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			FINAL REPORT

			I.

			WITH REGARD to the activities of the Tracking and Pursuit Department, which is partially affiliated with the civil administration of the international coalition forces in Iraq, the special committee of inquiry set up under my chairmanship, with representatives of the Iraqi security and intelligence agencies and observers from U.S. military intelligence, has come to the following conclusions:

			a. On September 25, 2005, under direct political pressure from the Iraqi side, the activities of the Tracking and Pursuit Department were partially suspended for the purposes of the inquiry, and the committee summoned the department director, Brigadier Sorour Mohamed Majid, and his assistants to testify. They briefed the committee on the nature of the work they had been engaged in since the formation of the Coalition Provisional Authority in April 2003 and up to the time of the inquiry. It is clear that the department had been operating outside its area of expertise, which should have been limited to such bureaucratic matters as archiving information and preserving files and documents. Under the direct management of Brigadier Majid, it had employed several astrologers and fortune-tellers, on high salaries financed by the Iraqi treasury, not by the U.S. authorities. According to Brigadier Majid’s testimony, their only purpose was to make predictions about serious security incidents that might take place in Baghdad and surrounding areas. It is not clear to the committee to what extent these predictions helped avert security incidents or whether they had any practical benefits.

			b. The committee established that a number of files preserved in the department had been leaked from inside. All those working in the department were subsequently detained for questioning.

			c. Through an examination of the computers used in the department, it was discovered that documents had been sent by e-mail to someone referred to as “the author.” Upon further investigation, this person was identified and arrested at his place of residence in the Fanar Hotel on Abu Nuwas Street. No documents related to the Tracking and Pursuit Department were found in his possession. “The author” was found to be in possession of the text of a story he had written drawing on material contained in documents belonging to the Tracking and Pursuit Department.

			d. The story is about 250 pages long, divided into seventeen chapters. Experts from the committee examined the text and concluded that it does not violate any provisions of the law, but for precautionary reasons they recommended that the information in it should not be published under any circumstances and that the story should not be rewritten.

			II. Recommendations

			a. The committee recommends that Brigadier Sorour Mohamed Majid and his assistants be transferred from the Tracking and Pursuit Department and that the department revert to its original work of archiving and documentation. Those employed as astrologers and fortune-tellers should be laid off. The question of the mistakes the department has made over the past few years must remain under review, and the documents relevant to the department’s activities must be preserved.

			b. The committee discovered that the personal information in the identity papers of “the author” is incorrect. It therefore recommends that “the author” be rearrested and questioned in order to learn his real identity and any other information relevant to the work of the Tracking and Pursuit Department, and also to identify the people in the department who cooperated with him and to assess the extent to which this matter poses a threat to national security.

			Signed: Committee Chairman

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			THE MADWOMAN

			1

			THE EXPLOSION TOOK place two minutes after Elishva, the old woman known as Umm Daniel, or Daniel’s mother, boarded the bus. Everyone on the bus turned around to see what had happened. They watched in shock as a ball of smoke rose, dark and black, beyond the crowds, from the car park near Tayaran Square in the center of Baghdad. Young people raced to the scene of the explosion, and cars collided into each other or into the median. The drivers were frightened and confused: they were assaulted by the sound of car horns and of people screaming and shouting.

			Elishva’s neighbors in Lane 7 said later that she had left the Bataween district to pray in the Church of Saint Odisho, near the University of Technology, as she did every Sunday, and that’s why the explosion happened—some of the locals believed that, with her spiritual powers, Elishva prevented bad things from happening when she was among them.

			Sitting on the bus, minding her own business, as if she were deaf or not even there, Elishva didn’t hear the massive explosion about two hundred yards behind her. Her frail body was curled up by the window, and she looked out without seeing anything, thinking about the bitter taste in her mouth and the sense of gloom that she had been unable to shake off for the past few days.

			The bitter taste might disappear after she took Holy Communion. Hearing the voices of her daughters and their children on the phone, she would have a little respite from her melancholy, and the light would shine again in her cloudy eyes. Father Josiah would usually wait for his cell phone to ring and then tell Elishva that Matilda was on the line, or if Matilda didn’t call on time, Elishva might wait another hour and then ask the priest to call Matilda. This had been repeated every Sunday for at least two years. Before that, Elishva’s daughters had called irregularly on the land line at church. But then when the Americans invaded Baghdad, their missiles destroyed the telephone exchange, and the phones were cut off for many months. Death stalked the city like the plague, and Elishva’s daughters felt the need to check every week that the old woman was okay. At first, after a few difficult months, they spoke on the Thuraya satellite phone that a Japanese charity had given to the young Assyrian priest at the church. When the wireless networks were introduced, Father Josiah bought a cell phone, and Elishva spoke to her daughters on that. Members of the congregation would stand in line after Mass to hear the voices of their sons and daughters dispersed around the world. Often people from the surrounding Karaj al-Amana neighborhood—Christians of other denominations and Muslims too—would come to the church to make free calls to their relatives abroad. As cell phones spread, the demand for Father Josiah’s phone declined, but Elishva was content to maintain the ritual of her Sunday phone call from church.

			With her veined and wrinkled hand, Elishva would put the Nokia phone to her ear. Upon hearing her daughters’ voices, the darkness would lift and she would feel at peace. If she had gone straight back to Tayaran Square, she would have found that everything was calm, just as she had left it in the morning. The sidewalks would be clean and the cars that had caught fire would have been towed away. The dead would have been taken to the forensics department and the injured to the Kindi Hospital. There would be some shattered glass here and there, a pole blackened with smoke, and a hole in the asphalt, though she wouldn’t have been able to make out how big it was because of her blurred vision.

			When the Mass was over she lingered for an extra hour. She sat down in the hall adjacent to the church, and after the women had set out on tables the food they brought with them, she went ahead and ate with everyone, just to have something to do. Father Josiah made a desperate last attempt to call Matilda, but her phone was out of service. Matilda had probably lost her phone, or it had been stolen from her on the street or at some market in Melbourne, where she lived. Maybe she had forgotten to write down Father Josiah’s number or had some other excuse. The priest couldn’t make sense of it but kept trying to console Elishva, and when everyone started leaving, the deacon, Nader Shamouni, offered Elishva a ride home in his old Volga. This was the second week without a phone call. Elishva didn’t actually need to hear her daughters’ voices. Maybe it was just habit or something more important: that with her daughters she could talk about Daniel. Nobody really listened to her when she spoke about the son she had lost twenty years ago, except for her daughters and Saint George the Martyr, whose soul she often prayed for and whom she saw as her patron saint. You might add her old cat, Nabu, whose hair was falling out and who slept most of the time. Even the women at church grew distant when she began to talk about her son—because she just said the same things over and over. It was the same with the old women who were her neighbors. Some of them couldn’t remember what Daniel looked like. Besides, he was just one of many who’d died over the years. Elishva was gradually losing people who had once supported her strange conviction that her son was still alive, even though he had a grave with an empty coffin in the cemetery of the Assyrian Church of the East.

			Elishva no longer shared with anyone her belief that Daniel was still alive. She just waited to hear the voice of Matilda or Hilda because they would put up with her, however strange this idea of hers. The two daughters knew their mother clung to the memory of her late son in order to go on living. There was no harm in humoring her.

			Nader Shamouni, the deacon, dropped off Elishva in Lane 7 in Bataween, just a few steps from her door. The street was quiet. The slaughter had ended several hours ago, but the destruction was still clearly visible. It might have been the neighborhood’s biggest explosion. The old deacon was depressed; he didn’t say a word to Elishva as he parked his car next to an electricity pole. There was blood and hair on the pole, mere inches from his nose and his thick white mustache. He felt a tremor of fear.

			Elishva got out of the deacon’s car and waved good-bye. Walking down the street, she could hear her unhurried footsteps on the gravel. She was preparing an answer for when she opened the door and Nabu looked up as if to ask, “So? What happened?”

			More important, she was preparing to scold Saint George. The previous night he had promised that she would either receive some good news or her mind would be set at rest and her ordeal would come to an end.

			2

			Elishva’s neighbor Umm Salim believed strongly, unlike many others, that Elishva had special powers and that God’s hand was on her shoulder wherever she was. She could cite numerous incidents as evidence. Although sometimes she might criticize or think ill of the old woman, she quickly went back to respecting and honoring her. When Elishva came to visit and they sat with some of their neighbors in the shade in Umm Salim’s old courtyard, Umm Salim spread out for her a woven mat, placed cushions to the right and left of her, and poured her tea.

			Sometimes she might exaggerate and say openly in Elishva’s presence that if it weren’t for those inhabitants who had baraka—spiritual power—the neighborhood would be doomed and swallowed up by the earth on God’s orders. But this belief of Umm Salim’s was really like the smoke she blew from her shisha pipe during those afternoon chats: it came out in billows, then coiled into sinuous white clouds that vanished into the air, never to travel outside the courtyard.

			Many thought of Elishva as just a demented old woman with amnesia, the proof being that she couldn’t remember the names of men—even those she had known for half a century. Sometimes she looked at them in a daze, as though they had sprung up in the neighborhood out of nowhere.

			Umm Salim and some of the other kindhearted neighbors were distraught when Elishva started to tell bizarre stories about things that had happened to her—stories that no reasonable person would believe. Others scoffed, saying that Umm Salim and the other women were just sad that one of their number had crossed over to the dark and desolate shore beyond, meaning the group as a whole was headed in the same direction.

			3

			Two people were sure Elishva didn’t have special powers or anything and was just a crazy old woman. The first was Faraj the realtor, owner of the Rasoul realty office on the main commercial street in Bataween. The second was Hadi the junk dealer, who lived in a makeshift dwelling attached to Elishva’s house.

			Over the past few years Faraj had tried repeatedly to persuade Elishva to sell her old house, but Elishva just flatly refused, without explanation. Faraj couldn’t understand why an old woman like her would want to live alone in a seven-room house with only a cat. Why, he wondered, didn’t she sell it and move to a smaller house with more air and light, and use the extra money to live the rest of her life in comfort?

			Faraj never got a good answer. As for Hadi, her neighbor, he was a scruffy, unfriendly man in his fifties who always smelled of alcohol. He had asked Elishva to sell him the antiques that filled her house: two large wall clocks, teak tables of various sizes, carpets and furnishings, and plaster and ivory statues of the Virgin Mary and the Infant Jesus. There were more than twenty of these statues, spread around the house, as well as many other things that Hadi hadn’t had time to inspect.

			Of these antiques, some of which dated back to the 1940s, Hadi had asked Elishva, “Why don’t you sell them, save yourself the trouble of dusting?” his eyes popping out of his head at the sight of them all. But the old woman just walked him to the front door and sent him out into the street, closing the door behind him. That was the only time Hadi had seen the inside of her house, and the impression it left him with was of a strange museum.

			The two men didn’t abandon their efforts, but because the junk dealer usually wasn’t presentable, Elishva’s neighbors were not sympathetic to him. Faraj the realtor tried several times to encourage Elishva’s neighbors to win her over to his proposal; some even accused Veronica Munib, the Armenian neighbor, of taking a bribe from Faraj to persuade Elishva to move in with Umm Salim and her husband. Faraj never lost hope. Hadi, on the other hand, constantly pestered Elishva until he eventually lost interest and just threw hostile glances her way whenever she passed him on the street.

			Elishva not only rejected the offers from these two men, she also reserved a special hatred for them, consigning them to everlasting hell. In their faces she saw two greedy people with tainted souls, like cheap carpets with permanent ink stains.

			Abu Zaidoun the barber could be added to the list of people Elishva hated and cursed. Elishva had lost Daniel because of him: he was the Baathist who had taken her son by the collar and dragged him off into the unknown. But Abu Zaidoun had been out of sight for many years. Elishva no longer ran into him, and no one talked about him in front of her. Since leaving the Baath Party, he had been preoccupied with his many ailments and had no time for anything that happened in the neighborhood.

			4

			Faraj was at home when the massive explosion went off in Tayaran Square. Three hours later, at about ten o’clock in the morning, he opened his realty office and noticed cracks in the large front window. He cursed his bad luck, though he had noticed the shattered windows of many other shops in the area. In fact, he could see Abu Anmar, owner of the Orouba Hotel across the street, standing bewildered on the sidewalk, in his dishdasha, amid shards of glass from his old hotel’s upper windows.

			Faraj could see that Abu Anmar was shocked, but he didn’t care: he had no great affection for him. They were polar opposites, even undeclared rivals. Abu Anmar, like many of the hotel owners in Bataween, made his living off workers and students and people who came to Baghdad from the provinces to visit hospitals or clinics or to go shopping. Over the past decade, with the departure of many of the Egyptian and Sudanese migrant workers, hotels had become dependent on a few customers who lived in them almost permanently—drivers on long-distance bus routes, students who didn’t like the college dorms, and people who worked in the restaurants in Bab al-Sharqi and Saadoun Street, in the factories that made shoes and other things, and in the Harj flea market. But most of these people disappeared after April 2003, and now many of the hotels were nearly empty. To make matters worse, Faraj had appeared on the scene, trying to win over customers who might otherwise have gone to Abu Anmar’s hotel or one of the others in the area.

			Faraj had taken advantage of the chaos and lawlessness in the city to get his hands on several houses of unknown ownership. He turned these into cheap boardinghouses, renting the rooms to workers from the provinces or to families displaced from nearby areas for sectarian reasons or because of old vendettas that had come back into effect with the fall of the regime.

			Abu Anmar could only grumble and complain. He had moved to Baghdad from the south in the 1970s and had no relatives or friends in the capital to help him. In the past he had relied on the power of the regime. Faraj, on the other hand, had many relatives and acquaintances, and when the regime fell, they were the means by which he imposed authority, winning everyone’s respect and legalizing his appropriation of the abandoned houses, even though everyone knew he didn’t have the papers to prove he owned them or had ever rented them from the government.

			Faraj could use his growing power against Elishva. He had seen her house from the inside only twice but had fallen in love with it immediately. It had probably been built by Jews, since it was in the style favored by the Iraqi Jews: an inner courtyard surrounded by several rooms on two floors, with a basement under one of the rooms that opened onto the street. There were fluted wooden columns supporting the arcade on the upper floor. With the metal railings, inlaid with wood, they created a unique aesthetic effect. The house also had double-leaf wooden doors with metal bolts and locks, and wooden windows reinforced with metal bars and glazed with stained glass. The courtyard was paved with fine brickwork and the rooms with small black and white tiles like a chessboard. The courtyard was open to the sky and had once been covered with a white cloth that was removed during the summer, but the cloth was no longer there. The house was not as it once had been, but it was sturdy and had suffered little water damage, unlike similar houses on the street. The basement had been filled in at some point, but that didn’t matter. The main drawback for Faraj was that one of the rooms on the upper floor had completely collapsed, with many of the bricks having fallen beyond the wall shared with the house next door; the total ruin inhabited by Hadi the junk dealer. The bathroom on the upper floor was also in ruins. Faraj would need to spend some money on repairs and renovations, but it would be worth it.

			Faraj thought it would take only half an hour to evict a defenseless old Christian woman, but a voice in his head warned him that he risked breaking the law and offending people, so it might be better to first gauge people’s feelings about the old woman. The best thing would be to wait till she died, and then no one but he would dare to take over the house, since everyone knew how attached he was to it and acknowledged him as its future owner, however long Elishva lived.

			“Look on the bright side,” Faraj shouted to Abu Anmar, who was wringing his hands in dismay at the damage to his property. Abu Anmar raised his arms to the heavens in solidarity with Faraj’s optimism, or maybe he was saying “May God take you” to the greedy realtor whom fate had taunted him with all day long.

			5

			Elishva shoved her cat off the sofa and brushed away the loose cat hairs. She couldn’t actually see any hairs, but she knew from stroking the cat that its hair was falling out all over the place. She could overlook the hair unless it was in her special spot on the sofa facing the large picture of Saint George the Martyr that hung between smaller gray pictures of her son and her husband, framed in carved wood. There were two other pictures of the same size, one of the Last Supper and the other of Christ being taken down from the cross, and three miniatures copied from medieval icons, drawn in thick ink and faded colors, depicting various saints, some of whose names she didn’t know because it was her husband who had put them up many years ago. They were still as they were originally hung, some in the parlor, some in her bedroom, some in Daniel’s room, which was closed, and some in the other abandoned rooms.

			Almost every evening she sat there to resume her sterile conversation with the saint with the angelic face. The saint wasn’t in ecclesiastical dress: he was wearing thick, shiny plates of armor that covered his body and a plumed helmet, with his wavy blond hair peeking out from under the helmet. He was holding a long pointed lance and sitting on a muscular white horse that had reared up to avoid the jaws of a hideous dragon encroaching from the corner of the picture, intent on swallowing the horse, the saint, and all his military accoutrements.

			Elishva ignored the extravagant details. She put on the thick glasses that hung from a cord around her neck and looked at the calm, angelic face that betrayed no emotion. He wasn’t angry or desperate or dreamy or happy. He was just doing his job out of devotion to God.

			Elishva found no comfort in abstract speculation. She treated her patron saint as one of her relatives, a member of a family that had been torn apart and dispersed. He was the only person she had left, apart from Nabu, the cat, and the specter of her son, Daniel, who was bound to return one day. To others she lived alone, but she believed she lived with three beings, or three ghosts, with so much power and presence that she didn’t feel lonely.

			She was angry because her patron saint hadn’t fulfilled any of the three promises she had extracted from him after countless nights of pleading, begging, and weeping. She didn’t have much time left on this earth, and she wanted a sign from the Lord about Daniel—whether he was alive and would return or where his real grave or his remains were. She wanted to challenge her patron saint on the promises he had given her, but she waited for night to fall because during the day the picture was just a picture, inanimate and completely still, but at night a portal opened between her world and the other world, and the Lord came down, embodied in the image of the saint, to talk through him to Elishva, the poor sheep who had been abandoned by the rest of the flock and had almost fallen into the abyss of faithless perdition.

			That night, by the light of the oil lamp, Elishva could see the ripples in the old picture behind the murky glass, but she could see also the saint’s eyes and his soft, handsome face. Nabu meowed irritably as he left the room. The saint’s long arm was still holding the lance, but now his eyes were on Elishva. “You’re too impatient, Elishva,” he said. “I told you the Lord will bring you peace of mind or put an end to your torment, or you will hear news that will bring you joy. But no one can make the Lord act at a certain time.”

			Elishva argued with the saint for half an hour until his beautiful face reverted to its normal state, his dreamy gaze stiff and immobile, a sign that he had grown tired of this sterile discussion. Before going to bed, she said her usual prayers in front of the large wooden cross in her bedroom and checked that Nabu was asleep in the corner on a small tiger-skin rug.

			The next day, after having breakfast and washing the dishes, she was surprised to hear the annoying roar of American Apache helicopters flying overhead. She saw her son, Daniel, or imagined she did. There was Danny, as she had always called him when he was young—at last her patron saint’s prophecy had come true. She called him, and he came over to her. “Come, my son. Come, Danny.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			THE LIAR

			1

			TO MAKE THE STORIES he told more interesting, Hadi was careful to include realistic details. He remembered all the details of the things that happened to him and included them every time he recounted his experiences. One day he was in Aziz the Egyptian’s coffee shop, sitting on the bench in the corner by the front window and stroking his mustache and his forked beard. He ground the small spoon nervously into the bottom of the teacup and took two sips of tea before starting to tell his story again, this time for the benefit of some patrons whom Aziz had encouraged to listen to Hadi. The guests were a slim blond German journalist with thin lips and thick glasses perched on her small nose, her young Iraqi translator, a Palestinian photographer, and a swarthy young journalist named Mahmoud al-Sawadi, who came from the town of Amara in southern Iraq and was living in Abu Anmar’s Orouba Hotel.

			The German journalist was making a documentary about Baghdad journalists and was accompanying Mahmoud al-Sawadi on a normal working day. She hadn’t planned to listen to a long, complicated story told by a junk dealer with bulging eyes, who reeked of alcohol and whose tattered clothes were dotted with cigarette burns. She was taking a risk by being out on the streets of Baghdad in such a conspicuous way, so she hadn’t turned on her camera and was just listening as she drank her tea. Every now and then she turned to her Iraqi translator, who gave her a lengthy explanation of what Hadi was saying.

			Hadi was rambling. It was a warm spring day, and the German journalist would have preferred to spend the rest of it outside. And at some point, she had to get back to the press center at the Sheraton Hotel to transcribe the tapes she had recorded with Mahmoud al-Sawadi.

			“That guy’s recounting the plot of a movie,” she said to Mahmoud as he walked her out of the coffee shop. “He’s stolen his story from a Robert De Niro film.”

			“Yes, it looks like he watches lots of movies. He’s well known in the area.”

			“Then he should have gone to Hollywood,” she said with a laugh as she got into the translator’s car.

			2

			Hadi wasn’t bothered. Some people walk out in the middle of movies. It’s quite normal.

			“Where did we leave off?” asked Hadi as Mahmoud returned and sat on the bench opposite him. Aziz stood, holding the empty teacups and smiling broadly, waiting for Hadi to resume his story.

			“We’d gotten to the explosion,” said Aziz.

			“The first one or the second?” asked Hadi.

			“The first one . . . in Tayaran Square,” said Mahmoud, waiting for Hadi to contradict himself by changing some of the details. That was the only reason Mahmoud was willing to listen to this story for the second or third time—to see if Hadi would contradict himself.

			The explosion was horrific—and here Hadi looked to Aziz for confirmation. Hadi had run out of the coffee shop. He had been eating some of the beans that Ali al-Sayed made in the shop next door and that Hadi ate for breakfast every morning. On his way out of the shop he collided with people running from the explosion. The smell suddenly hit his nostrils—the smoke, the burning of plastic and seat cushions, the roasting of human flesh. You wouldn’t have smelled anything like it in your life and would never forget it.

			The sky was cloudy and threatening a downpour. The workers were lined up in large numbers across from the grand white Armenian church with the cross-topped towers in the shape of octagonal pyramids. Smoking, chatting, drinking tea, eating cake from the street vendors on the wide sidewalk or pickled turnips or beans from the nearby carts, they waited for vehicles looking for day laborers for building or demolition work. Along the same curb there were buses calling for passengers going to Karrada or to the University of Technology, and at the opposite curb it was much the same: cars interspersed with stalls selling cigarettes, candy, underwear, and many other things. A gray four-wheel drive stopped, and most of the workers sitting on the curb stood up. When some of them approached, the vehicle exploded in a ball of fire. No one saw it coming; it all happened in a fraction of a second. The people who weren’t injured—because they were too far away, or screened by other people’s bodies, or behind parked cars, or because they were coming down the side lanes and hadn’t reached the main street when the explosion went off—all these people and others—like those in the offices next to the Armenian church and some long-distance taxi drivers—witnessed the explosion as it engulfed the vehicles and the bodies of the people around them. It cut electricity wires and killed birds. Windows were shattered and doors blown in. Cracks appeared in the walls of the nearby houses, and some old ceilings collapsed. There was unseen damage too, all inflicted in a single moment.

