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Sex and love as routes for border crossing and homing desire 
in anglophone Lebanese fiction

Syrine Hout

American University of Beirut, Lebanon

Across the humanities and the social sciences, scholarship on questions of home in connec-
tion to diaspora has been “growing exponentially” (Blunt and Dowling 2006, 2). Studies of 
this topic may be divided into two categories, based on either their “home-versus-move-
ment” or “home-as-movement” approach. Adopting the latter, Lily Cho (2007) and James 
Clifford (1997) respectively define dispersal as a subjective condition and a diasporist mode 
of being. For Avtar Brah (1996), the concept of diaspora “offers a critique of discourses of 
fixed origins while taking account of a homing desire which is not the same thing as desire 
for a ‘homeland’ ” (180). Svetlana Boym’s (2001) concept of “diasporic intimacy” casts doubt 
on home as being rooted in any one place or, indeed, in any place at all. In looking for the 
affective, cognitive and even aesthetic responses of diasporans, these critics are interested 
less in where one can “be at home” than in how and why one “feels at home” regardless of 
location.

Clifford warns that “specific local interactions”, which in transnational communities are 
“lateral” and “decentered”, may be lost on researchers if diaspora remains theoretically caught 
“around an axis of origin and return” (1997, 269). Concerned with “homeness” in a world 
whose characters are on the move – both within and across the borders of host countries 
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and continents – diasporic fictions challenge traditional formulations of home-as-place, 
offering alternative sites and sights of feeling-at-home. In this article, I choose two “specific 
local interactions”, namely sex and love, whether gay or straight, as means of border crossing 
in two anglophone Lebanese diasporic novels: Koolaids: The Art of War (1998) by Lebanese 
American Rabih Alameddine and De Niro’s Game (2006) by Lebanese Canadian Rawi Hage. 
In a close reading drawing on diaspora studies, I underline the notion that border crossing 
is not a straightforward act of geographical relocation. Instead, I trace how sexual and/
or amorous relationships create for many Lebanese male and (some) female characters a 
proverbial borderland, with openings to new sites of being and belonging, but also of well- 
being. In both these texts, male adolescents engage in sex, sometimes even fall in love, before 
migrating to Europe and/or the US, where sexual and/or amorous ties, however transient, 
continue to serve as bridges towards feelings of being-at-home.  Estrangement from home-
as-place is therefore not the result but rather the reason for leaving the homeland. Koolaids 
delves into the complex ways in which gay love and sex relate to one another in the “case 
histories” of its two heroes, Mohammad and Samir, whereas De Niro’s Game focuses more on 
sex than on love in the fraught relationships of the protagonist, Bassam, with three women.

I argue that outside Lebanon, memories interact with realities in diasporic settings in 
which sexual and/or love relationships form an essential part of male characters’ “homing 
desire” (a term coined by Brah to define the desire “to feel at home achieved by physically 
or symbolically (re)constituting spaces which provide some kind of ontological security 
in the context of migration” (Brah quoted in Fortier 2001, 409–410; original emphasis).  
The two novels have different approaches to space versus place with regard to this issue. In 
Koolaids, sexual and amorous affairs take place in public spaces, such as garages, bathhouses 
and brothels, as well as in private homes, but in De Niro’s Game such acts are confined 
to private places within apartments, namely bedrooms. However, most of these locations 
qualify as what Brah (1996) calls “diaspora spaces” (208) populated not only by immigrants, 
but also by locals with whom cross-cultural interactions take place (242). Since, as I argue, 
love and sex are border-crossing interactions driven by a homing desire, the latter forms 
an emotional itinerary.

