ANWAR F. ACCAWI

The Telephone

Newspapers and popular magazines indirectly encourage readers to think
essays are synonymous with opinion pieces—columns and articles in which
writers speak their minds and air their views on topics in the news. But
essays can be effective means of storytelling, as Anwar Accawi proves in
the following account of his childhood in a tiny village in southern Lebanon.
In “The Telephone,” Accawi offers an unpretentious description of how the
modern world began ils intrusion into a timeless and insulated culture,
where “there was no real need for a calendar or a watch to keep track of
the hours, days, months, and years.” As Accawi says of village life: “We
lived and loved and toiled and died without ever needing to know what
Year it was, or even the time of day.”

Accawi, who was born in Lebanon in 1943 and came to the United
States in 1965, began writing essays as a way to preserve a disappearing
culture for his young children, who knew nothing of the old country.
A teacher at the English Language Institute at the University of Tennessee,
Knoxville, he is the author of a memoir, The Boy from the Tower of
the Moon (1999). “The Telephone,” which originally appeared in The
Sun (1997), was one of Accawi’s first publications and was selected by
Cynthia Ozick for The Best American Essays 1998.

When I was growing up in Magdaluna, a small Lebanese village in
the terraced, rocky mountains east of Sidon, time didn’t mean
much to anybody, except maybe to those who were dying, or
those waiting to appear in court because they had tampered with
the boundary markers on their land. In those days, there was no
real need for a calendar or a watch to keep track of the hours,
days, months, and years. We knew what to do and when to do it,
Just as the Iraqi geese knew when to fly north, driven by the hot

Source: “The Telephone” by Anwar Accawi. From The Boy from the Tower of the Moon
by Anwar Accawi. Copyright © 1999 by Anwar F. Accawi. Reprinted by permission
of the author.
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40 The Telephone

many years before or after a long drought or a big snow or some
other disaster. One of the most unusual of these dates was when
Antoinette the seamstress and Saeed the barber (and tooth puller)
got married. That was the year of the whirlwind during which fish
and oranges fell from the sky. Incredible as it may sound, the story
of the fish and oranges was true, because men—respectable men,
like Abu George the blacksmith and Abu Asaad the mule skinner,
men who would not lie even to save their own souls—told and
retold that story until it was incorporated into Magdaluna’s calen-
dar, just like the year of the black moon and the year of the locusts
before it. My father, too, confirmed the story for me. He told me
that he had been a small boy himself when it had rained fish and
oranges from heaven. He’d gotten up one morning after a stormy
night and walked out into the yard to find fish as long as his fore-
arm still flopping here and there among the wet navel oranges.
The year of the fish-bearing twister, however, was not the last
remarkable year. Many others followed in which strange and won-
derful things happened: milestones added by the hand of Allah to
Magdaluna’s calendar. There was, for instance, the year of the
drought, when the heavens were shut for months and the spring
from which the entire village got its drinking water slowed to a
trickle. The spring was about a mile from the village, in a ravine
that opened at one end into a small, flat clearing covered with fine
gray dust and hard, marble-sized goat droppings, because every
afternoon the goatherds brought their flocks there to water
them. In the year of the drought, that little clearing was always
packed full of noisy kids with big brown eyes and sticky hands,
and their mothers—sinewy, overworked young women with pro-
truding collarbones and cracked, callused brown heels. The chil-
dren ran around playing tag or hide-and-seek while the women
talked, shooed flies, and awaited their turns to fill up their jars
with drinking water to bring home to their napping men and wet
babies. There were days when we had to wait from sunup until late
afternoon just to fill a small clay Jar with precious, cool water.
Sometimes, amid the long wait and the heat and the flies and
the smell of goat dung, tempers flared, and the younger women,
anxious about their babies, argued over whose turn it was to fill up
her jar. And sometimes the arguments escalated into full-blown,
knockdown-dragout fights; the women would grab each other by
the hair and curse and scream and spit and call each other names
that made my ears tingle. We little brown boys who went with our
mothers to fetch water loved these fights, because we got to see
the women’s legs and their colored panties as they grappled and
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42 » The Telephone

and the gendarme Abu Nadeem, walked right into the store and
stood at the elbows of the two importantlooking men from the
telephone company, who proceeded with utmost gravity, like
priests at Communion, to wire up the telephone. The poorer villa-
gers stood outside and listened carefully to the details relayed to
them by the notso-poor people who stood in the doorway and
could see inside.