			Hadi was watching the scene after the commotion had died down and the big cloud of smoke had lifted. Trails of black smoke continued to rise from the cars, and flames licked small burning objects scattered on the pavement. The police came quickly and set up a cordon. Injured people were groaning and bodies were lying in heaps on the asphalt, covered in blood and singed black by the heat. Hadi said that when he reached the scene, he stood at the corner by the hardware stores and calmly watched.

			As he recounted the story, Hadi lit a cigarette and started to smoke, as if trying to get rid of the smell of the explosion. He liked the idea of appearing on the scene as a kind of disinterested villain, and he waited to see from the faces of those who were listening whether they were similarly impressed. Ambulances came to pick up the dead and injured, then fire engines to douse the cars and tow trucks to drag them off to an unknown destination. Water hoses washed away the blood and ashes. Hadi watched the scene with eagle eyes, looking for something in particular amid this binge of death and devastation. Once he was sure he had seen it, he threw his cigarette to the ground and rushed to grab it before a powerful jet of water could blast it down the storm drain. He wrapped it in his canvas sack, folded the sack under his arm, and left the scene.

			3

			Hadi got home before the downpour began. He crossed the loose paving stones of the courtyard, went to his room, and put the folded canvas sack down on his bed. He had been breathing so heavily he could hear a whistling in his nose and a wheezing in his chest. He reached for the folded canvas sack, then changed his mind and decided to wait. He preferred to listen to the sound of the raindrops, which had started tentatively and then pattered steadily. Within moments the rain was pelting down, flushing the courtyard, the streets, Tayaran Square, and what remained of all the day’s horrors.

			Calling Hadi’s place a house would be an exaggeration. Many people knew it well, especially Aziz the Egyptian before he got married and gave up the dissolute lifestyle. He and Hadi used to sit around Hadi’s table and drink till late, or Aziz might find Hadi with one or two of the prostitutes from Lane 5. It was always fun with Hadi because he didn’t deny himself when it came to pleasure.

			Hadi’s house wasn’t really his and wasn’t really a house. Most of what was in it was falling apart. There was only one room, right at the back; it had holes in the roof, and Hadi and a colleague named Nahem Abdaki had made it their base three years earlier.

			Hadi and Nahem had been known in the area for years. They drove a horse-drawn cart around, buying household junk—pots and pans, and appliances that didn’t work. Mornings they’d stop by Aziz’s coffee shop for breakfast and tea before setting out on a grand tour of Bataween and the Abu Nuwas neighborhood on the other side of Saadoun Street. Then they would head off in Nahem’s cart, to other parts of the city, as far south as Karrada, where they disappeared into the backstreets.

			After the American invasion, everyone noticed amid the chaos that Hadi and Nahem were rebuilding what they called “the Jewish ruin,” although nothing Jewish was ever seen there—no candelabra, no Stars of David or Hebrew inscriptions. Hadi rebuilt the ruin’s outer wall with whatever was lying around and installed the big wooden door that had been hidden under dirt and piles of bricks. He and Nahem removed the stones from the courtyard, restored the ruin’s only good room, and left the half walls and the collapsing ceilings of the other rooms as they were. The room above Hadi’s had one wall standing, with a window. The wall was in danger of collapsing and burying alive anyone who happened to be in the courtyard, but the wall never did fall over. The locals eventually realized that Hadi and his friend had become part of the neighborhood. Even Faraj the realtor, who was notorious for appropriating houses that had been abandoned by their owners, showed no interest in what the junk dealer had claimed for his use. To Faraj the place remained the Jewish ruin, as it always had been.

			Where had these two men come from? No one gave much thought to the question because the area had plenty of outsiders who had moved in on top of each other over many decades; no one could claim to be an original inhabitant. A year or two later Nahem got married, rented a house in Bataween, and moved out of Hadi’s place, although he and Hadi still worked together with the horse and cart.

			Nahem was younger than Hadi—in his mid to late thirties—and they seemed like father and son, although they didn’t look like each other. Nahem had big ears on a small head, with hair that was full and long and straight but like coarse wire, and thick eyebrows that almost converged. Hadi used to joke that even if Nahem lived to be 120, he would never lose his hair. Hadi was over fifty, though it was hard to judge his age. He was always disheveled, with an untrimmed forked beard, a body that was wiry but hard and energetic, and a bony face with sunken cheeks.

			Hadi called his partner Old Misery. Unlike Hadi, Nahem didn’t smoke or drink, was fastidious about religious matters, and didn’t touch a woman till his wedding day. Because of his religious scruples, he was the one who “baptized” the house when they moved in, putting up on the wall in the main room a large framed copy of the Throne Verse of the Quran. He glued it to the wall to make sure it would be hard to remove, at least until it fell apart. Hadi had no regard for religion, but he didn’t want to seem antagonistic, so he let it slide that the verse was the first thing he saw every day.

			Nahem didn’t live long enough to find out whether his head of hair would last as Hadi always predicted. By the time Hadi sat in Aziz’s coffee shop with Mahmoud al-Sawadi and some old men, telling more of his story, Nahem had already been dead for several months—from a car bomb that had exploded in front of the office of a religious party in Karrada, killing also some other passersby and Nahem’s horse. It had been hard to separate Nahem’s flesh from that of the horse.

			The shock of Nahem’s death changed Hadi. He became aggressive. He swore and cursed and threw stones after the American Hummers or the vehicles of the police and the National Guard. He got into arguments with anyone who mentioned Nahem and what had happened to him. He kept to himself for a while, and then went back to his old self, laughing and telling extraordinary stories, but now he seemed to have two faces, or two masks—as soon as he was alone he was gloomy and despondent in a way he hadn’t been before. He also started drinking during the day and always had quarters of arak or whisky in his pocket and the smell of alcohol on his breath. He grew dirtier, let his beard grow longer, and rarely washed his clothes.

			Nahem Abdaki was never mentioned again, lest Hadi throw a tantrum and start shouting obscenities. So Mahmoud al-Sawadi didn’t hear about Nahem till later, in the version of the story told by Aziz the Egyptian.

			4

			“Where did we leave off?” asked Hadi after relieving himself in the toilets next to the coffee shop.

			“At the part about the big nose in the canvas sack,” Mahmoud al-Sawadi replied wearily.

			“Oh yes, the nose.”

			Hadi was zipping up his fly as he came toward the bench by the front window of the coffee shop. He sat down to resume his story, and Mahmoud, who was hoping to catch him out, was disappointed to find he hadn’t changed any of the details. Before going to the bathroom, he had paused at the point in the story when the rain stopped and he went out to the courtyard with the canvas sack. Looking up at the sky, he saw the clouds breaking up like wisps of cotton, as if all at once they had released their water and were now departing. Some of the secondhand furniture was sitting in rainwater, which would damage it, but Hadi wasn’t thinking about that. He went to the shed, which he had assembled out of scraps of furniture, iron bars, and sections of kitchen units he had leaned up against the piece of wall that still remained, and squatted down at one end. The rest of the shed was dominated by a massive corpse—the body of a naked man, with viscous liquids, light in color, oozing from parts of it. There was only a little blood—some small dried patches on the arms and legs, and some grazes and bruises around the shoulders and neck. It was hard to say what color the skin was—it didn’t have a uniform color. Hadi moved farther into the narrow space around the body and sat down close to the head. The area where the nose should have been was badly disfigured, as if a wild animal had bitten a chunk out of it. Hadi opened the canvas sack and took out the thing. In recent days he had spent hours looking for one like it, yet he was still uneasy handling it. It was a fresh nose, still coated in congealed, dark red blood. His hand trembling, he positioned it in the black hole in the corpse’s face. It was a perfect fit, as if the corpse had its own nose back.

			Hadi withdrew his hand, wiped his fingers on his clothes, and looked at the face with some dissatisfaction, but his task was now finished. Actually, it wasn’t quite finished: he had to sew the nose in place.

			The nose was all the corpse needed to be complete, so now Hadi was finishing the job. It was a horrible job, one he had done without anyone’s help, and somehow it didn’t seem to make any sense despite all the arguments he used when trying to explain himself to his listeners.

			“I wanted to hand him over to the forensics department, because it was a complete corpse that had been left in the streets like trash. It’s a human being, guys, a person,” he told them.

			“But it wasn’t a complete corpse. You made it complete,” someone objected.

			“I made it complete so it wouldn’t be treated as trash, so it would be respected like other dead people and given a proper burial,” Hadi explained.

			“What happened next?”

			“To me, or the Whatsitsname?”

			“To both of you.”

			Hadi’s listeners were completely wrapped up in the story. New listeners risked missing the pleasures of the story if they insisted on challenging it right from the start. The logical objections were usually left to the end, and no one interfered with the way the story was told or with the subplots Hadi went into.

			Hadi had an appointment with a man in Karrada. For several days he hadn’t bought or sold anything, and his money was starting to run out. He had been pursuing the man for a while because there could be some money in it for him. He was another old person living alone in his own house, very much like Elishva, but this old one had a girlfriend in Russia who had persuaded him to sell his house and furniture and to emigrate so they could spend their retirement together.

			No problem with that; may they live happily ever after. But whenever Hadi thought he and the old man had come to an agreement, the man would panic about losing his furniture, especially his chandeliers, reading lamps, and old-fashioned valve radios. He would cling to them as if he would drown without them. Hadi didn’t want to put pressure on him or frighten him off, so he went away and then came back later to find him all smiles and enthusiastic about sealing a deal.

			Hadi washed his hands after handling the corpse. He changed into clean clothes and went out to meet the reluctant old man, worried that someone else might convince him to sell his valuable furniture or might lease the house furnished, allowing the old man to retain ownership and collect rent while the tenant harbored hopes of assuming ownership when he died.

			The man’s house wasn’t far—Hadi could board the bus and be there in five minutes. When there was traffic, he would make the trip on foot, along the way collecting empty soda and beer cans in a large canvas sack. He could sell them later to the peddlers who specialized in such things or save them in sacks at home and then hire a pickup to take them to the aluminum recycling plant in Hafez al-Qadi near Rashid Street.

			“And the corpse, for God’s sake, what happened to that?”

			“Hang on a while.”

			Hadi reached the man’s house and knocked on the door, but no one came to open it. Perhaps the man was asleep or out. Perhaps he was now dead: his time had come before he could see his Russian girlfriend again and touch her thin, wrinkled hands. Hadi kept knocking till he attracted the attention of the neighbors, then he turned back to Saadoun Street and went to a restaurant near the Rahma Hospital. He ate a kebab sandwich and ordered two kebab skewers to take home with him.

			The clouds had completely cleared, but the wind blew in unpredictable gusts from various directions. The cigarette vendor’s umbrella had toppled over, the block of cement in the large tin can it was in preventing it from flying away.

			Buffeted by the wind, the pedestrians were having a hard time walking. Some looked as though a hidden hand were slapping them or pushing them along from behind. People sitting outside coffee shops soon went inside, and drivers with their car windows partly open wound them firmly closed. The newspaper and magazine vendors dispersed, and the people who sold cigarettes and sweets at traffic lights put their goods into their shoulder bags so they wouldn’t blow away. People wearing hats pressed them down hard to keep them from flying away.

			At the Sadeer Novotel hotel, overlooking Andalus Square, the palm trees swayed and the guard in the forecourt fastened his military jacket tight. He didn’t have to stand in the open air, but his wooden sentry box didn’t protect him from either the cold or the heat. If he had been a soldier or a policeman in one of the units posted throughout the streets of Baghdad, he would have lit a fire in an open oil drum to keep himself warm, covering his clothes in soot, but the hotel management had banned such things.

			“And now he’s going on about the hotel guard!”

			“Be patient, man. He’s coming to your part of the story.”

			Hadi finished off his kebab, drank a can of Pepsi, and then crushed it with his hand and threw it into the canvas sack beside him. He didn’t want to go out in the high wind, so he passed the time by picking through the restaurant’s trash and removing all the soda cans. When the storm had died down, he went outside to find that the sun had disappeared and the sky had turned gray and was growing darker by the minute. He couldn’t think straight. The he remembered the corpse he had left at home, and he felt dizzy.

			Without thinking, he walked toward the Andalus Square intersection. It was an extraordinary day. On the restaurant’s television he had heard there had been explosions during the day in Kadhimiya, Sadr City, the Mansour district, and Bab al-Sharqi. There was footage of the injured in the Kindi Hospital and images of Tayaran Square as the fire brigade hosed it down. Hadi expected to see himself on TV, on the corner by the hardware stores, smoking calmly like a criminal observing the aftermath of his crime. A government spokesman appeared, answering journalists’ questions with a smile. He assured them that the government had thwarted the terrorists because, according to intelligence, al-Qaeda and remnants of the old regime had planned a hundred car bombings, but the coalition forces and the Iraqi security services had foiled all but fifteen of them.

			The fat restaurant owner blew a long rumbling raspberry as he listened to what the government spokesman said. There had, in fact, been sixteen explosions, but the last one wasn’t mentioned by the spokesman because he’d gone home by the time it happened.

			Hadi was walking along with the sack of cans slung over his shoulder. When he reached the Sadeer Novotel, he usually crossed to the other side of the road so the guards didn’t shout at him, but this time he forgot, preoccupied as he was with the thought of the corpse in his shed at home. What was he going to do? He had accomplished the task he had set himself. Should he hire a car to take the body to the forensics department? Should he take it out one night and leave it in some square or on the street and let the police come and finish the job?

			As he was passing in front of the large metal gate of the hotel garage, he realized he was in a quandary. The only good solution was to go home, take the corpse apart, and restore it to what it had been—just disconnected body parts. Then he should scatter the parts throughout the streets, where he had found them.

			Meanwhile, shivering from the cold, the guard considered stretching his legs. He stepped out of the sentry box, toward the gate, then grabbed on to the cold bars of the gate and watched as the creature with his suspicious bag walked past. He didn’t think it necessary to warn him to move off.

			“And you saw all this yourself?” Hadi prompted Mahmoud.

			“Yes, I was standing with some friends on the other side of the street when I saw a garbage truck heading toward the hotel gate.”

			“You saw it? There you are, so I didn’t make any of it up. This guy’s a witness.”

			When he was twenty yards past the gate, Hadi saw the garbage truck race past him toward the gate, almost knocking him over. A few moments later it exploded. Hadi, together with his sack and his dinner, was lifted off the ground. With the dust and dirt and blast of the explosion, he sailed through the air, turned a somersault, and landed hard on the asphalt. Maybe a minute passed before he realized what had happened. He saw some young people running in his direction. The journalist Mahmoud al-Sawadi was among them and helped Hadi get up. Dust and smoke were everywhere. Terrified, Hadi started walking away. The people who had helped him shouted after him, thinking maybe he was injured and couldn’t feel it, but he started running. He was clearly in a state of shock.

			Darkness had fallen. In the distance Hadi could hear police cars, ambulances, and fire engines. The cloud of dust and smoke dispersed into a thin fog that lit up in the headlights of the vehicles. Mahmoud and the other witnesses, afraid and confused, made their way down the street, crunching underfoot the unseen shards of glass, small pieces of metal, and other debris from the explosion.
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			Hadi walked with great effort. He had excruciating pains in his arms and his pelvis, and cuts on his forehead and cheekbone from falling on the asphalt. He was hobbling along, dragging his feet with difficulty. Had he been thinking clearly, he might have taken a taxi to Bab al-Sharqi. In fact, he wasn’t thinking about anything at all. It was as if someone had pressed a button and he’d started walking, nothing more, and maybe when he ran out of energy he would collapse.

			Hadi kept saying he wouldn’t die—he had survived several other explosions. What mattered most to him was that his body hadn’t been hit by shrapnel. All his injuries were from hitting the ground, and they were minor.

			Upon arriving home—without his canvas sack or the dinner he’d bought from the restaurant; he’d dropped these at the scene of the explosion—he pushed open the heavy wooden door but forgot to close it behind him. When he looked in the distance at the door to his room, he felt it was much farther than usual. He walked across the courtyard’s broken paving stones, frightened he might fall and die or faint. He wanted to reach his bed. When he got to his room, he threw himself on the mattress and quickly fell into a deep sleep, or perhaps it was a coma that he had managed to postpone.

			The next day Hadi woke to the sound of the radio news bulletin. It might have been coming from the neighbors’ house behind his, or maybe Umm Salim was sitting on the stoop across from his front door, hugging the radio and watching the people coming and going, as she sometimes did.

			When Hadi lifted his head, he saw that the pillow was covered with saliva and spots of dried blood. At first he thought he must have been very drunk, but then he remembered the explosion. And then the body in the shed. It would be more decomposed today. Maybe people walking past the house would be able to smell it.

			Hadi got up and could tell from the light that it was close to midday. He washed his face; the pain was intense as he moved his limbs. When he turned around, he saw what effect the storm had had on the courtyard during his absence. Some of the old kitchen and office units had been overturned. Pieces of the wooden roofing had been blown away. The ceiling was gone. When he looked closer, he discovered that many other things had disappeared.

			The corpse, too, was gone. He turned everything upside down, then went back to his room and looked in there. His heart was beating faster and faster, and he forgot about the pains that racked his bones. Where on earth had the corpse gone? He stopped in the middle of the courtyard, afraid and confused. He looked up at the clear blue sky, then at the high walls of the neighbors’ houses, then at the low roof that was left over from the room in Elishva’s house that had collapsed. A mangy old cat had its gaze fixed on him. It gave a deep meow. Then it turned slowly and disappeared behind the crumbling wall.

			“And then?”

			“That’s it. That’s the end.”

			“What do you mean, that’s it? So where did the corpse go, Hadi?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“That’s not a nice story, Hadi. Tell us another one.”

			“If you don’t believe it, that’s your choice. Okay, I’m off now. The teas are on you.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			A LOST SOUL

			1

			HASIB MOHAMED JAAFAR was twenty-one years old, dark, slim, and married to Dua Jabbar. He lived with Dua and their baby daughter, Zahraa, in Sector 44 in Sadr City, in a room in the house of his large family. Hasib, who had been working for seven months as a guard at the Sadeer Novotel hotel, was killed in an explosion caused by a Sudanese suicide bomber driving a dynamite-laden garbage truck stolen from the Baghdad municipality. The bomber was planning to crash through the hotel’s outer gate, drive the truck into the hotel lobby, and detonate the explosives, bringing down the whole building. He failed because the guard bravely fired several rounds at the driver, causing him to detonate the explosives early. The guard’s belongings were handed back to his family: his civilian clothes, a new pair of socks, a bottle of cologne, and the first volume of al-Sayyab’s collected poems. In the coffin they put his burned black shoes; his shredded, bloodstained clothes; and small charred parts of his body. There was little left of Hasib Mohamed Jaafar; the coffin that was taken to the cemetery in Najaf was more of a token. Hasib’s young wife wrapped her arms around it, wept bitterly, and wailed at length. Hasib’s mother, sisters and brothers, and neighbors did the same, and his stunned little daughter was passed from arm to arm whenever the person holding her was overwhelmed by grief.

			Exhausted, every member of the family went to sleep dreaming of Hasib walking home with a cloth bag over his shoulder. They all dreamed something about Hasib. Parts of one dream made up for parts missing in another. A little dream filled a gap in a big one, and the threads stitched together to re-create a dream body for Hasib, to go with his soul, which was still hovering over all their heads and seeking the rest it could not find. Where was the body to which it should return in order to take its place among those who live in a state of limbo?

			2

			When Hasib saw the garbage truck, many possible explanations flooded his mind. It was just a garbage truck. The driver had made a mistake—he had lost control and veered off toward the hotel gate. There had been a traffic accident, and the driver had sped off and was unintentionally heading for the gate. No, it was a suicide bomber. Stop! Stop! One shot, then another. He didn’t mean to kill the driver. He wouldn’t dare kill anyone, but this was his duty. He was well aware of the strict orders about protecting the hotel. There were security companies and important people and maybe Americans in it. He had a license to kill, as they say. The thoughts raced through his head in fractions of a second as his finger squeezed the trigger, maybe even before he had decided on the best course of action. The truck blew up, and Hasib was aware of himself observing the explosion, but not from his position between the wooden sentry box and the big hotel’s outer gate. He was looking at the flames, the smoke, and the flying pieces of metal from high in the air. He felt a strange calm.

			He saw a man with a white canvas sack hurtling through the air and landing quite a distance from the explosion. He saw pieces of glass from the hotel windows and the lobby facade flying toward the hotel forecourt. A few moments later the cloud of smoke settled, and half an hour passed before the ambulances and fire trucks arrived.

			He watched darkness descend on the city. He saw the distant lights of buildings, houses, and vehicles. He saw some of the nearby flyovers. He saw the floodlights of the sports stadium and some minarets in the distance covered with bright lights.

			He could see the river too, deep and black in the darkness. He wanted to touch it. He had never touched the river. He had lived all his life far from it. He had driven over it, seen it from a distance, and seen pictures of it on television. But he had never felt the coldness of the water or tasted it. He saw a man in a white vest and white shorts floating faceup in it. What bliss! He must be looking at the stars, clear in the night sky. He was drifting slowly with the current. Hasib moved toward him and looked into his face. “Why are you looking at me, my son?” the man said. “Go and find out what happened to your body. Don’t stay here.”

			He saw another dead body, floating facedown in the water. It didn’t say anything. It just floated slowly, in silence.
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			Hasib went back to the hotel gate and looked at the large hole the suicide bomber had made with his truck bomb. He recognized his burned boots but couldn’t find his body. He looked in all the streets and in Firdaus Square, then went to Tahrir Square and saw birds perched on the bronze figures that make up the Liberty Monument. Then it occurred to him to go to the cemetery.

			There, in the Valley of Peace in Najaf, he examined all the graves. He didn’t find anything that offered him any certainty, but in the end he saw a teenager in a red T-shirt, with silver bangles on his wrists and a necklace of black fabric. He was sitting cross-legged on a raised grave.

			“Why are you here?” the boy asked. “You should stay close to your body.”

			“It’s disappeared.”

			“How did it disappear? You have to find it, or some other body, or else things will end badly for you.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I don’t know, but it always ends badly that way.”

			“Why are you here?”

			“This is my grave. My body’s lying underneath. In a few days I won’t be able to get out like this. My body’s decomposing, and I’ll be imprisoned in the grave till the end of time.”

			Hasib sat next to him, perplexed. What should he do? No one had told him about these things. What disaster could he expect now?

			“Maybe you haven’t really died and you’re dreaming. Or your soul has left your body to go for a stroll and will come back later,” the boy said.

			“I hope to God you’re right. I’m not used to this. I’m still young, and I have a daughter, and . . .”

			“Young! You’re not as young as me!”

			Hasib continued talking to the boy with the silver bangles. Every now and then the boy reminded him that he had to get back to his body, because maybe God intended him to have a new life.

			“Sometimes the soul leaves the body and you die, but then the Angel of Death changes his mind or corrects the mistake he has made, and the soul goes back inside its body. Then God commands the body to rise from the dead. In other words, the soul is like the fuel in a car. It takes a spark to ignite it.”

