be agile in how we operate and achieve wide distribution – in spite of censorship. And so, despite the challenges we faced in those early years, My Kali is still going, with an important presence across the Arab region, though it is still censored in Gaza Strip, Jordan and Qatar. The digital magazine and platform has stayed true to its founding vision of enriching our society. Our bilingual English-Arabic articles on gender, sexuality, feminism, film, arts, music and real-life experiences of queer Arabs regularly reach 22,000 readers, and we have over 76,000 engaged followers across our platforms. The events side of the magazine also continues to this day: we host digital parties in collaboration with artists and the community, creating safe, but visible, spaces for queer and feminist artists.

My Kali is a voice for our community, a diverse platform amid the region’s sea of vindictive media. It has survived an entire decade and will continue to give a voice to LGBTQ+ people throughout the MENA region.

The magazine has also become my passport: the places it takes me and the stamps I have earned. When physically leaving Jordan wasn’t initially possible, my work still took me across the globe. It is also the home that hosted me and many others, while we moved the magazine from one medium to another and had to repeatedly rebuild that space. My Kali proves that it is possible to reach beyond state-sponsored intolerance. The internet offers a world of its own and My Kali continues to encourage a borderless community. Digital distribution has offered a way to reach individuals who sit beyond the status quo and show these people that they are not alone.


DANNY RAMADAN

THE ARTIST’S PORTRAIT OF A MARGINALISED MAN

I almost fell off a bar stool the first time I met André Aciman. He sat down next to me and giggled. ‘You must be Danny,’ he said. It took me a moment to remember how to breathe words.

I knew of the best-selling author long before his novel Call Me By Your Name became a queer sensation and an Oscar-winning movie. I had read his debut memoir, Out of Egypt, much earlier in my life. The book – underrated, wonderful and superbly detailed – remained with me for my own years living in Cairo, my exodus to Canada, and as I wrote my own debut novel. While Timothée Chalamet was experimenting with peaches on the screen, I got the bragging rights to tell friends that I knew of Aciman way back when.

The famed, award-winning author was a guest at a festival we were both invited to, and he was placed in the room next door to mine in our hotel. Busy with the festival, I never paid attention to my neighbours. My husband, Matthew, who tagged along on the ride, had a more leisurely schedule. He apparently befriended the older New Yorker, who didn’t bother to formally introduce himself. Matthew, not connecting the dots, ended up spending two days hanging out with a man he was unaware was one of my idols in writing. They had coffee together, ate cake and chitchatted about the world and its politics. A day or two before the festival’s end, Matthew pointed out Aciman in the festival café, introducing him as our neighbour.

‘This is André Aciman,’ I said under my breath to my cheerful man while Aciman walked towards us.

‘Who?’ Matthew asked.

‘Oh, for the love of …’

‘I’m always asked,’ I told him, two glasses of wine to calm my nerves later, ‘if my work is based on my own lived experience.’ I added that what bothered me the most was that my fictions were already assumed to be a works of non-fiction and that my characters, therefore, were only a reflection of myself. ‘I am a queer Syrian man with a refugee experience who writes about queer Syrian refugees,’ I reflected. ‘Maybe it is just expected that I only write about my own traumas.’

‘Well, I’m a Jewish New Yorker who was born in Egypt. I’m married to a woman and I have kids,’ he replied. ‘Still people ask me if Call Me By Your Name is a story based on my real-life events.’

Sure enough, at his event that night, one of the questions asked of Aciman was if Call Me By Your Name, a coming-of-age story of a queer Jewish boy in Italy falling in love with his professor father’s older male student, is based on his real-life events.

_

I remember when I released my first collection of short stories in Arabic. I was nineteen, living in Syria, and my only outlet for writing was publishing short stories for free online.

While my peers were searching the internet for free porn, I sleuthed around until I found an Egyptian online forum, the grandparent of Facebook and Twitter. The forum, a dedicated space for young authors to share work and fanfiction with readers, became my playground for much of my early twenties.

After a couple of years of building a presence for myself there, I was approached by a publisher in Egypt who proposed putting together a collection of short stories and bringing me to Egypt for a release around their International Cairo Book Fair. The publisher couldn’t afford a flight for me, so I took a forty-hour bus ride from hell between Damascus, my birthplace, and Cairo, the city that would become my home for the next eight years. He published 500 copies of the collection, titled Death and Other Fools. Our audience was mainly other members of the forum where I’d originally published my short stories.

I have two copies of that collection on my bookshelf right here in Vancouver. I pull a copy out sometimes and read through it. I shake my head at the extreme tendencies of my teenage self to over-expose my characters, and their lack of opening belief systems or deep conflicts. I look through my own words and I feel a bit embarrassed. The collection is a series of stories about jilted lovers and broken relationships with enough teenage angst to set the whole world on fire.

I also notice the subtext I left, mainly for myself, between my lines back then.

I was a queer kid living in a homophobic society, trying to hide my sexual orientation under what I perceived as a layer of extreme masculinity. It’s a laughable concept right now, looking back at old photos of myself doing the twink thing and praying to God no one could see through my veil. My writing, however, reflected my conflict with my own sexual orientation to the experienced eye: I wrote stories with a first-person perspective using the voice of a female character longing for the love of the boy next door; I used magical realism to deal with inner conflicts and finding love even with hidden scars on one’s skin; and I used the second-person narrative to avoid gendering the lover in many stories, and used ‘you’ as a pronoun for many of my main characters’ love interests. Elevators were my favourite place for conflicting scenes: the limited space, the lack of windows or gazers, and the ability to find yourself in a place where society is literally and figuratively denied access to your existence. These spaces were the right place for the unspoken in my stories.

I was seen as a writer of fiction back then: no one asked me if the many lovers in my stories were based on actual lived experiences. It was understood, as I was navigating the mainstream society and its stories, that my tales were the daughters of my own mind. I was seen as a young writer navigating concepts rather than narrating life.

It’s funny that, when I was assimilating the society around me in my stories, my writing was celebrated. It’s funny that when I present authentic stories from my own community now, my writing is questioned as non-fiction.

In his review of my debut English novel, my dear friend and loved mentor Kamal Al-Solaylee writes that he ‘wondered if The Clothesline Swing wouldn’t have been more gripping as a memoir. I’m not suggesting that everything here is autobiographical, nor do I want to conflate the narrator and novelist, but Ramadan could have handled the lines between the two genres with more care.’

These words from a review that came out over four years ago have stayed with me. I wondered back then, and I still wonder now, how to handle the lines between fiction and non-fiction. I wrote The Clothesline Swing as an attempt to authentically tell a queer Syrian refugee story; and, for that authenticity to come through, some of the details of my personal life slipped into the book for sure, as well as the details of personal stories that I borrowed from other queer Syrian refugees, with permission. Life is stranger than fiction and, truthfully, some of the stories included in the book are stories of lives lived by me and others like me. Yet I still consider myself a writer of fiction – which by its own definition is literature in the form of prose, especially short stories and novels, that describes imaginary events and people. Imaginary being the key word here.

I look at the work I did while I was living in the Middle East and search for myself through the lines and I rarely find I was speaking truthfully. My old stories are like negative photos. I look at the imagination in the story, and I can see the truth through its opposite; I can see what’s hidden because of the walls built around it. My debut novel is, in its essence, an attempt to tell the story as authentically and truthfully as it could be; to take the photograph and develop its negative into a perfectly coloured image.

Yet that authentic work becomes a window for people to invade my own personal story, and search for clues to my own traumas – as if my writing is only valid if it’s pure imagination of fiction, or a truthful telling of traumatic non-fiction.

I wonder sometimes if navigating the line between fiction and non-fiction and being steadily clear on which side of this line you are is a curse on which only authors of marginalised backgrounds and identities must balance. The logic holds because, to my knowledge, non-marginalised authors are not asked about the truth in their fiction or the imagination in their memoirs: no one asks French-Canadian Booker-winning author Yann Martel about his experiences living on a boat for 227 days with a tiger and a zebra. No one wonders if Elizabeth Gilbert inserted a bit of fiction into her memoir of eating pasta, practising Shavasana and drinking wine with a warm-blooded Latin lover.
‘You mention in your book that your mother was mentally ill and that she passed away due to a gunshot wound,’ an audience member asked me in the Q&A section after a recent event. ‘Can you tell us more about that childhood traumatic experience and how you handled it?’

‘I think you’re mistaken me for my main character, Hakawati,’ I responded with a smile. She felt embarrassed for bringing up the question and I assured her that this was not the first time I’ve been asked such a question. ‘My mother was mentally ill,’ she told me after the event, whispering between the two of us. ‘You write so beautifully about the experience of growing up with a challenging childhood, I was sure you must have been through it.’

There is a tendency among the audiences of marginalised authors, such as myself, to assume that every piece of writing is a reflection of real-life events that the author went through. There is this tunnel vision that many audience members get; it generalises the experience of one marginalised writer for it to become the general experience of that marginalised community. That tendency is a gaze that engulfs all those who identify within one community under one simplistic version of a narrative. A Disney-like mentality where Aladdin has elements of every Middle Eastern and Far East Asian culture combined in this unattainable, cartoonish mix that doesn’t feel authentic to any of the cultures it appropriates. While it’s easy for me to recognise the harmless intention of those asking such questions, generalising as they may be, I wonder if the pure intentions are in fact enough of an excuse to erase the harmful impact such mentality effects.

For one, confusing fiction with non-fiction impacts my own identity as an author: my ability to write a novel that describes imaginary events and people is questioned if every piece of fiction I write is confused for my lived experience. In a way, I’m told that I’m not a good enough writer to write fiction because my fiction is rooted in the community I come from and our lived experiences. It would follow that ‘real’ fiction, is by this definition, an act of cultural appropriation that is attained by navigating experiences that the author has not personally lived, whether that is writing about a different class, a different race, or a different sexual orientation or gender identity; or a combination of some or all of the above.

Another challenge is that under this gaze my future as a fiction writer is limited and possibly doomed. I plan to continue writing stories inspired by the experiences of queer Syrian refugees, mainly because I do believe that there are a million other stories out there that are unique and personal and authentic and that they are all deserving of telling. But when my next novel, The Foghorn Echoes, comes out in September 2022, which of my characters is going to become the new me? Which of the conflicts, with their traumatic impact, will be considered my own?

Finally, I wonder if I’m doomed to always perform trauma in order for my work to be relevant. The thing that inspires me the most to write is truly the ability of my characters to show resilience in the face of traumatic experiences; to show their capacity for love to one another and to themselves in the face of civil war, homophobia, xenophobia or racism. My characters will never fit the white-gaze version of what a Syrian refugee would ever be like; they are written to perform truthfully as their authentic selves. Some of them will integrate into their host Western communities, others might reject it or assimilate to it. Some of them will bring some of their Syrian culture with them, others might erase their past. Why? Because that’s authentic storytelling. That’s the complex experience of being a queer refugee in a new land, and it deserves telling.

‘I wonder if the demand that marginalized artists repeatedly perform trauma – becoming trauma clowns – in our art is a way to contain and oppress us, politely or indirectly, from the comfort of a seat, hands clean,’ Vivek Shraya writes in her exquisite essay, ‘How did the suffering of marginalized artists become so marketable?’. She adds, ‘what happens when the kinds of trauma I have experienced aren’t trendy or traumatic enough to “sell”?’

I can’t help but feel that I might be limited to this role; that my writing is only valid and celebrated if I admit to its traumatic roots. When I write a queer refugee story, is it demanded that I write real experiences I lived through? Or would my readers be satisfied with fiction based on truthful emotional experiences, writing that doesn’t require me to unveil my own personal history while I am at it?
We ask too much of authors of marginalised identities.

We want them to tell us their truth through their non-fiction, and represent their communities through their fiction, and to be able to run, with no safety net, on both these lines balancing like a circus act. We want them to be social justice warriors standing for the rights of their own community and tweeting away at every interval of change in the landscape of our ever-evolving political mayhem. We want them to be intersectional and informed on every aspect of the challenges facing the human race: climate change, migration, the political far right, the rise of the new Nazi wave, the Trump presidency, the pandemic impact on mental health, and all the upcoming unforeseen stories. We need them to be extroverted on stages, showing us their depth of emotions and telling us about their traumas, while also being strong and powerful enough to bear witness to our own sympathy for their wounds, as they open them up for all of us to see. We want them to fight for a diverse literature scene, while also navigating the challenges of finding publishing houses and literary agencies to represent them. We want them to be all of that and more, and we want them, on top of all of this, to write excellent literature.

We want these authors to be everything. And I wonder, sometimes, if all I can do is simply be myself: write whatever the hell I want to write, mix genres whichever way I want to, save myself the traumatic experience of unfolding my life on stages across the world, or – if I ever wish to, and feel safe to – bleed my true-life traumas in front of an audience I trust to cherish them, be empathic towards them and genuinely respect them.

Today, I might be brave and tell you my truth; tomorrow, I might be tired, and hide behind my fictions; I am fine with myself either way, but will the audience ever be fine with me?
‘How do you do it?’ André Aciman asked me, sitting on our joined balcony, overlooking Jerusalem.

‘Do what?’

‘How do you live so openly as a gay author? How does it feel to navigate life while also having to navigate people’s expectations and face their prejudice? How do you write stories that are so personal to you even when they are not inspired by your own life?’

I shrugged back then. I honestly didn’t know how to answer a profound question without sounding overly confident, or utterly egotistical, or even jaded by my own insecurities. I downed my wine and wished André a safe flight back to New York early the next morning. Quietly, I opened the balcony’s door, and slipped into the hotel room where Matthew slept.

I took off my clothes in the darkness. I joined Matthew in the warmth of our borrowed bed, and felt his feet searching for mine in his sleep. Still jetlagged, I couldn’t fall asleep right away. I pulled out my Kindle, and drowned myself in a book.

Half an hour later, it dawned on me. This is it. This is how I do it. I do it because I am a full human whose marginalisation fluctuates according to where I am, and who occupies the space with me. I am marginalised in the mainstream society, overpowered by the presence of whiteness and straightness and nationalism. When I am in this dark bed with my husband, I am still Syrian, a former refugee, a queer person – but I am no longer marginalised; this environment doesn’t create an imbalance of power that disfranchises me.

I am capable of navigating spaces where I know I am marginalised because I have created a space where I am not. I am capable now of reflecting on my own trauma because I have a safety distance, and a hiding spot to escape to when I need.

That thought brought me a good night’s sleep.

A version of this essay was published in carte blanche magazine in 2018.


AHMED UMAR

PILGRIMAGE TO LOVE

My name is Ahmed. I am an artist who voices their thoughts through tactile and object-based artworks – a visual autobiographer and narrator of my own story. I use art as a fluent means of expression and a tool for creating a bridge of sensory communication between my own experiences and those of the audience.

Art is my shield in resisting injustice, transforming my life and remedying my trauma. I grew up in a society where personal behaviours and individual freedoms were narrowed down to a couple of accepted ways of being, forcibly allocated according to physical appearance. Pulling off to a side-stream where you are yourself often motivated a social outcry and a demand to be brought back under the control of the ruling majority. The options left were either to resist, which is a limiting and costly process, or to submit and return to the mainstream and thereby completely lose the individual sense of self.

Making art provided me with the symbols I used to code my thoughts. It helped me to create a universe where I am the ultimate leader of my being and destiny – an imaginary universe where my voice is neither censored nor restricted. I was born into a conservative Sudanese family who chose to live in the Arabian Peninsula, or Allah’s House, rather than Sudan itself. I am the youngest child of five siblings: the last grape of the grapevine, as my family used to say.

I spent the earliest years of my childhood at the heart of Mecca, in the working-class and crowded neighbourhood of al-Ma‘abdah. We lived on a street named after the renowned pre-Islamic female poet al-Khansa’. It was packed with randomly constructed buildings. Some were painted in white, others in desert beige. The majority were decorated with religious prayers, such as ‘Allahu Akbar’ (God is the greatest) and ‘Masha’Allah’, which is a protective prayer against evil eyes. The prayers’ presentation varied from building to another. Some were written with bricks that stuck out of the façade walls, but the majority were painted above the entry gates. But all the houses had one common feature: small windows to keep the heat away, and to provide women privacy and protection from the sight of male neighbours.

People from across Saudi Arabia and even the world came together to meet at al-Khansa’ Street. Parts of the street were named after the tribe or the immigrant group that settled there first. There were Saudi tribes like the Quraysh, Harb, Mugati, or the Javanese who descended from the Indonesian island of Java, the Shanageet of Mauritania, and many others. Sudanese families, like my own, lived on the street as well, but were scattered about it.

My father, Siddig, was known among the neighbours for his peaceful disposition, his traditional Sudanese jallabiya and his red Toyota Cressida 1979 that he kept until his passing in 2009. He was also known for playing host to an endless number of Sudanese guests. He welcomed everyone into our home: relatives, friends, friends of friends, friends of friends of friends and others. Visiting our home was a religious ritual of sorts that all my father’s acquaintances undertook when visiting Mecca. It was almost as holy as visiting the Kaaba in the Holy Mosque.

My mother, Zeinab, is my heroine: a powerful, wise and generous woman. She is also elegant, tall and blessed with a gracious and poetically round face. She often wore her voluminous hair in a Sudanese traditional style called masayir. Mama’s face reminds me of a line from a song by renowned Sudanese singer Mohammed Wardi: ‘Your face between the masayir resembles the full moon.’

Mama is also fearless. She has spoken up against much injustice caused by the patriarchy and social norms.

Mama and I protected each other. I teamed up with her in many ways – sometimes I helped her with chores, such as the time we killed a rat that was terrorising our neighbours. I was at her side wherever she went. This close relationship with my mother made family members and outsiders call me ‘wad ommo’, Mama’s boy. This title has negative connotations and is given to boys whose attachment to their mothers exceeds the socially accepted boundaries of their age. Nonetheless, my childhood was rich with memories of the al-Khansa’. I was often found climbing the jabals (mountains) either side of the street, playing bare-foot football (which I was never good at anyway), and jumping between two five-storey buildings as if I were Spider-Man. I was an introvert rebel. I was quiet, but could easily turn into a resilient fighter whenever my sense of self was threatened.