“The bald man is cutting the blue wire,” someone said.

“He is sticking the wire into the hole in the bottom of the black
box,” someone else added.

“The telephone man with the mustache is connecting two
pieces of wire. Now he is twisting the ends together,” a third
voice chimed in.

Because I was small and unaware that I should have stood out-
side with the other poor folk to give the rich people inside more
room (they seemed to need more of it than poor people did),
I wriggled my way through the dense forest of legs to get a first-
hand look at the action. I felt like the barefoot Moses, sandals in
hand, staring at the burning bush on Mount Sinai. Breathless,
I watched as the men in blue, their shirt pockets adorned with
fancy lettering in a foreign language, put together a black machine
that supposedly would make it possible to talk with uncles, aunts,
and cousins who lived more than two days’ ride away.

It was shortly after sunset when the man with the mustache
announced that the telephone was ready to use. He explained
that all Abu Raja had to do was lift the receiver, turn the crank
on the black box a few times, and wait for an operator to take
his call. Abu Raja, who had once lived and worked in Sidon, was
impatient with the telephone man for assuming that he was igno-
rant. He grabbed the receiver and turned the crank forcefully, as
if trying to start a Model T Ford. Everybody was impressed that he
knew what to do. He even called the operator by her first name:
“Centralist.” Within moments, Abu Raja was talking with his
brother, a concierge in Beirut. He didn’t even have to raise his
voice or shout to be heard.

If I hadn’t seen it with my own two eyes and heard it with my
own two ears, I would not have believed it—and my friend Kameel
didn’t. He was away that day watching his father’s goats, and when
he came back to the village that evening, his cousin Habeeb and
I told him aboutthe telephone and how Abu Raja had used it to
speak with his brother in Beirut. After he heard our report,
Kameel made the sign of the cross, kissed his thumbnail, and
warned us that lying was a bad sin and would surely land us in
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against the wall—the signal that they were readv to toss back and
forth, like a ball, the latest rumors going around the village. And
they were always looking up from their games and drinks and talk
to glance at the phone in the corner, as if expectng it to ring any
minute and bring news that would change their lives and deliver
them from their aimless existence. In the meantime, they smoked
cheap, hand-rolled cigarettes, dug dirt out from under their fin-
gernails with big pocketknives, and drank lukewarm sodas they
called Kacula, Seffen-Ub, and Bebsi. Sometimes, especially when
it was hot, the days dragged on so slowly that the men turned on
Abu Saeed, a confirmed bachelor who practically lived in Abu Raja’s
dikkan, and teased him for going around barefoot and unshaven
since the Virgin had appeared to him behind the olive press.

The telephone was also bad news for me personally. It took away
my lucrative business—a source of much-needed income. Before
the telephone came to Magdaluna, 1 used to hang around Im
Kaleem’s courtyard and play marbles with the other kids, waiting
for some man to call down from a window and ask me to run to
the store for cigarettes or arrack, or to deliver a message to his
wife, such as what he wanted for supper. There was always some-
thing in it for me: a ten- or even a twenty-five-piaster piece. On a
good day, I ran nine or ten of those errands, which assured a
steady supply of marbles that 1 usually lost to Sami or his cousin
Hani, the basket weaver’s boy. But as the days went by, fewer and
fewer men came to Im Kaleem’s, and more and more congregated
at Abu Raja’s to wait by the telephone. In the evenings, no light
fell from her window onto the street below, and the laughter and
noise of the men trailed off and finally stopped. Only Shukri, the
retired Turkish-army drill sergeant, remained faithful to Im Kaleem
after all the other men had deserted her; he was still seen going
into or leaving her house from time to time. Early that winter,
[m Kaleem’s hair suddenly turned gray, and she got sick and old.
Her legs started giving her trouble, making it hard for her to walk.
By spring she hardly left her house anymore.

At Abu Raja’s dikkan, the calls did eventually come, as expected,
and men and women started leaving the village the way a hail-
storm begins: first one, then two, then bunches. The army took
them. Jobs in the cities lured them. And ships and airplanes car-
ried them to such faraway places as Australia and Brazil and New
Zealand. My friend Kameel, his cousin Habeeb, and their cousins
and my cousins all went away to become ditch diggers and
mechanics and butchershop boys and deli owners who wore
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