			They were silent for a while, and then Hasib heard weeping in the distance and saw some dogs as black as ink fighting with one another. The boy with the bangles looked at him anxiously. “You better find out where your body’s gone,” he said, “or else things are going to end badly.”
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			Hasib went back to the hotel and looked up and down all the surrounding streets. After many hours there, he went home and saw everyone sleeping: his wife, his infant daughter, and the rest of the family. Then shortly before dawn he returned to the scene of his death. He felt he was caught in a vicious cycle. In a house in Bataween he saw a naked man asleep. He went up to him and checked to see if he was dead. It wasn’t anyone in particular; the man looked strange and horrible. Seeing the sky changing color, Hasib felt for certain that sunrise would spell disaster for him. He wouldn’t have the energy to roam the streets or go back to the scene of the explosion. With his hand, which was made of primordial matter, he touched the pale, naked body and saw his spirit sink into it. His whole arm sank in, then his head and the rest of his body. Overwhelmed by a heaviness and torpor, he lodged inside the corpse, filling it from head to toe, because probably, he realized then, it didn’t have a soul, while he was a soul without a body.
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			So things didn’t happen for no reason? The two of them were made for each other. Now he only had to wait for the family of the naked man to take the body to the cemetery, bury it in a grave, and cover it with soil. He didn’t care what name they had inscribed on the gravestone.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			THE JOURNALIST

			1

			MAHMOUD AL-SAWADI WAS AWOKEN at 7:30 a.m. by the explosion in Tayaran Square, but he didn’t get out of bed. He had a terrible headache and was still sleepy. He didn’t wake up until about 10:00 a.m., when his cell phone rang. It was the editor of al-Haqiqa, the magazine where he worked.

			“Why are you still asleep?”

			“I . . . I,” Mahmoud stammered.

			“Mahmoud, get up right away and go to the Kindi Hospital to take pictures of the injured and speak with the doctors, the police, and so on. Understand?”

			“Yes, I’ll head there now.”

			“Now, now, not tomorrow, as Fairuz sings. Okay, Mahmoud?”

			Once Mahmoud left his room in the Orouba Hotel, he found Abu Anmar, the owner, wringing his hands in the street, surrounded by broken glass. In the center of Bataween, he crossed the main street and stopped in at Aziz’s coffee shop for a glass of tea but didn’t want to stay too long. He had all his equipment with him—camera, digital recorder, notebook, pens—in a black leather bag that hung from his shoulder and hit his bottom gently as he walked.

			Reaching Tayaran Square, Mahmoud saw the blackened stalls and carts and a shallow crater six feet in diameter. The square was deserted, and he imagined how big the explosion had been and how much death and destruction it had wrought.

			Mahmoud stopped on the median, took a deep breath, then brought his digital recorder up to his mouth. “Damn you, Hazem Abboud,” he said. “Damn you right now and always.”

			Hazem was a freelance photographer who supposedly shared Mahmoud’s room on the second floor of the Orouba Hotel, but he was rarely there—he used it as a rest station or a refuge in emergencies. Abu Anmar, the hotel’s paunchy owner, was an old friend of Hazem’s and didn’t treat him as a customer. Maybe he was grateful to Hazem for bringing Mahmoud to live at the run-down hotel, making him the third or fourth guest in a place that in the good old days would have had more than seventy guests at a time.

			The previous afternoon Hazem Abboud had insisted on celebrating, though there was no reason to do so, and he had dragged his poor friend by the collar to a house in Lane 5 in Bataween. Mahmoud was wary but went along. They knocked back beer for two hours, and although it was cold outside, near them sat two blonde girls in skimpy summer clothing. Mahmoud’s heart skipped a beat whenever one of the girls brushed up against him, like when picking up her glass or taking nuts from the bowl. Mahmoud had never been to this kind of party and had never been so close to a woman. Hazem kept goading him to drink more.

			“If you’re not comfortable here, we could leave,” Hazem said every now and then.

			But Mahmoud had no desire to leave. Eventually, the girls got up and pulled Mahmoud by the hand, taking him to a bedroom on the second floor. One of them came out laughing half an hour later and sat down to finish her beer. The other one stayed another hour.

			“Why didn’t you go with them too?” Mahmoud asked Hazem as they went outside into the cold air.

			“Me? I’ll go back and see them another time. The important thing is that you’re now relaxed.”

			“Yes, you’re a good friend,” said Mahmoud with a troubled smile. His head was spinning slightly from drinking so much, and his whole body felt numb. It was a strange combination of feelings. Reaching the Orouba Hotel, Hazem stopped to light a cigarette. He blew smoke through his nostrils; then he turned to his young friend, pointing at him with the fingers holding the cigarette.

			“Anyway,” he said, “never talk about that woman Nawal al-Wazir in front of me again, okay? God damn Nawal al-Wazir.”

			“Sure, I promise. God damn her,” Mahmoud agreed.

			2

			Nawal al-Wazir was a film director, or so she claimed. She was about forty, light-skinned with jet-black hair, plump with a double chin that gave a touch of oriental beauty to her face, which was always covered with a thin layer of slightly tacky makeup. She liked dark red lipstick, a thick line of kohl around her eyes, and black eyebrow pencil to accentuate the arch, and wore a loose scarf on her head, matching tops and skirts, and an ever-changing array of colorful plastic accessories. If anyone had asked Mahmoud al-Sawadi about her, he could have rattled off a long list of details that would have been of interest only to those equally obsessed with her. There was also an annoying detail that Mahmoud tried to ignore: the fact that she was a close friend of Mahmoud’s editor, Ali Baher al-Saidi, who was a well-known writer, an opponent of the old regime, and an associate of many of the politicians whose faces often appeared on television.

			On some afternoons Nawal al-Wazir would come to the magazine’s offices in Karrada, stay half an hour or more, and leave with the editor in his car. During that half hour Mahmoud couldn’t help seeing her every time he went into the editor’s office. When she was there, the editor might invite him to sit down, to talk about something or other, and Mahmoud would always agree to his ideas and requests without discussion because he felt uncomfortable and confused in Nawal’s presence.

			“She’s the boss’s fuck buddy,” Farid Shawwaf, his colleague at the magazine, once said. Mahmoud quarreled with him because he had no evidence. Later he accepted Farid’s assessment, because what else but sex could have brought this woman and Ali Baher al-Saidi together?

			Occasionally, when Saidi was away or hadn’t yet arrived at the office, Mahmoud had a chance to sit alone with Nawal in the editor’s office. From their conversations, Mahmoud gathered she was working on a feature film about the crimes of the Saddam Hussein regime. She made it out to be one of the most important Iraqi movies in development and said Saidi was helping with some of the formalities, such as obtaining permits, through his connections with the political class, ministries, and other institutions. This gave him reason to feel more comfortable and to dismiss the horrible theory that the malicious Farid Shawwaf had planted in his mind.

			His mind at ease, he continued to steal glances at Nawal, examining her closely and noting the daily changes she made to her appearance. He also continued to talk about her in front of his close friend Hazem Abboud. To make matters worse, Mahmoud had become the editor’s favorite journalist. When Saidi said, “Go there,” “Do this interview,” “Attend this conference,” or “Look into this for me,” Mahmoud would usually oblige. Mahmoud alone ended up doing as much work as all the other journalists combined.

			3

			Mahmoud had been working at a small newspaper called al-Hadaf before Ali Baher al-Saidi asked him to work with him at the magazine. He had started his life as a journalist in April 2003 at the weekly paper Sada al-Ahwar in the city of Amara, where he lived. For reasons he was still secretive about, he had suddenly moved to Baghdad. He came to the capital at a time when other people were leaving. “Stay where you are until things calm down in the capital, then come,” Hazem Abboud had said to him.

			But things didn’t calm down. They got much worse. And Mahmoud didn’t take his friend’s advice. He badly needed to move to Baghdad, or, to be more precise, he needed to escape Amara. His friend Hazem didn’t discover the reasons until later.

			Mahmoud worked at al-Hadaf for some months until Ali Baher al-Saidi contacted him through his friend Farid Shawwaf, who was already working at the magazine. From his first meetings with Saidi, Mahmoud found he was drawn to the man, who was at least twenty years older than he was, though it was hard to judge his age. Saidi was extremely stylish, the embodiment of elegance. Over months of observation, Mahmoud never spotted a flaw in his appearance. He was also active and energetic, always on the move, with a permanent smile and a talent for smoothing over crises, however serious they might be, and treating them as minor obstacles that could be overcome with a quick leap. On top of that, he inspired those around him, too, to be active and energetic.

			Maybe that was why Mahmoud hardly ever challenged the orders Saidi gave him. Mahmoud hadn’t worked as hard in any of the other jobs he had held over the previous two years. He was always exhausted, but he believed in Saidi and knew deep down that he was pushing him in the right direction.

			4

			“God damn you, Hazem Abboud, now and forever.”

			Mahmoud repeated these words into the digital recorder, this time in the tone of those who recite tragic stories about the death of Hussein in Shiite meeting halls. He still had a headache when he reached the gates of the Kindi Hospital, perhaps because he hadn’t eaten anything, or perhaps because of all the alcohol he had drunk the night before to relieve the tension he felt after his experience at the brothel. Now he was at the hospital reception desk, and he was still turned on. He was looking at the bottoms of the female staff and the cleaning women; he wanted all the women in the world at once. He pictured every woman in some lewd position, with him on top. Tired, he rubbed his face and played with his soft beard. Saidi would be critical if he saw him in this state. He would say, “You mustn’t make people who look at you feel depressed. Always be positive. Be a positive force and you’ll survive. Shave off your beard, change your shirt, and comb your hair. Take every opportunity to look at yourself in the mirror, any mirror, even in the windows of parked cars. Compete with women in this, and don’t be too oriental.”

			“And what does ‘too oriental’ mean?”

			“Being oriental can be summed up in a line of poetry by Antara ibn Shaddad: ‘Are you surprised, Abla, that I haven’t washed or anointed myself with oil for two years?’”

			Mahmoud had never heard this before. But it had a big impact on him. He memorized it and repeated it often to himself. And he realized that on that day, that morning, he was a true disciple of the poet Antara.

			Mahmoud had trouble reaching the victims of the explosion that had taken place in Tayaran Square that morning. He saw other journalists and the cameramen and correspondents of satellite channels. He kept following them and going into the rooms they went into. They were trying to finish off brief spot stories, while he needed to carry out more detailed interviews and to get photos that would be exclusive to the magazine.

			He finished his work there without great satisfaction, then left. He felt more and more exhausted. After buying a disposable razor, he went to a restaurant on Saadoun Street, had lunch, washed his hands and mouth at the basin, then took out his razor and had a quick shave amid inquisitive looks from the restaurant staff and customers. He combed back his coarse hair with his wet fingers, then went out into the street, where he took the digital recorder out of his bag and spoke into it: “So, Riyadh al-Sawadi, father, may you rest in peace. Because of you I’m here. Because of you I’ve reached this place. But I’m tired. My joints hurt, and I haven’t had enough sleep. All this has to come to an end before I reach my twenty-third birthday.”

			In fact, an ending was very close indeed, or at least a pivotal moment. When Mahmoud got to the magazine offices, he set about typing up his notes and recordings, and downloaded the photos he had taken onto his computer. He was chatting with Farid Shawwaf and his other colleagues when an old messenger came to tell him that the editor wanted to see him.

			Mahmoud went into the editor’s office to find Saidi alone, holding a remote control and flicking through the channels on the large television screen facing his grand desk, while in his other hand he held a cigar like a thick pen. Saidi asked Mahmoud about his day and what he had accomplished, then asked him about the status of stories it was agreed would be written over the next few days. There was a large folder on the desk. Saidi reached for it, turned it over, examined it, and said, “These are the stories your colleagues have written in the past month. None of them is fit for publication.”

			Saidi lit his cigar and took deep drags on it till it produced thick smoke. He blew smoke casually into the air, then went back to talking to Mahmoud, who seemed uneasy.

			“I’m going to get rid of Zaid Murshid, Adnan al-Anwar, and that thin girl, Maysa, and tell your friend Farid Shawwaf to stop being so lazy. He’s a good writer, but he doesn’t believe in his work here,” Saidi said.

			“What should I do with him? I thought you had a good relationship with him,” Mahmoud replied.

			“I don’t want to argue with him. He’s a real pro at arguing. I wish he would channel that energy into writing, and then he would be in a better position. Drop him a hint. You’re his friend. Make it clear to him indirectly.”

			Mahmoud tried to come up with an indirect way to send the message but he couldn’t think of anything. In silence he looked at Saidi for a moment, then turned toward the television.

			“There’s something else, my friend,” Saidi said. “You’re working too hard.” Mahmoud was taken aback. The remark came as a great relief.

			The cigar went out, and Saidi placed it on the edge of a large ceramic ashtray. He kept looking at his watch: it was time for Nawal al-Wazir to come, Mahmoud assumed. He hadn’t noticed that Saidi hadn’t finished his sentence yet—the man loved to punctuate his meticulously constructed sentences with dramatic pauses. Saidi looked at Mahmoud for a second and then continued: “You’re tenacious. That’s why, starting tomorrow, you are editor in chief of al-Haqiqa.”

			5

			Three of his colleagues sat before Mahmoud at a wooden table with a red tablecloth and a thick sheet of plastic covering it. Each had a can of Heineken, a glass mug, and a bowl of boiled beans. Mahmoud had ordered a bottle of soda, and the others had failed to persuade him to drink even one can of beer. His stomach was unsettled after the adventure of the day before. Mahmoud looked at their faces as they laughed: Zaid Murshid, Adnan al-Anwar, and Farid Shawwaf. Saidi had made up his mind that the first two should be fired and the third was at risk of dismissal, while Mahmoud had been promoted to the second most important position at the magazine. How could he break this news without them overturning the table on him? Should he tell them now, before they got drunk? Or should he wait until their reflexes were dulled and they could take the shock more easily?

			Might it help if he, too, had a drink? It felt like a major ordeal, and he decided to put it off until the next day.

			They were laughing. Farid Shawwaf was talking enthusiastically about something he was working on—an anthology of the one hundred strangest Iraqi stories.

			Why don’t you first try to finish what you get paid to do, Mahmoud thought as he listened to his friend explaining how these weird but real stories had to be saved from oblivion.

			“Why don’t you write them as features for the magazine? We need stories like that,” Mahmoud said.

			“For the magazine?” Farid replied scornfully. “But that’s just journalism. It gets published one day, and the next day it’s gone. That’s just a way to make a living. I’m talking about a book.”

			“Okay. Publish them here first, and then put them together as a book,” said Mahmoud.

			“No. You have to think of them as a book from the start.”

			“Write them as a book from the start, and then serialize them in the magazine.”

			Zaid Murshid and Adnan al-Anwar laughed. Farid Shawwaf looked at them and shouted, “This guy’s killing himself for the magazine. God damn the magazine!”

			Mahmoud lost interest in pursuing the argument. The place was dark and full of smoke, crowded with young men and middle-aged men with paunches, mustaches, and shiny bald patches. Some of them, Mahmoud later discovered, came from outside Baghdad, possibly from remote towns and provinces. A short distance from Andalus Square, it felt like a secret, unlicensed tavern; it could be reached only through a small restaurant. Although it was seedy, it was the favorite place of Farid Shawwaf and his friends.

			The four of them left without getting completely drunk. They resented the fact that Mahmoud had drunk only a soda.

			They walked lazily toward the square because from there Farid Shawwaf could get a bus to his apartment in Karrada, while Zaid Murshid and Adnan al-Anwar could get transport to Bab al-Sharqi.

			The sky was gray and rapidly growing darker. They stood in Andalus Square, opposite the Sadeer Novotel hotel. Farid Shawwaf was still chatting about his hypothetical book. If he had crossed to the other side of the street at that moment, he would have met a certain death: an orange garbage truck loaded with dozens of kilograms of dynamite turned off the main street and slammed into the metal gate of the hotel, setting off an explosion the likes of which these four journalists had never seen.

			Everyone fell back from the blast. They were battered by a gust of dust and pebbles. It took them a minute to realize they hadn’t been hit. Without thinking, they ran to the other side of the street. On the asphalt beyond the median they saw a body. They went up to it, and Mahmoud touched it with his hand. The body suddenly moved. They lifted the man to his feet, and Mahmoud recognized him at once. It was Hadi the junk dealer, Hadi the liar, as the customers in Aziz’s coffee shop called him. Hadi looked at their faces in horror, brushed their hands off his body, and hurried away, ignoring their calls to stop because he might have a serious injury.

			They didn’t see anything else. There didn’t seem to be any victims from this explosion. The bomber who was driving the garbage truck had probably been vaporized. That’s what they told themselves when they saw the hotel staff coming out to the forecourt and heard the sirens of the police cars. They preferred to walk away toward Bab al-Sharqi.

			When they reached Nasr Square, Zaid Murshid and Adnan al-Anwar took a bus toward Bab al-Sharqi. Farid said he preferred to take a taxi. He was troubled and confused, and the stupor he was in when he left the secret bar had completely lifted.

			“You could be dead now. You were eager to keep chatting. Your wonderful stories saved you, my friend,” said Mahmoud, with a stutter and dramatic pauses between the sentences, rather like the way Saidi spoke. Farid widened his eyes in a daze, maybe because what Mahmoud had said was true.

			Farid left, and Mahmoud felt he had enough energy to walk all the way to the Orouba Hotel. He took out a cigarette and put it to his lips but didn’t light it. He felt strangely relaxed despite the disaster that had taken place before his eyes but didn’t bother to examine this apparent contradiction. He remembered a single phrase and repeated it to himself. The phrase caught his imagination. He took out his digital recorder:

			“Be positive. Be a positive force and you’ll survive. Be positive. Be a positive force and you’ll survive.”

			He repeated the words several times like someone obsessed, until he noticed that the batteries in the recorder were dead.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			THE BODY

			1

			“GET UP, DANIEL,” Elishva shouted. “Get up, Danny. Come along, my boy.”

			He stood up immediately. So this was the command that the dead boy with the silver bangles in the cemetery in Najaf had talked about the night before. With her words the old woman had animated this extraordinary composite—made up of disparate body parts and the soul of the hotel guard who had lost his life. The old woman brought him out of anonymity with the name she gave him: Daniel.

			Daniel saw the old woman standing in the upstairs room that had collapsed. Wisps of gray hair stuck out from under the black headband she had tied loosely around her small head. She was wrapped tightly in a dark woolen jacket with torn sleeves, and at her feet the molting gray cat looked at Daniel with wide, frightened eyes, mewing softly as if talking to itself. It was almost six o’clock in the morning, and the air was very cold. The sounds coming from outside were still faint; the daytime bustle hadn’t begun yet. Hadi the junk dealer, asleep in his room and in pain, wouldn’t wake up till noon.

			Daniel walked over piles of bricks to what had been the floor of the room before it collapsed. He followed the old woman and her cat downstairs.

			Elishva put the heater close to Daniel in the sitting room, then went away for a few minutes and came back with a creased white shirt, an old green sweater, and a pair of jeans, all smelling strongly of mothballs. She had taken the clothes from Daniel’s chest of drawers, where they had been kept for many years. She threw the clothes at him and told him to put them on. Before leaving him to himself, she gave him a final glance. She didn’t ask him anything—she had promised her patron saint that she wouldn’t ask too many questions. All this time she had left her thick glasses dangling from her neck, but she still knew this man didn’t look much like Daniel. No matter. Not many people came back looking the same as when they left. She had heard enough stories to explain the differences and the changes—stories told by a succession of women ravaged by the effects of time and by the realization that they would never again see the missing faces they remembered so well. What was happening was a miracle, she believed, and it was hard to predict where it might lead. She was preparing to remove the big picture of the saint from the wall and stash it away in some corner of the house. Maybe she would put it in one of the dusty rooms on the upper floor. With his beautiful eyes and his white horse, Saint George could watch the specks of dust come in through the cracks in the windowpanes overlooking the street. He would regret ignoring her all those years and failing to recognize that, given the depths of her despair, it was time the Lord and His holy images listened to the bleating of His lost sheep.

			Elishva left the strange, naked man staring at the walls and furniture. Daniel stood up and looked at the pictures—one of a man in his fifties with a thin black mustache and wearing a Western-style suit, another of a clean-shaven young man with thick hair and big sideburns. His sleepy, cloudy eyes were looking away from the camera. Daniel moved closer to this picture. It must have been taken twenty years earlier. He noticed the reflection of his own face in the glass. It rather surprised him—this was the first time he had recognized himself. He ran his finger over the stitches on his face and neck. He looked very ugly. How come the old woman didn’t seem startled by his dreadful appearance? He moved on to another picture. It was a warrior-saint on a white horse, thrusting his lance into the throat of a mythical dragon. He studied it. The saint’s face was soft and gentle and beautiful, like the holy men in all icons. The old woman was inside, making something for breakfast. He could hear the clatter of pots as she went about her business. Slowly, he put on the three garments. They fit him perfectly. He went back to look at his reflection in the picture of Daniel Tadros Moshe and noticed, even though it was a black-and-white photograph, that Daniel was wearing the same clothes: a white shirt with a wide, slightly raised collar under a V-neck sweater. Apart from the crude stitches on his face and neck, he looked almost like him. The old woman had had that in mind. Given that her sight was definitely weak, when she came back into the sitting room she would see only what she wanted to see.

			Daniel turned his attention to the picture of the martyred saint, studying it in the daylight streaming in through the window. He noticed the skill with which the artist had rendered the folds in the bright-red cloak that fluttered behind the strapping warrior-saint. It was a wonderful picture of a handsome saint with delicate lips, and now those lips began to move.

			“You have to be careful,” it said.

			The saint’s lips really were moving.

			“She’s a hapless old woman. If you harm her or make her sad, I swear I’ll plunge this lance in your throat.”

			2

			The new version of Daniel slept on the sofa in the sitting room. Elishva covered him with a thick duvet and left him, to resume her daily chores, which usually meant cleaning things she had already cleaned, dusting the furniture, the icons, and the pictures, and sweeping the courtyard—that took up half her day.

			The cat escaped once more to the roof and looked out over the courtyard of Hadi’s dilapidated house. Hadi scratched his head in puzzlement and looked all over the place for the body he had made. He imagined finding it hanging from a wall or hovering in that morning’s pure blue sky.

			Despite the pains in his joints and his head, Hadi went outside and looked up and down the lane for a sign that something strange had happened, but he wasn’t willing to stop any of his neighbors to ask, “Excuse me, have you seen a naked corpse walking down the street?”

			Hadi was a liar, and everyone knew it. He would need witnesses to corroborate a claim of having had fried eggs for breakfast, let alone a story about a naked corpse made up of the body parts of people killed in explosions.