On my street, respect was earned, and had to be maintained regularly. I chose to fight back. From a young age, I was off the social beat: a light-skinned Sudani with an afro and an attitude unlike that of my peers. I was also feminine and did not fit into a socially accepted template. I enjoyed being a kid who explored both their femininity and masculinity. I played dress-up with both my father’s clothes and my mother’s. My sisters also dressed me up a few times. They called me ‘Hanaa’, a female name that means a high state of joy. It was also an accurate description for my feeling then – and now.

I have been falling in love with other boys for as long as I can remember, even while I was living in Mecca. I didn’t know anything else. I had a crush on Husain, Muhammad, even my teacher, Amin. I was in fifth grade when these feelings were described to me for the first time. The teacher of the Fiqh – an in-depth religious studies subject at school – explained to the class that there were two kinds of human beings: ‘Normal, and then gays and lesbians.’ I remember the teacher taking up one third of the blackboard when he wrote the word ‘gays’. ‘When a man loves a man and they practise the liwat, sex between them, astaghfirullah, may Allah protect us from the devil,’ he said. ‘It is haram and utterly disgusting! Allah punished the gays in the past by turning Sodom and Gomorrah upside down.’

The teacher proceeded to gesticulate, with exaggerated flamboyance, to demonstrate how gay people talk. He said gays and lesbians were a plague to society, and that they should be removed. He listed five ways of getting rid of homosexuals. The mildest of these was public beheading. He added that the bodies of gays should not be buried in a Muslim graveyard but thrown into the desert to rot. That particular class, and this particular teacher, put me off exploring the idea of homosexuality for many years to come, planting shame and self-loathing within me.

When I finished elementary school, puberty hit me. I could no longer disguise my voice shift by saying that I had a cold, as I had said for the past six months. My moustache and monobrow started to mark my face. I rejected puberty because of the social expectations that awaited me. I knew masculinity would be a heavy burden I couldn’t carry. I didn’t want to be called a man and be responsible of my actions before Allah.

Then I began intermediate school, where I met Adel. He was one of the most beautiful boys on campus: popular, extrovert and with a strong sense of self. He stood up against bullies and defended himself against older boys who tried to sexually harass him. He had light hazel-coloured eyes and a massive crown of soft hair. I can still feel the smooth texture of his hair, hands and cheeks.

I was known for being the only Sudanese boy in the whole school. Not only that, but a Sudanese who was not very dark skinned, short-tempered, nor masculine. I was often asked questions like, ‘How can you be Sudanese when you’re not charcoal-black?’ On many occasions I had my headwear taken off by the other boys so that they could mess up my exposed afro. I was also called a girl, by both students and teachers. While deep within me I never took it as an insult, I still had to act as if I did, to avoid raising suspicions.

I subscribed to the school radio for the chance to spend time with Adel. We became friends and hung out during breaks. We stayed back as late as we could before lessons began again, and spoke on the phone almost every night – to the point that our mothers recognised our voices whenever one of us called.

One day when the lunch break bell rang, Adel asked me to wait with him in the furthest corridor behind the building of the school, promising that he had a surprise I would like. We waited until all the students went inside their classes. He leaned towards me, held my chin up, looked deep into my eyes and kissed me on the lips.

‘Your lips are so soft,’ he said.

I was speechless. I had never felt so good. I had never felt so bad.

We then ran in silence, each to our respective class. I was shaking in fear: I was excited as well, but the fear was overwhelming. We had shaken Allah’s throne. We had committed one of the worst sins in Islam. We were now unwanted and should be beheaded. We were not real men. Were we now gay?

For the next few days, I went through a period of questioning and said endless prayers for repentance. And depression came, too. I waited for Allah’s revenge. Would the earth split and swallow me, like the people of Lot in Sodom and Gomorrah? Or would I be punished with eternal unhappiness? Maybe I was already infected with AIDS, the guaranteed fate of men who lust over men, as the Fiqh scholars had claimed.

It was hard to see or talk to Adel in the days following the kiss, but my body couldn’t resist his presence. I got goose bumps when he was near. A few days later, he asked me to meet him at our corridor after break was over. This time, I took strawberry-flavoured chewing gum that pigmented my lips red. When I arrived, he was standing there with half a smile.

I smiled back.

I kissed him.

We ran in silence again, each to our respective classes.

I fell in love. I also fell into a trap with my conscience. I felt I had no honour. All the doubts and accusations about my sexuality would be true if I accepted this love. I could not be angry if someone called me a faggot any more. I was handing my fate to the devil.

Adel and I kissed few more times after that, but eventually we chose brotherhood over love. Many years later, he married a woman and had children with her. We remained best friends until the day he laughed about my contribution to a campaign about child molestation in the Arab World. We haven’t spoken since.
I continued my studies in Sudan, where I was sent because higher education was cheaper than in Saudi Arabia. Despite growing up and spending most of my life in Saudi, I had no automatic right to study there. I also felt it was safe in Sudan to start a new life with a ‘correct’ attitude, and this worked out well. I was popular at college, sharp and with a wide social network – in some ways like my father. I was academically successful and achieved highest grades in all subjects – in many ways what my mother wished me to be. But I differed from my siblings and school friends who all had someone they loved. And then Israa’ came to my life.

Israa’ embodied all expectations of beauty sought after by traditional Sudanese families. She had wondrous large eyes, russet skin, long and soft hair. She had poise and was religiously committed to a degree that she didn’t shake hands with men. We connected on many levels. We became best friends or, according to college rumours, a couple. But custom had it that we could not officially called that until I said, ‘I love you.’ Those three words had to be dragged out of my mouth.

One day, Israa’ came to me and said: ‘Ahmed, this guy Ayman, who has been hanging around with us, is asking to marry me, and I don’t know what to answer. I need a confirmation from you. Are we a couple? Or shall I accept him as a husband?’

I said quickly, ‘Yes we definitely are.’

‘Then you must do something,’ Israa’ said.

‘What?’

‘Say, “I love you.”’

‘I … Iove you.’

‘Louder, I didn’t hear it. Do you mean it or what?’

‘No, no I mean it,’ I replied, ‘I love you. I love you. I love you!’

‘Stop,’ she giggled. ‘Stop, you’re crazy, everyone can hear us.’

Finally, I was in a relationship that was halal. I could even brag about it among friends and family. Every day on my way to college, I whistled through the window of her class to say hello and wish her a good day. We were apparently so in love that she once broke her rule, held my hand, and wrote with a marker: ‘I <3 U’.

Israa’ and I spoke about establishing a home together. We planned on having ten kids since I love children, despite the fact I had never thought of her in a sexual way. Still, I promised her to protect her and to cut off any arm that tried to touch her.
A few months into my love story with Israa’, the school organised a field study trip to the Blue Nile state in southern Sudan. The trip’s objective was to study nature and meet the tribes of Ambararo and Angasana and learn about their culture and art. We were segregated according to our sex. Boys and girls slept in different houses.

This region of Geisan is incredibly beautiful. The village where we stayed lay under a lush forest of wild mango and papaya trees. The area had been affected by the civil war. The forest floor was filled with mines, so we were ordered to walk in groups or with locals, and not to stray far from the house.

On the first evening of our trip, the boys gathered for tea and played cards on the floor of the house. Suddenly, a snake crept onto the middle of the carpet, freaking everybody out until one of the boys, Osman, killed it. And this was the same floor we were supposed to sleep on! I refused to sleep on the ground that night. A few other boys and I agreed to sleep on the roof of the bus instead. One of these boys was Ashraf – an attractive boy with beautifully ambiguous features, like most people who have mixed Sudanese-Arab heritage. We were good friends and our girlfriends were best friends. But secretly I had a soft spot for him. I was the only boy who travelled with full sleeping gear. I was made fun of in the beginning and called ‘bourgeois’, but soon enough Ashraf’s head appeared on one side of my mattress, Nazar’s on the other side, and Ghassan and Muhammad also shared my sleeping kit.

After a couple of nights on top of the bus, Ashraf ended up lying on my mattress with me. He was uncomfortable sleeping on just a thin sheet, laid directly on the metal roof. Another couple of nights passed, and we ended up sleeping in the same direction instead of lying with our heads at opposite ends of the mattress as we had initially done. Then one night, I woke up with the warmth of Ashraf’s breath on my lips. His breath often had a distant hint of tobacco. It was so cold. Ashraf was looking at me, the moon reflecting in his eyes. I looked back at him. I froze: I don’t know for how long, but long enough for my body to grow hot.

He put his hand around my waist and kissed me.

Soon after, we turned our backs against each other, but I couldn’t sleep for the rest of the night.

I met Ashraf the next morning, as he was sipping his tea with a cigarette. He looked very sad. I asked, ‘Are you OK?’

‘Ahmed, are we really gay now?’ he said. ‘We cannot do this. We are brothers. We should help each other from getting deep into this dangerous path.’

‘I think we are gay,’ I replied. ‘And, yeah, I agree, we should save ourselves from the sin.’ But despite this conversation, we continued kissing each other goodnight for the rest of the trip.

We remained regularly intimate for another year and a half.

Then I left, for Norway.


AMINA

AN AUGUST, A SEPTEMBER AND MY MOTHER

Somewhere, over Haig’s violin, under Hamed’s voice, the woman I love laughs and everything inside me reaches up to hear it better. She holds me by the waist, hands light and then enveloping. Our hips magnetise and we dance. I tilt my head onto her shoulder and I laugh too, loudly and at nothing; in joy or disbelief, I’m not sure.

It is 22 September 2017 and, in the concert area of a megamall, 35,000 people gather for Mashrou’ Leila’s biggest ever show in Cairo. The air feels a little delirious, maybe from the heat or the crowd or the cheap tequila-flavoured beer our friends smuggled in for us. Barely twenty metres in front of us, three of those 35,000 people raise rainbow flags like wings. They are magnificent and the crowd goes wild. They catch a bit of wind and the multi-coloured things – which ugly men will later swear on TV were smuggled across borders to ruin our great nation – are nothing but bright. Their colours glow under the spotlights as they soar above brave shoulders, beacons in the night.

I see a man, morphed by my memory into the worst of faceless middle-aged Egyptian men, pick a fight with a flag-bearer. The latter spins, wielding the rainbow in one hand like a threat and a flaming sword. He barks so fiercely that the man who accosted him stalks off with his tail between his legs, looking over his shoulder, like he’s planning revenge. We cheer for the hero flag-bearer more than we do for our favourite songs.

This is all happening in the festival grounds of a megamall. Five hundred metres away from us, upper-middle-class Egyptian families are treating themselves to a Friday night dinner at Paul or Chili’s – sure to nab a table with a view of the dancing fountain – while Hamed sings about us and for us. We scream and the ground quakes under our feet and one guy walks around in a bunny suit and makes people laugh and two young men who don’t know any different kiss; and she smiles against my cheek and it feels like pride.

Thirty-five-thousand people, bigger than protests, and it feels like pride. Not across oceans and borders among strangers, drunk at a parade in a town that does not despise or know us, but here, in Cairo.

We will repeat it often in the months that follow, to friends who were not there, to sceptics, to ourselves: in that moment, it felt like pride.
A month before the concert, it is August. We are metres away from my grandfather’s beach house. My grandfather, who would have loved you, if he could. My mother – who absolutely loved you, if only as the ever-polite best friend – is waiting up for us to come back from what she thinks is a night out.

It is 2 AM and we are sitting on a white bench at the edge of the water. Our lips taste like salt and – save for a few teenage stragglers kicking up sand as they walk past – we are alone. The wind picks up and our bodies grow impatient to get home, where we are young and gasping and every muffled moan is urgent.

Before we leave, you say you want to see a shooting star.

With my face pressed to your cheek, my hands resting in the home of your waist, I whisper ‘hader’ into your skin. I kiss you, three slow kisses into the smiling apple of your cheek. For a breath, everything pauses, before a piercing meteorite splits the sky in two. Years later, after you are long gone, I will still be able to hear the gasp that flies out of your lips, your body rising like you’re about to meet the star where it lands.

I think that is when you start calling me magic.

I think that is when I start believing in God.

Like Gibreel coming down to Ghar Hiraa, like a heavenly voice easing an anxious prophet, like the Red Sea split to salvation, God pierced the sky for me.

In another life, one where I do not lie about love, I rush home to tell my mother.

I crouch at the edge of her prayer rug and prattle off like I do about every happiness that would not break her heart. She looks up from where she kneels, a gentle lecture about God and signs and thankfulness floating from her lips. She shakes her head and ushers me away as she does one more raqaa, keeps her forehead to the floor a little longer, asks God to keep me happy, asks God to keep us safe.

Further right of the crowd, probably 10,000 bodies away, another constellation of flags shimmers, each a lighthouse to us and each other.

I will never know which was Sarah’s.

I do not know if the person in front of us who climbs on someone’s shoulders and spreads the flag behind them like wings – so close we can almost jump aboard – is Sarah. I do not know if I watch as the photo of her apotheosis is taken. But I know that, right then, it is joyful and fortifying and makes us scream as we reach for each other with abandon. Desire spills out of us and we do not hurry, as we are trained, to pick it up and hide it away from idiot eyes. The night is all glory and we are out.

The night is ours. Two boys in mesh (which they will later cover up with hoodies) kiss and a girl with a septum piercing (that she will later turn inwards) falls in love with the first girl she flirts with and a couple (who I will later see on Instagram, marrying other people) borrow a flag for a kiss.

That night, we fall asleep in the boundless love of Sarah’s Cairo.

But the following day, the air sours. Ugly men call us vile on national TV, as my mother asks me if that wasn’t the concert I was at last night. I clutch my mug, the roll of my eyes a well-rehearsed lifebuoy that I hope will buy me enough time before I have to respond.

A strip of fabric hails Armageddon, they say, a Western import come to destroy Egypt. A moral decay infests the rich kids of private universities. I sip my tea and force a laugh and the corner of my eye bores into my mother.

Thirty-thousand homosexuals! one of the men screams. An orgy, a satanic ritual, a group wedding in disguise. I call it bullshit and maybe my mother doesn’t hear the terror that’s moved into my voice. They read from a script: the police must launch an investigation. Someone must be held accountable. Someone must be punished.

The onslaught is endless. Talk-show hosts consider us with all the compassion of homeowners deciding what to do with a dog they’re not sure is rabid. They debate putting us down or driving us to another neighbourhood where we will be someone else’s problem. My mother gets bored and switches the channel and I retreat. Those of us who do not have reason to fear a sudden pounding at the door lie awake in the same darkness that night, pinned to our beds by the cruel glare of our mobile phones, as childhood friends and loved ones (who will be neither friends, nor loved, when the sun comes up) debate our humanity.

They will do this again in three years’ time when Sarah is gone, but I do not know that yet.
I have never thought myself a sin. My queerness has never curdled into self-loathing. Save for a few days when a woman first slowed my heart – when something unnamed and afraid tried to rear its head – I have always held my queerness gently in my ribs, a secret I am not ashamed of. I have never tried to rip it out, claws sharpened by a childhood of religion lessons and the many kindly veiled women who raised me.

I have never believed that the God who sends me a shooting star is the same one the idiots yell about on TV, with spit flying out of their mouths. Theirs quakes in anger at my love; mine smiles, honoured by a soul loving the very best of His image.

She spoke to me, once – the woman who slowed my heart – of Vita and Virginia’s letters and how she is reduced to a thing that wants Virginia. That night on the beach, she is glowing and total and nothing less than divine and I too am reduced to a thing that wants Thurayya.

It is a man with a child’s laugh who will tell me later that the cluster of stars that she picks out like flowers at 2 AM – five delicate pinpricks, so small, so deliberate as they huddle together for warmth – is called Thurayya.

He will tell me a less misogynist version of an old Arab legend. That Thurayya – Pleiades or the Seven Sisters – soars infinite through the cosmos with her Dobran, the shepherd who loves her and the brightest star in Taurus, never far behind.

God has never denied me my Thurayya. Every night, when I am lucky enough to lie underneath a pinpricked sky, God reaches for me, blinks to me from behind a cluster, and reminds me we are nothing but love.
The idiots do not know that.

When Sarah dies, far away in a land that barely knew her, far from the Cairo that she danced into being and that killed her in return, it begins again. After we are killed, is it haram to wish us restful peace? Are we worth praying for? What horrors does our deviance, Lut incarnate, unleash?

What is to be done with us? they ask. We ask, What becomes of us, our lives and our memories, if we are remembered at all?

Among ourselves and alone, we grieve for someone we will never know. We form half-images, listening for echoes of who she was in second-hand memories. Sarah with wings. Sarah lying in a field. Sarah in a bursting, squinting smile. Sarah sending a dear friend a birthday video so tender it rips our hearts open. Sarah holding love in hand, singing along to Um Kalthoum, let me dream, let me dream.

We who never met her, try to now, mining for clues to who she was in videos and old posts and talk of hope and solidarity, while they condemn us to hell. To a wrath so torturous and forever that neither we nor they nor any human since the first can truly comprehend.

Our community knows few things as well as we know twenty-four-hour-long panic attacks, when the air shifts and the state starts hunting and the men delete the apps and we brace ourselves. We are learning, slowly, how to hold each other through them. We are learning that it is a trick of the mind and the state that makes our fear and our love collapse into one, flattening us as if we are all the same. We are not all the same.
Are you cis. Are you rich. Are you Muslim are you a man are you English-speaking have you been seen dating the opposite sex. Do you live in Cairo do you have a foreign passport is your father powerful is your mother loving.

We don’t often think about that last one as the privilege it is.

Is my mother loving?

Yes. She loves every part of me that she knows.

My mother – who, as we sit down to iftar at sunset the day after Sarah’s passing – says she can’t stop thinking about what happened to ‘that poor girl in Canada’. I mine her face, but there is nothing more than sympathy for a far-off stranger.

After I spend the night twitching and gasping awake like a soldier who nodded off at his post, my mother does not know why my eyes are bloodshot in the morning. I cry, and like a child tell her I had a nightmare.

I lie to my mother about so many of my sadnesses that she thinks I am prone to depression. She thinks there are just these spells that come once in a while, when there is nothing for her to do but make sure there are snacks in the house and the cake I like and she is around more often than not. My mother revels in my happiness because she thinks it fragile.
My mother is never more alive than the day of my brother’s wedding.