Scholars have investigated Alameddine’s and Hage’s works from neo-liberal, postcolonial, 
diasporic, feminist, psychoanalytical and queer perspectives. Carol Fadda-Conrey (2014) 
and Syrine Hout (2012) discuss memory, nostalgia and trauma in Alameddine’s trans-
national literary contexts, while Therí Pickens (2013) and Sleiman El-Hajj (2014) stress, 
respectively, the self-empowerment of ailing bodies and the discrimination against gay 
non-western characters in Alameddine’s work. Waïl Hassan (2012) and Dervla Shannahan 
(2011) examine, respectively, how Alameddine’s queer perspective subverts orientalist tropes 
and the inherent stability of sexual identities. Criticism of Hage’s fiction, especially Cockroach 
(2008), falls primarily into two categories. One centres  on the main Lebanese character’s 
exilic experiences in Montreal, critiquing either Canadian multiculturalism (Libin 2013; 
Marchi 2014a) or global violence and bodily deprivation (Dobson 2015; Lapierre 2014). 
The other connects the same character to his war-induced trauma (Borossa 2013; Hout 
2012). Notwithstanding mounting critical interest in the human body, masculinity – the 
latter mostly with reference to De Niro’s Game (Georgis 2011; Grekul 2015) – and border 
crossings in Alameddine’s and Hage’s novels,1 no study has yet spotlighted, let alone theo-
rized, the connections between sexuality and diaspora. By sexing the diaspora, so to speak, 
this article intends to fill that gap.
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Furthermore, numerous studies focus on the relationships between sexuality and war, 
including war-generated writings, generally,2 and between sexuality and Arabic and/or 
Lebanese fiction, specifically Wen-chin Ouyang (2012), Roger Allen, Hilary Kilpatrick, 
and Ed de Moor (2001) and Evelyne Accad (1992). However, studies of the links between 
teenage sexuality and war are mostly in the social/medical sciences and cultural studies. A 
small number of significant critical works in conjunction with the (gay) Middle East have 
emerged recently – for example, Merabet (2014), El Feki (2013), Massad (2007) and Habib 
(2007). By showcasing coming-of-age sex as border crossing within Lebanon, the present 
article contributes to this growing body of work from a literary angle.

Koolaids: coming out of/in Lebanon

As Stuart Hall contends, diasporic narratives “signal the instabilities of hybridity, métissage, 
creolization, and ‘contamination’ ” (quoted in Gunew 2008, 7). In Koolaids, the contami-
nation is literal, as the HIV virus travels from one person to another. Lola Lemire Tostevin 
defines the term “contamination” positively, as “differences [that] have been brought together 
so they make contact” (quoted in Brydon 1990, 191). For Diana Brydon (1990), contami-
nation is not only a productive literary strategy, but also a cultural and political project. In 
Alameddine’s novel, homosexual desire brings members of Arab and American cultures 
together, and the AIDS virus, merciless as it is, keeps them united not only in their fates, but 
also in love and friendship. A common trauma “provide[s] the very link between cultures”, 
as Cathy Caruth (1995, 11) argues; here, it is the AIDS disease which furnishes this con-
nection. Steven Salaita (2007) states that Koolaids requires a “critical border-crossing” (74) 
and argues that its “sexual and ethnic dimensions [might be read] simultaneously” (75). By 
focusing on the intersections of sexuality/love and cultural relationships between Lebanese 
and American gay men as well as between Lebanese gay men, I argue that manifestations of 
the homing desire and other exercises of home-building challenge the conventional status 
of home. To do so, I query the dynamic connections among sexual and ethnic/national 
identities in this diaspora in which “home” space is remade by queer desire and subjectivity.

In patriarchal Arab societies, male heterosexuality is reinforced by “the subjection of 
women and subordinate males”, the latter including those whom Samira Aghacy calls 
“androgynous subalterns” (2009, 17). Despite the rising Lebanese gay scene and the increase 
in the number of gay men willing to defend their lifestyle, as Jared McCormick (2009) argues, 
a socially and legally sanctioned “formation of identity-based sexual communities” cannot 
be assumed in Lebanon (Seidman 2012, 20). In Koolaids, the characters are “in the process 
of constantly creating a space from within which they define, and consequently articulate, 
their sexual and ethnic/racial identities” (Fadda-Conrey 2005, 122). My reading of Koolaids 
maps out this “space” by stressing the gay identities of the male Lebanese characters, insofar 
as these identities enable them to forge new homes in the more accommodating US.