			Hadi looked up at the roof of Elishva’s house and those of the neighboring houses, thinking someone might have dragged the body up there, but he couldn’t see anything. He opened all the wardrobes and cupboards in the courtyard of his house. Then he walked up and down the nearby lanes. He stopped when he got to Abu Zaidoun, the old barber, who was slumped on a white garden chair outside his shop, but Hadi doubted he would have seen anything even if the body had walked right in front of him. The owner of the Akhawain laundry shop told him the police had been raiding houses all morning in search of armed gangs that were trafficking women out of Iraq. A worker at the bakery said there were “terrorists” coming from the provinces to stay at a local hotel and that the police and the Americans were searching the hotels one by one. Hadi also heard that two young prostitutes he had slept with had traveled that day to Syria to work in the nightclubs—apparently Baghdad was no longer lucrative. He heard lots of other news. In fact he spent half the day listening, but he didn’t hear anything about his mysterious disappearing corpse.

			3

			Umm Salim took it as a good omen when she saw Elishva at the butcher’s. Elishva bought a half pound of beef and two pounds of well-cleaned sheep’s tripe, then went to the greengrocer’s shop next door. Having removed her widow’s mourning headband, she was wearing a red headscarf with white flowers, like a young woman. Umm Salim wondered what had happened to her.

			The two women did their shopping together and walked slowly back to the lane. Umm Salim was talking about what had happened the previous morning and how the dreadful explosion had made cracks in the walls of some of the houses. She gathered from Elishva that she’d been at church at the time. Elishva said she had heard the explosion but hadn’t seen anything when she got back. This was further evidence for Umm Salim that Elishva has special powers.

			When Umm Salim asked about her striking red headscarf, Elishva looked down at the street and said quietly, “The time to be sad is over. The Lord has finally heard my prayer.”

			“I’m delighted to hear it. What good news.”

			Elishva couldn’t help but drop her bombshell, telling Umm Salim straight out that her son had come home. Umm Salim just walked on in stunned silence. What was this old woman talking about, she wondered.

			When Elishva reached the door of her house, Umm Salim, whose house was a few yards farther down the lane, stopped. “Is he at home now?” she asked.

			“Yes, he’s asleep. He’s very tired.”

			Umm Salim curled her lips like someone deep in thought, but she didn’t go into the house to check, a major mistake that she would later regret. She was busy thinking about the lunch she had to prepare for her husband, who sat on the balcony all day in silence, reading old newspapers. She didn’t take seriously what Elishva said—the news was too big to take in after such a cursory announcement. Umm Salim told herself she’d drop in on Elishva later, perhaps in the afternoon, to find out more.

			But it turned out she wouldn’t find out anything more. In the afternoon she was too busy after her middle son suddenly announced the name of the girl he was planning to marry, leaving her no time to see the old woman’s son, who had come back from a war that had ended twenty or more years ago. Eventually, Umm Salim would defect to the group that believed the old woman was senile, and Elishva would lose the last of her loyal allies.

			4

			Hadi went back home. He felt around on the floor of the courtyard for blood or bits of the body parts he knew he had held in his hands when he was cutting them up or stitching them together to get the body into a reasonably finished state. He couldn’t find anything: the heavy rain that had fallen the day before had washed everything away. He spent the late morning stretched out in bed, looking up at the water-damaged ceiling. Then he looked at the far wall where his late friend Nahem Abdaki had hung the Throne Verse of the Quran. One of the cardboard edges had come loose and was curling downward from the moisture. If someone pulled it, they could peel the whole verse off the wall. At the end of the day, he thought what had happened might prove convenient: he had wanted to get rid of the body, and it had disappeared, sparing him another demeaning task—cutting it up and unstitching all the thread, then throwing the parts away in various bins throughout the neighborhood.

			In the afternoon Hadi went to Aziz’s coffee shop, but it was too crowded and his Egyptian friend wasn’t free to chat with him, so he headed to the home of the old man from Amirli in another attempt to persuade him to sell his old furniture. As usual, he was back at square one in his negotiations. For the tenth time he heard the history of how the old gramophone player was made and where he had bought it and the story of whatever piece of furniture or object stood before them.

			What if this well-dressed, clean-shaven old man had known he was standing next to a criminal who tampered with human body parts? He would have taken him down the concrete path to the outer gate, said good-bye to him then and there, and shut the door on him once and for all.

			Hadi would later narrate these details several times, because he loved details that gave his story credibility and made it more vivid. He would just be telling people about his hard day’s work, but they would listen as though it were the best fable Hadi the liar had ever told.

			Sitting in the coffee shop, he would tell the story from the beginning, never tiring of repeating himself. He immersed himself in the story and went with the flow, maybe in order to give pleasure to others or maybe to convince himself that it was just a story from his fertile imagination and that it had never really happened.

			5

			Elishva was busy making kashka. She combined the cracked wheat with the boiled bulgur and added the chickpeas, spices, and cubes of meat. She was good at making traditional dishes but rarely had much occasion to do so—she wouldn’t make them just for her cat. But that day was different. She was honoring a special guest and fulfilling an old vow. As the old woman stirred the kashka, she repeated to herself, “A blessing and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, who loved us before we loved Him.”

			Having adopted many of the customs of the neighborhood, Elishva saw it as a vow she was now fulfilling, although Father Josiah always corrected her.

			“We don’t set conditions for the Lord, as Muslims do,” he would say. “We don’t say, ‘If You do this, then I’ll do that.’”

			Elishva knew what he meant, of course, but she saw no harm in setting conditions for God, as Umm Salim and her other Muslim neighbors did. She didn’t see the Lord in quite the same way as Father Josiah did. The Lord wasn’t “in the highest”; she didn’t see him as domineering or tyrannical. He was just an old friend, and it would be hard to abandon that friendship.

			Elishva’s special guest didn’t eat any of the food she put in front of him. She had a little of it herself, and Nabu finished off the remaining pieces of meat and licked the bowls. She wasn’t bothered that her son, or his ghost, hadn’t eaten a bite. Perhaps he was like Abraham’s guests in the Quranic version of their visit, or perhaps he didn’t have an appetite. She wouldn’t pepper him with questions, lest he run away.

			Elishva spent the rest of the day until late at night muttering intermittently to her taciturn guest. Nothing important happened in the meantime. The man who sold cooking gas came, and Elishva swapped an empty bottle for a full one; the man carried it to the end of the corridor to help the old lady out. Some American helicopters flew noisily over the house, causing it to shake and the birds that belonged to Abdel Razzaq, the boy in the house at the back, to flap their wings in a panic, sending feathers up into the air. Umm Salim didn’t come by, nor any of the other neighbors—not even Diana, the pretty Armenian girl from the next lane, whose mother, Veronica Munib, sometimes encouraged her to visit Elishva to find out if she was short of anything or needed anything done.

			As she chatted with her guest, Elishva opened up the boxes inside her that had long remained closed and took out everything that was in them. She dozed off on the sofa opposite the one where the strange, silent man was sitting. When she woke up, she saw him staring at the faint light coming through the window overlooking the lane.

			Elishva opened up to Daniel about her conflict with her husband, Tadros, who buried an empty coffin for Danny against her wishes. Tadros, a junior clerk in the public transport department, went with some relatives, friends, and acquaintances to the cemetery of the Assyrian Church of the East in eastern Baghdad and buried a coffin containing only some of Daniel’s clothes and pieces of his broken guitar. They prayed for him, then laid a gravestone reading in Syriac and Arabic, “Here lies Daniel.”

			Elishva hadn’t agreed to go with them because her heart told her that her son was not dead. She didn’t look at the grave until Tadros himself died and was buried next to the grave of his son. It broke her heart to read the name of her son on the limestone marker, and even then she wouldn’t acknowledge that he was dead, despite the passing of the years.

			During that time Ninous Malko’s family moved into one of the rooms on the upper floor of the old woman’s house. They had left their rented house in Bataween. Eventually, Matilda, Elishva’s second daughter, married Ninous’s younger son, and a strong friendship developed between Elishva and Ninous Malko and his wife. They almost made up for the succession of losses that Elishva had suffered, because apart from Daniel and his father, Elishva’s two daughters were also planning to leave. It wasn’t hard for her new relatives to believe that Daniel might come back one day. There were many missing people, and some of them were bound to come back. That kept happening. One of Ninous’s brothers had come back after years in prison in Iran, and at the time many people had talked about the shock of learning that he had abandoned his original religion and become a Shiite Muslim of the Twelver branch. He remained a Shiite for several years but gradually converted back to Christianity, or at least that’s what he had his family believe in order to put an end to the strife that his conversion had caused.

			Many prisoners came home after the war over Kuwait and in the middle of the 1990s. Because of the severity of the economic sanctions imposed on Iraq, the husbands of Hilda and Matilda decided to emigrate. The two sisters wouldn’t move away unless their mother came too. But like a stubborn mountain goat, Elishva refused. The disagreement continued for a full year, but the old woman wouldn’t relent. Finally she convinced her daughters that she would join them when they had settled down and she had completely given up hope that Daniel might come back. But she never did give up hope, and the presence of Ninous Malko’s family was some consolation for the loss of her daughters. But on the eve of the declaration of the last war, Ninous’s wife accused Elishva of practicing some kind of black magic on her two little boys and said she had prevented one of them from speaking even at the age of six. She was frightened of the old woman, especially after she found her talking to pictures or to the many cats that roamed the house. Once she told her husband that one of the cats spoke back to the old woman and had a conversation with her. She even said she suspected the cats were in fact human and that Elishva had transformed them into cats with satanic magic.

			Ninous didn’t believe such superstitious nonsense, but he couldn’t take his wife’s complaining about the house, and after U.S. forces invaded Baghdad he took his little family to Ankawa in Erbil. He didn’t tell Hilda or Matilda, and Elishva didn’t object—she seemed supportive, or indifferent. Her daughters were shocked when they found out that their mother was alone in a big house in a troubled city where the demons had broken out of their dungeons and come to the surface all at once—at least that was how they imagined it.

			At the time, they were calling Elishva every Sunday on the Thuraya phone at the Church of Saint Odisho, and if Elishva didn’t turn up for some reason, then Father Josiah himself would call to reassure them. The phone call wouldn’t last more than a minute—the priests wanted to be fair to all the people who needed to use the phone, and there were many. Sometimes Elishva and one of her daughters would start arguing halfway into the call, and the minute would run out just as the argument was getting heated, forcing Father Josiah to pull the phone out of Elishva’s hand. The daughters said they wanted to come back to Baghdad and carry their mother off by force, but they didn’t go beyond threatening this. If the argument was interrupted, Elishva would argue with herself instead or grab hold of one of the women in the church to listen to her fiery sermon about how she refused to leave her home and move to a place she knew nothing about. Father Josiah encouraged her to stay, because he saw it as a religious obligation. It wasn’t good that everyone should leave the country. Things had been just as bad for the Assyrians in previous centuries, but they had stayed in Iraq and had survived. None of us should think only of ourselves. That’s what he said in his sermon sometimes.

			At the beginning of that year, Father Josiah asked Elishva if she could put up the Sankhiro family, who had fled sectarian cleansing in the southern Baghdad district of Dora. The family took the room that Ninous Malko’s family had been living in, but only a few weeks later they left for Syria, with plans to emigrate to Europe. Soon afterward, three of Elishva’s cats disappeared, and then Elishva found a fourth cat dead on the roof, its body all inflated. She suspected that a piece of shrapnel had hit it or it had eaten poisoned meat.

			Elishva chatted for half an hour about her cats and how Nabu was the only one left. Then she suddenly remembered Abu Zaidoun, the Baathist responsible for sending her son off to war. Abu Zaidoun used to track down people avoiding military service, and Daniel had been late in responding to the draft. He had refused to sign up and go to the training camps, wanting instead to finish studying music. He loved to play the guitar and kept one in his wardrobe, although he didn’t play it well.

			Abu Zaidoun took Danny away by the collar. From the training camp, Daniel went straight to the front and never came back. From then on, Abu Zaidoun was Elishva’s sworn enemy. When the Baathists brought an empty coffin for Daniel, along with some clothes and personal belongings, old Tadros smashed his son’s guitar in grief.

			Some pieces of the guitar were put in the grand red-teak coffin that Tadros had bought and were lowered into the grave with it. So there was a smashed guitar in an empty coffin, a house that had lost the ghost of its only son, and an enemy who made merry in the neighborhood, imposing his authority on everyone with few people standing up to him. But Elishva stood up to him. She cursed him in her prayers and whenever she saw him on the street. Abu Zaidoun no longer went down Lane 7 in case Elishva suddenly came out of her house to curse him. Some of the women had vowed that if the evil man died, they would slaughter a sheep to God Almighty. Elishva also made a vow, but she never told Father Josiah about it. Now she was revealing it, to her silent guest, for the first time ever.

			As night fell Elishva was winding up one part of her rambling monologue. She told him several times that she knew he would come back. Antoinette, one of her relatives, hadn’t believed her, or Martha, or the wife of her brother Youaresh. Now they had all died or emigrated. She took out an old photo album to show him. In the lamplight she showed him pictures of himself as a child, standing with the church choir in his choirboy vestments. There were pictures of him with his friends at school. At a bar or a restaurant. Wearing team uniforms, his foot on a ball in the same way as the famous footballer Ali Kadhim. All the boys who wanted a picture like that would put their right foot on the ball, put their right hand on their hip, and smile. The picture wouldn’t be any good unless they did exactly that. There was another picture of him with his football team, their arms all wrapped around each other. The picture was faded and had water stains. When Daniel had finished flipping through the pictures, he got to his feet and, suddenly curious, went to roam through the other rooms. Elishva stayed seated, looking at the picture of her patron saint by the light of the lantern. It didn’t look like it was going to move or speak that night.

			From the kitchen came the clatter of pots and pans falling. He must have tripped on something in the dark. Elishva heard him go to the roof. He was away for a few minutes, then came back, carrying something in his hand. He quickly hid it in his trouser pocket. Then he opened his mouth to speak for the first time. At last Elishva heard his voice. It was croaky, as though he hadn’t said anything since he was born. Pronouncing the words with difficulty, he told her that he had to go out. She wanted to say, “Why are you going? You’ve just come back. Why would you leave me? Whenever anyone goes out that door, they never come back. It’s like a door that opens into a hole.” Feeling like screaming, she gently held on to the sleeve of his green sweater. She could feel how firm his arm was, like the branch of a tree. She looked up at his face, but it was too dark to see anything. He looked away. The cat walked between them, rubbing itself against his trousers and purring softly.

			“I’ll be back. Don’t worry,” he said hoarsely.

			He slipped out of her grasp and walked toward the door. She heard his footsteps as he tramped across the courtyard and then along the path that led to the door. She heard him open the door and then close it gently. Silence reigned again in the large, lonely house. She felt very thirsty and more tired than ever before. Sitting despondent on the sofa before the picture of Saint George the Martyr, she wanted to ask her patron saint some questions or chat with him but couldn’t summon the energy. She noticed that the saint’s metal shield had a new shine, as though someone inside the picture had given it a polish. Then the shine faded, and she had nothing to say. She had said everything she had to say. She wouldn’t speak again for the next few days. Blinking, she looked at the patches of yellow lamplight on the rippled surface of the old picture, while the old cat curled up between her legs in search of warmth.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			OUZO AND A BLOODY MARY

			1

			IN THE EARLY morning hours, one of Faraj’s assistants came and told him that some people were walking round the area marking the walls of the houses he owned with blue spray paint. They were in fact from a charity that specialized in preserving Baghdad’s old houses and were accompanied by some civil servants from the city council and the provincial council. Faraj was uneasy: he picked up his small leather briefcase and went out to find them, accompanied by some of the young people who lived in the area and helped him in his work.

			He found the strangers in front of Elishva’s house. They were knocking on the door but no one was answering. Eventually, Umm Salim came out of her house and told them that Elishva had gone to church. One of the young men shook up the can of paint and sprayed a blue X on the wall. They went on to Hadi’s house and sprayed an X on the wall, but this time in black. This meant the house was unsuitable for renovation and could be demolished. Faraj didn’t understand what the people were saying. They obviously wanted to take over his houses, or the houses he had rented from the state under contracts that were legal and in good order. They told him it was just a routine procedure for statistical purposes and to identify the historic houses, especially the ones that had wooden mashrabiya windows. But Faraj, who had got his hands on four or five of these old houses, took it as a plan to wrest the properties from him, so he had rushed to the scene to argue with the young men. One of them raised his finger in Faraj’s face and warned him that he was obstructing the work of a government employee in the course of his official duties. Some of the neighbors intervened and dragged Faraj away. Feeling uneasy, the people from the charity and the government officials who were with them left.

			Faraj would later find out that some of these people had been coming to the area individually and had visited Elishva to try to persuade her to sell her house to the state, with the concession that she could remain there, for as long as she lived, without paying any rent. The state would automatically acquire unrestricted ownership of the house when she died or vacated it.

			What if she accepted this offer? It would be a disaster for Faraj. But the old woman had apparently turned it down. She had told them she couldn’t make any decisions about the house in the absence of her son. The more they heard what she had to say, the more confused and mystified they became. Because they were dealing with several similar houses in various parts of central Baghdad, they didn’t stay with her too long. In their notebooks they wrote a few things about the house and who owned it, and perhaps they set a date for checking what Elishva said more carefully. Unlike the people from the charity, Faraj understood what Elishva meant when she talked about her son, but he hadn’t yet seen him for himself. Elishva had been standing outside the bakery and the cheese shop and talking about the meals she was making for her son. The same thing happened in the courtyard of Umm Salim’s house when they were breaking walnuts open with a hammer and eating them with hot tea. The old women were sad at first, because poor, crazy Elishva with that strange red scarf on her head had finally lost her mind. But late at night some people did see a young man coming out through her front door, wrapped in the darkness.

			When the news spread, some of the young men lay in ambush at a corner of the lane in the hope that the strange visitor might come out again, but he didn’t appear. Within a week they had forgotten, but then by chance they did see a man come out of the house. When they ran after him, the man ran off faster than they did and disappeared.

			Umm Salim told her neighbors that her husband knew the true story. He spent most of his time sitting by the balcony window on the upper floor, reading old newspapers and looking up from time to time to monitor people coming and going down the lane and in and out of the houses. That was his only pleasure. The taciturn old man confidently asserted that this visitor was a thief or some other kind of criminal who had tricked Elishva into believing that he was her son and was using her house as a hiding place. A young woman who came to Umm Salim’s gatherings heard this version from Umm Salim and shouted that Faraj the realtor must be behind it. Umm Salim gasped in surprise. The young woman said spitefully that Faraj was behind everything bad that happened in the area. And why not? He had evicted her one dark night, she said, without pity for her or her children. During other sessions in Umm Salim’s courtyard, the story became more coherent.

			As if she had forgotten what she had said earlier, the spiteful neighbor said the young man had climbed the low wall of Hadi’s house and jumped up to the open area where the two rooms had collapsed on the upper floor of Elishva’s house. He had intended to go downstairs and strangle her in her bed. No one would bother to ask why such an old woman had died. They would say that God had snatched her soul as she slept, and then forget all about it. The young criminal came down the stairs and saw her sitting with her oil lamp in the big room next to the street, praying and talking to Saint George. What she said struck a chord in his heart, even though he didn’t understand the language. She was speaking Syriac to the large picture hanging on the wall, and the young man felt that someone was answering her. He moved closer to the door and listened more carefully. It definitely sounded like a conversation between two people. He looked into the room. In the dim light, all he could see was the old woman clasping the metal cross on her rosary and lifting it to her lips. She turned toward him and saw him standing in front of her. An emaciated cat rubbed against his legs, then walked on and sat at Elishva’s feet. The young criminal was motionless, as if the old woman had pinned him to the spot with her tender, maternal glances. “Come on, my boy,” she said. He stepped forward obediently and submissively, walking like a child, then threw himself into her arms, weeping.

			Of course Umm Salim and the other old women didn’t believe this story, but in quick succession they all said, “Bless the Prophet and the Prophet’s family.” The story sent shivers down their spines. That spiteful woman had won people over with her story. It didn’t matter that it was made up; it was moving, and the reason they spent part of the day in the courtyard of Umm Salim’s house was to escape Bataween and its daily routines and float in another world. This damned woman with a grudge against Faraj was doing her duty as well as she could, and they were grateful to her.

			“God curse you this evening, Faraj. God take you,” cried Umm Salim. The other women repeated the curse and brought down on his head various other curses and insults. The woman with a grudge felt a great sense of relief because of their reaction, and suddenly she didn’t hate Faraj so much.

			2

			The weather was warm, so Elishva took off the dark sweater she had been wearing. Instead, she put on a dark-blue summer dress. She didn’t take off the red headscarf with the white flowers, which had become a symbol of her transformation. She hadn’t gone to her church for the past week. Instead, she preferred to go to the Saint Qardagh Church in Akad al-Nasara in Sheikh Omar, to fulfill some of her overdue “Islamic” vows. She put a handful of henna paste on the metal knocker of the large wooden door of the Anglican Church of Saint George in Bab al-Sharqi. She sprinkled water on the small rose garden in the Syriac Orthodox church. These complicated tasks took her the whole week. She put another handful of henna on the wall of the abandoned Jewish synagogue and a third handful on the door of the Orfali Mosque near the start of Saadoun Street, the only mosque in Bataween.

			In the Church of Saint Odisho, she lit sticks of Indian incense at the altar of the Virgin Mary before Father Josiah arrived. Now all her vows had been fulfilled. In the past week Father Josiah had received on his cell phone two calls for Elishva from her younger daughter, and he had been planning to send the old deacon, Nader Shamouni, to Elishva’s house if she didn’t turn up the following Sunday either.

			Before starting the church service, Father Josiah went up to Elishva with a smile and told her that her daughters had been asking after her and that Matilda would call her at midday. Elishva beamed contentedly and thanked Father Josiah. Then she followed the Mass, mouthing her favorite prayer silently: “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.” But her mind was on the phone call that was three weeks late.

			After Mass, Elishva helped give out the food that the women in the congregation had brought from home and laid out on big tables in the church hall. She ate with them, and when the food was finished, everyone said good-bye to Father Josiah, the young sacristans, the janitor, and the policemen who were parked in their government vehicle at the gate to protect the church. Most people went out, but Elishva stayed behind, sitting and waiting for her daughters to call. When she felt the place falling quiet, she began to despair. Father Josiah’s phone rang two or three times with calls from his house and from other priests and friends. Eventually, the call Elishva had been waiting for came through. Father Josiah heard the voice on the other end, smiled, and handed Elishva the phone.

			“Hilda’s been ill. We didn’t want to tell you. Mentally unwell. She’s in the hospital, but she’s better now,” said Matilda.

			“Daniel’s come back, Matilda,” said Elishva. “My son’s come back.”

			“Hilda’s upset, to tell the truth. She says she’ll never speak to you again. She’s not here with me now. She’s not listening to what I’m telling you, and she’d be upset if she found out I’d spoken to you.”

			“He’s with me now,” Elishva continued. “He refuses to go out when people can see him. He goes out at night. From the roof. He disappears for days, but then he comes back.”