He makes a beautiful groom. He is warm and fun and lovely. He dances with his bride, his smile all bewilderment, his laugh booming through the crowd. He twirls her and holds her, and the people who love and raised them sway all around them, dancing with joy.

My brother and I look alike. In the middle of the crowd I recognise the look he gives his bride, because I have looked at a woman the same way. Enchanted and alive. I have known that love, joyous and overflowing. I have felt it and might, if I am luckier than I sometimes want to be, feel it again.

But my mother will never be happy for me like she is tonight for my brother. She will not invite her friends to see as she beams at her life coming full circle, or run to the DJ requesting songs I can twirl her to on the dancefloor. My mother, to whom I have lied about so many of my sadnesses, will not find it in her to dance with me on that day, and I will not ask her to.

So I dance with her now instead.

My brother dips his bride, who throws her head back in laughter. My mother sways a little off-beat, veil nearly slipping, singing in gorgeous abandon. And right then, I love them a little extra. I dance a little bigger. I swallow my heart and throw my hand around my brother’s waist and he looks down at me and we beam the same smile. I look across at my mother and I sing louder, eyes squinting in the lights and the tear I call back. I pretend, for an instant, that it is my wedding too. I take my mother’s hand, twirl her, and by the time she faces me again I am in a white dress. Next to me is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen, a vision in a white dress or a suit that makes me weak. I smile at her all bewildered, and at my mother who is here and dancing and yelling at me to play her favourite songs. She is stunning, in a dress she promised she would lose weight for, every night as she bit into a mango, but never did. I dance with her and for an instant the fantasy is real. My brother tightens his arm around me and the crowd is almost flying. In an instant, I take all that joyful noise and all that screaming love and I store it somewhere safe, in the gentlest parts of me, where I keep my whispered dreams and my grandfather.
If I am lucky, if I am astoundingly, wonderfully lucky, one day I will have a wedding of my own. It will be flooded with light, those we love will love us, everyone will get drunk and laugh at nothing, I will hold my love and it will feel like pride and it will feel like home. Then, I will take this memory of my mother out of its hiding place and I will dance with her. She will look at me with tears in her eyes – none of them repentant – and hug me, and I will be loved and loving. And when we are done, my mother will kneel on her prayer rug as she does, and she will thank God for my joy, and that she got to see it. She will pray for my love and whisper safeguards from envy as she does for all our happinesses. God will blink at me from the sky, never refusing my mother’s wishes, and we will be all right.

I hope.

Mashrou’ Leila is a rock band from Lebanon. They are known for songs that challenge and satirise the political elite, while also addressing cultural stigmas and social issues. This piece references a Mashrou’ Leila concert in Cairo in September 2017, during which a few fans unfurled rainbow flags. One of those fans was Sarah Hegazy, who was arrested by Egyptian security forces soon after. Mashrou’ Leila were subsequently banned from performing in Egypt. After her ordeal, Sarah sought asylum in Canada. In June 2020, far from home, she tragically took her own life.


RAJA FARAH

THE BAD SON

It’s 3 AM and Layth has been sitting on a footstool in the corridor of the emergency room of Hôtel-Dieu for the last two hours. His back hurts and he is struggling to keep his eyes open. In the room behind him Nizar, his father, is screaming in pain and anger and general disdain for life. He screams at anyone who tries to help. They’ve both been here before. Several times.

The nights in the ER are torturous, and Nizar doesn’t make them easier. He has stumps for legs because for years he refused to treat his diabetes and, five years ago, the doctors had to amputate. Now, the stumps are smooth. When the amputations were first done, they looked like a really good Halloween prop. There was blood and puss and pumps to get the puss out and infections and smells and scabs and bones and pieces of flesh like you see on TV when they want to feed the crocodiles and they tie pieces of flesh and the crocodile jumps and eats. The bone was what was hardest to look at. Bones are for the dead; they’re not supposed to be seen in living things. Yet, again and again, Layth found himself cleaning his father’s infected leg, with the bone peeking through, trying not to inhale the putrid smell that came from it. Bone. Exposed human bone.

The amputations are a small part of the problem now. Nizar has somehow, against all fucking odds, survived heart failure (twice), flooded lungs, a broken hip, renal failure, obesity, abnormal prostate growth, depression, total liver failure, severe bed sores, gangrene and a broken shoulder. Today, it’s his heart again. And his lungs. His oxygen levels have dropped to 84 per cent, about 15 per cent lower than they should be. He can’t breathe, but still manages to spew insults out at anyone that comes near him. He calls the (female) doctors whores, he tells the (female) nurses to stop trying to touch his penis, he throws food at the (female) cleaners. He’s despicable, even more so than usual.

In between calling the fat nurse a whale and the resident doctor an idiot, he yells at Layth. He accuses him of being an ungrateful son, of taking advantage of the fact that he is weak and can’t fight back. Layth has gotten used to it all and he transforms it into an ever-growing hate for his father, one that has been fed since he was a child. But the last accusation hits hard. It reminds him of the many times Nizar has used his strength to his advantage. When Layth was three years old and Nizar threw him against the wall for dropping water near his computer. When he was seven years old and Nizar beat him up on the side of the road because he wouldn’t stop crying. When Layth was thirteen years old and Nizar broke down the door to Layth’s room because Layth had used his shaving cream. When he was seventeen years old and Nizar threw a desktop computer at Layth’s face because he hadn’t washed his hands before using it. When Nizar beat him up so badly that he had to be rushed to the hospital. Tell them you fell off your bike. Now, Layth is in his forties and Nizar is a blob that can’t move. But even on his many deathbeds, he’s mentally abusive.

In the hallway of the ER, Layth sees familiar faces of nurses, doctors, cleaners. Some say hello, most just walk by, from one patient to another. Next door, a frail old woman is being hooked up to several machines and she doesn’t understand what is going on. This is mostly because she can’t hear or focus because Nizar is yelling. She looks at Layth, trying to understand why someone would scream so much, but Layth has no answer for her. He looks away, ashamed and apologetic. He steps outside for fresh air, but mostly to escape his father’s screaming.

It’s less intense outside, less urgent. A couple of people are walking around in circles, mostly worried about some family member inside.

Layth takes out his phone and decides to call Abdullah, who lives in Los Angeles, where it’s not 3 AM. Abdullah has been on the receiving end of several phone calls from the Emergency Room, not because Layth and Abdullah are necessarily very close, but because the time difference means that he’s available when most people around Layth are sleeping. Layth tells Abdullah of the latest developments, of how he had to leave mid-hookup to take his father to the hospital, of how he had to fight with his father to convince him to go to the hospital, of how he had to carry his father, who weighs about 130 kilograms, from his bed to his wheelchair, while he was fighting off the insults thrown his way throughout all of it; and how he was still full of lube and sweat and his breath smelled of cock and ass and how he didn’t even have time to get the guy’s number, though he wasn’t sure he wanted the guy’s number anyway. The conversation distracts Layth from his current situation and it’s a welcome relief. They start to talk about boys and heartbreak and sex and PrEP and hookups and dates. They talk about how sex is their way of coping, of pretending that everything is OK for a few minutes and sometimes, though rarely, for a few hours. They talk about how, with age, they’d rather sleep than fuck, or better yet, fuck early, effortlessly and quickly, then sleep.

As they’re chatting away, Layth doesn’t realise that there’s someone behind him, until he hears his name being called out. He turns around and sees a beautiful face that he instantly recognises. Mazen. Mazen with the profile of a Greek god. Mazen with the dimple in the right cheek, but not in the left one. Mazen who brought him kaak every time they fucked. Mazen who wanted to go on romantic escapes. Mazen who had a contagious laugh. Mazen who would sing Asmahan, Abdel Halim, Fairuz. Mazen who made him smile and feel good about himself.

Hi.

Hi.

Are you OK?

It’s just my father. Again.

What is it now?

His heart, it seems.

Is he OK?

Still not dead. Why are you here?

Joey. He got in a car accident and it seems he broke his arm.

Is he OK?

He’ll be fine. It’s nice to see you.

It’s lovely to see you. You look great.

Thank you. You look like shit.

I know.

I’m sorry. You look like shit, but you’re still cute.

Layth doesn’t do small talk well. But he doesn’t want this to end. The heartbeat is back. He feels it. It tickles.

How have you been?

Work mostly.

I still owe you a cake.

You still owe me a lot of things.

Layth smiles. He doesn’t know if that’s a latcheh or a way to flirt. Probably a bit of both. He doesn’t have time to react though. The conversation is interrupted by a frantic nurse calling Layth because his father has ripped out his IV and thrown it at her. Layth rushes back inside, where he can hear his father’s roars.

_

Mazen could have been a great love story.

It started a few years ago, on Grindr, as modern gay love affairs do. Layth, exhausted, distracted, lonely and angry, is in bed scrolling endlessly through headless torsos and boring profiles. Grindr accentuates the loneliness, but it distracts him from the long days in the hospital, with an abusive father who doesn’t die. The conversations are bland, short, repetitive and primal. Nothing of interest.

A message comes in from a profile with no picture and a one-line description: ‘I have a belly and I’m uncut.’ This guy describes himself with his insecurities. It sparks Layth’s interest.

Hey.

Hey.

You’re very cute.

Thank you. What do you look like?

Layth receives a picture of a man looking away into oblivion, in front of a colourful wall. He has dark features, a long beard, and a nose that is reminiscent of ancient Greek coins. He’s wearing an earring and has luscious lips that peek through the beard. He’s wearing a shirt with the top three buttons undone, revealing a hairy chest. Layth finds him very attractive.

Hottie.

Thanks. What are you looking for?

Men with bellies and uncut cocks.

LOL. I put that out there to get the haters out of the way.

Does it work?

No.

People don’t like uncut cocks around here.

And the ones that do are just happy that I’m not Muslim.

Really?

Yes!You’d be surprised how often people bring up religion.

Layth has heard stories of men being asked to drop their pants at checkpoints during the civil war to see if they were Christian or Muslim. That’s the only time he can think of when foreskins were revealed publicly to figure out someone’s religion. But then the gays started sharing nudes and suddenly cut or uncut was a standard question. Cut or uncut was easier to ask than name; while for most people, Christians included, an uncut cock was undesirable, for some it remained more desirable than Muslim cock.

They arrange to meet quickly and painlessly. Within half an hour, the man is at Layth’s door. Layth is pleasantly surprised: he’s as sexy as in his pictures. Within minutes, they are making out.

So, what’s your name?

The question takes Layth by surprise. Well, not the question, but the timing of it. They’re in bed, naked. They’ve just had sex and Layth thinks it’s the best sex he can remember. But now, this man, this stranger, wants to know his name. That’s not how things go. The implied agreement is you come, we fuck, you leave. No exchange of personal information. But he came, they fucked, they showered and now they were back in bed.

I’m Sam. Layth lies.

I’m Mazen.

Things flow from there. From the superficial to the intimate. What do you do? Why don’t you speak Arabic? Are you out? Even to your parents? Do you have a boyfriend? Mazen stops the flow of questions and stares into Layth’s eyes.

You have beautiful eyes, Sam.

Layth doesn’t know how to take compliments, so he changes the subject, talking about the weather or rimming. But the compliment makes Layth happy and makes him regret giving a fake name.

They cuddle for a while, almost like they’ve known each other for ages, and the cuddling turns into kissing, then, once again, into sex. After that, Mazen jumps in the shower and sings of a love that only Abdel Halim Hafez knows. Ahwak watmanna laou anssak wanssa rohi wayyak.1 Layth is fascinated by every part of this encounter. He doesn’t want it to end, which is unusual for him; he is usually eager to see his one-night stands leave right after they cum. As Mazen comes out of the shower and dries himself off, he gets back into bed and Layth, once again surprised, is happy. They talk of favourite foods, favourite songs, favourite cities. They talk of heartache, pain and disgust. They talk of the comfort they seek, of the pleasures they seek, of the love they seek. It’s a brutally honest conversation for both of them, strangers in bed together.

When the phone rings, Layth is brought back to reality. A phone call this late in the night can only mean one of two things: his father has died or his father needs to be taken to the hospital. It’s the latter, Layth is disappointed to hear. He has to end this encounter. Before Mazen leaves, Layth gives him his phone number.

Please call me.

I will.

And my name is Layth, not Sam.

I know. I follow you on Instagram.

Sorry.

It’s OK. My name is Mazen, not Mazen.

He smiles. They both smile.

_

In the ER, Nizar has shit his pants again and he refuses to let anyone change his diaper. The smell is nauseating and it permeates into the corridor. Layth hopes Mazen doesn’t come and see him here. But also, he really hopes Mazen comes to see him here. It’s all he can think about. They were together for two years, in a secret relationship that was fed by kaak, tulips, Asmahan and a perfect fusion in bed, what the gays call ‘chemistry’. Layth is suddenly very aware of his heart. Of every heartbeat. He feels every ventricle open and close, every drop of blood being loaded up with oxygen, coming back to life, before being sent out into the entire body. He feels his heart working, the way it is meant to work, even as he awaits to hear about how his father’s heart is failing. He holds up his shirt over his mouth and nose to cover the smell and this intensifies everything, as he begins to get lightheaded from the release of the extra oxygen Mazen has brought into his lungs. He goes back outside, to sit down, breathe, and, hopefully, to see Mazen again.

Is everything OK?

Yeah. He’ll be fine. Same shit.

I know.

How’s Joey?

He’s getting an x-ray. Want to go for a little walk?

They wander around the hospital grounds, surrounded by awkward silences, silenced flirting and mutual excitement. It’s quiet and empty and dark, an ideal combination for lovers. They end up in a remote corner, behind a large tree that gives them the privacy they’re looking for.

Can I kiss you?

Layth doesn’t wait for an answer and, as their lips lock, their bodies unite and their hearts beat in unison. The heartbeats are loud in this silence. It’s corny as fuck. They both know it. But it’s a relief they both want and need. A nurse walks by near them and they stay still for a few seconds, holding back giggles and their desire for each other. When she’s out of sight, they both start to unbuckle each other’s pants and instinctively assume their old mating positions. The pleasure is interrupted by Layth’s phone ringing.

Fuck. I’m sorry. I have to get that. Mazen can hear Layth’s father screaming through the phone as Layth pulls up his pants and hurries back to the ER, mouthing apologies to Mazen, who also starts getting dressed but doesn’t follow Layth.

It’s a vicious cycle and Layth knows it. For the last few years, his father’s sickness has got in the way of life, jobs, blowjobs, friendships, vacations, relationships, opportunities and love. Great things are interrupted to change the diaper of a man he hates. Possibilities disappear to nurse a vile old man. Even in his dying days, Nizar manages to control and destroy every aspect of his son’s life. Layth reassures himself that soon it will all be over and he will be free, but he doesn’t believe it any more. His father seems to survive the unsurvivable and he doesn’t know how he got trapped in this situation.

Before going back into the ER, he looks back towards Mazen. He’s nowhere to be seen, vanished into the darkness, where fathers and monsters are two separate things.

Mazen could have been a great love story.

_____________________

1 These lyrics from the song ‘Ahwak’ by Egyptian singer Abdel Halim Hafez translate as: ‘I love you and I wish I could forget you and forget my soul with you.’


TANIA SAFI

DATING WHITE PEOPLE

‘You’re a white supremacist.’

My brother once said this to me suddenly while I was spilling my grievances over an ex. I looked at him, shocked. I must have misheard.

‘Excuse me?’

He shrugged.

‘You only date white women,’ he said, before returning to cleaning his antiques.

‘Wait …’ was all I could come up with in return.

Once people realise that I’m Arab and gay, conversation becomes a frenzy of questions and commiserations. Depending on how self-aware they are, people either assume that ‘it must have been tough, coming out?’, or wait until their next drink gives them enough courage to ask. I laugh when I imagine them finding out that I’m technically Muslim, too. But I’ll never tell them that.

I was born in Paddington, Sydney, to a mum who was also born in Sydney but spent most of her youth in Beirut and Tripoli. My dad was born in Tripoli, and my brothers were both born in Lebanon during the war in the 1980s. They migrated to Sydney in 1987, to flee the violence and constant state of an unknown future, like so many others. I grew up in Greenacre in the house where my mum lives to this day, probably tending to her gardenia and lemon trees as I write.

Decades ago, when my brothers were still babies, my family and maternal grandparents were hiding in a makeshift bomb shelter built beside their home in Choufeit. My parents don’t speak to one another now, but this is one story they both tell in the same way. An American torpedo had been fired directly at their shelter. The whistling was deafening. They knew what was coming. As they shielded my wailing brothers, the torpedo struck. And that was that. It just sat there, lodged in the ceiling, the warhead staring down at them as the debris settled around their bodies. If I were any good at being Muslim, I’d thank Allah. I don’t, but I still thank something, whatever that is.

My jido Said, mum’s dad, was an orphan from Syria. He’s almost ninety-eight years old and lives in a nursing home down the road from Mum’s house. Both his parents died when he was just two years old and, although he had a brother and sister, he never saw them again. He spent his childhood and teen years in an orphanage in Tripoli, before counterfeiting his own birth certificate and lying about his age so that he could join the British army. They enlisted a fifteen-year-old Syrian boy, which is droll to think about now. He eventually joined the Australian army, which was his plan all along. He desperately wanted to move to Australia to start a family of his own. He was in the army, but he was never a soldier, which comforts me. He was the chef who cooked for the troops. I like to imagine how lucky they were, eating his warak enab, even though he was probably made to mash potatoes.

Because Jido Said is an orphan, we’re not entirely sure of his lineage. Mum on the other hand was recently given a family tree by her auntie, so I can trace some of my maternal ancestors. Through this, we found out that we have Egyptian, Lebanese, Syrian and even Turkish heritage on my grandmother’s, Nadia’s, side. My dad’s mother has Syrian heritage, and his dad has Palestinian. Nablus to be exact. Everyone on both sides of my family appears to have ended up in Lebanon, like so many others.

My dad’s father’s name was Said and his mother was Nourieh. They lived in Abu Sumra, a part of Tripoli that my dad once called ‘uninhabitable’. Said, a pioneering feminist and equal-opportunities activist, was a political prisoner for most of my dad’s childhood. I don’t know much about either of my paternal grandparents, except that Said was a beautiful and kind human who fought tirelessly for others, and that Nourieh was cheeky and a great cook. She also dressed my dad in skirts and bows as a child. She wanted a girl, so she dressed him like one. In fact, my dad’s name is Iman, which is traditionally a girl’s name. Funny that they were raising a gender-fluid child in Tripoli before it was considered haram.