In Koolaids, teenage sex and love connections in Lebanon exert an influence that extends 
into diasporic life. At the age of 14, before the war breaks out in April 1975, Mohammad and 
Samir begin to explore their newly discovered homosexual energies. Whereas Mohammad 
experiences sex for the first time right after the war starts, Samir experiences love, but not 
sex, a few months before the outbreak of hostilities. At a single party, the latter experiences 
three firsts: vodka, hashish and feelings of love for his classmate Karim, who is three years 
his senior. More importantly, he concludes that he is gay and that he likes it. Samir briefly 
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hooks up with Karim again in Paris, which serves as a transitional city between Beirut and 
Washington, DC, and then visits him in the US a year later, discovering that he is “more 
in love with him than ever” (Alameddine 1998, 81). Mohammad, for his part, gives up his 
virginity in a subterranean garage to Georges, a 14-year-old bisexual neighbour who later 
becomes “a killing machine” (33) before shooting himself in a game of Russian roulette. 
Alameddine describes how Georges’s “shouting” when he ejaculates is covered up by “the 
sound of gunfire” (16) coming from the street above. This experience introduces Mohammad 
to a new world in which he can clandestinely both validate his sexual orientation and satisfy 
his urges. He continues to practise his sexual proclivities – and his art – in the US, this time 
without the fear of being shamed.

Lovemaking and/or homemaking

Yi-Fu Tuan (1977), who first theorized the concepts of place and space, associates the former 
with home, stating that “place is security, space is freedom: we are attached to the one and 
long for the other” (3). Although as an adult Mohammad enjoys several lovers, only once 
do we see him having sex in an American setting, after picking up “a boy” at a place called 
“Badlands” (Alameddine 1998, 176). Both the garage in Lebanon and “Badlands” qualify 
as spaces of sexual freedom for Mohammad, for whom casual sex is fuelled by a carnal 
desire which is not part of his homing desire. In this scene, he reassures the boy “skewered 
on [his] dick” (176) that they are having safe sex, in order to appease the latter’s fear of 
getting infected with the HIV virus. Precisely who infects Mohammad remains unrevealed, 
probably because it is irrelevant to the larger story. Sex and love never come together for 
Mohammad as they eventually do for Samir.

Steven Salaita (2011, 46) notes that in this novel AIDS, being a viral intrusion, is a 
form of violence, causing protracted suffering and death. Mohammad is precise about 
the date – 29 June 1980 – when Scott, an “ingénu” (Alameddine 1998, 182) who was 
drugged at the time, was infected with the AIDS virus by a casual lover at the “Bulldog 
Baths”, a space whose sexual openness clearly backfires on Scott. Ten days later, Scott and 
Mohammad, both 20 years of age, meet at a gay dance club. Although already infected, 
Scott has not yet been diagnosed with AIDS. The US Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention declared AIDS an epidemic on 5 June 1981 (Mottier 2008, 77); that is, almost 
exactly one year after the characters meet. Therefore, their decision not to have sex, but 
instead to enjoy love and care for each other, has nothing to do with the AIDS scare, not 
officially recognized at the time despite what were then rumours of a “gay plague”. Even 
after they find out that they both have AIDS, they continue a platonic relationship for 
ten years, while having sex with others. I argue that Mohammad never consummates his 
love for Scott – who is certainly his “type”, a blonde with a “cute butt” (12) – for three 
reasons. First, using Salaita’s equivalence, penetration might feel like a form of violence 
committed against the only one who calls him habibi (in this context, “my lover”). Second, 
Mohammad’s homing desire is primarily fuelled by love, a life-enhancing force, as opposed 
to sex, which, until they meet, has given him not only pure physical pleasure – but also a 
disease.  Third, Scott is the only American able to interpret what he sees in Mohammad’s 
painting by connecting it intuitively to his Lebanese background. Therefore, having sex 
would ruin a spiritual connection that is difficult to cultivate, let alone enjoy, with another 
human being.
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As Peter Simatei (2011) remarks, home is
not merely a place of origin but also a displacement of movement [where] consciousness is 
hence predicated on a paradoxical process of home-haunting and home-hunting, in which 
diasporans may experience a radical discontinuity, but, at the same time, they develop a desire 
for cultural reconnection. (58)

When Mohammad learns from his parents’ maid that he is never to call back home, he 
invites Scott to move into his apartment, as if to compensate immediately for the loss of 
his original home. Scott makes Mohammad feel as if he knows (about) his native home, 
now “lost” forever. Therefore, having Scott live in his own place brings his homing desire 
to at least a temporary halt. For once, but also for some time and for as long as their health 
allows it, he can feel at home while being at home.  Thus, Mohammad practises his belief 
that “we build our own family” (Alameddine 1998, 115).