			“Are you in good health? I call a hundred times a day but can’t get through. I was going crazy. Sometimes I get strange people answering. I don’t know what the problem is,” said Matilda.

			“I’m well. How are Hilda and her children? How are your children? Have they grown? Let me speak to them.”

			“Hilda’s in the hospital. She’s better now. Her elder son looks just like Daniel. He wants to start studying medicine this year.”

			“Daniel’s the apple of my eye. My lovely boy. My dear.”

			“We’ve sent you five hundred dollars. I sent it myself to the office of Ayad al-Hadidi, the money changer in Karrada. In Father Josiah’s name. He can withdraw it and give it to you. Do you need anything?”

			“I need you to come back and bring some life to the house.”

			“We won’t come back. You need to come here. You’ll be more comfortable here,” said Matilda. “Here in Melbourne there’s an Assyrian church called Saint George’s. Does that mean anything to you? I’ve told the priest, Father Antoon Mikhail, and he would welcome you coming.”

			“I’m not going. I’m here with Daniel.”

			“Tell this Daniel that your daughters need you. He’ll understand.”

			“You understand, Matilda.”

			“The country’s in flames around you. My God! Okay, from now on I’m going to train myself not to be sad and not to cry. You’re going to kill us here. You love to torment us.”

			“Don’t torment yourself and don’t be sad,” replied Elishva. “And don’t call until you’ve calmed down.”

			“What do you mean, don’t call?” shouted Matilda. Elishva gave the phone back to Father Josiah. Her feet felt stiff from standing for so long, because she always stood during these phone calls. She felt a little swirl of anger stirring in her chest. She sat down, still listening to what Father Josiah was saying as Matilda told him about the money transfer and Elishva’s material needs. She had questions about the pension Elishva received every three months and about the assistance to the needy according to the register that was in the church. Matilda kept complaining that they weren’t well off but were planning to visit to take Elishva out before things got worse.

			“We’ll have to take her by force if necessary. She can’t keep torturing us like this,” Matilda told the priest.

			Father Josiah tried to calm her down. He wouldn’t support Matilda’s plan. His religious vocation didn’t allow him to encourage members of the congregation to emigrate. But he wouldn’t stop anyone from emigrating, and he would normally certify religious documents related to marriages, births, and so on that people who were emigrating might need in order to simplify the process of joining an Assyrian church wherever they went.

			The phone call ended, and Elishva looked dissatisfied. The priest escorted her to the church gate and offered to have one of the sacristans drive her home, but she said she would take the bus. Before she left, she turned to Father Josiah, took off her large glasses, and, with eyes flashing, announced firmly that she didn’t want any more phone calls. She wouldn’t answer calls from her daughters, and she wouldn’t ask to call them. Father Josiah laughed and tried to pat her on her skinny shoulder, but she replied that if he didn’t comply with her request, then next week she would go to the Saint Qardagh Church and would never go back to his.

			3

			The weather had turned surprisingly warm, and Mahmoud tossed and turned on his bed in his room at the Orouba Hotel. It was dark, and the electricity had been off for many hours. He guessed that the approaching summer would be very hot, but it wasn’t clear what plans Abu Anmar had for installing air-conditioning in the rooms.

			He knew that some of the hotels in Bataween, Saadoun Street, and Karrada had started to make preparations for the intense summer heat, especially the ones that had regular guests. They had set about buying diesel generators that could be commissioned from private workshops. The generators combined a Kia bus engine with a generator head and were much cheaper than similar, imported generators. But Abu Anmar wasn’t like the owners of those hotels. He didn’t have enough money to buy a generator of that kind and pay for the fuel it would need. There were now only four guests left in the hotel, each of them paying the equivalent of only ten dollars a day.

			Mahmoud had experience from previous summers of scorching nights that made sleep impossible and left you feeling exhausted and hopelessly lethargic all day long. He didn’t need complications like that right now, especially when he was trying hard to improve his position at the magazine and to keep winning the confidence of the editor.

			Saidi dragged Mahmoud off on various outings, besides the journalistic assignments and trips to check the page layout. When Saidi was out, Mahmoud would sit in Saidi’s office and answer phone calls from the printers or advertisers. Saidi always left one of his cell phones charging in the office, and when it rang no one but Mahmoud dared to take the call. Once he took a call from an official in a large parliamentary bloc, who was accusing the magazine of publishing what he said was a fabricated story about an armed group loyal to this official assassinating some of his rivals. Frightened, Mahmoud apologized and explained that the editor wasn’t in the office and that the magazine had taken the story from Agence France-Presse, the French news agency.

			“Aren’t you on our side?” the man said. “Why do you do things to upset us?”

			Mahmoud was profusely apologetic, but he silently cursed the turn of events that had put him in this embarrassing situation. He made up his mind to call Saidi and tell him about it, but Saidi took it coolly and told Mahmoud not to pay too much attention.

			Once Mahmoud answered a call from a private number. On the screen it showed up as 666, and he knew from an American film that this was the number of the “beast from the sea” in the book of Revelation.

			What did the beast want? Had the magazine published something hostile to beasts, or what? “Hello . . .”

			It was Nawal al-Wazir, but she didn’t seem to have noticed that it wasn’t Saidi who had picked up. Her words came out in a tirade and struck Mahmoud like a thunderbolt, but he didn’t want to say anything, or else he would have had to reveal his identity.

			“Why don’t you answer?” she said.

			She grew increasingly angry, and in his embarrassment Mahmoud decided to hang up on her. What would happen if Saidi heard about the call? Why had he left his phone there? Why didn’t he get a phone just for the magazine? Nawal would think it was Saidi who had cut her off. Apparently they weren’t on good terms, and apparently she really was his “fuck buddy,” as Farid Shawwaf had said that day.

			Mahmoud finished his work at noon. Farid Shawwaf and the other editors left the building. The janitor brought him lunch from the restaurant next door. Mahmoud felt numbed and exhausted. The cold air from the air conditioner hit his face and made him feel sleepy. He didn’t want to meet his friends in a coffee shop or go back to the Orouba Hotel, so he lay down on the red leather sofa in Saidi’s office, closed his eyes, and tried to sleep. In an attempt to relax, he imagined Nawal al-Wazir coming into the office, throwing off her clothes, stretching out alongside him on the sofa, and wrapping her soft, plump arms around his waist.

			4

			Saidi woke Mahmoud up at sunset. He had called on his cell phone several times. He was in an ecstatic mood, so he didn’t question Mahmoud about why he hadn’t picked up his calls. Mahmoud followed Saidi as he moved around the office. Saidi opened some of the drawers in his vast desk, took some papers out, and put them in his briefcase. He told Mahmoud he had made an excellent deal that day.

			“What Brigadier Majid said was true,” he said, without explaining what part of what the brigadier had said he was referring to. Saidi then went into the toilet for a few minutes, and Mahmoud took the opportunity to pull himself together. He washed his face at the basin outside and rearranged his hair and clothes. When Saidi came out of the toilet, he told Mahmoud to come along with him on an errand and then they would go celebrate.

			Mahmoud left with Saidi in his fancy car. First they went to a realty office in Karrada, and Saidi negotiated with the realtor over a piece of land overlooking the Tigris. They were held up in the office and drank four cups of tea. Mahmoud watched television while Saidi was busy negotiating. By the time they left, Mahmoud was hungry and didn’t know what plans Saidi had for the night or what kind of celebration he intended.

			They set off into the darkness in the black Mercedes, heading to somewhere in the Arasat area. Every now and then the river was visible through gaps in the walls, sparkling with dancing spots of light that were the reflections of lights on the other bank. Mahmoud expected they were going out to some exclusive place. They went into a tall building with guards at the gate and then more guards at the end of a long corridor. They were searched for weapons, and then they heard Iraqi pop songs in the distance and smelled a mixture of alcoholic drinks, shisha pipe tobacco, and cigarette smoke. Saidi had booked a table close to the dance floor in the main hall. He usually did that by phone, spending money liberally. Money was the key to everything; it was the magic lamp in this life, Mahmoud thought, as he sat in the noisy hall. The sound level was unbelievable, and yet Saidi had no problem leaning toward the young journalist to talk to him. Mahmoud couldn’t hear anything but nodded as if he could. Saidi looked at the band with a smile. There wasn’t anything to stop him from smiling, and Mahmoud didn’t hide from himself his feelings of envy toward this man.

			He wanted to tell Saidi about the phone call from Nawal al-Wazir. He also wanted to ask him about some other things to do with the magazine. But Saidi certainly wouldn’t hear him amid all the noise, and Mahmoud was worried about spoiling Saidi’s good mood by bringing up work. A waiter brought them glasses of some mysterious blood-colored drink. Saidi picked his up, took a sip, then leaned over toward Mahmoud. “Bloody Mary,” he shouted.

			Yes, Bloody Mary, delicious, great, wonderful—what bliss! What other little delights did this man dabble in? No doubt he was a happy man. So now Nawal al-Wazir was the devil incarnate. Saidi must have exchanged her for some other woman. Someone like Saidi couldn’t not have a woman. Definitely, wonderful, beautiful.

			The waiter came back with a large bottle of dark whisky, fresh glasses, and a metal bucket full of ice. Another waiter sprang out from behind him with some plates of mezes and gave a little bow as he listened to Saidi. The waiter smiled gratefully and withdrew.

			They drank. Then the band stopped playing, and Mahmoud could hear other noises—the clinking of glasses and the murmur of people talking at the nearby tables. So they had been able to talk despite all that noise? Is this place really in Baghdad?

			Farid Shawwaf had warned Mahmoud about being too deferential toward Saidi. “Don’t be his lapdog” was the phrase that stuck in his mind, but Farid never actually said that. Mahmoud just worried that he might say it. It was an offensive expression, and Mahmoud always caught a whiff of it in what his old friend said. Besides, Mahmoud wasn’t Saidi’s lapdog, or anyone else’s. He didn’t follow Saidi around. It was Saidi who dragged Mahmoud around with him, Saidi who needed him. But what did he need him for, Mahmoud wondered.

			So far Saidi had introduced Mahmoud to half the people in the government, many senior officers, and foreign diplomats. He had introduced him to mysterious characters he had never heard of before, such as Brigadier Majid. He had let him in on some terrible secrets. What was Saidi’s purpose in all this? What did Saidi gain from it at the end of the day? Mahmoud needed to be a little more daring and ask his boss some questions. He needed answers, though he believed the answers would come one way or another.

			Mahmoud plucked up his courage and made a start. “What” did Brigadier Majid say that was true? he asked.

			Saidi seemed to be rummaging around in his memory for anything relevant to Mahmoud’s question. Then he broke into a serene, toothy smile. “About the printing press,” he said. “It would have been a disaster. Many of those working in the printing business are waiting for the security situation to improve and hoping the worst doesn’t happen. Don’t forget that this year there’ll be unprecedented elections. There’ll be lots of work on election posters and leaflets.”

			“Are you going to buy another printing press, or have you decided against it?”

			“No, I’ve bought a house close to Andalus Square. That’s the deal I made today. A furnished house from an old man from an Amirli family,” Saidi replied.

			Mahmoud had established that Saidi would answer his questions, so he saw no problem in asking more, or maybe it was just the combined effect of his good mood, the whisky, and the Bloody Mary. He tried to be more daring and ask him about personal matters—about Nawal al-Wazir, for example. But then the band started up again: a song by Hussein Neama but at a higher tempo. Mahmoud brought his glass to his mouth and took a large sip. He ate from the plates of meze and turned to Saidi every now and then. He felt he really liked this man and wanted to be like him.

			“You have to understand, Farid Shawwaf. I want to be like him, not be his underling.” That’s what Mahmoud would say when he next saw his old friend. He didn’t need any of Farid’s confusing advice.

			Mahmoud kept drinking steadily. Then he noticed Saidi giving him a strange look. He was smiling as he drank and looked as if he wanted to say something.

			“How I wish I was in your place,” he finally said. “If some power could arrange for us to change places. But it’s too late for that.”

			Mahmoud gaped in amazement. The words alone were like the wave of a magician’s wand, fulfilling his impossible dream. He wished he had the courage to answer Saidi by saying that he too wanted to become him, that he wanted to change places with him, that his life would mean nothing unless he became like Saidi, if he didn’t, at some later stage, turn into Ali Baher al-Saidi.

			5

			Hadi the junk dealer was resentful and disappointed when the old man from Amirli told him he had sold his house and his furniture and was moving to Moscow in two weeks to marry the girlfriend he had met decades ago when he was studying chemistry in Russia.

			This shouldn’t have happened. He had spent a long time trying to persuade the man to sell some of his battered old furniture, but the man had been very sentimental about the memories contained in these old pieces of wood. Yet now he was announcing that he’d got rid of everything—his memories, his furniture, his life in Baghdad—all to have a belated honeymoon in what was left of his life.

			Hadi needed whatever money he could raise to meet his basic needs. He had spent the last few days in a state of permanent drunkenness, ever since that dark night when the frightening guest had visited him and he had tricked himself for a moment into believing it was a figment of his imagination and not his own creation.

			Hadi crossed Andalus Square and walked slowly past the Sadeer Novotel. He recalled the night when he was thrown through the air by the force of the explosion. He wished he had died right then.

			For a while he sat on the sidewalk, smoking. He assumed a car bomb or some other explosive might go off at any moment and that this was a good place to get killed by one. He sat there till darkness fell, deep in thought about the possibility that dozens of bombs had either exploded or been defused during that day. No day passed without at least one car bomb. Why did he see other people dying on the news and yet he was still alive? He had to get on the news one day, he said to himself. He was well aware that this was his destiny.

			When Hadi was back in Bataween, he heard from Aziz in the coffee shop that Abu Anmar was looking for him. Hadi went to see him and found him sitting in the lobby of his hotel, in his dishdasha, with his big paunch and his white headdress, reading a thick book. Abu Anmar took off his glasses, closed the book, and stood up to shake hands with Hadi.

			Over the past few years, Hadi had run into Abu Anmar in the neighborhood only a few times and had talked to him once or twice. He knew some of the rumors about him, the most important of which, as far as Hadi was concerned, was about his long-term relationship with Veronica, the Armenian woman who cleaned the hotel so thoroughly every week. Some people said that her teenage son, Andrew, who often accompanied her, was Abu Anmar’s son.

			Abu Anmar told Hadi that he was thinking of selling the furniture in some of the rooms because he was preparing to renovate the hotel. In fact, he wanted to replace everything and was hoping to find a buyer for the beds, the wardrobes, and other pieces of furniture. Hadi perked up when he heard this and quickly tried to remember the things that might be relevant in a transaction such as this. He told Abu Anmar he was willing to buy, and Abu Anmar thought a tour of some of the rooms might give Hadi a more accurate idea of what was involved.

			The tour was disappointing for Hadi. The rooms occupied by Mahmoud al-Sawadi, Luqman the old Algerian, and two other guests were the best rooms in the hotel. The furniture in them was still usable, but the rest of the furniture was just old junk, some of it eaten by termites and some water damaged. But he didn’t change his position and assured Abu Anmar that he would find a buyer for it all.

			Hadi sat with Abu Anmar in the lobby. For the first time he noticed a small wooden table behind the big reception desk. In the middle of it was a full bottle of arak, a glass, and a plate of cucumbers. Hadi wasn’t in a position to drink just then—his body was saturated with alcohol, and he reeked of it. He had dragged himself out of bed in the early afternoon to go see the old Amirli man. He had walked down the street with difficulty, and it took a while for the effects of the alcohol to wear off. But what could he do? He had at that moment an intense thirst for that wonderful bottle.

			Abu Anmar went on talking about his plans to replace the hotel’s furniture and didn’t think of inviting Hadi to sit down and have a drink with him. Although he wore glasses to read, Abu Anmar wasn’t blind and could see that the junk dealer was mentally unbalanced. If he were ever to hear that Hadi was a thief and a murderer, it wouldn’t greatly surprise him. He had called Hadi for a purely commercial transaction.

			Abu Anmar had said what he had to say, but Hadi had no strong desire to leave. If Mahmoud al-Sawadi hadn’t come in, an awkward situation might have arisen.

			Mahmoud was drunk but was trying hard not to show it. He noticed the blast of air from the ceiling fan in the lobby and thought of the depressing atmosphere he had been trying to escape all day. He had drunk more than he could handle in his evening out with Saidi and was planning to go straight to bed. He was so out of it that he wouldn’t notice the humidity, the bad ventilation, and the unpleasant smells in his room.

			Mahmoud raised his hand in greeting and gave a big smile. He was surprised to see the celebrated storyteller in the hotel. He sat down in the sitting area, slapped Hadi on the thigh, and asked how things were.

			Mahmoud didn’t notice how serious Abu Anmar looked. He wasn’t happy that Hadi was staying so long. He wanted to go back to drinking at his leisure and reading books about astrology and fortune-telling, his favorite genre. Without the other two people in the room noticing, he poured himself some arak, put in a lump of ice and some water, and slowly started to drink. On previous occasions he had invited Mahmoud and Hazem to drink with him. He enjoyed spending the evening with them, but tonight things were different.

			Mahmoud had a heavy feeling in his stomach. As he was walking down the dark lane toward the hotel, he had thought of trying to vomit in the bathroom. Maybe it would help if he sat down and chatted, to distract himself from his stomach until he felt better. He started to ask Hadi about his extraordinary story, about the body he had stitched together, and so on. Abu Anmar looked up from his book and peered over his glasses at Mahmoud with a mixture of curiosity and amazement.

			Until that night Hadi had kept the promise he had made to himself during his conversation with Aziz in the coffee shop—he would forget about his story and never mention it to anyone again. But then he’d discovered the story was true, and he no longer found it amusing to tell in front of other people.

			No one knew, not even Aziz, that the Whatsitsname, as Hadi called it, had come back to Hadi alive and standing on its own two feet. There were serious things happening, and Hadi was merely a conduit, like a simple father or mother who produces a son who is a prophet, a savior, or an evil leader. They didn’t exactly create the storm that followed. They were just the channel for something that was more powerful and significant than themselves.

			Now, what would he tell this young journalist, whose head was lolling drunkenly and who was trying to cover up his drunkenness by resting his forehead on his clenched fist or by changing his posture when he felt a little off balance?

			Mahmoud was expecting casual nonsense of the kind that Hadi’s listeners were used to hearing from him. An amusing story for free, and then Mahmoud would go off to his room to sleep like a log till the morning. But Hadi was going to go way beyond what Mahmoud had in mind.

			“I’ll tell you a sequel to the story,” Hadi said. “Just for you. But on two conditions.”

			Hadi’s eyes were flashing. Mahmoud had thought Hadi was crazy from the beginning, so he felt more tempted, more curious to let him continue, in case he knew something significant. Abu Anmar looked up from his book and started to listen to this strange conversation.

			“And what are your conditions?” asked Mahmoud.

			Hadi stroked his mustache and his thick beard. “You have to tell me a secret in exchange for my secret,” he said, deliberately earnest and lucid. “And the other thing is, you buy me dinner and a bottle of ouzo.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			SECRETS

			1

			THE PRELIMINARY REPORTS that had been prepared the evening before by the team of astrologers in Brigadier Majid’s office spoke of ghostly figures gathering on the Imams Bridge, which crosses the river Tigris between the districts of Kadhimiya and Adamiya. The brigadier had some suspicions that the fortune-tellers and astrologers had confused these ghostly figures with the people who for the past two days had been setting off from various parts of Baghdad and heading for Kadhimiya for the ceremonies celebrating the anniversary of the death of the imam Musa al-Kadhim.

			The final report from the senior astrologer came at noon, in a pink envelope, and it gave an approximate number for these ghostly figures: about one thousand. As the brigadier read the report, the big television screen in his grand office flashed breaking news that dozens of people had been killed on the Imams Bridge. A rumor that there was a suicide bomber among the pilgrims had caused panic, and some of the pilgrims were trampled to death while others threw themselves into the river and drowned.

			The brigadier was frustrated that he hadn’t been able to do anything to prevent the disaster. Then he remembered something that made him even more upset: he was always providing valuable information, but the authorities didn’t make good use of it. He had sent reports on many criminals, after painstakingly identifying their locations, but not a single one had ever been arrested, or if they were arrested, then some officer in the National Guard or in the Ministry of the Interior would appear on television or in front of his subordinates and take all the credit for the success of the security operation, with no mention of the curious Tracking and Pursuit Department or of the diligent work by a team led by a dedicated and meticulous man called Brigadier Sorour Majid.

			He spent most nights in the office. He had a small room as an annex to his large office, with just a bed and a closet for clothes. Everything he needed was there—except for a woman’s body, and he didn’t usually think about that. He thought about success and about continuing to be “irreplaceable” and “indispensable.” He was waiting to pull off a major coup with his own personal stamp on it so that maybe he would be promoted to a higher position. A coup in the sense of arresting a criminal who was a threat to everyone. That’s what he’d been working on for two months now. The team of astrologers and analysts that he headed had managed to collate all the information available about strange murders in Baghdad, and all signs pointed to one perpetrator. In every crime there was one victim, and the victim had usually been strangled. Accounts by witnesses were almost unanimous on the criminal’s appearance.

			The brigadier had concluded that one person was behind all these crimes. There were usually one or two such crimes every day, and as the days and months passed, the numbers had mounted. A day before the story of the ghostly figures on the Imams Bridge, the senior astrologer had come to the brigadier with some good news: he had discovered the name of the criminal. He had enslaved the djinn and familiar spirits and made use of Babylonian astrological secrets and the sciences of the Sabeans and the Mandeans to find the aura of the name surrounding the body of the criminal.

			“It’s . . . it’s the One Who Has No Name,” the senior astrologer said, raising his arms in the air—a gesture that suited his flamboyant appearance: he had a long white pointed beard, a tall conical hat, and flowing robes.

			“What does that mean, the One Who Has No Name? So, what’s his name?”

			“The One Who Has No Name,” said the senior astrologer, who then took a few steps back and turned to leave the brigadier’s office. The brigadier didn’t stop him or ask him to provide more information, because he was used to strange behavior in his department, and he had to treat these astrologers with kid gloves, since they were his main sources. Tomorrow the One Who Has No Name, he mused, might become He Who Has No Identity, and then He Who Has No Body, and then He Who Can’t Be Caught and Thrown in Jail.

			But today he could ignore this criminal who didn’t have a name, because the disaster on the bridge had turned out to be a big one, and he would have to prepare a report on his department’s monitoring of the Imams Bridge, in case the Americans or the Iraqi government asked for one, so he called together the officers on his team. One of the junior officers mentioned an important piece of information that had been picked up two hours before the meeting: these figures hovering over the bridge were ghosts that lived in people’s bodies. They slept and rested in those bodies without the people being aware of them, or they could wake up and break free for a little and wander around outside the people’s bodies but only when the people were frightened. According to the astrologers, these ghosts were called tawabie al-khouf, the “familiars of fear.”