Then there’s me. A queer, tall, tattoo-clad person who never loved dresses or being called ‘lady’. As with my sexual identity, I don’t fit a cultural mould, either. No one believes that I’m Arab when I’m in so-called Australia, and no one in Lebanon believes I’m Arab when I visit.

Despite this, I’ve come to love my heritage now more than ever before, which is why most of my family-learnings are recent. In my teen years I vehemently denied being Arab, to avoid being beaten up post 9/11, and claimed Italian or Greek heritage instead – especially after the racist-fuelled Cronulla riots in 2005. Remembering that time is shameful for me. I was once a kid who screamed at my mum and grandparents to speak in English, shouting that we were ‘in Australia now!’, terrified that someone might hear them speaking in Lebanese. I can also remember the time when someone ploughed into our Ford from behind while we were on the highway. We got out, shaken and sore, while a car full of white men drove past yelling ‘Go back to where you came from!’ Once, as a toddler, I was slapped across the face by another mother, who was white, as we were watching my brother dance in a primary school performance, because my cousins were wearing a hijab. So my youth was shameful, although I know survival mode should never be.

When I began writing this, I didn’t expect to speak so much about my family. But, as I grow older, I understand more clearly that the way your brain is wired to understand, react to and/or reject the world, is heavily influenced by the skin you must wear, the frown lines you make, the colour of your eyes, the thickness of your hair and the language you speak in public. I am gay, but I am first and foremost Arab. I get that from my family.

I’m not the only gay in my Arab village, though. This was never shielded from me. When I was about eight, I asked my mum why my auntie always had a ‘boyish woman’ at her house. My mum sighed deeply in disappointment but, to her credit, explained truthfully, ‘Because she’s gay, Tania.’ I understood from a young age that another auntie of mine was very clearly a butch lesbian, and several cousins have come out to me since, whether they know it or not. Annoyingly though, the whites who assume my coming out was brutal, are right.

I was about seventeen when I ‘came out’. I had been with other girls, some quite a bit older. I had become the gay stereotype who tragically falls in love with their best friend at high school. I had also tried very hard to date cis boys, to no avail. Then I met my first serious girlfriend; a white girl from a city north of Sydney for whom I fell completely, and who fell for me. Looking back now, I was thick in heritage-denial. White people scared me, but I wanted to be liked by them. I looked at my olive stomach rolls, moustache and hairy legs and was repulsed by everything that I saw. My first girlfriend was the opposite. She was beautiful. Fair, golden wispy hair on her legs, and a galaxy of gentle freckles. Let’s call her ‘Dreadlocks’. And here she was, loving me? The me I thought was truly unlovable? She could have had any beautiful white girl, but she had me.

She came back to my house once after we had been dating for several months. We spent most of our time up north with her nurturing, warm family who accepted her unconditionally. I still think about them, sometimes. My mum and I had been through the wars by then. I wanted to spend as little time there as I could. But that night, Dreadlocks stayed with me. We started having sex and suddenly there was a banging on my bedroom door. ‘Turn the fucking music down!’

We froze. It was my mum. There was no music playing. I was rebellious and a fearless clown most of the time, but this wasn’t funny. This was trouble. This would change everything.

‘Are you a lesbian?’ Mum asked me the next morning, once Dreadlocks had snuck out. She was on the lounge, crying hysterically. ‘I guess?’, was my very teenage response. Then began an onslaught of more tears, anger and swearing. She called me ‘sick’, a ‘slut’ and everything else. My mum and I have since come a very long way and, although we can still be volatile, I don’t hold this part of the past against her. But still, sixteen years later, this isn’t an easy time for me to remember.

At the time, ‘coming out’ to my mother made life that much harder for me. I was already miserable, angry and lived in a constant state of fight or flight. But this episode was the catalyst for what came next. Two weeks later, I was homeless. I’d run away because I had nothing to lose. I caught the train to Newtown, in inner-city Sydney, and slept on the floor near the train station. I asked people for money and snuck into pubs to finish people’s meals. The best meal was a salmon that someone had hardly touched at the Courthouse Hotel. I wasn’t scared. I was nothing. I felt nothing but love for Dreadlocks.

One night at the Newtown hub, a queer person stopped to chat with me. She offered me a couch to sleep on, which I happily accepted, and took me out one night to see live music at the Gaelic Theatre. I was good at sneaking into places despite being underage, because I was tall and had the kind of confidence that comes to those who have nothing left to fear. I remember looking around the venue at all the older queer couples and being so excited for my future.

After picking up shifts at a candle store in Newtown, and eventually a call centre for the RSPCA, Dreadlocks and I moved in together. We lived with a white lesbian couple. I turned eighteen and started going out to lesbian-friendly venues more. It wasn’t difficult to deduce that most out queer people were white. I had met only three or four Arab lesbians before. They were brilliant and beautiful, but we couldn’t be together. We had far too much in common, and in a bad way: we related to one another over what life was like in high school after 9/11 and/or having to overcome difficult homes, and I didn’t want to think about the past; I wanted to move forward and experience privileges. So I started forming friendships within the wider queer circle, upsetting Dreadlocks, who turned out to be the opposite of her angelic exterior. At this stage, we had lived together for six months before she started to hit me, once breaking my jaw, breaking my finger and repeatedly threatening to harm herself if I left. It was only after I became numb from it all, like I had with my mum, that I stopped being scared that she would. So, I left.

I had made friends with a few artists. We all moved into a Newtown warehouse that we had somehow convinced a real estate company to entrust to us. That’s where I met my next girlfriend. To me, she was beautiful. Soft, freckled skin. Red, curly hair. She was funny and vivacious. She dressed in drag and had all the confidence in the world. Her mum knew she was gay and didn’t bat an eyelid over it. And this girlfriend loved me. I couldn’t understand why, but she told me that she loved the ‘dark-haired, tan-skinned, skinny, androgynous dark horse like you’ that was, in fact, me. Once she had complimented me this way, I heard it every other second.

She likes me because I’m Arab? This was just mind-blowing, because it had never happened before. A white lesbian who loved my Lebanese moustache and curly hair. But even then, naïve as I was, something didn’t feel right. I wasn’t aware of the concept of racialised fetishisation, but I knew how it felt. On top of that, I suddenly had an answer as to why she wanted me – and I realised that I had to stay that way to keep her. Better yet, to do more of it. I had to become skinnier. I had to remain androgynous, if not butch. I had to be more … Arab? ‘I love that you’re Lebanese, speak to me in Arabic!’ she would say. She also once publicly teased my best friend for kissing ‘an Asian’ while we were all out together.

A few months into our relationship, my teta in Tripoli became severely unwell. I decided to move to Lebanon to be with her. Every cell in me needed to be closer to my heritage. It was the first time that I had felt this way. I had been to Lebanon before, but I had never lived there, or travelled there alone. For my girlfriend at the time, my move to Tripoli came as a shock but was something that she said she would support. It was heart-breaking leaving her, but we said we would wait for one another.

While I was living in Tripoli, way too much happened that I can’t convey here, including an outbreak of violence in a neighbouring suburb. I was living in my dad’s childhood home in Abu Sumra, a suburb where conditions deteriorated over time, where hot water dripped out of the shower for only an hour each day. This was roughly around the same time that the first iPhone had come out, which I didn’t have, so I had no way of speaking to my white dove other than to dash as fast as humanly possible from my teta’s house to the internet café a few blocks over. This was a terrifying trip to make, while fighting raged in the nearby suburb. The entire area was under curfew. Shelling and bombs hit apartments and their dodgy electrical wires every night for months. But this internet café kept me connected to my girlfriend. ‘I’m going to an orgy tonight!’ she said to me one afternoon after I’d risked the journey to hear her voice, as her friends laughed in the background.

I’d lost 20 kg by the time I returned to Sydney. I couldn’t keep food down in Lebanon. My girlfriend loved this, and so did every other queer. I had never, and still have never, received so many compliments in my life. My girlfriend and I were becoming increasingly unfit for one another, but I finally revolted when she signed herself up for Arabic language classes and made plans to get an Arabic tattoo. I can see how this could be a beautiful gesture for some couples, if it had been a conversation that was initiated gently and with consideration, rather than a business plan. ‘She can’t take this, too,’ I said to myself. ‘Why do white people feel the need to take everything off everyone else?’ I said out loud. She cried. I apologised.

When we broke up, I met another beautiful white woman. Long hair and piercing blue eyes. She was successful with her own business. She knew what she wanted from life. She smelled like expensive perfume and smiled like the world had reached its peace, and she wanted me. BMX bike-riding, mullet-donning, ripped thrift-store clothing me. She was grounded and I was the pigeon shit at her feet. But she asked me to move in with her.

Our relationship never made sense to me. ‘I’m so lucky to have her,’ I said to a friend, who looked me dead in the eyes and said, ‘She’s lucky to have you, too.’ I had never thought of it like that before. We were together for five years, and what broke us was her want for children. She tried to convince me to have a child with her for a couple of years. I really tried to consider it. She was really patient. Eventually, she asked me to see a therapist with her to work out why I couldn’t do it. The therapist was positive that my traumatic childhood was creating an irrational fear. It made sense, but it didn’t change my mind.

When we spoke privately about the practical side of things, having children became an ultimatum for her. I convinced myself that I would love to adopt. If that was something she was against, then I would love to use an Arab donor; it would mean the world to me after everything my family had survived. ‘What about a Spanish donor? You guys basically look the same,’ she said in response.

Assimilation is the feeling and the action of being absorbed into a community. We mirror those around us so we can pass by. It is the merging of some very small, innate cultural traits, and replacing them with how the majority perceive and perform in their society. Most humans need community and belonging, and this is a survival tactic. Despite our differences or politics, we all cling to the lure of feeling a part of something. In order to belong in Eora, Sydney, my family had to assimilate in the 1950s. In order to have friends in high school in the mid-2000s, I observed white friends, their interests and distastes, and believed those were my feelings, too. When I was with my white friends, I loved the Killers. When I was with my brothers, I loved Nas. Other teenagers at school mostly stuck with their own culture, but I didn’t have one.

White people have a stunning power in English-speaking majority countries, and not in the ways that people talk about very often. The power is that they belong to, or operate in, calculated friendship cults that some people of colour want to be loved and desired within. They are the white people who have mostly white friends but one Filipino who rides on their arm. They are the people who buy plastic jars of avocado hummus but would never drive through Bankstown. They are the white partner who refuses to teach themself more about their partner’s stories and sociocultural context in a colonised world.

I moved back to Beirut in 2019 for many reasons. I used my life savings to fund the trip, and my skills as a video journalist to document human rights NGOs. My body needed to be back. I was lucky that I could live in Beirut before the economic collapse had dug its claws deep into every single home, and I left a few months before the port blast and COVID-19. I made an entire family in the time that I lived there. I played with Palestinian children who were living in camps who looked just like my older brother. I fell in love with the warmth of everyone that I met and the cousins that I hadn’t seen for years. I laughed with taxi drivers as they commended me for my broken Arabic, and I asked the family who now live in my teta’s flat in Tripoli if I could look inside my dad’s family home. Of course, they said yes. When I returned, I was prouder of my skin, my moustache, my curls, my frown lines and my tongue than I ever had been.

I am lucky. I have luck by my side. I also have culture. I have stories. I have heritage. I wear my teta’s jewellery every day. I speak Lebanese in my dreams. I might not ever be able to visit Palestine, but I know the streets of Beeka like the back of my hand. I know who I am. I come from a line of survivors and fighters. I feel guilty for my guilt, and for my apologetic past, and I’m not sure that it will ever go away. But I have learned not to be uncomfortable about where I was born, and instead to channel my privilege and use it to defend our people. I can do this no matter where I am or who I am with. Inshallah.


AMNA ALI

MY INTERSECTIONALITY WAS MY BIGGEST BULLY

I slowly opened my eyes. ‘Ouch!’ My head severely hurt.

It was dark, I was in agonising pain and discomfort. I fainted, I thought to myself, freaking out even more. I looked around. It all started to come back to me in flashes. My heart felt tight, as though the life was being squeezed out of it, and my throat was blocked by a lump the size of Jupiter.

I knew I was in that room: the one I hated. I called out for my mother. She was surely in her room with me, on her bed wedged next to the nook where I was stuck. I’m stuck, I realised, in the tight space between my parents’ bed and her closet. She had put a mattress on the floor in her room for me to sleep on because she didn’t trust me to sleep alone in my room. I called out to her again. She was sleeping. It was late, or early, I wasn’t sure which.

My brain felt fuzzy. My forehead hurt. It felt tender and wet. I must have banged it somewhere when I lost consciousness. More flashes of terror. I remembered the look in his eyes and felt dizzy with horror. My body felt so sluggish and heavy but my inside had ruptured. Armageddon. I called out for my mother again. It must have been past 6 AM because my father was gone.

As I called out for her again, louder now, it all came back to me. A wave of anxiety joined the heaviness and physical pain that I felt like a punch in the gut. The memories were triggering as I remembered how he had beaten me the day before until I lost consciousness. I ran my tongue against the braces on my teeth and tasted the blood. My mouth was throbbing, my whole head was throbbing. I was sixteen.

My mum came running and tried with what little strength her frail figure could muster to pick me up. Everything hurt. I latched onto her. I sobbed, even though I felt like a stranger in her arms. I always did.

This wasn’t the first time my brother had hit me, but it was the worst. He had punched me repeatedly in the head and face until I blacked out. I had pools of blood inside both my eyes caused by haemorrhages, and broken teeth. He did it in the name of honour, obviously. He had found message threads between me and my high-school girlfriend on my phone then looked through my things to find gifts and pictures. My thirty-year-old brother beat me within an inch of my life because he unfairly, unethically and unlawfully pried through my private belongings and outed me. This incident was the first time I truly understood that my queerness – as well as my non-religiousness – were making it difficult for me to exist in the part of the world I happened to be born and raised in. It was also the first time I realised that my intersectionality was my biggest bully.

I tightened my grip on my mother’s weak arms and sobbed harder. I felt so much hatred at that moment. I felt so helpless. She was quiet not because she felt bad, but because she did not want to hurt my feelings by telling me, ‘You had it coming.’ That was my mother, the person I love most in this world. My mother wasn’t a victim of this patriarchal, homophobic and violently hateful system we applied to ourselves. I wouldn’t even call her an accomplice; she was a proud carrier of the flame of oppression. She was the one preaching the necessity of ‘action taken’ when ‘lines are crossed’.

For years, the memories of my brother’s attack triggered panic attacks – knowing I was in a place where my dignity and humanity held no value. Wherever I looked, I felt there was no safe space for me. I was too different, too alien for my surroundings. This created a Grand-Canyon-sized crack in my personality. I never fully recovered from the trauma of being othered in every space I occupied. I didn’t feel at home, not even inside my own body. I rejected my sexuality. I became terrified of intimacy. Everything triggered me.

What hurts me most, when I look back, isn’t the pain from the physical and mental abuse, but the long-term psychological torment, the years of my life lost to feeling sad and adrift. The idea of confrontation, the idea of making mistakes, the fear of people being angry or disappointed in me – just the thought of these would take me right back to my brother’s punishing attack and how I ‘had it coming’. I was gaslighted out of knowing that I had the moral high ground, that I wasn’t sick or touched by the devil.
Intersectionality pertains to experiences of discrimination, disadvantage or oppression that are compounded by an individual’s multiple marginalised identities. My intersectionality was my biggest bully. I was a minority within a minority within a minority. A Black, queer Arab and apostate child of very religious immigrant parents. Knowing from a very young age that I wasn’t ‘straight’ was so confusing to me. Although compulsory heterosexuality was all around me and was nestled in my subconscious, I have vivid memories of the crush I had on my sixth-grade English teacher when I was twelve. I also remember knowing it wasn’t right. I felt sick, I felt dirty, I felt sinful.

I was born in the United Arab Emirates to a Somali father and a Yemeni mother. I was an immigrant child in a country that doesn’t practise birth-right citizenship. Growing up, I went to segregated government schools and was surprisingly exposed to somewhat socialised queer attraction, but in a very specific context. The effects of gender segregation created a safe space for my peers to experiment with one another. I remember seeing girls ‘liking’ each other and even becoming ‘girlfriends’. Yet, while there was experimenting, I was never seen because I was the only Black girl in my school. There was also a lot of control from the school administration. We were handed flyers, pamphlets, cassette tapes and given talks about the ‘dangers’ of our immorality. We were told we were going to be smote by God and rejected by society for simply acting on our innate natural attractions. Many internalised their queer attractions as a ‘phase’ for them. Not me.

While being a sexual minority didn’t set me too far apart from my peers, being Black certainly did. I was the only Black student in a school of 700 girls who knew that I was ‘different’ – and not in a good way. I was also a non-Emirati Black kid in a school of mostly Emirati students, who were living in a racist society and in no way educated on what racism was. I was bullied badly, but no bully was more ruthless than my intersectionality: the collective of all the things that set me apart and pushed me out. I even convinced myself this was just how things were and should be. I developed an inferiority complex and internalised everything I was told about being queer and Black: my gross, ugly hair, my home-cooked food smelling bad, and the weird other language (Somali) I spoke at home. And, at home, I wasn’t taught pride and to stand up for myself; I was always told to keep my head down and stay out of trouble.

During my first year of high school I met my first real girlfriend. We were crazy about each other, even though she was bullied for ‘agreeing’ to be with me. So, while whatever social circle I had wasn’t entirely homophobic – albeit very racist – life outside of school definitely was. Living in a religious, conservative household that took no prisoners, and dealing with a homophobic society outside the home, meant I had to compartmentalise and hide who I was for much of my teens. I was forced to lead a double life. That is, until my brother found out.

I wasn’t the only one who fell prey to compulsory heterosexuality. My girlfriend broke up with me after four years because her family found her a good man to marry. She said we always knew this would end and that this was just a phase and nothing more than an indiscretion by a couple of teenagers. While she was able to start afresh, our breakup only added to my trauma, pain and feelings of emotional neglect. Despite the compulsory-heterosexual baggage I was dragging around – or that was dragging me around, I don’t know – I knew in my early twenties that I wanted to be with a woman. I dated women but never allowed myself to imagine a life or a future with one. I always believed that eventually I would somehow be ‘fixed’, that I’ll meet a guy and just magically become un-queered like the girls in my school. But my proverbial Cinderella’s slipper of a man never showed up, and I continued to date women. Still, I never allowed myself to become involved too deeply with them.