Citing David Halperin (1997), Dervla Shannahan explains that whereas
a gay identity, which, though deliberately proclaimed in an act of affirmation, is nonetheless 
rooted in the positive fact of homosexual object-choice, [a] queer identity need not be grounded 
in any positive truth or stable reality [and so] queer is by definition whatever is at odds with 
the normal, the legitimate, [and] the dominant. (2011, 62)

In view of this distinction, Mohammad’s wondering if anything “entirely gay can be carved” 
(Alameddine 1998, 112) is equivalent to celebrating a queer identity that expresses the 
polymorphous nature of desire. Karim and Samir’s example reinforces not only the novel’s 
insistence on the (at least initial) disparity between sexual orientation and social identity in 
the case of Arab gay men, but also on the construction of all sexual identities by eschewing 
a reductionist view of an essential sexuality. In Koolaids, however, fully fledged sexual ties 
between male Lebanese immigrants remain unexplored. Such narrative threads are liter-
ally cut, as when Samir’s love interest Karim dies in the US when he drives a motorcycle 
“right into a wall” while drunk (82). This happens after he leaves a gay bar he has been 
frequenting, a fact Samir discovers only after Karim dies. Of interest here is that, until this 
moment, neither one has come “out of the closet” (82), although Samir, ashamed of his own 
shame, was planning on doing so on the eve of Karim’s demise. Both suppress the desire 
to confess to each other because, as Dina Georgis explains, homosexual identity for Arabs 
is a “contested and painful site, whether in the diaspora or in the homeland” (2013b, 238).

Notwithstanding their repeated engagements – in Beirut, Paris and DC – in homoerotic 
behaviour, in the form of cuddling in bed, which becomes their unspoken, portable home, 
both Samir and Karim pretend to be straight and affirm their masculinities by warding off 
the two main threats to their male autonomy, namely femininity and homosexuality. They 
go so far as to visit a New York City brothel – another space of sexual abandon – together to 
have sex with female prostitutes and brag about their multiple (and possibly fake) orgasms. 
Their repetitive use of the word “coming” when what they really feel like doing is “coming 
out” (81) becomes ironic. Judith Butler (1993) clarifies that even in heteronormative social 
contexts, every heterosexual performance repeats itself to institute the effect of its identity; 
furthermore, every repetition of the heterosexual act requires an interval between the acts, 
one in which risk and excess threaten to disrupt the identity being constituted (28). Butler’s 
remarks come to life in this passage from Koolaids: the characters’ multiple – that is, repeated 
– orgasms constitute both a bodily experience and an image of (apparent) sexual consistency, 
both of which belie their true, or at least more complex, sexual identities. For example, Samir 
tells the reader that, in DC, Karim “did not want to have sex with his girlfriend at the time 



350    S. Hout

because she refused to have sex with both of us at the same time” (Alameddine 1998, 81). 
When the unnamed girlfriend rejects what looks like a threesome, both Samir and Karim 
are denied what to them, at this point, would be socially and emotionally, even sexually, a 
more acceptable – albeit indirect – form of engaging in gay sex. Love and sex remain separate 
in the lives of Samir and Karim, as they do in Mohammad’s. Like them, Mohammad and 
Scott portray their relationship in public as one of “best friends” (61). But while Karim and 
Samir need more time, denied to them by (death in) the novel, before possibly engaging in 
sex, this is not the case for Mohammad and Scott. In both cases, however, homoeroticism 
and love are sufficient to impact their subjectivities, not to mention their happiness.

Georgis points out that “the demand to confess, as a testament of pride, is both a private 
and public act [ … ] after you finally come out to yourself, you might tell your best friend, 
then your mother” (2013b, 240). Samir and Mohammad come out to each other easily, I 
believe, because they are not attracted to each other. Samir’s predicament is created by the 
fact that Karim, his best friend, is also the one whom he loves in secret. Koolaids flirts with 
the potential to fully examine/narrativize Karim and Samir’s relationship, but stops short of 
doing so. Same-sex relationships within Arab (specifically Lebanese and Palestinian) dias-
poric communities have been tackled only recently in North American fiction.3 Moving in 
together, as Karim and Samir plan on doing, would allow the spaces in which they express 
emotional and also physical intimacy, short of penetration, to coalesce into one place they 
can literally call home. It would help their longing for one another to settle into a place of 
mutual belonging. This would presumably reduce their interest in seeking out western – 
that is, culturally alternative – partners. This avenue remains unexplored, however, because 
Koolaids is only interested in “housing” long-term gay relationships between cross-cultural 
partners.