			The team of assistants finished preparing the report, then placed it in a pink envelope on Brigadier Majid’s desk. The brigadier wasn’t sure the government or the Americans would ask for it, but he was doing his job and always had to be ready for anything. The astrologers went back to their living quarters in the department, and some of the officers left at the end of the workday. The brigadier turned off his television, went into the side room where he slept, turned on the air-conditioning, and lay on his bed. Closing his eyes, he could hear only the whirring of the air-conditioning. Out of nowhere, he had a strange feeling that his thoughts had left his head and were swirling around near the ceiling, and they included a ghostly figure that was his own personal “familiar of fear.” A familiar that didn’t have a name. Its name, in fact, was the One Who Has No Name. It went round and round: he was seriously worried he would wake up one morning to see an order dismissing him from his position, signed by the prime minister; worried that the Americans would wash their hands of his department and leave it to the mercy of the political parties in power. There was also a deeper and more personal fear: if he had recruited the djinn, the ghosts, the spirits, the astrologers, and the fortune-tellers against multiple enemies, he couldn’t be sure his enemies wouldn’t mobilize them against him in the same way. Perhaps his enemies were now making a major effort to create and nourish these fears deep inside him.

			Without thinking, he stretched out his arm to grab the “familiar of his fear” by the neck, but when he opened his eyes, he couldn’t see anything between himself and the ceiling.

			2

			Mahmoud said he was in love with his boss’s woman and wanted to sleep with her. But Hadi said that was nothing to be embarrassed about.

			“I told you my terrible secret. I told you about the Whatsitsname and what he has done. If the police get wind of it, it might be the end of me. I want you to tell me a real secret in return.”

			Mahmoud didn’t say anything for a long while. He peered around at the wreckage of the house where Hadi lived. He thought back to some old memories. Then he made up his mind.

			“I’ll tell you something. I don’t think my family were originally Arabs. We weren’t Arabs or Muslims,” he said.

			“Then what were you?”

			“I think my great-grandfather or my great-great-grandfather was a Sabean who converted to Islam for the woman he loved. My father wrote all this down in his diaries, but my brothers and my mother burned them after he died.”

			“So, what’s the problem?”

			“It’s a big problem. We’re not real Arabs.”

			“I was saying in the coffee shop that my great-grandfather was an Ottoman officer, but now I don’t know whether that was just a lie.”

			“And the story you told me just now, isn’t that a lie too?”

			“No. I’d be upset if you thought that.”

			“Give me some evidence that your story’s true. I’ll believe you if you give me some evidence.”

			“What exactly do you want?”

			“Let me meet this Whatsitsname.”

			“No, impossible. He might kill you.”

			“Put me somewhere in the middle of all this, so I can have a look at him.”

			“I don’t know when he’ll show up. He might never come again.”

			“What then? You’re avoiding the subject.”

			“Not at all. Tell me what you want, and I’ll do it.”

			“Take a picture of him. I’ll give you a camera.”

			“Impossible. He’d kill me.”

			Mahmoud stood up from the wooden chair in the courtyard of Hadi’s dilapidated house. Mahmoud hadn’t expected the conversation to go this far. The evening before, in the lobby of the Orouba Hotel, he had been in a different mood. When Hadi left the hotel, Mahmoud had given him ten thousand dinars for dinner and a bottle of arak, and had made an appointment for the next day to exchange confessions of dangerous secrets. Mahmoud had made the arrangement very lightheartedly, and had then stayed on for a quarter of an hour, talking to Abu Anmar in the lobby.

			The next day, after dozens of people died on the Imams Bridge, Mahmoud forgot about everything. Saidi had left him in charge of the next issue of the magazine and gone off to Erbil that morning with a delegation of politicians and economists for something to do with oil. Saidi had said he was depending on him and that he had great confidence in him, that everything would be fine and he had complete authority.

			The streets were mostly blocked because of tight security for the religious ceremonies in Kadhimiya, so Mahmoud walked to the magazine offices. No one had arrived yet, except for the old janitor. He found Saidi’s second cell phone connected to the charger. He turned on the phone and found fourteen missed calls, half of them from the number 666.

			What would happen if Mahmoud called that number now? He could tell her that he had taken her previous call and found out what kind of relationship she and Saidi had, and that he was now offering her some advice: “Forget Saidi, because he has no memory. He’s just a man of pleasure. You can try your luck with other men if you like. Try your luck with me, you devil woman.”

			He struggled with himself over whether to call her, just to hear her voice, especially as he hadn’t seen her for about ten days. He finally persuaded himself to wait till she called again—she had already called seven times that day. He would answer her call and reveal his identity to her.

			He didn’t find much that he could do. The janitor wanted to make him some tea or coffee, but he made it clear he didn’t want any. He asked the janitor to lock the doors so they could both leave. He took his stuff from Saidi’s table and looked at Saidi’s phone. He had an overwhelming desire to do something stupid. Something stupid but minor. He would listen to Nawal al-Wazir’s voice, nothing more. He wouldn’t tell anyone. No one would ever know.

			He picked up the phone, found the list of recent calls, and selected 666. He heard ringing on the other end, and the blood started coursing through his veins and his heart beat faster and stronger. The ringing continued for several seconds, and then she picked up: “Hello, hello?”

			It was her voice, with those sensuous cadences that so agonized him. But he couldn’t answer. He couldn’t control his throat or his lips or even blink. He was transfixed, frozen.

			“Hello?” said Nawal. “Baher,” she added. “Who is it that comes and uses your phone in your office?”

			“I don’t know,” came Saidi’s voice in the background. “Please give the phone to me. Hello, hello? Is that you, Abu Jouni?”

			Mahmoud hung up, turned off the phone, and tossed it on the editor’s table as though it had given him an electric shock.

			So she was with him now. A political and economic conference, huh! But she was a film director? Maybe she’d gone to film some footage for her next film, which they chatted about so much. Maybe it was a film about the links among money and politics and oil, and about getting out of Baghdad to escape the religious rituals that brought life to a standstill. Maybe she was adding some realistic bed shots to include in her great film.

			Mahmoud turned and saw the old janitor, Abu Jouni, watching him, or waiting for him to finish his business so they could go out and lock up the building from the outside.

			He didn’t speak for a whole hour and walked back. He ate at a restaurant on the way. He thought of calling his friend Farid Shawwaf and bringing up Nawal al-Wazir in passing, but then he thought that if he did that, he would make a laughingstock of himself. So he’d call his friend Hazem Abboud, the photographer. But Hazem would ridicule him for talking endlessly about Nawal, as he had done that time they went to the brothel together.

			“It’s all to do with your cock,” Hazem would say, trying to shock him and to deny the emotional aspect of his attachment to Nawal. “Find a permanent flesh hole for it.”

			Mahmoud reached Aziz’s coffee shop and found Hadi, who reminded him of the agreement they had made the previous evening. Mahmoud ordered a tea and, out of a desire to forget everything, surrendered himself to Hadi’s crazy story. Hadi was speaking quietly, stopping and looking around every now and then. He wasn’t behaving his usual way when playing the role of the old storyteller. Now he was speaking as if he were revealing a secret. Then, when he came to a critical point in his story, he asked Mahmoud to come home with him so that they could speak more openly.

			When he had finished narrating the new details in his story of the Whatsitsname, it had quite an effect on Mahmoud. For half a minute Mahmoud went over in his head everything that Hadi had said. It was a truly appalling story, and this crazy old man couldn’t have made it up all by himself. It included things that were too complicated for the simple mind of this junk dealer. Hadi woke Mahmoud from his reverie. “Now you,” he said. “Tell me your dangerous secret.”
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			Mahmoud did tell him a real secret. He had never told anyone, not even his close friend Hazem Abboud, of his suspicion about his family’s origins. He had never had occasion to mention it, or else he simply wasn’t brave enough to. Anyway, it was a real secret that was buried inside him, and he couldn’t remember the last time anyone in his family in Amara had spoken about it. So he was honest with Hadi, even if Hadi didn’t seem to appreciate the significance of his confession. For the rest of the day Mahmoud kept thinking about what Hadi had said. He promised himself he would play back the recording on his digital recorder, in his hotel room, so he wouldn’t forget the details. He believed that emotions changed memories, that when you lost the emotion associated with a particular event, you lost an important part of the event. So he had to write down things that he thought were important or record them on his little recorder when the emotions that went with them were still strong.

			He recorded almost everything on the Panasonic recorder, which he had bought from a shop in Bab al-Sharqi about six months earlier. The recorder struck him as being an evolutionary advance over the school notebooks in which his father, Riyadh al-Sawadi, used to write his diaries. In the end, on the eve of his death, his father had filled twenty-seven notebooks of a hundred pages each. On a few rare occasions, Mahmoud had looked at some of the pages. But then his mother had done the unthinkable: she put them all deep in the oven, poured paraffin over them, and set them on fire. She then made twenty-seven loaves of flat bread, baking them gently on the ashes of his confessions. His father had written down everything. He had written the naked truth in black ink, in elegant handwriting of the kind you would find in a calligraphy book. There were passages about the times his father had masturbated when he was married, about the women he dreamed of sleeping with, some of them old women from the neighborhood. What he said in his diaries couldn’t be squared with the way people saw him in the Jidayda district of Amara. He was highly respected and revered, but maybe that wasn’t an image Mahmoud’s father liked very much. It was an image that had been imposed on him and that he had finally managed to live with, but only by expressing his real self in his secret confessions.

			When Mahmoud’s brothers looked at the notebooks, they were shocked and embarrassed. Mahmoud heard them say things about origins and changing religion and so on. He wasn’t sure what he heard, and the subject was completely closed once the ashes of the twenty-seven notebooks had cooled down in their mother’s oven. But Mahmoud sometimes remembered some of what his father had written and tried to piece it together with scraps of information that had been suppressed forever, in an attempt to understand things, even if there was no longer any way to verify the information. One of those things was the family name Sawadi, which Mahmoud’s father, an Arabic teacher, had invented, completely ignoring the usual name that indicated tribal affiliation. Many people started referring to the family house as the house of the Sawadi clan. But Mahmoud’s father’s death meant death for the invented family name as well, because Mahmoud’s brothers reverted to their tribal name, which they were proud of. But Mahmoud, outraged by the ruthless way they had tried to expunge their father’s life story, retained the Sawadi name and established it as the name by which he was known in newspapers and magazines.
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			Mahmoud got up from the wooden chair Hadi had placed for him in the courtyard of his run-down house and looked up at the sky, which was growing darker as sunset approached. He took a long breath and told Hadi he wouldn’t believe his story until he provided some material evidence that the Whatsitsname he’d been talking about really existed.

			Mahmoud put his hand in his pocket, pulled out the digital recorder, and gave it to Hadi, saying he should do an interview with this creature. He should turn on the recorder and ask him what he was doing, where he was going, and where he was living.

			Mahmoud invited Hadi to examine the recorder. He explained how to turn it on and off. Hadi spent five minutes recording and then playing his voice back, checking that he had understood the instructions.

			“Mind the batteries. They run out very quickly,” Mahmoud said before leaving, unsure what exactly he had just done—this junk dealer would probably sell the recorder the next day. Perhaps it was the effect of the exhausting day, or the effect of Hadi’s strange story and the promise of hearing more details. What if Hadi produces real evidence that a mythical creature of this kind existed? Would he really believe it?

			Mahmoud walked toward the Orouba Hotel, thinking about Saidi and his female devil Nawal and his friends and his father who had been dead for ten years.

			When he reached the hotel, he found that someone had put a small generator on the sidewalk. Abu Anmar had brought it; it was enough to power the fans and lights in the four hotel rooms that were occupied, as well as the reception area and the private room that Abu Anmar lived in.

			Mahmoud went up to his room and lay flat on his bed for a full hour. His feet hurt from all the walking. He closed his eyes to the swirl of air from the ceiling fan. Out of his memory streamed a clear image of his father, wearing a dishdasha and sitting in the parlor at home. He had on his glasses, and there was a large wooden board on his crossed legs. On the board he had an open notebook, and he devoted hours to writing in it silently.

			When Mahmoud opened his eyes in the pitch dark, he didn’t know how much time had passed. He went downstairs and then to a nearby restaurant for dinner. When he came back he saw Luqman, the Algerian who lived in the hotel, sitting in the lobby with another old guest, as well as Abu Anmar and Andrew, the teenager who helped his old mother Veronica with the weekly cleaning. They were all watching television; the little generator was purring outside. Mahmoud said hello to them and sat down to watch too. What a surprise it was when he saw his friend Farid Shawwaf on the screen, in a gray suit, black shirt, and red tie. He looked smarter than Mahmoud had ever seen him before.

			Abu Anmar raised his fat hand and ordered the boy to go and get four cups of tea from the tea stand in the street.

			Everyone in the lobby was watching the talk show on television anxiously and in silence. It was a big disaster, the biggest disaster that had struck Iraq so far, as Abu Anmar put it. About a thousand people had been killed, either from drowning or being trampled to death, and no one knew who the culprit was. The government spokesman came out smiling as usual to announce that an attempted suicide bombing on the Imams Bridge had been prevented and that the criminal had escaped.

			“If the criminal had blown himself up, there would have been thousands of victims today,” the spokesman said. A loud, rumbling fart echoed through the lobby and even outside. Soon everyone realized it was just the horn of a truck driving down Bataween’s main street, warning off a child who had run out in front of it.

			The host of the talk show returned to his guests after showing a clip of the government spokesman, and Farid Shawwaf, smartly dressed, jumped in to express his view. “As I said earlier, responsibility for this incident lies with the government, which installed concrete barriers on the bridge itself. It should have carried out the searches at the entrance and exit of the bridge so it wouldn’t get crowded there.”

			The host put up his hand to interrupt Farid, turned to his other guest—a bald old man with a small white beard—and asked him the same question: Who was responsible?

			“It’s definitely some al-Qaeda cells and remnants of the old regime,” the man said. “Even if they didn’t personally carry out this crime, they are responsible for it because there have been criminal incidents in their name in the past, so the mere mention of their name is a factor in creating insecurity and confusing people.”

			The host cut in: “Some people say the person responsible is the one who started the rumor that there was a suicide bomber on the bridge.”

			“No, I don’t think he is to blame,” replied the older man. “No one knows who started the rumor, but the idea was very much in the air. Perhaps the person thought there was a suicide bomber and warned the others with good intentions.”

			The host turned to Farid to give him a chance to elaborate. “Honestly, I think everyone was responsible in one way or another. I’d go further and say that all the security incidents and the tragedies we’re seeing stem from one thing—fear. The people on the bridge died because they were frightened of dying. Every day we’re dying from the same fear of dying. The groups that have given shelter and support to al-Qaeda have done so because they are frightened of another group, and this other group has created and mobilized militias to protect itself from al-Qaeda. It has created a death machine working in the other direction because it’s afraid of the Other. And we’re going to see more and more death because of fear. The government and the occupation forces have to eliminate fear. They must put a stop to it if they really want this cycle of killing to end.”

			5

			Brigadier Majid was watching the talk show on television and was impressed by the way Farid Shawwaf was dressed—the gray suit with black shirt and red tie. Maybe he should send one of his staff to go and buy him a similar outfit, but he doubted there would be an occasion to wear clothes like that, because for most of the week he lay low in his office like a prisoner.

			He flicked through all the Iraqi television channels and saw they were still preoccupied with the incident on the Imams Bridge. Something told him they were all wrong and that the real culprit was still at large. He might even be arrested that very night.

			He took a sip of tea. There were a few light taps on the door, and two fat young men with short hair came in, both wearing pink shirts and black linen pants. They saluted him and stood at attention.

			The brigadier took another sip of tea, then turned to them and spoke with great insistence, because his big coup might take place that night. He had summoned the men only to give himself the satisfaction of feeling he was in control of the operation, and the conversation between them was devoid of content.

			“Are you going to go?” he asked.

			“Yes, sir,” they replied in unison.

			“Don’t do anything weird. Act normal. Arrest him and come back as quickly as possible. I want you to be tough. Off you go, and God be with you.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			The two fat young men gave him another firm, sharp salute then hurried off.

			The brigadier went back to his tea and found it had gone cold. He reached for a file on the table and looked through it again. It contained a prediction by the team of astrologers and fortune-tellers in the Tracking and Pursuit Department. It had landed on his desk a quarter of an hour ago, which meant he urgently needed to prepare a team to arrest the criminal—the One Who Has No Name, as the laconic senior astrologer had dubbed him.

			He would spend the night in the office, waiting for the hit squad to come back, in the hope that this would be the end of the story, the end of the headache, the anxiety, the tension. Then he would be in an excellent position with respect to the Americans and the parties in power, both of which looked at him with suspicion. He might be promoted or be able to come out into the limelight, from the dark, mysterious shadows where he had been lurking for the past two years.

			What would the criminal look like, the brigadier wondered. Deep in thought, he paced around his large office. This man who could take bullets without dying or bleeding, how horribly ugly would he be? How would he be arrested if he wasn’t afraid of death or of gunfire? Did he really have extraordinary powers? Would he breathe fire at his men and burn them to ashes? Or did he have hidden wings to take off and fly away from his pursuers? Would he suddenly disappear before their eyes as if he had never existed?

			He knew he would have the answers to these questions in two or three hours.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			THE RECORDINGS

			1

			MAHMOUD SLID OPEN the window overlooking the balcony of his second-floor room in the Dilshad Hotel. The warm air hit his face, and he saw the heat rising from the asphalt on Saadoun Street. The harsh glare of the sun, reflecting off the passing cars, hurt his eyes. Just seeing from above the effect of the heat on what was happening below was enough to discourage him from leaving the hotel.

			Mahmoud had finally managed to move from the Orouba Hotel to the Dilshad, with encouragement from Saidi, who wanted his assistant to live in better conditions, apparently in preparation for bigger assignments.

			Mahmoud closed the sliding window, shutting out some of the street noise and the rumble of the traffic. He picked up the remote for the air-conditioning and set the thermostat to seventy-five degrees. Settling into a wooden chair, he rested his elbows on the round coffee-colored table, brought his digital recorder to his mouth, and as he had often seen in American movies, he pressed Record. He wanted to go over the details of what had happened over the previous two days, especially his strange conversation with Hadi the junk dealer.

			Hadi seemed willing to answer any of Mahmoud’s questions. He was eager to convince Mahmoud that his story was true. His manner was different from his usual one, when he had an audience. Typically he’d seem relaxed and cheerful while knowing deep down that others didn’t believe what he was saying, the fact that they didn’t believe him seemingly part of the ritual he enjoyed while telling the story. When he was telling Mahmoud the story of the Whatsitsname, he wasn’t enjoying it. It was more like he was fulfilling an obligation or conveying a message.

			The Whatsitsname had visited Hadi on the very night that several murders took place in the Bataween area, after Aziz had warned him to stop telling his story about the body he had sewn together. The story was no longer funny: it now aroused suspicions, Aziz thought. Hadi was drinking his last glass of arak when the Whatsitsname appeared at the door to his room. When Hadi saw him standing a few feet away, he thought it was just a bad dream. If the dream came true before his eyes, the creature’s intentions would not be good. It would have come to kill him.

			The first sentence the Whatsitsname spoke confirmed Hadi’s fears: he really was visiting him that night in order to kill him.

			“You’re responsible for the death of the guard at the hotel, Hasib Mohamed Jaafar,” the Whatsitsname said. “If you hadn’t been walking past the hotel—the guard wouldn’t have come out to the gate. He might have stayed close to the sentry box, which was relatively far from the outer gate, and from a distance opened fire on the suicide bomber driving the garbage truck. The explosion might have caused him some injuries, or the blast might have thrown him, but he definitely wouldn’t have died, and the next morning he could have gone home to his wife and his little daughter. While having breakfast with them, he might have considered giving up his dangerous job and selling sunflower seeds on the sidewalk in Sector 44.”

			The Whatsitsname seemed intent on carrying out the mission for which he had come. Hadi argued with him, plucking up all his courage to defend himself. In a sense Hadi was his father; he had brought him into the world, hadn’t he?

			“You were just a conduit, Hadi,” the Whatsitsname replied. “Think how many stupid mothers and fathers have produced geniuses and great men in history. The credit isn’t due to them but to circumstances and other things beyond their control. You’re just an instrument, or a surgical glove that Fate put on its hand to move pawns on the chessboard of life.”

			Such eloquent talk! Everything Hadi had done—things that no one in his right mind would have undertaken—made him just a conduit, just a paved road that Fate’s car could speed along on.

			The argument went on for some minutes, and that in itself showed the Whatsitsname wasn’t quite sure of what he was doing. If he had decided to kill Hadi, he wouldn’t have spoken to him in the first place. He would have come in and, as with the four beggars, have squeezed his throat with his strong, steady hands until Hadi gave up the ghost. Then he would have thrown Hadi’s lifeless body onto his dirty bed. He would have left him there and gone, and people would have found Hadi’s body maybe a month later because so few people had visited Hadi since the death of Nahem Abdaki, and no one liked him much or would miss him.

			The Whatsitsname looked at the Throne Verse on the far wall of the room. He needed to do something to distract himself and give his brain a chance to decide a course of action. He kept looking at the Throne Verse and at the cardboard edge that was hanging down. He took a few steps toward it and pulled at the cardboard edge. The other corners that were pasted to the wall came off too. The whole frame broke into pieces and came off the wall easily, as if it had been waiting for ages for someone to come along and pull it down. Hadi couldn’t remember why or when Nahem had put up the verse, but it had been there since they built the room. The Whatsitsname threw the inscription aside, and a dark hole appeared in the wall behind where it had been, about a foot and a half high and a foot across. The next morning Hadi would find out what was in the hole.

			Time was passing slowly for Hadi in the awkward company of the Whatsitsname, but the course of events suggested to Hadi that his creation wasn’t sure what his mission was that night. The Whatsitsname turned to him and admitted he was confused, because the soul of Hasib Mohamed Jaafar was demanding revenge, and he had to kill the person who had caused Hasib’s death.

			“It was the Sudanese suicide bomber who caused his death,” Hadi said confidently, trying to exploit the situation to his own advantage.

			“Yes, but he’s dead. How can I kill someone who’s already dead?”

			“The hotel management, then. The company that ran the hotel.”

			“Yes, maybe. But I have to find the real killer of Hasib Mohamed Jaafar so his soul can find rest,” said the Whatsitsname, pulling up a wooden crate and sitting on it.

			2

			Mahmoud picked up the latest issue of al-Haqiqa magazine and read a paragraph of Ali Baher al-Saidi’s weekly column:

			There are laws that human beings are unaware of. These laws don’t operate around the clock like the physical laws by which the wind blows, the rain falls, and rocks fall down mountains, or like other laws that human beings can observe, verify, and define because they apply to things that recur. There are laws that operate only under special conditions, and when something happens under these laws, people are surprised and say it’s impossible, that it’s a fairy tale or in the best case a miracle. They don’t say they’re unaware of the law behind it. People are deluded and never admit their ignorance.

			Mahmoud imagined that this passage might summarize the Whatsitsname’s ideas about the reasons he existed. But Hadi adhered to a more imaginative formula—that the Whatsitsname was made up of the body parts of people who had been killed, plus the soul of another victim, and had been given the name of yet another victim. He was a composite of victims seeking to avenge their deaths so they could rest in peace. He was created to obtain revenge on their behalf.