It was also around this time that I started therapy. Understanding who I was – that this shaken shell of a human wasn’t actually me but the result of years of trauma, pain and violence – was earth-shattering, and also highly disruptive. It shook me to my core, but it also enabled me to forgive myself for all that I blamed myself for. I spent my whole life thinking I deserved everything I experienced because I was too different. I thought that I belonged on the outskirts. I thought my constant state of anxiety and hypervigilance was just ‘who I was’. I thought I was made broken. I had allowed my biggest bully, my intersectionality, to win.

Those of us who suffer from severe anxiety and PTSD, in my case due to inferiority complexes and repeated emotional, physical and religious trauma from a young age, know that the fear of being found out by family is terrifying. Combine that with the fear of God’s wrath (something I can never seem to shake off completely, despite becoming an atheist many years ago), the fear of being jailed in a country where being queer is illegal, and the fear that your partner will sooner or later realise that you’re this shaken shell of a human being and leave you because of it – it all creates this ultra-alert yet sad and anxious, broken robot. One with zero confidence and zero self-trust, and who is incapable of vulnerability or even allowing themselves to have wants and desires. I existed to please others, not myself. I existed to crave love so hungrily. I had a hole inside me that nobody’s love could fill because I never learned to love myself. I didn’t know how to.

My journey with therapy and healing intensified in 2019. I was eighteen months into a relationship and going through an intensely rough patch with my partner because she wanted us to get engaged within a year. Sirens went off in my head, and I felt myself sinking into all the terrifying ‘what-ifs’ and all the terrible worst-case scenarios that my anxious, traumatised brain could think of. I was faced with the reality that I couldn’t run for ever; and that was scarier than anything that happened before. The relationship ended a year later, but my quest to find myself and my freedom was just starting. And, as I continue my healing, I prioritise loving and trusting myself; connecting with and tuning into myself; getting to know myself with no outside influence; discovering who I am without the pain and fear. My intersectionality is no longer my biggest bully.

These days, I wish I could tell my sixteen-year-old self that things get better, just as it got better for me. I came out and cut the homophobic members of my family off, I left Dubai and moved to Toronto. I put me and my needs first and I am now proudly and outspokenly (almost obnoxiously so) out of the closet. I no longer fear my family’s reaction when they find out. I no longer live in a country with homophobic laws. I’m able to fight for what I believe to be right without fearing for my safety. And if I had the chance I’d do it all over again to be exactly where I am, and to have been built and broken just enough times to create this version of me. I wouldn’t have me any other way. I am no longer ruled by fear. There’s no asterisk above my happiness. I am free.

In the summer of 2020, amid the global outrage over the brutal murder of George Floyd in the US, and the subsequent conversations about race and racism it sparked, I created a platform called The Black Arabs Collective. Through this platform, I was able to connect with so many incredible people with whom I shared many experiences, not only in my Blackness but also in my queerness.

As part of my work for The Black Arabs Collective, I conducted many interviews and was interviewed myself by many different organisations and individuals. In August 2020, I was contacted by a team member of a very well-known Saudi YouTuber to be a guest on his podcast in November. There was a lot of back and forth in which we discussed the details of the interview and what topics it would cover – we even agreed on the use of my photo for the cover art of the episode I’d be featured on.

On the day of the rehearsal in November, four days before we were supposed to record the podcast episode live, that same admin who contacted me asked me to speak to her on Google Meet instead of the podcast platform. I logged in, completely oblivious to anything being wrong. She informed me that they can no longer have me as a guest on their podcast because they found out that I was openly queer. She said their legal team got in touch with them thirty minutes before the rehearsal to inform them that they had done a background check on me and found out my sexual orientation.

My interview with The Queer Arabs podcast was featured on my Black Arabs Collective page. My queerness was never a secret, so there was nothing to ‘find out’ per se. I proceeded to explain to her that my presence on the podcast was as a Black-rights activist, not as a queer-rights activist, and while I advocate for queer rights in my own time, the topics of discussion in the episode had been clearly defined beforehand. She said that, owing to my queerness, their audience was going to focus on that and completely ignore everything else – that they would get ostracised for giving me a platform and the chance to speak. She apologised to me and wished me the best of luck.

This incident really shocked me. It was almost as if someone had taken a pin and burst the bubble of safety that I had so proudly created for myself. It made me realise that not everyone was progressing at the same speed as me, my social circle, my community and associated acquaintances and connections. That my safe space – both physically and digitally – extended only so far, and that the rest of the world might not be ready to give us the floor.

I won’t say that this didn’t hurt me or bring up internalised shame, or that I didn’t feel embarrassed and rejected, because I did. But I also remember that, when I told this story to fellow community collaborators – whether it was on the video I recorded and posted on my personal Instagram Stories, or in personal conversations with friends – far more people were there to support me and uplift me with love and sometimes even rage. Those who told me that ‘this was to be expected’ and to ‘just accept our society for what it is’ were the minority.

And, while the illusion of my direct social physical and digital circles made me a little too optimistic about the world outside them, they were also my anchor in reminding me that the way the world around us sees us should never, in any way, dictate how we feel about ourselves. My silver lining has been my community – and the work I see us all doing towards shifting the narrative and creating a world that doesn’t demonise queerness but celebrates it. A world where intersectionality is no one’s bully, where instead our intersectionality can empower us, and enrich our lives and those of the people around us.


HAMED SINNO

TRIO

Part I

Start by taking a deep breath.

Like most vocalisations, this happens on the exhale.

/s[image: Illustration]/

With your teeth slightly parted, move the tip of your tongue to the space between your front upper teeth and lower teeth, partially curling the tongue so that it traces the inside perimeter of your teeth. Push the air out between your tongue and the roof of your mouth, producing some resistance, while letting a small amount of air fill the cheeks. The sound should come from the resistance of the tongue, and not from the vocal cords.

/[image: Illustration]/

Then push your teeth further apart, opening the mouth, and move your tongue to the bottom of your mouth, shifting the tip backwards as though folding it below itself. Vibrate your vocal cords while pushing the air out, then quickly lift your tongue while keeping it in the back of the oral cavity, and round your lips into the shape of an ‘O’. Continue vibrating the vocal cords while pushing air out.

/t/

Finally, move the tip of your tongue and place it on the borderline separating the roof of your mouth from the inside of your upper teeth. Without dislodging your tongue, curl its right and left sides downwards. Without vibrating your vocal cords, push the air out of your mouth, stopping it briefly before releasing it, while moving the tip of the tongue backwards.

This is how to sound the phonemes that, in the Arabic language, yield a three-lettered word, sawt. The word means ‘voice’. It also means vote.

Voice and agency are interchangeable concepts across multiple cultures and languages.1 I’d like to flag that, by most readings, this is an ableist notion that calls into question the kind of agency we imbue persons with speech disabilities or persons who are deaf and hard of hearing. Please do not read my referencing of a cultural understanding as a subscription or advocacy of that understanding, but it is a truth that, for able-bodied persons, the voice is the primary carrier of shared meaning. While this is decreasingly so in the world of 280-characters-or-less (or emojis for that matter), the voice remains a special index of social embodiment. It is a site where the individual, the social, the cultural and the political interface, subjecting the body to various forms of regulation. At heart, ‘singing is bad communication, it prevents a clear understanding of the text’.2 Singing turns the voice into a battlefield between being-collective (language), and being-individual (voice). That is why it is so threatening. It is as intimate as it is erotic.3 It should come as no surprise then, that various patriarchal societies reserve a special kind of public silencing for women’s voices.4

To sing with the intention of being heard is to declare the following:

1.   Your body is larger than society. Society is language.5 To sing is to insist that your body matters; that it is greater than language; that it can do things outside of language, and demand that the world recognise it as a carrier of meaning and value in its own right. That you are greater than what we have conceptualised into language.

2.   You are still breathing. To sing is to make a spectacle of breath, of drawing-in life force, of taking from the shared, of survival. This is particularly transgressive for minority bodies that the world is hell-bent on disappearing, regulating or destroying. You sing to let them know they haven’t killed you yet.

3.   You demand that existence be more than survival. When you sing you are not just making a spectacle of breath; you are making a spectacle of turning air into more than breath, into more than meaning. It is a celebration of the body: look what this abject flesh-case can do with air, look how much space you can take up with it. Behold the inner workings of this meat they try to control. Listen to the spit, the voice breaks, the tongue flapping, the lungs, the mucus. ‘Here is the inside of my body. It is glorious.’

Because of this, I am always amazed when people listen to a singing voice and choose to primarily read it through its ability to enunciate. When a singer chooses to privilege vocal expressiveness over semantic clarity, this is reduced to a deficiency, rather than a conscious decision. My own experiences feed into this quite clearly. It doesn’t take much to pronounce, and yet even twelve years into a public singing career my work is dismissed through that very vector. It feels generative to try to unpack this through the lens of language-equals-customs. The critique lays itself bare when one entertains that analogue. Dismissing a voice for its so-called inability to pronounce becomes synonymous with dismissing one’s embodiment for its ‘inability’ to adhere to custom, to reproduce normativity, to function within the shared.

Part II

I think my obsession with the recorded voice started in fifth grade. I would have been around nine years old. I still didn’t know I was trespassing on rich people’s school. The Arabic language happened in Arabic class. Everything else happened in English. Science class was in English. Maths was in English. Art was in English. Even English was in English. The Spice Girls were in English. At home, my parents played Barry White and Tina Turner records on a Sony turntable they got at their wedding. They were in English too. My mother taught in English. My mother taught English. The show ThunderCats was in English. I was in English.

When I was a few years younger, maybe five or six, my paternal grandmother lived with us. Though my family lost a lot during the civil war, everything about her still screamed aristocracy. She was stunning. Elegance is a ritual performance. She had a white portable cassette player that she used to play Fairuz tapes. They weren’t in English. The cassette player had a record button. All the other buttons were black. But the record button … it was red. It stood out. It wanted me to play with it.

One morning after praying, my téta goes about her standard routine: sugar, water and coffee grounds go into a little wooden-handled brass pot, then onto the stove. She stands by, waiting for it to boil. Only the West thinks watched pots don’t boil. As soon as the froth starts to rise, she lifts the pot – making sure it doesn’t overflow – and waits for it to settle back down before returning it to the fire. She repeats this process three times. Then she covers the pot with a little saucer, grabs a coffee cup, places them both on a little silver tray and takes them into the one room in the house that’s allegedly reserved for guests. (The Lebanese invest heavily in one room in the house, the salon, which is more of a showroom than anything else. It’s where society is performed.) She sets the tray on a little table next to a wooden armchair large enough to be a throne, with growling lions and elaborate motifs engraved into it. Then she rewinds the B-side of her tape, presses play and sits down to drink her morning coffee.

Fairuz starts singing. Téta is immediately transported. This is the voice she waited for throughout the civil war. That Fairuz is performing live shows in Beirut again means the war is finally over. Téta closes her eyes, and sips on the bitter coffee.

She gets through a verse, then a second.

Fairuz starts singing about a loved one’s children and immigration, and it’s at this point that I push Fairuz off the little stage where Téta imagines her. Don’t worry, she’s fine. In my daydreams, you can push people for dramatic effect and nothing bad happens to them.

With that, Téta lost her first copy of ‘Kifak Inta’ to a recording of me singing something about how the sun is my friend and she is a friend who lets me know when tomorrow is here. (I had recently watched Annie, and decided I too would write a song about the sun for my first experience with the record button.)

That day, I got a spanking so hard that I would never touch my grandma’s cassette player again, even long after she died. You see, even at six years old, I found a way to defile my people’s sacraments and get my arse kicked for it. Perhaps a lesson I should have considered more providently before discussing my sexuality on stage.

I realise sounds like a ham-fisted metaphor, but sometimes the truth is a little too on-the-nose.

Part III

In Lebanon, the omnipresence of compulsory heterosexuality is so that the culture constructs the hegemonic fiction of masculinity as a relational performance that spreads its legs in the negative space of both femininity and homosexuality.6 As Ghassan Ali Moussawi brilliantly observes, ‘being mistaken for a homosexual can be viewed as a means of losing one’s [masculine] privilege’.7 To be read as a gay male in Beirut is to live well outside the suburbs of masculinity. This metonymic relationship between man and heterosexual is by no means exclusive to Lebanon. It informs the Western gaze, yielding myriad orientalist tropes: the sex-crazed heterosexual brown male immigrant whose untamable masculinity makes him a sexual predator, as well as the ‘castrated’ homosexual male native who must be saved. In both these archetypes, the brown male suffers an aberrative excess or deficit in masculinity.8

In June 2020, the US Supreme Court issued a ruling that extended Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act to cover employment discrimination against LGBTIQ+ persons. The ruling presents a fascinating case study, as Title VII does not explicitly address sexual orientation or gender discrimination (in a legal lexicon that distinguishes between gender and sex). It does however protect against discrimination on the basis of sex,9 which the law argues in 1964 would have referred only to ‘biological distinctions between male and female’.10

The reasoning of the law pivots on ‘but-for’ causation. The argument is straightforward:

1.  Take a man and a woman (within the law’s definition).

2.  Make both attracted to women.

3.  If repercussions emerging from (b) would affect the persons listed in (a) similarly ‘but-for’ the distinctions in (a), then a discriminatory violation has occurred.

The same reasoning applies to transgender employees, where their gender identity would not be an issue for the employer ‘but-for’ the sex they were assigned at birth.

Without ignoring the otherwise necessary scepticism with which one should read the law or its cultural impact, and without acquiescing to the binary distinctions the ruling perpetuates, and the prickly legal grey zones it creates for people who don’t neatly fit into them, if we entertain the logic of the ruling we can at least conclude that many cultures intimately link gender and sexuality, and that Beirut is not exceptional in that regard.11 Furthermore, there are ways to leverage that relationship productively.

There is a subset of people assigned male at birth that the Lebanese understand as being ‘not-man’, and still ‘not-woman’.12 This assumed fluidity, despite being another patriarchal technology meant to police gender expression, and keep male bodies in line, is nevertheless (for some of us) utopian. At least it was for me, in as much as it spared me the burden, the terror and the confines of identity. The men around me gave up on childhood dreams, pursuing instead ‘reliable’ career trajectories that would allow them to become future breadwinners for patriarchal families, like their fathers before them, and their fathers before. I got to sing.

Many who operate in queer circles in Beirut learned early on to grimace when labelled ‘gay men’, because of what ‘gay’ had come to connote about political allegiances to homo-nationalist liberalism, and a culture that is often uncritical of its own heteronormative misogyny. I however realised upon moving to New York that I had never allowed myself to consider the possibility of not being ‘not-man’, an oversight in the extirpation of internalised homophobia prerequisite for queer survival. In the context of my own life in Beirut, when my career in the public eye took off, being publicly identifiable as a non-heterosexual meant taking being ‘not-man’ for granted. This allowed me to play on the sidelines of gender, and afforded me a malleability that assuaged, or at least postponed, questions I had about my gender expression.

On the other hand, being visibly not-Caucasian in the United States is to be the bearer of biopolitical excess along various identarian axes. Perhaps I am reading too much into this, as I am wont to do, but something about the number of times women would cross the street if I happened to be walking behind them at night, or the way I often find myself vigilantly chaperoned by over-attentive salespersons while I peruse a store’s merchandise, or any of the number of ways I’m assumed to be dominant, aggressive and unemotional by the men who make the mistake of swiping right on Tinder, triggered a kind of discomfort in my own skin.

As is typical of moments of major transition, all sorts of memories resurfaced while I reassessed my subscription to gender. Much of my childhood began to make sense to me in a truly unprecedented way: how people told me I was gay before I even knew what that meant was actually just people decoding my gender expression and reading me as ‘not-man’; the way I pulled the straps on my tank tops down to look like an off-shoulder Bardot top was more than just an infantile obsession with Kylie Minogue’s music videos. There was a reason why the boys dropped out of choir after a certain age. There was a reason why I stayed. There were reasons why my queer assigned-male-at-birth friends and I took great comfort in using feminine pronouns when we addressed each other, or used women’s names for each other, reasons that can’t be (completely) written off to queer misogyny. Rather than trying to disprove that homophobic trope, we engaged in what Muñoz calls antisocial queerness,13 or a politics of negativity that embraced, reclaimed and weaponised the image that dominant culture has of queer life.

More than anything, one memory persisted. I clearly remember being in maths class in the eighth grade. I remember the pistachio ice-cream-coloured tabletops, and the smell of the carpet. I remember the gloss of the off-white paint on the walls. I remember sitting behind my friend Iman (I have changed her name for anonymity), listening to her voice, and trying to reproduce it in my own throat. I wanted her rasp. I wanted her vocal fry. I wanted her pitch range. I didn’t know why at the time. It wasn’t anything she had said. It wasn’t even the voice that said it. It was how I heard it, and what I was taught to hear in it. To this day, if I close my voice and think, I can feel her in my throat, even if just as an absence.

_____________________
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ANBARA SALAM

UNHELD CONVERSATIONS

Just before my second novel, Belladonna, was published in 2020, I gave each of my parents an advance proof copy. They had both read my first book at a much earlier stage in the publishing process, when I was still working on edits. This time, the novel was just weeks away from being made available to the public.

Belladonna is far from autobiographical. It is set in the 1950s and most of the story takes place in a silent convent in northern Italy, a place I have never even been. But unlike my first novel, Belladonna is written in the first person, and the narrator is a queer Arab woman. The book is about the pain and toxicity experienced by the narrator, who has a particular kind of obsession with another woman; the kind of obsession that only a young woman who hasn’t come to terms with the force of her own longing can experience. The plot revolves around a love triangle between three women.

And so, as I handed over the soon-to-be-published book to my parents, it was with a certain amount of anticipation, maybe trepidation. I left them to read the novel and waited for the conversation about my sexuality that we had always avoided. Both of my parents read the book. We never had a conversation.