As James Clifford states, diasporans, being caught between the past and the future, “con-
nect and disconnect, forget and remember, in complex, strategic ways” (1997, 259). Samir 
admits having had to convince himself that he “would be able to relax sexually once [he] 
got over Karim [emotionally]” (Alameddine 1998, 134). Until he meets Mark Lietbarsky, he 
has been with five partners – four men and a female prostitute – but has never been kissed, 
since all the encounters consisted of “mutual masturbation and receiving oral sex twice” 
(134). Ironically, he will be kissed and loved by Mark, who will also unknowingly infect him 
with AIDS. But the kiss of death is not only a promise but a premise in Koolaids, in which 
death and sex are themselves intimate partners. Sex and (homo)eroticism, by contrast, are 
not necessarily close items. Though Samir enjoys solid ties with a few gay American friends, 
most notably with Ben, his emotional and sexual needs – both informing his homing desire 
– finally converge upon Mark, with whom he shares his apartment and life. Thus, his feeling-
at-home flourishes within both a physical place and a period of some ten years, as it does for 
Mohammad and Scott. Yet memories of sensual experiences are not suppressed but shared, 
such as when Samir confesses to Mark that his most erotic experience remains “going up 
the stairs” while being ogled by “some lecherous countrymen in a [Parisian] bathhouse” 
(151) – again, an event that takes place in a space of sexual laxness. Here, Paris, or France, 
serves again as an emotional conduit between Lebanon and the US. The fact that Samir 
never has sex in Lebanon or with a Lebanese man (despite his six-year infatuation with 
Karim), yet can have his body admired and his gayness acknowledged by Lebanese gay men 
in a relaxed atmosphere in a European country, is an affective milestone in his crossover 
from conservative Lebanon to much more tolerant America. Mohammad’s gay life with 
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multiple American partners permits him to integrate socially, while his long-term tender 
involvement with Scott mostly strengthens his psychological balance. Samir, maligned in 
Lebanon because of his sexual unorthodoxy, succumbs to AIDS, like Mohammad, but feels 
more at ease with himself, as he dies in the presence of loved ones, especially his mother 
and Mark. Here, the two individuals closest to him, one by blood and the other by choice, 
provide Samir’s feelings of home through their undying love for him.

Taking a digital humanities approach to Koolaids, Tracey El Hajj (2015) argues that its 
major place node is the “unknown” and that Samir and Mohammad are mostly associated 
with it, despite the novel’s occasional mention of “known” places (79). Since most of their 
interactions are “divorced from geographical precision”, Samir and Mohammad “evolve in 
an undefined, intangible zone” (80). Her findings support my claim that spaces are just as 
important as places, because homing desire, expressed through love and sex, depends on 
other characters, with whom they might forge feelings of being-at-home  virtually anywhere.

De Niro’s Game: demanding sex for/on dangerous treks

In De Niro’s Game, places are palpable and always named. The names of three national cap-
itals – Roma (i.e. Rome, as pronounced in both Arabic and Italian), Beirut and Paris – are 
used as titles for the three parts into which the book is divided. Whereas “Beirut” and “Paris” 
signpost places of actual events, “Roma” remains Bassam’s hoped-for sanctuary. Nonetheless, 
all three represent psychic landscapes through which Bassam moves, not on a “circular 
journey”, as argued by Julia Borossa (2013, 126), but on an evolutionary one guided by his 
homing desire. This novel features impoverished and orphaned childhood friends Bassam 
and George, both 17 when the novel begins. George joins a right-wing Christian militia 
and dies in a game of Russian roulette, whereas Bassam flees Lebanon. During the war, says 
Broum (1994), “many adolescents grew up without parental supervision [ … ] and were 
involved [ … ] in fighting. They acquired, in extreme degrees, such traits as sexual escape, 
rebellion, boredom, intoxication, and an ethic that justified killing” (12). I wish to expand 
on the concept of “sexual escape” by evaluating it as an activity as well as a literary strategy 
and a psychological ploy for border crossing, all of which are evidenced in Bassam’s sexual 
relationships with Rana and Nabila in Beirut and, later, with Rhea in Paris.