			The Whatsitsname talked about the night he met the drunk beggars. He said he tried to avoid them, but they were aggressive and charged toward him to kill him. His horrible face was an incentive for them to attack him. They didn’t know anything about him, but they were driven by that latent hatred that can suddenly come to the surface when people meet someone who doesn’t fit in. They fought for half an hour, trying to hit him with their fists or get hold of his neck to strangle him. In the darkness, one of them grabbed one of his friends by the neck and, given new strength by his delirium, finished him off. Then he noticed that another beggar had done the same thing. The two dead beggars were victims of acts of stupidity, and the two surviving beggars were criminals, so the Whatsitsname strangled them to avenge the beggars they had killed. Because they had been secretly planning to do the same thing to him, and because the four of them would have failed in any attempt to kill him anyway (and this is the underlying significance of what happened on that strange night), they were intent on suicide but hadn’t found a good way to commit it until the Whatsitsname appeared, strolling down the dark lane in Daniel’s old clothes.

			Daniel, or the Whatsitsname, was just a means by which they went to their deaths, which was a fate that appealed to them at every serious drinking session they had, including the one they had had that night.

			They had died because they wanted to die, and that explained the strange posture they were in when the locals found them the next morning, in a square, with each one strangling one of the others.

			Mahmoud recorded all this on his digital recorder, aware that he was paraphrasing the words that Hadi had attributed to the Whatsitsname and that he was adding his own personal gloss as well.

			“It’s hard to convince anyone of this nonsense, but organized nonsense of this kind stands behind all the crimes committed,” said Mahmoud. He then resumed a renarration of the strange details. The Whatsitsname had been planning something completely different, instead of getting involved in fights with people who weren’t his enemies in the first place. He had no doubts about his ability to survive, however hard the others tried to kill him, but he wasn’t looking for stardom or a chance to show off or display his strength. Nor did he intend to frighten people. He was on a noble mission and had to carry it out with as few complications as possible, so after the incident with the four beggars and another incident in which a police vehicle accidentally hit him in the street near the Liberty Monument, he decided not to move around in the open and to avoid people as much as possible.

			There he was, sitting on an upturned wooden crate in Hadi’s room, seeing and hearing how stories about him had spread through the neighborhood and other parts of Baghdad. The stories portrayed him as a dangerous criminal, but really he was nothing like that.

			He had killed Abu Zaidoun to avenge Daniel Tadros, and he had killed the officer in the brothel because he was responsible for the death of someone whose fingers Hadi had taken for the Whatsitsname’s body. He would keep on doing his work till the end.

			“What is the end?” asked Mahmoud. “When can it stop?”

			After a moment’s silence, Hadi replied, “He’s killing them all, all the criminals who committed crimes against him.”

			“And what will he do after that?”

			“He’ll collapse and go back to how he was before. He’ll decompose and die.”

			Hadi himself was on the Whatsitsname’s list. But the Whatsitsname’s time wasn’t unlimited, and he had to complete his mission quickly. He should really have stood up right then, strangled Hadi on his bed, and made him vomit onto his pillow all the arak he’d drunk, but the Whatsitsname didn’t have the resolve for that. With his foxlike intuition, Hadi sensed this and took advantage of it.

			“Leave me till the end,” he said. “I don’t want to live anyway. What’s living to someone like me? I’m nothing, whether I live or die. I’m nothing. Kill me, but at the end. Make me the last one.”

			The Whatsitsname just looked at Hadi from his dark eye sockets. His silence was enough to reassure Hadi that he wouldn’t die that night.
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			The day after the Whatsitsname’s visit, Hadi had met up with Mahmoud and told him he had given the digital recorder to the Whatsitsname. Mahmoud immediately had visions of the junk dealer selling the recorder in the Harj market in Bab al-Sharqi. But ten days later Hadi belied Mahmoud’s doubts by giving the recorder back to him. So he wasn’t a thief or a liar. Now, in his comfortable new room at the Dilshad Hotel, Mahmoud turned on the recorder and found that the memory was completely full.

			After Mahmoud had given the recorder to him, Hadi had been sitting as usual in the courtyard outside his room. He brought his bed out into the open air and thrown himself down on it to look at the few stars visible in the night sky. Meanwhile, close to midnight, while Mahmoud was trying to sleep under the roar of the ceiling fan in his wretched room in the Orouba Hotel, gunfire broke out.

			That was nothing exceptional or strange about that, but the shooting sounded as if it was nearby. Hadi was worried that a bullet falling from the sky could kill him.

			It was a terrible mistake by the team from the Tracking and Pursuit Department, which was led by two young officers in pink shirts. Brigadier Majid had made it clear to them that they should keep a low profile, but, accompanied by one of the astrologers from the department, they had been able to identify the location of the criminal and had gradually tightened the noose around him until they spotted him in a dark alley. Forgetting that he couldn’t be killed by bullets, they fired at him and ran after him as he climbed walls and jumped from roof to roof. One of the officers managed to intercept the criminal and grab hold of his clothes. They wrestled for a few minutes, with the officer hoping that the rest of the team would soon arrive to handcuff the criminal, but the Whatsitsname won the upper hand. He grabbed the throat of the officer, whose eyes almost popped out of their sockets. When the Whatsitsname saw that the rest of the team was closing in on him, he smashed the officer’s head against the wall. The officer collapsed, and the Whatsitsname ran off, disappearing from sight.

			Half an hour later there was no sound of gunfire or any other sounds, for that matter. Hadi came out of his room, which was hot and full of damp smells, to lie down again in the courtyard, but he saw someone sitting on his bed. It was his friend the Whatsitsname.

			For a moment Hadi thought the Whatsitsname had finished his task and had only Hadi left to take revenge on. But before he could speak, the Whatsitsname told him the area was surrounded by police and men from the special intelligence unit. He would stay at Hadi’s place for a while until he was sure they were gone.

			The Whatsitsname was discovering new things every day, he told Hadi. He had found out, for example, that each piece of dead flesh that made up his body fell off if he didn’t avenge the person it came from within a certain amount of time. But if he did avenge someone, then that person’s piece would fall off anyway, as if it was no longer needed.

			Hadi felt so at ease that he sat next to the Whatsitsname on the bed, where he could smell his putrid body. He told the Whatsitsname he was prepared to help in any way he wanted. The Whatsitsname said he needed to replace the parts that were falling off, so he needed new flesh from new victims. Hadi said he would try to help, starting the next day, but in fact he had other ideas. It would be good, he thought, if the Whatsitsname’s body fell to pieces quickly so that he could be done with him and with the terror he inspired.

			The Whatsitsname turned to Hadi. “That’s not everything,” he said. “What’s worse is that people have been giving me a bad reputation. They’re accusing me of committing crimes, but what they don’t understand is that I’m the only justice there is in this country.”

			Hadi suddenly remembered Mahmoud’s digital recorder. He stood up and offered the Whatsitsname a drink, which he declined. He went into his room, lit the paraffin lamp, brought out his drinking stuff, and poured himself a glass of arak. He looked at the Whatsitsname and said, “You should do an interview with the press to explain your cause.”

			“An interview? I’m telling you I don’t want to draw attention to myself, and you suggest an interview with the press!”

			“You’ve already drawn attention to yourself,” Hadi said. “You should defend yourself, to win some friends to help you in your mission. Right now, you’re everyone’s enemy.”

			“But who could I do the interview with? You mean I should just walk into the television station? What kind of nonsense is that?”

			“I can do the interview,” said Hadi, taking out the recorder. He tried to turn it on but couldn’t remember how to. The Whatsitsname, sitting on Hadi’s bed, took the recorder and fiddled with it as Hadi tried to enjoy a glass of warm arak without ice or mezes. Then more gunshots broke out, and the Whatsitsname stood up.

			“I’ll interview myself,” the Whatsitsname said, turning to Hadi. “Would that work?”

			“That would be fine,” said Hadi, watching his strange companion skip across the stones toward Elishva’s house. He disappeared into the house as the sporadic shooting came closer, along with the sound of footsteps and indistinct shouting from men running in the street.
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			The next morning the area was surrounded by the Iraqi National Guard and the U.S. military police. An African American soldier yelled at Mahmoud and pointed his gun at him when he tried to approach and explain that he was from the press. Frightened, Mahmoud went back to the hotel. He found Abu Anmar in the lobby, talking with some people about what had happened the night before. Several houses had been raided, their doors kicked in and locks smashed. Entering with flashlights, the soldiers came and arrested some men they thought were suspect, but not the criminal. The area was quickly sealed off, so the criminal was still within the confines of Bataween.

			Mahmoud called Saidi, his editor, filled him in, and said he couldn’t come to the magazine that day. Saidi urged him to go out to see what was happening, to interview people, and try to find out from the Iraqi soldiers the purpose of the operation.

			Mahmoud was resentful of Saidi’s insistence, but he left the hotel anyway. The information he managed to gather was worthless: that an intelligence officer had been taken to the hospital after sustaining a serious head injury during the hunt for a major terrorist who had been spotted in the area at night.

			At midday they called off the search and relaxed the security cordon. Mahmoud saw some young and middle-aged men being herded into army trucks, their hands tied behind their backs. What they all had in common, Mahmoud soon noticed, was that they were ugly. Some had genetic defects, others had been disfigured by burns, and others seemed to be insane: their faces were relaxed, with no signs of fear or anxiety.

			Mahmoud returned to his room in the Orouba Hotel. In the afternoon the ceiling fan stopped because of a problem with the generator Abu Anmar had bought for his four guests. Mahmoud felt he was starting to drown in his own sweat. He headed for Aziz’s coffee shop, which since the beginning of summer had a large air-conditioning unit secured with metal brackets above the big front window. There Mahmoud ran into Hadi smoking a shisha in his usual seat next to the front window.

			Mahmoud sat down with Hadi and ordered a shisha and a cup of tea. Hadi seemed to have recovered his customary cheerfulness. He told Mahmoud that the police had targeted the Whatsitsname but hadn’t arrested him. He said it with considerable confidence, and then told Mahmoud that he had persuaded the Whatsitsname to do the interview.

			“He’s going to interview himself,” he said.

			Mahmoud now knew for sure that Hadi had lost his recorder, which was worth a hundred dollars. Laughing and cheerful, Hadi seemed like the liar and con artist everyone described him as.

			But ten days later, Hadi did in fact return the recorder. Mahmoud spent hours just listening, and then listened again. The recording was sensational and shocking. The Whatsitsname came across as a physical presence—a real person made of flesh and blood, like Mahmoud or Hadi or Abu Anmar. He wasn’t as Hadi had described him with his fanciful talk.

			Mahmoud listened again and again, immersing himself in the Whatsitsname’s dramatic story while drowning too in the humid heat at the Orouba Hotel. On the second day Saidi noticed the dark rings around Mahmoud’s eyes.

			“I have lots of work and other assignments for you. Leave that cave of a hotel,” Saidi said, insisting that Mahmoud move to the Dilshad Hotel in Atibbaa Street. When Abu Anmar saw Mahmoud standing in front of him with his suitcase, his books, and his other possessions, determined to leave, he didn’t say anything. Mahmoud thought it must be quite a shock for Abu Anmar, but Abu Anmar behaved professionally, closing Mahmoud’s account after Mahmoud paid his balance.

			Saidi was fascinated by the details of Mahmoud’s dealings with Hadi and invited Mahmoud for tea in the office’s inner garden so he could hear the story directly.

			“You should appreciate the plants and the greenery,” Saidi said. “It’s good for you, important for your psychological and physical health.” Then he added, “At least it’s a change from the gray of the concrete barriers throughout the city.”

			Mahmoud didn’t know what to do with this digression—whether he should continue with his story or wait for Saidi to give him a sign.

			Neither of them spoke for thirty seconds, but then Saidi turned to Mahmoud and said, “Write me a story about all this. Do a feature or an interview with this person. Do something for the next issue.”

			Two days later Mahmoud gave Saidi an article headlined “Urban Legends from the Streets of Iraq.” Saidi liked it immediately. When Mahmoud did the layout for the magazine, he illustrated the article with a large photo of Robert De Niro from the film of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. Mahmoud wasn’t happy when he got a copy of the issue, especially when he saw that his headline had been changed.

			“Frankenstein in Baghdad,” Saidi shouted, a big smile on his face. Mahmoud had been trying to be truthful and objective, but Saidi was all about hype. He had even written his own article on the same subject for the same issue.

			With the latest issue in his hands, Mahmoud was lying on his bed on the second floor of the Dilshad Hotel. The cold air gave him the shivers, so he turned down the air-conditioning. It was his day off, and he tried to sleep. But he kept staring at the cover of the magazine, with Robert De Niro’s grim face looking out at a world that turned on him, and he wondered what the Whatsitsname, if he really existed, would make of the article. Would he see it as another misunderstanding of his prophetic mission?

			And what would Hadi say about it? Would he insult Mahmoud or praise him?
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			As Mahmoud was lounging on his bed, Brigadier Sorour Majid was in his grand office in the Tracking and Pursuit Department, standing in front of the air conditioner. He knew it wasn’t good for his health, but he was unbearably hot. Maybe he had high blood pressure. His staff had waited till he’d finished his siesta before confronting him with the latest issue of al-Haqiqa, which was edited by his childhood friend Ali Baher al-Saidi.

			He had read Mahmoud’s article twice and thought it contained information that shouldn’t have been disclosed without approval from the Tracking and Pursuit Department, but what could he do about the freedom of the press that had suddenly descended on the country? Saidi had made a mistake with this article and should have discussed it with him before publishing it.

			His plump cheeks were icy from the air conditioner, but Brigadier Majid still felt on fire. He threw the magazine onto his vast desk, picked up one of his cell phones, and called Saidi.

			As usual, Saidi was laughing.

			“What’s the problem, man?” Saidi asked.

			“Did your journalist actually meet this criminal?”

			“I don’t think so. He spoke to some local guy with a wild imagination. It’s a simple story, my friend. The guy’s a liar,” said Saidi.

			“Yes, but maybe this is the criminal we’re looking for. What color was his skin? Did he have scars from bullet wounds or injuries that had been stitched up?”

			“I have no idea. It’s all based on the fantasies of some lowlife, my friend.”

			“This is not fantasy. Where can I find your journalist?”

			“It’s Friday today, my friend. Aren’t you at home?”

			“Where does this kid live?”

			Brigadier Majid wrote down the address on a scrap of paper and hung up. He pressed the service bell, and a young muscular man came in, gave a military salute, and stood at attention.

			“Call Ihsan for me,” the brigadier said.

			About a minute later, a plump, close-shaven young man came in. He had short hair and was wearing a pink shirt and black linen trousers.

			“Go right away to this address and bring me this journalist, Mahmoud Riyadh Mohamed al-Sawadi,” said the brigadier.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			THE INVESTIGATION

			1

			THIS WAS THE SECOND or third time Mahmoud had listened to the Whatsitsname’s recordings. He couldn’t get over the shock of the story or the soft, calm voice in which it had been recounted. He opened the laptop the editor had given him and copied the audio files from the digital recorder. Then he saved a copy to his flash drive and put the flash drive in a pocket of the pants lying on the chair next to him. Returning to his comfortable bed in his room on the second floor of the Dilshad Hotel, he succumbed to the faint hum coming from outside as the afternoon turned to evening and the August heat abated.

			Dozing again, he may have been almost unconscious when the phone rang. He picked it up and heard the voice of Hammu, the fat man who worked around the clock at the reception desk.

			“Sir, there are people asking for you, some visitors,” he said. Mahmoud got dressed and descended the green-carpeted staircase. He noticed his stomach was rumbling: he had had breakfast late and hadn’t had lunch yet.

			The visitors were four men in civilian clothes. He thought he recognized one of them: a young man in a striking pink shirt, with hair so short there would be nothing to grab. The young man pulled him to one side. “Brigadier Majid wants to see you,” he said in a low voice.

			“Why? Has something happened?” asked Mahmoud.

			“I don’t know. He says you’re friends, and he wants to see you urgently.”

			“Okay,” said Mahmoud, looking toward the reception desk, where plump Hammu was scrolling through the television channels with the remote, oblivious to what was happening around him. Mahmoud thought of calling Saidi to see what he knew but realized he had left his phone in his room, along with his identity card and money.

			“I’ll just run upstairs to get my ID and some cash,” he said.

			“There’s no need. We’ll bring you back right away,” said the man with the crew cut, with a firmness and determination that made Mahmoud anxious. If he didn’t cooperate, maybe the man would rough him up. He clapped his key with the heavy brass tag onto the reception counter. Hammu came to his senses.

			“I’m off,” said Mahmoud. He spoke with a tremor, trying to convey his anxiety and imprint the moment in the receptionist’s memory. But Hammu’s face showed no emotion, as if Mahmoud didn’t exist. If something bad happened to Mahmoud and Hammu was questioned, he might not remember anything.

			With the four young men, Mahmoud got into a new GMC truck with tinted windows and went down the same streets that he and Saidi had taken on their ill-fated visit to Saidi’s mysterious childhood friend. The CD player was playing “The Orange,” and the song summoned conflicting emotions in Mahmoud, who was growing more anxious and frightened. He had noticed the truck had government license plates, but that wasn’t enough to reassure him—because he knew of many abductions that had been carried out with government vehicles. Looking at the four men, he tried to work out their social origins. He knew that such things were very much in play these days, that in many cases they determined the course of events, as well as the fate of those who were abducted.

			The CD player kept repeating “The Orange,” and one of the men tapped his fingers to the rhythm. Finally the truck reached the headquarters of the Tracking and Pursuit Department, which Mahmoud had visited earlier.

			Mahmoud was brought into the office of Brigadier Majid, who was sitting in his grand chair with a fat, unlit cigar in his mouth and his ankles crossed on his large table. Mahmoud detected the distinctive smell of apples as the brigadier rose from his seat and, without taking the cigar from his mouth, welcomed him, inviting him to sit down. Then a muscular young man came in, put two cups of weak tea on the table between them, and left.

			Brigadier Majid told Mahmoud that he had given up smoking years ago but that these days he missed cigars. He used to smoke cigars to excess until the doctors told him to stop. But life was going well.

			“The smell of tobacco is better than the smell of smoke, isn’t it?” the brigadier said.

			Mahmoud agreed, aware that his emotions had changed in the half hour or so since he had left the Dilshad Hotel. The sound of “The Orange” was still ringing in his ears, and there he was—looking at Brigadier Majid’s face, which seemed friendly enough, smelling the scent of apple, and tasting the slightly bitter astringency of the weak tea before it slid down into his rumbling stomach.

			The whole conversation in that office took Mahmoud by surprise. Brigadier Majid was no friend of his. His loyalty was to the government, and the fact that he was a childhood friend of Saidi’s meant nothing. Mahmoud realized why Saidi had been making fun of Brigadier Majid. He knew the man and others like him well. The man would have no qualms about using brute force to serve those in power, whether Saddam Hussein, the Americans, or the new government. Brigadier Majid had served or would serve them all.

			The brigadier could have asked Mahmoud directly for the information he wanted, because Mahmoud was not a criminal and harbored no hostility to him or the government or the regime he represented. But he wanted to frighten Mahmoud, to intimidate him. He wanted to undermine Mahmoud’s confidence so he would more readily give up the information he wanted. It was a vile method suited for use more on criminals than on the colleague of a childhood friend who had already drunk tea with you. Real, dark, sweet tea, not the mysterious tea at this meeting.

			“It’s not tea,” said Brigadier Majid. “It’s an herbal mixture, with oxtongue leaves, sparrows’ tongue leaves, pigs’ tongue leaves, and several other tongue leaves. I call it the ‘tongue loosener’ because it makes the person who drinks it give up his secrets. You can see that I drank it with you, and that’s because I felt embarrassed by the fact that we’re friends, and I have to get over that in order to do my job and ask the essential questions.”

			Mahmoud was speechless. What was the man talking about? Did he really think they were friends? What did he mean by oxtongue leaves and giving up secrets? And what did he put in the weak tea, Mahmoud wondered.
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			Brigadier Majid did in fact give up some secrets. He had contacted his sources in the security services and obtained information about Mahmoud. He had easily got hold of the registration number of a complaint filed against Mahmoud about a year earlier in Balda Police Station in Amara. The plaintiff was a man of influence in the province.

			Mahmoud was surprised to hear this. He felt this visit and the interrogation were becoming more mysterious. But Brigadier Majid didn’t seem to know anything more that would flesh out the details of Mahmoud’s secret, which was unknown to everyone other than his photographer friend, Hazem Abboud.

			The complaint accused Mahmoud of inciting murder, with the means of incitement a story that Mahmoud had written in Sada al-Ahwar, the local newspaper where he had been working. That’s all Brigadier Majid knew, and Mahmoud didn’t want him to find out anything more. He would do his best to make sure the “tongue loosener” he had drunk did not work.

			Brigadier Majid brought up other incidents of a year ago that hadn’t resulted in any legal proceedings against Mahmoud, but he didn’t spend much time on these. He then swung round and took a copy of the latest issue of al-Haqiqa off a pile of files. He waved it at Mahmoud, pursing his lips as if to say, “This is what we’re really here to discuss. All the earlier stuff was interrogation nonsense to shake your confidence. Now you’ll have to give me some answers.”

			“What’s this extraordinary story?” asked the brigadier.

			“What about it?”

			“Who’s the guy telling this story?”

			“It’s a guy who sells junk in the area. It’s fantasy. The editor liked it and told me to write it up.”

			“Fantasy? Hmmm,” whispered the brigadier. He then started to browse through the magazine, while asking Mahmoud a series of questions. Mahmoud answered confidently and calmly. The brigadier didn’t want to give away any secrets. He didn’t want to tell Mahmoud that the Whatsitsname he had written about—the Frankenstein’s monster in his article—was not fantasy but a real person, or that he had spent most of his time for the last several months trying to have him arrested, or that his personal life and his professional future were riding on this strange man, or that he was trying to dispel the aura of mystery with which the man surrounded himself, or that he had sworn to grab him with his own hands and expose him on television so the whole world could see he was nothing more than a useless, despicable, lowly person who had made himself into a myth by exploiting people’s ignorance and fear and the chaos around them.

			“Is this junk dealer in the area?” asked the brigadier.

			“Yes, he lives on Lane 7 in Bataween. His house is in ruins. They call it the Jewish ruin; you can’t miss it. You’ll recognize it right away.”

			“Yes, yes.”

			Mahmoud kept talking casually. He could see the focus was shifting away from him and toward the mystery man. Hoping to win back the brigadier’s friendship and restore his own confidence, he reached into his pants pocket, took out the digital recorder, and handed it to the brigadier.

			“You’ll find everything the Whatsitsname recorded on this,” he said.

			The brigadier summoned the muscular young man who had brought their tea and told him to make a copy of the recordings. After ten minutes, the young man returned and handed the recorder back to the brigadier, who held it by the plaited cloth strap and swung it back and forth for a while, looking distracted and uninterested.