The special flavour of disappointment I felt is hard to express. It was a snaky, unreliable kind of relief that comes with an anticlimax – as if a taxing and baroque examination had been cancelled at the last minute. Yes, the terror of facing this confrontation had been removed, but I’d prepared, I was ready. The fight music was playing but the match was called off, and I had to walk away and get a coffee instead.

I went over the reasons we might not talk about the book. We’d had many conversations about which parts of my first book, Things Bright and Beautiful, a historical fiction novel about missionaries in the South Pacific, were ‘real’ and which were invented. This is a common conversation for novelists, often to the point of frustration. Friends and family get a peculiar kind of validation from the process of sifting nuggets of reality from imagination. They determine who characters are actually based on, insisting that you have depicted identifiable incidents. A few months ago I read with some bafflement an email from an acquaintance who declared that ‘of course’ they recognised conversations in Belladonna as their own musings. This person hadn’t even crossed my mind in years. So why was I preoccupied by the lack of interrogation about my second book? It was hypocritical and narcissistic for me to want someone else to battle out the dividing line between my authorial voice and real-life experience.

My straight friends were especially baffled by my distress. Surely it was a good thing that my parents had avoided a conversation about queerness? The book was out, no one had said anything, which they encouraged me to take as a tacit form of acceptance, if not approval. I was in a relationship with a man at the time so why, they reasoned, was it even bothering me? I felt a gathering accusation: I was experiencing a millennial, self-indulgent kind of angst about a harmless kind of erasure. But in a large, rowdy, nosy, Arab family, a change in hairstyle is fodder for teeth-sucking, cigarette-waving phone chains. Every minor life decision, every petty complaint about a colleague, every pound of weight fluctuation is inspected and eye-rolled, gossiped and rehashed, passed between an extended network of loved ones who make it their personal mission to frolic in your business. But apparently my identity wasn’t worthy of the same fuss. I’d expected a fuss. I was owed a fuss.

Withheld conversations about queer identity are an integral, load-bearing part of Arab culture. And for many queer Arabs, these withheld conversations serve us. They serve us structurally: by providing shields that, in many places, literally save lives from legal and social censure. They invite convenient amnesia, avert judicious eyes, swallow tuts at the back of the throat. They form a screen around particular bars in Beirut, a discreet bookshop in Cairo. Thanks to withheld conversations, our relationships with our grandparents can continue, with a manageable amount of intergenerational disorientation and judgment. The absence of conversations about queerness are the best-case scenario for those who are unable to offer their acceptance; the most they can do is clear a blank space on a map and stand at the edges, looking the other way.

In the diaspora, unheld conversations about sexuality are tangled up with other forms of unutterable discourse about identity. I’m one of those diasporic Arabs who enjoys a special kind of privilege from the benefits of these overlapping silences, something that produces, as it does with all privileged people, a miasma of guilt and self-doubt, a nauseating, tedious, third-culture self-analysis that is in danger of resulting in heavy-handed poetry about pomegranate seeds. The particularly grotesque identity twist is found where straight passing meets white passing. As a pale and unaccented Palestinian living in the UK, I’ve had inside access to spaces where it has been a savage pleasure to rip off the cloak and challenge people on their unfiltered racism and homophobia. I’ve also sat, sweating in that cloak, and shamefully said nothing. Nothing.

Silence is an incomplete metaphor. It can’t capture frustration and complicity, its function as retreat and a burrow. It holds a place for concealment, secrecy and deception. It holds a place for reverence. Living with a profound layer of silence wedged between yourself and your family can be such a source of sorrow, even when it is necessary.

In Arabic, designations for family members are precise. There’s vocabulary to describe a nephew on your mother’s side, in a way that English doesn’t permit. And those boxes on the family tree assign roles that serve social functions, functions that come with certain obligations. To wish to be known beyond the category of sister, uncle, niece, is to insist on a level of intimacy that rattles the containment of the box. My role as the eldest daughter of an Arab family carries with it duties and responsibilities that do not allow space to articulate individual desires, never mind ‘transgressive’ ones.

Eldest daughters of Arab families are expected to uncomplainingly contain the emotional needs of others, and quietly manage the practical labour of caretaking. It requires being a vessel into which responsibilities are poured; you must become a resting place for squabbles, disappointments and frustrations for both the older generations and younger relatives. You must also be a bridge between these generations, interpreting, shielding, arbitrating and negotiating. You must not take up space, make demands, need ministration. The eldest daughters of Arab families are expected to shelve our whims, keep our personalities confined so as to not use up emotional resources needed elsewhere. We are not supposed to be unusual, unexpected. It is a role expected to be performed in silence.

Strategic silence provides a protection and a defence for many queer Arabs. But the cost of that barrier is to accept that those closest to you do not really know you, and that feels especially alienating when the love-language of your culture is intrusion. It means leaving unshared all the messy, low-level melodrama of relationships, friendship fallouts, disappointments, celebrations, milestones, anniversaries. It means withholding the joyous ways you are reflected in your chosen and found family.

This causes a particular kind of compartmentalisation, a simultaneous duplicitousness. It forces you to shuffle between your selves, only revealing part of your interiority at one time. It is living as a zoetrope, flickers of selfhood in a constantly moving drum. And to reconcile both Arabness and queerness carries with it enculturated resistance that, to feel secure, you must have the boundaries around these different selves locked down. It is difficult to break out of this compartmentalisation in a way that doesn’t feel profoundly unsafe. And this means living in a pattern of self-censorship and evasion.

As I wrestled with the strange grief of the withheld conversation that I was so sure Belladonna would instigate, I thought more about my novel. Why had I set a queer story in a silent convent in the first place? Was that some sort of clumsy way to process my own situation? As a child, we lived close to a silent convent, and I heard the bells calling the nuns to prayer in the morning. It mesmerised me: the idea of a community of women, living without words, in the centre of London. It seemed so ethereal, so magical, that I could get off the bus from the big Sainsbury’s and stand outside a cloistered community of silent women. The sheer otherworldliness of it enchanted me, and I buried the idea away to fictionalise later. My novel relied on the sisters’ silence as a queer love story unfolded in their midst; perhaps it did reflect something I’d unintentionally expressed. Maybe my context for understanding queer love was in a wider frame of avoidance.

Avoidance is a learned tactic; it comes from experience. We hone it over time, we create grooves to fall into, which hold us in place to prevent collision. Most of the Arab families I know are positively enthusiastic about emotional squabbles, operatic altercations, overblown, multi-coloured disagreements with labyrinthine sub-plots. But true confrontation has consequences; it exposes and reveals. Since risks of those revelations often outweigh the rewards, silence is simpler, until it becomes habitual.

I have a memory of my mother, standing at the playground gates at the end of the school day. I was about ten and in my final year of primary school. Even through the window, I could see her face was stormy, and I dawdled in the corridor, sensing danger. Then I spotted it: there, in her hands, was my diary. It was one of those flimsy lock-and-key concoctions, a device much coveted among primary-school girls in the 1990s. It promised a loyal confidante, a reliable, discreet companion who would faithfully preserve my youthful hopes and dreams. That day, looking at the smashed lock mechanism in my mother’s grip, I recalled with horror and shame, the secrets I had spelled so poorly within: a maths test I’d cheated on, a scarf that I’d stolen from the lost-property box. Wielding the diary, my mother marched to the supervising teacher, and demanded that I confess my latent crimes on the spot, or she would read aloud from the diary and expose me as a criminal. Dutifully, I confessed. It was a tearful walk home.

As an adult, I can recognise this as an unnecessarily public moment of parental theatre. It was intrusive in a way that rendered me paranoid for many years: I never kept a diary again. But I also recognise the determined interest it took to smash through the lock on a book of my secrets. The same determination it now takes to look away.


ANONYMOUS

TROPHY HUNTERS, WHITE SAVIOURS AND GRINDR

A QUEER ARAB’S SEARCH FOR A HUSBAND

As with any other Arab family gathering on a Friday, all eyes turned to the solitary unmarried son in the room, and that familiar question was asked again: ‘So when are you getting married?’

For me as an Arab, marriage and all of its expectations were a complicated topic for three big reasons: I’m gay, it’s expensive, and the threat of climate change destroying the planet fills me with too much existential dread to make long-term plans. I absolutely want to get married at some point in my life, but being queer, Arab and ethnically mixed has made it difficult.

Surprisingly, though, finding a man has proved a challenge. It isn’t because of my looks or my personality. It has in fact been my ‘Arabness’. Interestingly, this facet of my identity was a challenge for each man in my personal history, and it started with one specific encounter.

It began like any other romantic episode worth remembering. It was one of those moments that make you feel truly special. My heart was fluttering rapidly once I saw that anonymous Grindr message asking, ‘Is it true that all Arab men have really thick cocks?’ Imagine my surprise when he blocked me after I said ‘no’. Blocking each other on social media is supposed to come after meeting the parents. I’m all for serious monogamy, but he was moving too fast for me.

However, I found it odd that he felt he needed to mention Arab men in general. It’s true that not all Arab men have thick cocks like mine. So if he was as serious as I believed, then why didn’t he ask about mine specifically? After all, cock always comes before commitment.

The next man did not have as much of a way with words, but he more than made up for it. After he took me on a sophisticated cultural excursion to the local strip joint, my dearest Chad brought me home for a night of lovemaking. True to his refined reputation, Chad was an ass connoisseur of the highest degree. After our night together, he sent me a thoughtful yet curious message: ‘Damn bro! Arab ass always tastes awesome, but your ass tastes better than bacon. You trying to convert me to Islam or something?’

Apparently, my ethnicity in itself was attracting men. This was a feature of being a gay Arab that I hadn’t anticipated. I determined to delve deeper into what was going on.

I was well acquainted with a mature cisgender white gentleman named Kyle – an active supporter of the Republican party and quite affluent – who I was sure would offer intelligent, critical and thoughtful commentary on my dilemma. So, after a red-hot night of passionate fornication, I felt the mood was right to start asking him questions.

As expected, Kyle responded with a brilliant nugget of wisdom: ‘Dude, openly gay Arabs like you are so rare. You’re like forbidden fruit and that puts you on everyone’s fuck list. Take it as a compliment and don’t think about it too much.’

I usually enjoy being held in such high esteem by others, but this felt different. It was almost as if I wasn’t being regarded as an individual, but instead as a concept, a sexual prize to be won. I understood then that I was a fetish for the vast majority of these men and it filled my head with uncomfortable questions.

Was I supposed to feel good about any of this, as Kyle suggested? He didn’t even know anything about me personally, like how I’m vegan, I have a phobia of bees, that I paint in oils or that I want a pet African grey parrot when I finally settle down with someone. In hindsight, I don’t think any of these men had any interest in me as a person. I always had a gut feeling that this was the case, but it hurt having it said to my face so plainly. Was I even attractive to them, or was it my Arabness? Would it have made any difference if I had been substituted with some other Arab guy?

Certain unforgotten experiences from the past then started to make much more sense. Specifically, I was able to put a label on some of the trophy hunters I’ve come across: white saviours.

The first of the white saviours was an old ‘friend’ of my mother, Barbara. (In fact, all my mother would ever volunteer was that she enjoyed ‘tolerating’ her.) Living in the US, Barbara was educated, highly qualified and most definitely knew what she was talking about in every subject. In fact her two master’s degrees must have come from a prestigious institution, since she mentioned them at every opportunity. After Barbara discovered that I was queer, her first stab at the subject was via a private Facebook message: ‘Sweetheart, I understand that being gay is hard in general anywhere in the world, but I just wanted to let you know that I’m here for you. As someone with a degree in International Relations, I know that gayness is especially hard over there and will make others want to kill you in Arabia. You can always talk to me, all right? It would help since I also have a certificate in psychological counselling. I pray for your life to take you to the United States one day, so that you can finally experience freedom.’

After a cold shower to process what exactly I had just read, I had a few immediate reactions. First, why was she assuming I was in danger? Yes, my country’s LGBTQIA+ situation was a massive don’t ask, don’t tell cosplay scenario, but I was in no danger. Every queer community across the globe has unique struggles and challenges specific to its location – but with modernisation, education and social media, physical danger is simply not a contemporary and immediate concern for us in the Arab world. Second, was she suggesting that I hadn’t experienced freedom yet? What was freedom for her? Yes, I could get married in the United States now, but would I have to burden myself with, for example, crippling student-loan debt to make it happen? Is this freedom?

It was then clear to me that Barbara did not see me as a person. Fixated on the label ‘Arab’, she saw me as a deprived and two-dimensional character who dreamed about escaping the dangerous men in charge of the dark, war-torn and violent landscapes of ‘Arabia’ for freedom in the United States of America. Clearly, I would then praise Barbara and the wonders of white civilisation, generously protecting deprived and malnourished individuals like myself from the horrors of brown people. I mean, morning traffic is rough in my country, but war-torn?

Moving on, Brian was a unique case among the white saviours. We met on Grindr, of course. As per custom for masculine-presenting queer people, we started with the traditional exchange of necessary personal details, more commonly understood as swapping dick pics, before beginning our chat. Our terms and conditions were then set for an in-person meet-up. However, we hit a speed bump with a simple comment from Brian: ‘So, you’re really thin for a top. You sound really feminine too, but I suppose we can work it out.’ I replied, ‘I actually was hoping for you to top. I also thought it was given since you’re much bigger than me physically. But hey, no hard feelings if that doesn’t work for you.’

Startled, Brian said, ‘Wait ... Are you really Arab? All Arab guys are tops, man. Unless ... Were you lying just to get me to sleep with you?’

As much as I respected this white man’s desire to have his ass colonised by Arabs for a change, some of his statements were simply not OK. I let him know that trophy hunting was off the table, but he then graciously revealed his real thoughts by saying, ‘You should honestly be thanking me for the chance to have sex with me! You know for a fact that you’d get killed in Arabia for this shit! I’m doing you a favour, man.’

A favour? Did this man honestly believe that I don’t have any other options? Did this white saviour truly think that there was such a severe ass shortage in the Middle East? Was I supposed to thank him for the generous offering of, not just ass, but white-man ass? Even more perplexing, his perceptions of what an authentic Arab man is supposed to look like were odd. I identify as non-binary and most certainly not as a man in the traditional sense. Clearly, gender expression among queer Arabs is just as diverse as anywhere else. So, my conclusion was that Brian saw me as an opportunity to gain Heroic Caucasian points.

The final remembered experience in this context was much more subtle than those with Barbara and Brian. The star of this story was Betty, my roommate during my first year of graduate school in LA – and she always made sure you knew that she was just that, a star. You see, Betty had time management mastered down to the nanosecond, and simply could not grasp why everyone else could not achieve the same elevated levels of organisation. Furthermore, her cleanliness habits extended to every aspect of her life, including her dealings with other people.

Not to be dramatic but living with Betty was … eventful. For example, my ADHD and her mathematically correct living standards were consistently at odds. To me, a few strands of beard hair in the bathroom sink after a shave were innocent and easily cleanable. To Betty, it was a deeply personal insult. After four weeks of passive-aggressive notes left about the apartment – detailing the health hazards of facial hair, complete with a three-page bibliography and academic citations – she would revert to her usual demeanour. Another example: I did not think a few grains of rice that had been forgotten on the kitchen countertop were a big deal. But Betty needed several hours to calm down and meditate. Miraculously, Betty always bounced back to her usual self, eventually.

You see, it was important for Betty to be supportive and kind to me because of my bravery for being openly queer and Arab simultaneously. It was fundamental for Betty to be compassionate and understanding to those less fortunate, like me.

In the beginning, I took this at face value. However, close to the end of our year as roommates, I decided to go through with my nation’s mandatory ‘camping’ obligation to avoid future inconveniences in my career plans.

However, Betty saw this as an opportunity to demonstrate publicly on social media, and to her social circle, her genuinely compassionate nature. So she reached out to me. She asked, ‘Are you sure this is the right decision? Will you be safe? Christ, how are you going to survive the showers!? … I’m worried for you and just want to know if you really thought about this thoroughly. Is there anything I can do for you?’

Feeling touched at her concern, I replied, ‘Don’t worry, Betty. I can take care of myself nicely. It’ll be a fun experience for me and you don’t need to be concerned about other guys in the service. Give them a chance, because they can be a lot nicer than you would think.’

‘Regardless, give me a call whenever you need to talk to someone, OK? Sometimes we all just need someone to talk to.’

To me, this felt quite genuine. So, I eventually took her up on the offer. Midway through my camping experience, there I was, in the middle of a barren desert, with barely anything to do. Clearly, I had time to call Betty for some small talk. After a few rings, she picked up. She said, ‘Hello?’

‘Hi Betty! It’s me! Your old roommate!’ I replied excitedly.

‘Who?’

‘… Remember? That year in Los Angeles? Your roommate? You invited your family over to say goodbye to me …’

‘Oh, hey! Listen, can I call you back later? It’s not exactly a good time so, I’ll get back to you, OK?’

She then hung up. The next day, I discovered that she had blocked my number.

Now, there are only two reasons that I can imagine for her actions. The first possibility is that she was like Barbara and Brian, not seeing me as a person and only using me to make herself look good. If this was the reason, then it made sense, as I was no longer useful to her. Either that, or she was still mad about the dirty sock I accidentally left on the floor before I left for camp.

All in all, I had reason enough to believe that queer Arabs need to be allowed individuality. Understandably, it’s complex when queer and Arab identities, perceived as loveless and sexless respectively, intersect. However, it should also be understandable that this intersection can rob us of genuine human connection. We all want someone to love us and someone to listen to us, yet trophy hunters and white saviours don’t quite get what that means. Tragically, we don’t have much understanding, representation or even acknowledgement from the vast majority of our queer siblings across the globe, yet this is the very thing that would probably turn the tides and make queer Arabs seem more human. Primarily we need our voices heard, as liberation for queer Arabs will take time, effort and a lot of strength.

I have a secret plan to make a difference. I will charge white people a rate of twenty dollars an hour for the privilege of having a queer Arab person in their lives. White people will get to learn from me how queer Arabs really live, fulfil their white-saviour fantasies at no extra charge, and feel good about donating money to a helpless and deprived individual, like me.

However, even in this scenario, I certainly plan on finding a husband eventually.