Discussing the Lebanese war novel of the 1980s, Evelyne Accad demonstrates how “sexual 
relations conceived in a system of power struggles and a structure of submission/domination 
will obviously result in rape and abuse of women” (1991, 38). Although Bassam does not 
rape Rana, an attractive neighbour of the same age, for him sex is a means of releasing sexual 
tension and exercising control in a chaotic war. For Rana, losing her virginity to Bassam and 
possibly marrying him, as would be expected in a patriarchal society, increase her chances 
of leaving Lebanon. Being “sick of the war” (Hage 2007, 110), she encourages Bassam to 
leave, and take her along. At this stage, sex, described in gentle terms such as “wetness 
and warmth” (110) and accompanied by a studied display of emotions and actions – for 
example, washing his dishes – is her way of latching onto him in the hope of accompanying 
him abroad. Increasingly, however, sex with Rana becomes Bassam’s means of exercising 
power in a messy environment. When she gives up on her dream of leaving because of his 
mounting reluctance, especially after his mother dies, she starts feeling “confused” and acts 
“busy” each time he approaches her (137). Anger and frustration are felt by both, albeit for 
different reasons. Upon realizing that he has lost control over Rana, Bassam releases his 
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sexual tension and wrath, first by shedding tears and, later, by shooting bullets “at the hills, 
and at the birds” (138). Both are proxy ejaculatory exercises. To add further instability, the 
fact that Bassam and Rana often use George’s bedroom for sex indicates that Bassam, at 
any moment, can be dispensed with by Rana in favour of his more powerful friend. What 
motivates Rana is her need for safety, which, if it cannot be satisfied by leaving Lebanon – 
not so much with as via Bassam – may alternatively be guaranteed, as she perceives it, by 
attaching herself to a man with weapons, political sway and money. This hoped-for attach-
ment starts when she accepts a ride with George in his new BMW, an impressive vehicle 
that symbolizes not just his rising appeal but, almost literally, her own border crossing from 
“quiet” Bassam to “funny” George (111) – that is, from a diminished possibility to a bigger 
one. Sex is a bridge – whether to somewhere outside Lebanon or to a safe home within it – a 
bridge Rana walks on at different times with different partners, without getting anywhere.

Lisa Grekul argues that in De Niro’s Game the women – representing combinations of the 
mother, virgin and prostitute figures abundantly encountered in male-authored postcolonial 
African novels – “figuratively embody either the homeland from which Bassam flees or the 
country to which he temporarily escapes” (2015, 53). But Bassam expresses a desire to leave 
before he even gets to know Rana, to whom the reverse of Grekul’s argument applies: Bassam 
embodies,  again figuratively, the smell, taste and feel of Rome as an alternative homeland to 
which she hopes to escape. George betrays Bassam twice: first, by “stealing” his girlfriend, 
then by offering him as a scapegoat for George’s own crimes, namely the theft of diamonds 
and the murder of their owner, Mr Aoudeh. After being tortured by the Christian militia, 
Bassam engages in another, albeit brief and this time emotionally reinvigorating, sexual 
encounter – with George’s unmarried and “flirtatious” (Hage 2007, 21) 45-year-old Aunt 
Nabila. She secures his release from detainment and becomes his proverbial gangplank onto 
a cargo ship bound for Marseilles. This liaison is different from the earlier one. Delirious 
following torture, Bassam meets Nabila at the militia’s headquarters “halfway down the 
stairs” (162) – symbolizing a threshold between life and death – and mistakes her for the 
ghost of his dead mother. She then takes him to her home, where she washes, feeds and 
nurses him “back to health” (163). Clearly suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD), manifested in “sweating and moaning” (164) during nightmares, he expresses 
a need for physical safety which is met with Nabila’s willingness to engage in sex. What 
begins as gentle stroking, a maternal embrace and a kiss on his cheek soon transforms into 
a desperate need, for both, to release sexual tension.

Lovemaking with Nabila constitutes, for Bassam, a rite of passage, a crossover from 
adolescence to manhood, from physical and mental trauma to a relative recovery, paving 
the way towards departure from Lebanon. The language depicting the sexual act stresses 
its transformative power for Bassam, whom “motherly” Nabila calls “my little one” while 
cautioning him to take it easy on his bruises, which she “lick[s … ] like a primitive healer”, 
while he grabs “her flesh with the urgency of a hungry puppy” (164). In his narrative of 
how he licked her “large, round nipples”, like a “hungry dog”, and later dived “into her 
wetness”, Bassam remembers twice and reiterates verbatim that she “held [his] head and 
caressed [his] hair” (164, 165), before bringing him to an “infantile orgasm” (165). Unlike 
his longer sexual affair with Rana, this single encounter is free of demands, expectations 
and violence. This time, it is Bassam who stands to benefit, and does, from sexual intimacy 
in both physical and emotional terms. By also offering money (which he rejects) and infor-
mation about George’s father in Paris, Nabila cements her intervention as a vessel whereby 
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Bassam can cross over from near-death to life, from despair to hope, and ultimately from 
Lebanon to France.