HASAN NAMIR

DANCING LIKE SHERIHAN

One of my earliest memories involves Sherihan. I’m about five years old, and she’s on TV performing one of her famous fawzeers, an Egyptian musical/variety show broadcast during Ramadan. She wears several different glittery outfits, and she dances and dances and dances. My eyes are glued to the screen. I analyse every move, her airy hands moving in circles, her waist and legs shaking to the upbeat music. I am mesmerised. I want to be just like her.

I was born on 9 September 1987. The athan, the afternoon call for prayer, echoed through the air as I came into a world where I fell in the hyphen between two binaries: boy and girl, man and woman, queer and straight, mother and father, Iraqi and Canadian, English and Arabic. I was born into a Muslim Iraqi family, and I was raised by my maternal grandmother who taught me Quranic verses. She asked me to recite them with her every night before going to bed. She taught me how to be a good Muslim, and that Allah loved me, so I had to make Him happy. My family had a path already paved out for me. I had one purpose: to marry an Iraqi woman and have children, just as my ancestors did before me. It was my duty to expand the family tree with my children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren. 

I learned this later, but when I was five all I knew was that I wanted to be like Sherihan. I was the little boy who wanted to wear my sisters’ dresses and play beauty pageants with them. I would dance like Sherihan in my room, moving my hips, legs and hands, synchronising to the music that made me feel free. But when I danced in front of my relatives, all eyes were on me. Though it was clear that if I was a boy I should act like one, I wasn’t punished for my imitations of Sherihan – nobody stopped me, though I was not applauded, either. I kept living my dream in front of the television screen.

My parents encouraged me to take up other hobbies. They enrolled me in tennis lessons and taekwondo, but I had no interest in sports. When I played football with my cousins and uncles, I was always chosen last. I wanted to fit in, I wanted to be like my male cousins. I wanted to be masculine, respected. Everybody knew about my effeminate tendencies, but they never addressed it. I was different and I struggled to accept that.

I was always attracted to other boys but it was something I constantly fought, as I thought Allah didn’t approve. I was taught that it was haram to like other boys in that way. I was told that being gay was a sign of illness and that Allah would punish me for it. I would cry in my room, feeling disgusted with myself. I wished I felt attracted to girls, but I didn’t – although I tried so hard. I equated my same-sex attractions to shame.

When I was ten years old, I made friends with a boy who lived on my street. He was five years older than me and I’m going to refer to him as ‘M’. Our house at the time was in the Green District in Baghdad. My paternal aunt and her family lived a few doors down from us and M lived next to them with his mother and siblings – his father had sadly passed away some years before. I met M one day while I was on my way to Abu Ammar’s grocery shop two blocks away, to buy some chocolate. He saw me and introduced himself. He had dark hair, thick eyebrows, charcoal eyes and a radiant smile. He asked me where I was going and, when I told him, he said he would join me. We became close friends and hung out a lot.

One evening, M came to my house and told my mother that we were going to play outside. The sky was purple and the air was dry and warm. We ended up going to a place near where we lived, where there was shrubbery and, sometimes, stray dogs. The plants were beige and crisp dry. I followed M into the woods. He asked if I wanted to play a game. I immediately agreed and asked what it was. He told me to take my pants down and bend over. I did exactly as I was told. I knew what he was about to do and didn’t stop him. I let him do whatever he wanted. My heart was racing, jumping through my ribcage.

We did not know that someone had seen us. They told my paternal aunt and word quickly got around until my father found out. I was so ashamed of myself. I was only ten.

Shortly after this incident, in 1998, my family emigrated to Canada. One of the reasons was to escape my shame. My father thought that leaving marked a new beginning and that I would change, but Canada is very different from Iraq. In Canada, queer folks like me were accepted. And when I look back at my life I know that, if we had stayed in Iraq, I probably would have ended up with a woman, not a man.

Nonetheless, I still grew up in Canada struggling to accept myself, although my sisters were always very supportive of me. I used to perform Spice Girls songs for them; I also loved Celine Dion, Backstreet Boys, NSYNC, 98 Degrees and every other boy band out there. As I grew, so did my attraction to the same-sex. I began chatting with boys around my age who were also attracted to other boys.

The first person I ever came out to was one of my sisters when I was fourteen years old. She said she always knew and that she loved me just the way I was. She reassured me that she would never tell our parents. I felt very grateful to have her in my life. Her love gave me the strength that I really needed at the time. I was so thankful that my siblings accepted me. I only wished that my father did the same.

When I was about sixteen, my father took me to Tim Hortons, a Canadian coffee shop that sold doughnuts, beverages and sandwiches. We sat at a table in the far-left corner, away from everyone. I knew then this was going to be a serious conversation. He ordered me a bottle of Coca-Cola and honey cruller doughnut. He didn’t order anything for himself. As we sat down, before I could even have a bite or take a sip from my drink, he confronted me: ‘Are you G?’ Tears streamed down his face. He couldn’t even say the whole word. I was scared and I denied everything. He had seen an MSN chat with a guy I was planning to meet in person. I was so scared of losing my family that I convinced my father that I wasn’t gay. I kept saying I would change, I promised him the conversation was a mistake and that I would never meet up with another guy. Again, I committed to trying everything I could to end my same-sex attractions.

I felt like a sinner. Everything I did seemed like a failure.

Things took a turn in 2008, when I was twenty-one. At that time, the film Milk came out and my father discovered that I had been to see it. He didn’t know what the film was about at the time, but we have a family tradition of watching the Oscars together, which we did in 2009, the year Milk won two awards, including Best Adapted Screenplay. The screenwriter, Dustin Lance Black, was openly gay and his acceptance speech alarmed my father, who saw that I was rooting for the film. After the Oscars, my father and I went for a drive. He asked me why I supported that writer. This was the moment that I told him the truth – that I was indeed gay. He was sad and we both cried. He kept saying that this was a temporary phase that I would eventually regret. I assured him that I had always been like this, but he was in denial. I was given two weeks to move out. He said I was no longer his son.

I was so frightened. I didn’t have a job and was dependent on my parents. Even my sisters advised me to deny I was gay, as it would be so hard for me to move out and find a job in just two weeks. It felt as though my heart and mind had split into two: my heart told me to live authentically, while my mind told me to live my life as my family envisioned it. I went back into the closet out of fear of losing my family. I was so desperate that I turned to Allah for guidance and became a devout Shi‘i Muslim. I started going to the Hussania (Shi‘i mosque). I prayed five times a day, and in these prayers I begged Allah to help me change. I thought that being closer to Allah would make me be a better person. But despite praying Satan away from me, my attraction towards men remained.

During this pious phase, I regularly visited a bathhouse to meet other men in secret. I would pray to Allah to wash away my sins, and then I would sleep with men. It was such a struggle. I kept reminding myself that I would end up in hell. I even saw the fires of hell in a vision as I was kissing a man. The shame suffocated me.

In 2010 my family and I went to Europe and the Middle East to visit family. I had strongly hinted that I wanted to marry a woman, so I was introduced to a few attractive family friends. But while my heart was set on making my family happy and proud, I was hooking up with men I met online through Grindr in Jordan, Syria and Lebanon. My father knew what I was doing and I could tell he was ashamed of me. Yet again, I promised I would change and marry a woman. But after returning to Canada, I started going to nightclubs in Vancouver to meet other men.

Then one day I met Tarn, and my life changed for ever.

Tarn and I met on 9 April 2011 at a birthday party at Moxie’s, a restaurant and bar in downtown Vancouver. It was a joint party – my friend shared the same birthday as Tarn. Even though I didn’t know him, I still wrote Tarn a card. When I gave it to him, my heart skipped a beat. At that moment, I forgot the whole world and myself. I was in love. I was obsessed with him, and I even told a friend that I wanted to marry Tarn just one week after we’d first met. My friend thought I was crazy and suggested that I slow it down. My heart was telling me something else. 

Tarn didn’t want to date initially because he had just got out of a five-year relationship and he thought that I was being too needy. I had to accept that we were just going to be friends. But, two months in, we started to hook up. When I spent time with him, I didn’t want to go back to my family house. I wanted to stay with Tarn for good. We began spending more time alone together, going for walks and out to dinner.

On my twenty-fourth birthday, which was on 9 September 2011, we started dating officially. After spending that weekend with Tarn, I came home and told my parents everything. It was my official – and final – coming out. There was no going back from here. I told them I was in love with Tarn and that I knew they didn’t want me living there any more. I left home and moved in with Tarn, his mother and sister. His mother treated me like her own son. She knew about us, and she was and has always been supportive.

Our love blossomed, and on 9 March 2012 we celebrated our engagement with close friends and my sisters. Photos of our engagement surfaced online, and my father decided that he didn’t want to talk to me any more. He was ashamed of me, and I became depressed, to the point of feeling suicidal. I hated not being close to my family, of feeling like an outcast. I couldn’t belong with them because I was queer. Although I still wanted to be straight and marry a woman and have children, I just couldn’t be that person, because I wasn’t that person.

Luckily for me, Tarn took my pills away and helped me overcome the depression. I started to feel better over time. On 9 July 2016 we had our magical blue and silver wedding. It was the happiest day of our lives. As with our engagement, a clip from our wedding surfaced online. Although there was a lot of support, many people spread hateful comments on social media. They wanted me to leave Tarn and go back to my father. But our love for each other has got us through the toughest times in our life.

Tarn and I always wanted to have a baby and start a family together. We come from two different religions and cultures: I am Iraqi Muslim while Tarn is Punjabi Sikh. These differences actually brought us closer together. We found a lot of similarities between our languages, cultures and religions. We promised each another that we would teach our child ‘Arajabi’ – a mixture of Ara-bic and Pun-jabi. At the time of our engagement, my sister-in-law had offered to be our surrogate. She made the offer again when we got married. So, when we were ready to start a family, I was the sperm donor and my sister-in-law was the egg donor. We named our son Malek.

When I look at Malek, I realise that I have learned to embrace the hyphenation in my identities and reconcile being queer, Muslim and Arab, and the fact that I’m both a mother and a father. I’ve continued the family tree and, even though it’s not the way my parents envisioned, it is the most authentic way possible for me. I am able to build a family with my soulmate, Tarn, and I’m so thankful to Allah for giving us Malek. He’s the joy in our life.

I’m in the present, my moment, in this place in time. I’m full of gratitude. Whenever I play an episode of fawzeer, as a parent and a man in his thirties, I have a newfound appreciation for Sherihan. My heart is a nest of butterflies, rotating dancing arms and hips. Gratefully, I’m able to share that appreciation with Malek. He loves her just as I did, as a kid.


MADIAN AL JAZERAH

THEN CAME HOPE

Recently I was on fourteen-hour flight on Royal Jordanian from Amman to Chicago. I noticed an elderly man travelling with his grandson, who fussed over him as he helped his grandfather out of a wheelchair and into the business-class cabin. The elderly man caught my attention: he wore a beautiful suit that was a little oversized for his frail frame, and a keffiyeh. He was clearly Palestinian. When I stood up for a stretch during the flight, I noticed the old man was asleep with headphones on. His inflight entertainment screen had a photo of Farid al-Atrash, the famous Syrian/Egyptian composer. His grandson had obviously selected it for him to listen to. For a second, I thought longingly of my own father who loved these songs and would sing them at any opportunity.

I was watching a movie when the lights came on and the captain announced we would soon be arriving at Chicago O’Hare Airport. As I took off my headphones, I heard a commotion behind me. The cabin attendants were rushing over to the elderly man, who was standing and clearly distraught. ‘Where am I?’ he screamed, in Arabic. His grandson was trying to calm him. I got out of my seat and offered to help.

The old man quietened down when I began to speak to him in Arabic and he gave me a soft look when I called him Ammo (uncle), reassuring him that he was safe.

‘Where am I?’ he asked me pleadingly. ‘Where’s Yasmine?’

‘Ammo, you will be in Chicago soon. And you will be with your loved ones.’

He seemed to accept this and sat back in his seat. He had barely sat down, however, when he jumped back up again.

‘Wein habibti, wein rohi, wein hayati?’ Where is my love, my soul, my life?

He looked at me in a panic. ‘Yasmine, get the gold. Your slippers, Yasmine. We have to run before they get here! We have to run!’

His grandson managed to settle him down, although the old man still cried quietly, asking for Yasmine.

‘I hope he’s OK,’ I said to the grandson. ‘Let me know if you need any help when we land.’

‘Thank you. He’ll be OK now. Sometimes he gets confused and has short panic attacks.’

We started talking as we stood over him protectively and, like all Palestinians, we instantly connected. The Palestinian mapping system went into overdrive as we discovered connections all over the world.

I also learned that the elderly man was in his nineties and had lost his wife Yasmine more than fifteen years ago.

‘They were together for over sixty years,’ his grandson told me. ‘But Alzheimer’s has made it worse and he now frequently relives fleeing Palestine.’

We both looked at the grandfather, who had put headphones on and was wiping away tears.

‘The tears are not for Palestine. They are for my grandmother and they are every day.’

I have had much trauma in my life and I know that I have failed to bury it miserably. I understand now that there is no burying it. What I have to do is shelve my trauma, put it up as high as it will go and accept that, when I am triggered, the shelf will be shaken and all or part will come tumbling down. All my life I have craved the kind of love this elderly man had for his wife. My heart aches for it.

I went back to my seat with a knot in my throat and a tightness in my chest. This incident on the plane reduced me to tears, sobbing tears. The tears were for Palestine and were a reminder that the scar never heals. The sobs, however, were for Yasmine. My Yasmine.

Where was my Yasmine? Why couldn’t I have that kind of love? The kind of love that I could grow old with, the kind of love that I could honour even in senility? I craved that kind of love and I couldn’t have it. What will come out in my panic attacks when I am old and senile? Whose name will I call?

I felt sorry for myself for days after that flight. I also felt bad that I had let it get to me.

Of course I want ‘that kind of love’, it’s ingrained in my psyche. It’s my template for life. It’s in all the songs I ever sang along to, in all the movies I watched and in all the celebrations I participated in. After a lifetime of Palestinian weddings I have always dreamed of my own. A huge, week-long affair with family and friends steeped in the ceremonies and rituals of my heritage. I want the Palestinian zaffa when the Palestinian bride and groom walk in a procession to music and dance, I want to hear the drums and experience the dabke. I want to experience the hammam, where the groom is bathed and shaved and then slapped furiously on the back to get him pumped up for his wedding night. I want that kind of celebration to honour my love and commitment to another individual. I want it all and I dream about it all. But I can’t have it because there is no place for me in this template. There is no place for my kind of love. This, in turn, adds to my sense of displacement.

I am displaced as a Palestinian. I am displaced as a Kuwaiti. I am displaced as a Muslim. Moreover, I am displaced as a man. I am also negated on all counts.

Kuwait, the country where I was born, negated me when Palestinians were thrown out after the Gulf War. As a Palestinian I am negated every day – I have no rights to my heritage and no access to my history. Zionism is trying to wipe me off the map. As a Muslim, I am negated because I am seen as a sinner. I grew up hearing that God quakes in his throne every time a homosexual walks past. As a man I am negated every day because I am not manly enough.

In the past, even the men I have loved have negated me.

I had a relationship with a man for two years. It was a beautiful, passionate, fulfilling relationship. A few years after we broke up, I ran into him at an airport. We were thrilled to see each other and there was obviously still something there.

‘I was just in Chicago,’ I said.

‘How are the girls in Chicago?’ he replied, with a wink.

‘Girls? What girls?’ I asked incredulously. ‘I’m gay.’

‘You’re gay?’ he asked.

‘Of course I’m gay. What do you think we were doing?’ I responded in shock.

‘I’m not gay,’ he said defensively. ‘I loved you.’

Even my own mother negates me when confronted with my sexuality.

I was forced to come out to my parents when I had to leave Amman. My life was in danger yet again, because of my sexuality, and I had no choice this time. I never thought – not even in my worst nightmares – that I would come out to them. I was in my late thirties and I had to explain why I was fleeing the country.

When the dust had settled, my mother came to visit me in New York. She had only one question. ‘I don’t understand, Madian. Are you this?’ – and she cupped one hand, ‘Or are you this?’ – and she used a finger on the other hand to indicate a poking motion.

‘If you are the poker, Madian, it’s OK,’ she said. ‘You are not a homosexual. If you are this’ – and the finger was poking a little more furiously – ‘you can get married and have children.’

People usually laugh when I tell the story. And, yes, I admit I usually tell it in a comedic tone. Yes, it’s funny. Yes, many gay men can relate to it. Yes, it’s history now and its impact has been diluted. However, at the time, I felt the deepest, most crippling shame, from which I have never fully recovered. Shame is always on the shelf. It sits there with trauma and Yasmine. I know from experience that you can put shame on the highest shelf and forget about it for a while, but bigots and bullies can smell it and it is always within their reach.

‘Are you this? Or are you this?’, of course, goes much deeper than my sexuality. It’s a question that challenges my fractured identity as a gay Palestinian Muslim.

The only question my mother has about my entire love life – including my partners, companions and my sexuality – is related to this single sexual act.

Mama was expressing the widely held belief that if you are the ‘poker’, you are doing the manly thing and there is no shame in that. This misconception, of course, is not limited to the Arab world. The question has morphed today into the casual, ‘Are you a top or bottom?’, which has become go-to conversation and is necessary, it seems, on dating apps. We have made identities around our sexual positions. A top is dominant and manly, and a bottom submissive and weak. If you are a bottom, you are often called a slut. It’s also a misogynistic perspective: it’s macho to be on top, but shameful to be on bottom. It also reduces conversation around homosexual relationships to sex. It’s never about love.

We all want to conform to a ‘normal’ love, where we are acknowledged, accepted and celebrated. But as homosexuals we can only dream of this. Culture, society and religion kick in, and, more often than not, we have so much kicked out of us that we protect what is left by shelving it so high, we can barely access it ourselves.

Last year I published my memoir, Are You This or Are You This? I wrote about Kuwait, becoming a refugee, being a Palestinian, coming out to my family, my activism, my tribe, Jordan, my many challenges and, of course, my quest for identity and worth.

The book received great reviews. There was also some criticism, which seemed to focus on one area: my love life.

‘I was disappointed. Why didn’t you write about your love life?’

‘It’s a memoir. How could you not write about lovers?’

‘Where is the one big love of your life? Surely you had one. Why didn’t you write about it? How could you leave that out?’