As has been demonstrated, teenage sexuality in wartime Lebanon in De Niro’s Game 
reflects an intensified need for possessiveness and control, on the one hand, and a deepened 
desire for love and safety on the other. These two manifestations are interrelated, if not 
paradoxical, since the need for control camouflages a shortage of security, and the desire 
for safety requires manipulation of the partner expected to provide it. Bassam and Rana 
display both needs in a dynamic manner. Only Nabila gives more than she takes.

Rhea in Paris: transiting to home in Rome?

As Doreen Massey (1993) argues, movement per se is not necessarily emancipatory, because 
of what she calls the “power-geometry” of time-space compression (61). Bassam’s abject 
passage to Marseilles and his status as an illegal migrant in Paris have been focal points for 
many critics (Hassan 2008; Marchi 2014b). Although technically and emotionally a refugee, 
he is not officially an asylum seeker; therefore, he occupies the lowest of positions within 
this construct of transnational flows, in which he navigates his precarious existence by 
relying mostly on himself. With “no thought of return [to Lebanon] and no desire to settle 
[in Paris]” (Hassan 2008, 1628), he does hope to fulfil his dream of crossing over into Italy.

In Paris, George’s half-sister, Rhea, becomes Bassam’s temporary anchor. He has a brief 
sexual affair with her, during which he also discovers the web of political intrigue threatening 
his life. Following neither a dominant-submissive model (as in Bassam’s relationship with 
Rana) nor a mother-child one (as in the one with Nabila), the sexual scenes with Rhea are 
twice described as “ma[king] love” (Hage 2007, 217, 218) and take place in her candle-lit 
bedroom. A romantic atmosphere is s(t)imulated by candlelight, in contrast with a sense of 
urgency, signalled by the flashlight which Nabila uses one night because of a power outage 
to check on Bassam.

Mark Libin (2013) views Hage’s characters in De Niro’s Game and Cockroach as agents 
whose dealings with locals in diasporic spaces challenge representations of postcolonial 
trauma, exposing the imbalances in the standard models of cross-cultural ethics. I agree 
with him that Bassam “contaminates” his French surroundings with acts and diasporic 
memories from his violent past, but I would go further and suggest that it is Bassam’s reversal 
of the traditional, even colonial, host–guest relationship which informs his homing desire. 
From this perspective, I disagree with Georgis’s (2013a) judgment of Bassam as “a sexual 
predator” and no more than “a lascivious penis” to Rhea (90), and see him instead, as Libin 
(2013) does, as “seemingly infatuated with love” for her (84). Rhea has sex with him in 
order to obtain information about George, just as Rana did in the hope of using him as an 
escape hatch. Unlike Rana, however, Rhea is never assaulted by Bassam. I would argue that 
Bassam’s outward possessiveness is an attempt to protect her, as evidenced comparatively 
by the metaphor of the puppy. In Nabila’s company, he is a “hungry puppy” (164) in need 
of nourishment, healing, love, sex and protection for himself. But now he is likened to “a 
wet puppy” (243) that follows Rhea in the rain to protect her from bad men with guns. She 
actually asks him why he is helping her; interestingly, to her question whether he is hungry 
(my emphasis), he answers in the negative. Even if the question is meant literally, I read it 
figuratively: Bassam has evolved somewhat from his former self and has the potential to 
grow further.
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In the diaspora, argues Anne-Marie Fortier, home can be attached, however temporarily, 
“to bodies and relationships that touch us or have touched us in a meaningful way” (2003, 
131). The affair with Rhea initially helps Bassam to feel more familiar with, if not at home 
in, Paris (where she finds lodging for him at a hotel), but eventually it allows him to confront 
his war-shattered years by forcibly revealing their salient features to her as captive audience, 
and taking action to save his very life. Julia Borossa’s judgment of Bassam’s liaison with 
Rhea “as a failed attempt at a reentry [sic] into life and relationality” (2013, 129) is one I 
cannot agree with. Only after having a sexual relationship with Rhea, and therefore gaining 
some familiarity with her, is he catapulted to a breaking point at which he can, cathartically, 
expunge the truth about George from his troubled psyche.

As Michael Jackson (2002) explains, material dispossession generates a sentiment of 
rupture for refugees in whose new lives “the very unities of space, time, and character on 
which narrative coherence depends are broken” (91). By insisting on telling his tale, Bassam 
reclaims his past and paves the way for a possible future. Throughout his narration-as-talk-
ing-cure, he holds Rhea in place and even caresses her hair – as Nabila caressed his – as he 
explains how he did the same for George after his friend had shot himself in the head. The 
recurrent image of caressing hair connects Bassam’s past and present. Maternal, fraternal, 
friendly and erotic feelings are thus fused. As Burnell, Hunt, and Coleman (2009) argue, the 
ability to narrativize is essential for coping with traumatic war memories: speaking “with-
out stopping” helps quiet his “thumping heart” (Hage 2007, 272, 271). Only after “working 
through” his traumatic memories verbally, as Dalia Mostafa (2011) notes, can he embark 
on a “process of empowerment against alienation, anxiety, and fear” (40). Having defied 
a “sense of foreshortened future” – often seen as a major symptom of trauma (Peterson, 
Prout, and Schwarz 1991, 13) – Bassam leaps into a new state of mind. His final words to 
Rhea are: “All I wanted was to ride away on the sea [away from Beirut]” (277). As Susan 
Friedman explains: “home may in fact be constituted upon an act of violence against the 
body, even as that body travels, migrates, or goes into exile. Safety might reside neither in 
home nor homeland, but only in flight” (2004, 199–200). So even if we do not see Bassam 
ride away on the train, let alone set foot in Italy, the act of fleeing his brief life in Paris, a 
place in which he anchored himself long enough to overcome demons, both old and new, 
endows him with a feeling of purpose. Even if Rome never materializes into a place, it 
remains a potent signifier for a (mental and emotional) space in which Bassam hopes to 
live, even die, with his freedom, safety and sanity ensured.

Conclusion

In both novels, sex and love are intimately linked to the characters’ homing desires on their 
journeys from war-torn Lebanon to various locations in Europe and the US. Rosemary 
George ([1996] 1999) notes that

[the] sentiment accompanying the absence of home – homesickness – can cut two ways: it 
could be a yearning for the authentic home (situated in the past or in the future) or it could be 
the recognition of the inauthenticity or the created aura of all homes. (175)

None of the characters discussed here look back for home; instead, all look ahead (to the 
future) and also around (at the present). By finding relative love and safety in relationships 
abroad, however temporary, instead of clinging to an essentialized homeland, they tran-
scend marginalization and/or fear felt in Lebanon. Unlike Bassam, Samir and Mohammad 
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find partners with whom to enjoy extended periods of mutual affection in places of their 
choosing. Nonetheless, what they all share is a common strategy, centred on sex and/or love 
interactions, for moving on; that is, for crossing borders – emotional, social, and sometimes 
geographical – on a quest to approximate homes-as-feelings. 

Whether the contact zones for such interactions are described as spaces or places, my 
argument, in tracking emotional itineraries, insists on home as having an “orientation” and 
as providing “directions of existence”, two qualities necessary for conceiving of home as 
movement (Douglas 1991, 290). In line with the theoretical complications of home stated 
at the beginning, I have also showcased how neither a space nor a place can truly be home 
once and for all, since home-as-feeling is graspable, forgeable and portable across diasporic 
settings, and always includes desirable and/or needed (significant) others.

Notes

1. � Transatlantic crossings feature in Alameddine’s The Perv (1999), I, the Divine: A Novel in 
First Chapters (2001) and Hakawati (2008) but not in An Unnecessary Woman (2014) or in 
Hage’s Carnival (2012).

2. � See, for example, Roberts (2014), Herzog (2011) and Dippel (2010).
3. � In The Lebanese Dishwasher, Sonia Saikaley (2012) exposes the taboos surrounding 

homosexuality among impoverished members of Montreal’s Middle Eastern community. 
Karim Dimechkie’s (2015) Lifted by the Great Nothing presents homosexuality between a 
Lebanese man and his American neighbour in the US.
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