I had made a conscious decision not to write about my love life. Now I had to ask myself why. Why could I write about the loss of Kuwait, where I was born and then exiled from, possibly the most traumatic experience of my life, but not this? Why could I write about gay bashing and the time I was attacked in San Francisco? Why could I write about being accused of Satanism and immoral acts, and about running for my life while my business and worth crumbled around me? Or taking emotional abuse and feeling unworthy? Why could I write about all these experiences, but not write about the joy and elation of being in love?

The answer is because I can’t have a love life without attaching shame to it. It’s easier to say I am a gay man than to say I am in love with Mo, or John or Jamal. When we talk about love, the image of a heterosexual couple is accompanied by a thousand positive romantic associations. When we talk about gay men, the image is of two men having sex.

I have written in the past about the ‘head-down’ mentality which, as a Palestinian refugee and gay man, is in in my DNA. I have been an LGBTQI activist for many years. I have worked with NGOs and the United Nations helping gay and trans people in crisis. I have stood up as a gay man. Has it made me more visible? Absolutely. And because of it I have to be extra cautious, extra careful, and extra respectful about being a gay man in the Arab world.

I see that the young Arab LGBTQI community has been emboldened and there is a confidence which I embrace. But at the same time, that rising confidence worries me. Social media, of course, doesn’t help with creating false confidence. Suddenly there is support and solidarity and encouragement, but there is also the government’s monitoring of gay apps that add to the fear, add vulnerability to the shame.

But let’s not forget where we are. Experience has taught me that false security is exactly that. Just when you feel comfortable and you can raise your head a little with a touch of self-worth, the blow comes when you least expect it. Moments of this kind force you to duck down again, to go into hiding or run for your life. Young gays in Jordan are calling for gay rights, the right to organise, the right to march in a parade, the right to marry. I usually say, ‘Yes you have rights. But don’t play that here. Don’t forget where you are.’

Everything must be carefully timed as we are collectively affected in a Middle East that is changing haphazardly with revolts and uprisings.

I can never forget where I am. And my shelving is now organised as an open system where I can clearly see everything. I live with fear, shame and trauma every day.

I couldn’t have a book launch in Jordan. I own a bookstore and can’t sell my own book there. I love Jordan. It is my home. But I have to be respectful – and I am. I respect the culture and I know my story is not one that can be told in the place where I live. At least not yet.

But despite my fears, I can see hope. My book launch was held in Cyprus where I have many friends. It was a beautiful evening hosted by the British High Commission and a Turkish Cypriots’ LGBTQ group was invited to the predominantly Greek Cypriot event. They name their group Queer Cyprus and campaign to change discriminatory practices and public opinion about LGBTI rights in Northern Cyprus. They are highly organised and have received European Union Funding for several projects designed to empower and protect LGBTI+ individuals. Four young Turkish Cypriot Muslims from Queer Cyprus, all in their twenties, came to the book launch. Two gay men, a trans woman and a lesbian in brightly hued clothes, heads held high and obviously thrilled to be there. Their confidence caught me completely off guard. They didn’t know me, but brought me a gift: a colourful tote bag with their name and logo proudly displayed. It was packed with materials on their organisation: a media monitoring report, a health booklet giving advice on healthcare issues specific to the LGBTI+ community, a booklet on commonly asked questions and a pile of information on the many projects they take on to advocate for LGBTQ+ rights in Cyprus. These twenty-something Muslims asked questions, they mingled, they celebrated their worth and they projected their identity. They stood tall and I saw no shame or fear. And as I stood back and marvelled it all, I saw that there was room on the shelf for hope.


OMAR SAKR

TWEETS TO A QUEER ARAB POET

1. All things being unequal, it is best to be a faggot – that is, undeniable in your love and your sex. There is no norm and no excess in these realms, only abundance.

2. Faggot also means undeniably queer.

3. Never let anyone tell you that you can be dehumanised. Language has many powers, but this is not one of them. Tragically, you are always human – when you oppress, and when you are oppressed. The illusion that more is possible is the root of all evil.

4. All things being equal, be a fox or an otter; the former for its cunning, its dashing colour, and the latter for its softness, the ability to sleep in rivers holding onto each other, a lesson in holiness even the prophet Isa never learned.

5. Do not mistake cynicism for criticism, or criticism for intelligence. Rid yourself of cynicism, which is self-loathing projected outward. It’s an inability or unwillingness to account for one’s actions and intentions without condemning yourself, and so you damn everyone.

6. Framing devices are important, an established metaphor in which to sequester meaning. Take this public, intimate address. From Rilke to Twitter, this is a familiar blanket. Warm. Arab, Muslim, faggot. These, too, are framing devices. Worn, warped. Each suggesting a crime, death.

7. You are capable of so much more than you imagine – especially kindness. This is a criticism. What have you imagined recently that wasn’t a worst-case scenario? This is a seed. Turn it into a door to another world.

8. Take the word ‘Arab’, oh black bird, shake her out into a galaxy, and again, expanding night, bejewelled cosmos! Look, look how she fits everything and everyone. Look how foolish it is to staple to a body. Take your frames, O criminals, you the designated disasters, lube them well, ride yourself to completion. If it’s going to fuck you, you might as well have fun along the way.

9. You love being watched. You hate being watched. This is to do with the watcher: the surveillance state naming you sad sodomite, sinister Saddam. This is to do with your haunted mirror. You want to live in the blink, the afterimage, the blur.

10. The spectre of suicide – the other face of which is murder – lives within you, growing hearty on shame. When you stop running, you will learn the spectre wants only to be loved. Trust that death solves nothing and shame is only useful in identifying what you need to understand.

11. Breathe.

12. Fearful of loss, some people build a wall around their beloveds, thinking it will keep them close. Keep you safe. Insecurity smothers, habibi. Be wary of walls. They won’t change when you all do, and then what will you do?

13. Another word for wall is family.

14. Nostalgia is the body missing itself. Isn’t that wild? How you miss your wild.

15. ‘Authenticity is not a fixed point in the past to which we must return in order to establish our identity. It is rather a constant capacity for movement and for going beyond existing limits …’ – Adonis.

16. You will make artwork that is rooted in your life – in part because it has been made detestable and you want to make it presentable; in part because you love it, and don’t understand it – and at the end, you will wonder why you feel like a fraud, why you detest what others applaud. I hate my work, you will say, when what you mean is, I hate my life. You have yet to see the work for what it is: a reclamation, a reimagining.

17. Drink some water, it’s not that serious. Life is unbelievably precious, finite, divine, sure. But serious? Nah.

18. ‘… the poet was not expressing himself as much as he was expressing the group, or rather he expressed himself through the group. He was their singing witness, and therefore we should not be surprised at this paradox in pre-Islamic poetry: unity of content and diversity of expression.’ – Adonis.

19. The group is inexpressible. I am not a singing witness, but oh, how I long to be the mouth arousing tarab, to moan and in the moaning, be known. Crowd me, beloveds, into choir.

20. In the pandemic, the holy places of worship were among the first to be shut. God was deemed ‘non-essential’, and so were you.

21. This is an example of poetic over-reach, conflating public access with the destination. The destination is everywhere.

22. You have become hesitant with your prayers, as if worried they might be contagious. You still apologise every time you ask the Almighty, the Most Generous, Most Merciful Allah, to protect you and your family. You apologise in anticipation of an attack, which has always followed desire. You apologise because you associate protection, or value itself, with something stolen from another.

23. There is no blow about to fall. God is not your mother. Stop flinching from want. Unfurl, habibi, and shepherd your scarce spirit into flight.

24. Whatever moves inside you, welcome the movement. Oh child, oh you pesky little shit! God, yes, even in the grave, even the worm wriggling in your eye, say ahlan!

25. Every reader is different: when words meet a body, they change. You think you know this, know the types of reader, types of people, that you have made them legible, and you have already bent to meet them, already travelled to the middle ground to be accessible to who you have imagined. This is a fantasy. Look around your middle ground. You are the only one there.

26. You will have heard by now a burgeoning call for joy, a weariness of ‘trauma’, which increasingly seems to mean ‘anything too hard for a middle-class upbringing to bear’. Too many people say joy and mean easy. Sometimes instead of hard they say heavy, without ever wondering if their weakness, rather than an imagined weight, is to blame.

27. You will wonder how to tell your stories, then. You thought they were joyful already, or – to be more specific – loving, and what is love if not joy surviving long enough to hold you over time?

28. You say trauma I hear ummah you say trauma I hear ummah you say trauma I hear ummah you say trauma I hear ummah you say trauma I hear Omar.

29. Sometimes you is a necessary distancing. Sometimes ‘I’ am required. Oh the poets with their problematising will quiver at this collective we, but we, yes we can venture forth together. Who was it that said we is the deadliest weapon in history? Or was it the smallest umbrella? Ella, ella, eh, eh. Get under, yalla! Or stand in the soft-hard rush of rain. It’s there for us, either way. Yes, language is the filthiest washrag, see-sawing in and out of every mouth, so, disgust is entirely appropriate, a certain hygienic wariness – and it isn’t. It is a strangeness of the modern age, this insistence on burying each word in the muck of its every usage, again and again, while also decrying the lack of cleanliness.

30. You think too much about performance. Or rather, the audience. I am the audience for whom I perform. Your lush interior is always a beckoning, a becoming in search of language; a colour; a movement to partner; and in the coherence or the contrasting that follows, a shape is gleaned, a self revealed. Your spirit acts to know itself and, in the knowing, delight, love – love and love’s mirror, loss.

31. ‘The poem was perceived as a call and response, the dialectic of a mutual invitation between the poet and the group; it was as if the aim of the poet in composing his poem, and that of the group or tribe in listening to it, coincided by prior agreement. In this situation, there was no difference between poetry and life: life was poetry and poetry life … Others have gone so far as to say that the encounter between poet and listener was not only an act of participation in life and in the emotions: it was also a collective festival.’ – Adonis.

32. Dance with me, beloveds. You can only go so far alone. The furthest reaches of yourself will only be found through another’s love, their generative knowing.

33. Consider: how much of humanity have you learned in the past two years thanks (allegedly) to a bat? Wings in the dark. Consider the immeasurable gift. Consider the cost. And grieve, grieve for the fractured whole.

34. You must destroy nature. The idea of nature, that is to say. Everything was created. You, the world, the stars and their travelling memory. The next time you are told you are unnatural, you must laugh in the face of the created creature aiming its created speech at you. What a silly idea.

35. ‘The Quran was not only a new way of seeing things and a new reading of mankind and the world, but also a new way of writing … The Quranic text was a radical and complete departure: it formed the basis of the switch from an oral to a written culture – from a culture of intuition and improvisation to one of study and contemplation.’ – Adonis.

36. It is irrefutably true that there is nothing written down that you cannot infer from the light on a wave, a deep inhale under the green auspices of any tree.

37. It’s wise to have doubts, tiny saplings you water from time to time. When they get too large, you must cut them down and start again lest you lose your way in the woods.

38. Habibis, are you listening to Ammo Adonis? Are you following me following him back? I cannot leave you with only myself, or the notion that these words belong to me, when all of them have been soaked into my body. Forget about time, that little lie, forget about ‘pre’ and ‘post’. The only force capable of destroying the future – which is your imagination – is despair. Never give into this force for longer than three consecutive hours.*

39. *You can cheat by sleeping. Any rule that you find unbearable you can and should break. Whatever you have been told, you were not created to suffer.

40. I am made possible because of the Quran. You say Omar, I hear ummah. Yes, there are many within the ummah who desire my death, even though I am them. O murder, O suicide, you say Omar, I hear ummah.

41. I am made possible because of the Jahiliyya, the long song body. I sing to hear what came before, I sing so that you might sing back.

42. Be you. Your best you is your every you. Your woman you. Your man you. Your neither you. Your unknowable you. Your beautiful you. Sweet child you. Nobody but you.

43. It’s all so easy to say, to write down, and so much harder to hold onto, to turn prayer into practice, poetry into a path. You will ‘fail’ often, by your own impossible standards, where ‘success’ is never defined except as an abstract sense of bliss. It’s OK. What have we been saying? Breathe. Drink water. Stretch. Love.

All Adonis extracts from An Introduction to Arab Poetics, translated from Arabic by Catherine Cobham (Saqi Books, 2003).


GLOSSARY

Ahlan: Welcome.

Allah: Literal meaning, ‘God’. Allah is used by all Arabs whether they are Muslim, Jewish or Christian.

Allahu Akbar: Literal meaning, ‘God is the greatest’. Muslims around the world use this phrase as a powerful declaration of faith. It is used in prayer, in the Islamic call to prayer, to celebrate life, to express resolute determination or defiance and to indicate gratitude when God bestows something that an individual would have been incapable of attaining were it not for divine benevolence.

Ammo: Paternal uncle. Ammo is also used as a term of respect for an older male member of the community, even if they are not a relation.

Astaghfirullah: An Arabic expression of disbelief or disapproval.

Athan: A call to prayer recited by a muezzin at prescribed times of the day and often heard from the minaret of a mosque. Also known as adhan, depending on dialect.

Dabke: A Levantine folk dance that combines circle and line dancing and that is widely performed at weddings and other joyous occasions.

Fawzeer: Literal meaning, ‘riddles’. Fawzeer are a form of popular Egyptian variety TV shows that air during Ramadan. Each episode revolves around a riddle that the audience must attempt to solve.

Habibi: ‘My darling’. Habibi can be used in a romantic context between lovers or partners and it can also be used as a term of endearment between friends or parents speaking to their children.

Hader: ‘Hader’ is used as an affirmative response to an order or command. It loosely translates to ‘as you wish’, or ‘whatever you like’.

Hammam: Literal meaning, ‘bath’ or ‘bathroom’. Also known as Turkish bath, a hammam is a type of steam bath or a place of public bathing.

Insaha: Literal meaning, ‘forget it’.

Inshallah: Literal meaning, ‘if God wills it’. Inshallah is commonly used by all Arabic speakers (not just Muslims) to refer to hopes for the future. It expresses the belief that nothing happens unless God wills it and that His will supersedes all human will.

Jabal: Mountain.

Jahiliyya: An Islamic expression referring to the period and situation in Arabia before the advent of Islam in 610 ce. Several Islamic scholars have also equated modern Western culture and its values with Jahiliyya.

Jallabiya: A traditional loose-fitting garment from Egypt and Sudan worn by both men and women. Though styles and patterns vary between regions and class, the jallabiya is usually ankle-length and has long, wide sleeves. Women’s jallabiyas may be adorned with elaborate patterns and may include a head covering. Men’s jallabiyas are usually simple and come in neutral colours. The jallabiya has similarities to the thawb (or thobe), dishdasha or kandura worn in various other parts of the Arab world.

Jido: Grandpa/Grandad. Also known as Seedo, depending on the Arabic dialect.

Kaak: Kaak can refer to several food items, depending on context. In The Bad Son, it is in reference to the handbag-shaped bread with sesame seeds sold at bakeries and by street vendors. In some parts of the Levant, this kind of bread is more typically ring-shaped. Kaak can be enjoyed on its own or with zaatar and olive oil. In other contexts, kaak can refer to types of biscuits – either hardened, dry bread fingers that are often used to dip in coffee or tea, ring-shaped cookies, or semolina-based cookies stuffed with ground dates. The latter is traditionally eaten around Eid el-Fitr or Easter.

Knafeh: A traditional Middle Eastern cheese-based dessert made with semolina or a kind of spun pastry called kataifi and typically layered with ashta cream or akkawi or nabulsi cheese and then soaked in sugar syrup. Knafeh is served warm.

Kaak knafeh: In some parts of the Levant, especially Lebanon, it is popular to have knafeh stuffed inside a sliced piece of kaak bread for breakfast. Kaak knafeh cafes are a common sight in Lebanon.

Keffiyeh: A traditional headdress worn by Arab men. In some dialects the keffiyeh is also known as the hatta or ghutra. The keffiyeh is a square of fabric and is often worn with an agal, a band around the crown of the head. Many regions have their own pattern (or plain design) and colour. The keffiyeh can also be worn like a winter scarf around the neck and is often worn in this way by young people of all genders. The keffiyeh referred to in Then Came Hope is the popular black-and-white scarf associated with Palestinians. This design is made up of three symbolic patterns: a fishnet, sea waves and bold trade route lines.

Latcheh: A snide comment.

Masayir: A style of hair braiding popular among Sudanese women.

Mashallah: Literal meaning, ‘what God has willed has happened’. This is a common expression for feelings of awe and beauty.

Raqaa: Also spelled rakat or rak’a, raqaa is a set of movements that make up Muslim prayer. Each of the five daily prayers consists of a number of raqaas.

Sajadah: A prayer rug or prayer mat. This piece of fabric, sometimes a pile carpet, is used by Muslims and some Christians during prayer.

Sawt: Literal meaning, ‘voice’. Sawt is also a metaphorical way to refer to casting a vote in an election.

Tarab: A specific genre of traditional Arabic music. Some have tried to define tarab as the moment of shared feeling of joy, pain, sorrow, ecstasy or any other intense emotion between the singers, musicians and their listeners. Tarab singers are usually backed by an ensemble of traditional instruments such as the oud (pear-shaped guitar), qanun (a kind of zither instrument), ney (Middle Eastern flute) or darbouka (goblet drum).

Teta: Grandma or Nan. Tata, Tayta or Sitti are also common, depending on the Arabic dialect.

Thawra: Revolution.

Warak enab: A popular eastern Mediterranean dish consisting of vine leaves stuffed with rice and meat. Vegetarian versions comprise of rice, chopped tomatoes and parsley. Also known as warak dawali, warak areesh or dolma, depending on the dialect.

Ymoot ou ytu’: Literal meaning, ‘dies and bursts’.

Yalla: One of the most versatile words in Arabic, yalla has various meanings depending on the context in which it is used. It often means ‘let’s go’ or ‘hurry up’, but can also mean ‘hold on’, ‘wait’ or ‘I’m coming’. In Tweets to a Queer Arab Poet, the meaning is ‘come on’.

Zaffa: A wedding march in which the bride and groom (together or individually) are ushered into a house or reception venue with a musical procession involving drums, pipes, horns and dabke dancers, and sometimes men carrying flaming swords. When the procession reaches its destination, dancing, food or a kind of party usually ensues. The zaffa symbolises the start of a joyous celebration.
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