			The brigadier said nothing more to answer the questions that were swirling inside Mahmoud’s head. It was the brigadier who asked all the questions, so Mahmoud was none the wiser. Mahmoud began to lose interest in the brigadier’s preoccupation with the Whatsitsname, and he wasn’t even concerned about the fate of the junk dealer he had just implicated. He just wanted to get out of this fancy office. Even when the brigadier changed the subject to talk about other matters at the magazine, the general situation in the streets, and so on, it didn’t seem to improve the dynamic between them, even though it seemed the brigadier was intent on repairing the damage he had done half an hour earlier.

			The brigadier was an evil man, Mahmoud was thinking, and it would be impossible to trust him again. He hoped this meeting, which had soured his stomach, would be their last.

			The brigadier stood up, took the dark shaft of the cigar off the table, stroked it with his fingers, and stuck it in his mouth. He went behind the vast desk, opened one of the drawers, took out a silver lighter, busied himself with lighting the cigar, and took a deep drag until the end of the cigar glowed red and thick smoke came out of his mouth. He took a few steps toward Mahmoud, who, concluding the meeting was over, rose too and noticed that he was taller than the brigadier. He noticed also that the brigadier’s eyes, screwed up at the time because of the sting from the smoke, were light brown, which made him handsome and gave his face a bourgeois touch. Together, they walked toward the door.

			“I was lucky when I was a smoker,” said the brigadier with a smoky sigh. “Everything turned bad when I gave up smoking. Now I take a few puffs every so often, just to get my luck back.”

			It was the kind of friendly exchange close friends might have. At least that’s the feeling Brigadier Majid wanted to leave Mahmoud with, thinking as he was about what Mahmoud might say about the meeting to Saidi, his childhood friend.

			They stood at the door, and the recorder stopped swinging back and forth. The brigadier gave it to Mahmoud. “By the way,” he said. “I was joking with you. There’s no such thing as a tongue loosener. That was just weak tea in which we dissolve a chemical compound that prevents heart attacks. Because people sometimes have heart attacks when they’re being questioned. We protect them with this drink and protect ourselves from being accused of killing suspects.”

			They laughed like real friends, and Mahmoud went out to find the four young men waiting for him. On the way back through the pitch-black streets he thought about everything that had transpired between him and the brigadier. He was struck by the brigadier’s final remark, in which he confirmed he was treating Mahmoud as a suspect. As for the story of the drink that prevented heart attacks, no doubt that was just another bad joke.
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			What stayed with Mahmoud from that interview with the brigadier were his anxieties about the incident at Balda Police Station in Amara and the complaint against him by the criminal Mahmoud called the Mantis because of his unusual height.

			The Mantis’s brother had led a small gang that terrorized the locals until he was arrested and detained. The news of his arrest was greeted with great joy by many, including Mahmoud, who then wrote a newspaper article about the need to enforce the law against this criminal. He philosophized a little in the article, saying there were three types of justice—legal justice, divine justice, and street justice—and that however long it takes, criminals must face one of them.

			Publishing the article won Mahmoud points for courage and for embodying the journalistic ideal of enlightenment in service of the public interest. He generally wasn’t so reckless as to condemn criminals who were free, lest he find himself face-to-face with a pistol, but he was confident in the legal process so he gave himself free rein. Two or three days later, though, the criminal was released, and he drove around town in his pickup to celebrate his acquittal. Mahmoud was shocked. A day later two masked men on a motorbike, one at the handlebars and the other with a rifle, went to the criminal’s house. As the criminal came out of the house, the man with the rifle aimed at his forehead. The criminal took one bullet and collapsed among his friends, while the masked men escaped on the motorbike.

			Mahmoud was delighted with the news. He quickly wrote a new article, repeating his theory about the three types of justice and saying that this time it was street justice that had been served. He submitted the article, but the editor, a man with leftist roots who was well known in society, tore it up and summoned Mahmoud.

			“This theory of yours is no use to me. I’m looking for advertisers. I want the paper to succeed; you want to play Tarzan,” said the editor.

			Mahmoud was angry. He exchanged words with the editor and threatened to leave the paper, but the editor wouldn’t back down. A few days later Mahmoud heard something that persuaded him to leave the paper and stay home for several months.

			The Mantis had taken on the role of gang leader after the murder of his brother, and at a memorial service for the brother a member of the gang had given the Mantis a clipping of Mahmoud’s article.

			The criminal’s family was looking desperately for any leads to the killers. It wouldn’t do any harm, they reasoned, to accuse the journalist of incitement to murder, since he had openly called on people to take up arms against a good man who had helped protect the city from thieves when the police and army and other means of law enforcement had disappeared.

			At first they didn’t know who Mahmoud was, but it didn’t take them long to find out his original tribal name and where he lived and who his brothers and uncles were. The case immediately became a dispute between clans, with demands for blood money for the dead man and the Mantis making several threats, but the dispute was later resolved to the satisfaction of Mahmoud and his family. In the presence of his brothers and uncles, Mahmoud swore he would never work again as a journalist in that province. But the dispute did not stop there, as some of the Mantis’s friends continued to pass on threats from the Mantis, who kept Mahmoud’s article in his pocket and sat in coffee shops brooding about the three forms of justice. He would take the article, now rather tattered, out of his pocket and read aloud excerpts about divine justice, legal justice, and street justice. Since he thought that legal justice, in this case through tribal customs, had failed, he was going to enforce divine justice on Mahmoud by himself.

			Some time later Mahmoud’s friends told him that the Mantis was accusing him of being a Baathist and was saying that his father, an Arabic teacher, was an atheist. Mahmoud lay low at home, fearing what this madman might do, until his friend Farid Shawwaf called him to say there was a job at the newspaper al-Hadaf in Baghdad. When Mahmoud discussed the job with his brothers, they were convinced it was the ideal solution—because maybe Mahmoud leaving Maysan Province would help them solve the problem more calmly and persuade the Mantis to tone down his insults against Mahmoud’s family.

			Mahmoud now recalled all these details with great reluctance, because they weakened his self-confidence and reminded him that he had done stupid things. Whereas in Baghdad, at least until the annoying interrogation in Brigadier Majid’s office, he felt confident and hopeful: he was gaining strength, especially with the support that Saidi was giving him and the doors he was opening for him.

			Mahmoud went out to a nearby restaurant and had a magnificent breakfast: clotted cream with hot bread and strong, sweet tea. He added minutes to his phone with a new phone card and called his elder brother Abdullah. In recent months Mahmoud had been calling intermittently to check up on his mother’s health, but he never mentioned the Mantis: he and his brothers seemed to have an unspoken agreement to avoid the subject. Mahmoud thought that the three forms of justice might have done their job and resolved the problem with the Mantis. It didn’t make sense that such a criminal would still be free.

			Mahmoud heard his brother’s voice on the line, and they spoke for several minutes. Mahmoud told him he was going to transfer part of his salary to a money changer in the main market in Amara. After a short silence, Mahmoud dared to ask about the Mantis.

			“What’s he up to? What’s become of him?”

			“That guy has all the luck,” his brother answered.

			“What do you mean?”

			“He’s looking good these days. He’s started wearing a suit and tie. He’s a senior official in the provincial headquarters.”

			“How can that be? You mean he hasn’t been killed or jailed? And the crimes he committed?”

			“Crimes? No one can say anything about him now. It’s a travesty, and it came out of the blue.”

			“But he’s forgotten the story of his brother, hasn’t he?”

			“What are you talking about, bro? He wants to erect a statue of him.”

			“I miss Mother. I want to come home. It wouldn’t be a problem, would it?”

			“Don’t come. Don’t show your face. Stay where you are, for God’s sake, unless you want the three forms of justice applied to you. Now the Mantis often talks about them, even on the radio. He’s stolen your idea.”
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			Saidi smiled as he listened to Mahmoud recount what happened to him the previous day in Brigadier Majid’s office. When he got to the part about the weak tea, Saidi burst out laughing. He took it lightly as usual: there wasn’t a disaster in the world that could change his mood. There he was, as well dressed as ever, clean-shaven and scented with expensive perfume, sitting behind his massive desk as if he were about to appear on a television program.

			Farid Shawwaf came in with the first proofs of the magazine’s political news section, which he was responsible for. He put them in front of Saidi, who asked him to show them to Mahmoud. Farid sensed the change that had come over his old friend Mahmoud, and yet he didn’t want to submit to him as he would to a real editor in chief. Or he was trying to head off any chance of that happening. He spread the pages in front of Mahmoud and waited for him to comment. Mahmoud said the layout was good. He said this with difficulty, because he, too, didn’t want to seem condescending. Farid went out, and some other young men came in, then the old janitor entered with two cups of Nescafé. A certain silence reigned in Saidi’s office after they all had left. Saidi stood up, went to the window, pulled aside the curtain, and looked out onto the street. He turned to Mahmoud and said, “Brigadier Majid is one of the people you’ll have to get used to dealing with.”

			Mahmoud said nothing but waited for further explanation because he didn’t plan to see Brigadier Majid and would try as far as possible to make sure that kind of meeting didn’t happen again.

			“There are people like him in our world,” said Saidi, “and we have to learn how to deal with them tactfully, how to get along with them, how to accept that they exist.”

			Saidi went back to looking out from behind the curtains, as if he was expecting someone. He stayed like that for some moments, then came and sat on the sofa opposite Mahmoud. He picked up his cup of Nescafé and started to drink, enjoying its bitterness. Then he looked at Mahmoud and made a dramatic revelation: “In fact, Brigadier Majid doesn’t pursue weird crimes. He’s employed by the Americans’ Coalition Provisional Authority to lead an assassination squad.”

			“Assassination squad?”

			“Yes, for a year or more he’s been carrying out the policy of the American ambassador to create an equilibrium of violence on the streets between the Sunni and Shiite militias, so there’ll be a balance later at the negotiating table to make new political arrangements in Iraq. The American army is unable or unwilling to stop the violence, so at least a balance or an equivalence of violence has to be created. Without it, there won’t be a successful political process.”

			“Why don’t you tell your political friends about this?” asked Mahmoud.

			“They all know, but no one has definitive proof. Or they look at the Tracking and Pursuit Department that Brigadier Majid heads as if they’re looking at a text—each party interprets it according to its own interests.”

			“Could Brigadier Majid really be so brutal? He seems like a pleasant man.”

			“Just a minute ago you were calling him cruel and evil. How come he’s suddenly pleasant?”

			“What I mean is he doesn’t seem like a criminal in the way you’ve just described him, as the head of an assassination squad. That’s hard to believe.”

			“Anyway, the best way to protect yourself from evil is to keep close to it. I humor him so he doesn’t stand in the way of my political ambitions, and so he doesn’t put a bullet in the back of my head, fired by one of those fat guys with shaved heads, in response to an order from the Americans.”

			“My God, it’s serious business.”

			“As long as he’s our friend, there’s nothing to fear from him. Didn’t you say he was laughing with you and talking about smoking? Don’t worry about him. He’s a nice guy.”

			“A while back I said he’s a nice guy and you got upset.”

			“Yeah. Never mind. Nice, pleasant, funny. That tea story!”

			Saidi kept laughing, and Mahmoud smiled, but inside Mahmoud felt a growing sense of unease and fear. An unknown enemy loomed large. It was an enemy he thought he had left in Amara, but now it was active in Baghdad. Although he trusted Saidi, he couldn’t believe everything he said. Maybe Saidi wanted to frighten him or tease him, or place him in hypothetical situations in order to get him thinking, to create a kind of challenge to bring out his hidden talents or achieve some other clever, calculated outcome.

			A few minutes later the janitor knocked on the door and told the editor he had a visitor. A dark, slim young woman with dyed hair came in, wearing jeans and lots of accessories. Her exotic perfume filled the room. It wasn’t Nawal al-Wazir; she was more flamboyant than Nawal, livelier and younger. She shook hands with Saidi, and they exchanged kisses on both cheeks. Saidi didn’t bother to introduce her to Mahmoud, but she shook Mahmoud’s hand anyway and enthusiastically kissed him, too, on both cheeks. Saidi and the woman had an appointment, so Saidi picked up his leather briefcase, and they prepared to leave together. Saidi looked at Mahmoud and reminded him of what to do with the magazine. “Be a hero, my friend, okay?” he said with a smile and a wave good-bye.
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			A week later Saidi traveled to Beirut, maybe with the thin dark woman or some other thin woman, leaving Mahmoud swamped, not just with editing forty-five pages of the magazine but also with an endless succession of administrative details—signing receipts, giving the staff their pay, and meeting people who suddenly turned up at nine o’clock in the morning looking for Saidi to ask for a job or for some other reason. He took the calls that came in on the cell phone connected to the charger—announcing themselves with numbers and abbreviated names in English and sometimes just two or three letters, such as TY, who was Taleb Yahya, the manager of Ansam Printing, which printed the magazine and which Saidi had once thought of buying. “See” was a woman who gave Saidi the title of haji; Mahmoud didn’t know what kind of relationship she had with Saidi. There were many “doctors”—Dr. Adnan, Dr. Saber, Dr. Fawzi—all of them officials in parliament or the office managers of parliamentarians or spokesmen for political groups. “SM” was an easy abbreviation: that was Sorour Majid, the brigadier, who called from time to time. Mahmoud guessed there was another level to the relationship between the two men that Saidi hadn’t spoken about yet. They had common business or financial interests, and all the talk of astrologers and fortune-tellers, and then the story of the assassination squads, was just camouflage.

			But none of these things affected the way Mahmoud saw Saidi. He always found excuses for him. He admired him. Saidi was a real superman, albeit without supernatural powers but with his own human talents. Mahmoud made excuses for the mysterious aspects of Saidi’s personality because no one knew whether Saidi’s mystique stemmed from a need to protect himself or whether it was derived from myths others had created about him.

			Like Saidi, Mahmoud wasn’t immune to the seductions of illusion. He had assumed many of the traits of the man who inspired and mentored him. He had put on weight. He shaved every day. He wore suits and ties and colored shirts, though he and his friends Farid Shawwaf and Adnan al-Anwar used to make fun of such men, associating suits with politicians and civil servants, as well as with the militiamen in natty suits who would jump out of their vehicles in the middle of the street to drag people out of their shops or cars and beat them up or abduct them. But everything changes, and those who don’t wear suits don’t appreciate the advantages.

			Farid Shawwaf made fun of the transformation of his old friend and thought that Mahmoud had started to cross to the other side. When Mahmoud laughed off such talk, Farid admonished, “You’re getting more and more like them. You’re trying to be one of them. Anyone who puts on a crown, even if only as an experiment, will end up looking for a kingdom.”

			Mahmoud now very much resembled Saidi. One day, sitting behind Saidi’s desk and talking to his colleagues, he noticed he was even holding a cigar the same way Saidi did, as if it were a thick pen. He also peppered his speech with “my dear” and “my friend” just like Saidi.

			But he wasn’t really like Saidi, said a voice in his head, not very much like him at all. Saidi had a fortune, though no one knew how big it was, and multiple sources of income, and this magazine was just a front, whereas Mahmoud was dependent on his salary, without which everything would fall in on his head.

			Before the end of the workday, the cell phone that Saidi kept in his office rang. Mahmoud picked it up and saw 666 on the screen, and the image of Nawal came into focus in front of him.

			“Hello,” he said.

			Silence.

			“Don’t be childish,” he continued. “I know who you are, and Baher’s away in Beirut. Speak.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			THE JEWISH RUIN

			1

			ELISHVA WAS SITTING as usual in the parlor with her shedding cat. Through the thick lenses of her glasses she was contemplating the picture of the saint, the yellow light of the oil lamp dancing on the picture’s ripples, while her ears picked up cries and groans of pain coming from the house next door. The sounds continued for a quarter of an hour.

			She should have gone to the service to commemorate Saint Shamouni and her seven children on their feast day, but she preferred to stay at home. After Faraj had slapped that poor young man, Umm Salim came to see her and said that Faraj was evil and might do anything. He might forge the title deed to her house and throw her into the street. Besides, no one had even seen the title deed—perhaps Elishva didn’t even have it.

			Why was Umm Salim telling her this? Had she turned against her? But she had made her a tempting offer: Elishva could move into a room in Umm Salim’s house, and then one of Umm Salim’s children could convert Elishva’s house into lodgings and rent out the rooms, and the rent money would go to Elishva. Faraj and others who had designs on the old woman would feel she was protected.

			But that might be a way for Umm Salim to get hold of her house, she thought. Perhaps greed was at work inside the fat old woman and she was just another wolf in sheep’s clothing, or maybe she was working for Faraj.

			She didn’t respond to Umm Salim’s proposal. Umm Salim assumed the feebleminded old woman needed time to think. But she wasn’t thinking about Umm Salim’s proposal. That thin young man who wanted to buy her house on behalf of the state? He hadn’t understood that she wasn’t going to sell her house. She wouldn’t feel proud living in a house that belonged to the state when it had once been her house, and the money she would make from selling it would be more than she needed.

			She shut her eyes awhile, and her head felt heavy. Nabu dozed off on her lap, and maybe she too was about to fall asleep on the sofa when she heard a noise in the courtyard and the sound of heavy footsteps. She turned toward the door: standing there was the specter of her son, Daniel.
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			Hadi felt he was dying. But a strong pair of arms picked him up from the broken tiles covered in his sticky blood. He opened his eyes but couldn’t see anything—it was completely dark. The arms lowered him gently onto the foam mattress in the middle of the courtyard. A damp cloth ran over his body, then two dark hands helped him put on his shirt and pants.

			“Don’t worry, you’re not going to die, but you deserved this thrashing,” the stranger said before disappearing. A few minutes later, Hadi heard a commotion. He felt a torpor in his limbs and seemed about to fall asleep when flashlights shone on his face.

			“What do you want from me? What do you want from me?” he shouted, thinking the interrogators had come back, perhaps to finish him off this time.

			“What have they done to him?” one of them said. They started to turn his body over and inspect his wounds.

			Abu Salim had noticed the people when they first went into Hadi’s house but couldn’t tell what was happening inside. He watched from the balcony till he saw the interrogators come out with some stuff in their hands, then get into the truck and drive off fast. One of them waved out of the truck window a table lamp with a shade made of colored glass and hit it against the wall. Abu Salim went into action, calling some of his children and shouting for some of the young men who lived nearby. They burst into Hadi’s house, and when Hadi came round from his delirium, Abu Salim’s youngest son ran home to get bandages, disinfectant, medical gauze, and medicine, because he sold such things in a stall in the Shorja market and had considerable knowledge of first aid. He told Hadi that the wounds on his thighs needed stitching, and he wasn’t good at that, but he could bandage them up till the morning, and the next day he should go to a nurse or a dispensary to have them stitched, and he shouldn’t move too much during the night so his condition didn’t deteriorate. They treated him with great decency and compassion, and also tried to find out what had happened, but when they pressed him with questions, Hadi started to swear: he wasn’t prepared to go through two interrogations in one evening.

			A feeble breeze blew down from above into the hollow where Hadi lived between two-story houses with high walls. The drugs that Abu Salim had given him had had an effect, and he regretted his harsh words, but the questions kept coming: Would the interrogators come back? Why did they suddenly stop before getting the answers they wanted? Why did they cut him like that? Who had pointed them in his direction? Was it the journalist? Or one of the customers at Aziz’s coffee shop?

			He didn’t yet know that his savings from the hard work he had done over the past week had disappeared, or that the statue of the Virgin Mary had had its head smashed, or that the valuable plates and his most precious possessions had been taken. All that would become clear on the afternoon of the next day. For the moment he felt that everything he had been through had the effect of a powerful slap, maybe from a heavenly hand, to open his eyes to the error of his ways and to the abyss into which he was sliding.

			He would make a fresh start for himself. He would hold out till his wounds healed completely and then go to the Sabunji hammam in Sheikh Omar. He would plant himself like a statue under the hot steam for three hours, then shave his head and face and buy smart new clothes and leave this damned Jewish ruin and rent a large, airy room in Faraj’s new lodgings, then think about renting a shop to buy, sell, and repair used things, because he was good at that. He would find a wife who would put up with him and restrict his drinking to one session a week. He would do all these things and keep doing them if he could sleep peacefully that night and if he could wake up alive and well in the morning.
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			The Whatsitsname didn’t think the savage beating and the knife cuts would be enough to kill Hadi, but it looked like the kind of punishment he deserved for his many sins and mistakes. That’s what the Whatsitsname was thinking as he came down into the courtyard to put his creator on the bed and help him put his clothes on. When he heard the neighbors approaching, he quickly climbed up the stones toward Elishva’s house.

			He found Elishva sitting in the parlor, staring blankly at the picture of Saint George the Martyr. She saw him in the doorway, and not a single muscle in her face twitched. She looked at him as if he had been living there for some time and had just come back from the bathroom.

			He felt lonely. He hadn’t spoken to anyone in weeks. He had only two acquaintances left: the junk dealer and the mad old woman. He could have finished off the pink officers and their three assistants without batting an eyelid, but that would have created a bigger problem for the junk dealer, who would be accused of killing them. In order to help Hadi resume his normal life, he had better not show his face to him again.

			The Whatsitsname was now at a loss for what to do. He knew his mission was essentially to kill, to kill new people every day, but he no longer had a clear idea who should be killed or why. The flesh of the innocents, of which he was initially composed, had been replaced by new flesh, that of his own victims and criminals. He thought if he took too long avenging the victims in whose name he was acting, the body parts he had taken from them would decompose in situ. It would be the end of him, and he would be free of this world.

			But he wasn’t sure this was the right choice either. He had to stay alive until he worked out what his next steps should be. And because he was an exceptional killer who wouldn’t die by traditional means, he thought he should exploit this distinctive talent in the service of the innocent—in the service of truth and justice. Until he was sure of his next steps, he would concentrate on ensuring his own survival. He would salvage the spare parts he needed from the bodies of those who deserved to be killed. It wasn’t the ideal option, but it was the best one possible for now.

			The Whatsitsname explained some of his worries to the old woman. She was listening and stroking the back of her old sleeping cat. She didn’t seem capable of understanding such a complicated subject, but she was someone who would listen, and that’s what the Whatsitsname needed at the moment.

			He told her he sometimes ran into some of his followers who were on the run after surviving the minor civil war they had fought at the barracks in the shell of the building in Dora. The way they treated him depended on which of the three madmen they had followed, and they didn’t seem to have lost much of their faith in him.

			One night he saw Citizen 341 walking down the street in the Waziriya district. He bowed to the Whatsitsname and kissed his hand. The man said he had no idea what had happened to the other numbers—who had been killed and who had survived the terrible bullet fest that night. Also, although he still believed and had a deep desire to reorganize, he had no idea who Citizen 342 was, or Citizen 340, or where they would resume counting if they gained new supporters and believers, or which numbers were now vacant and how many citizens there really were now.

			Another night he had some serious putrefaction problems and ran into a follower who believed he was the savior. The man took him to his house in the Fadhil district, avoiding the neighbors and prying eyes. When they were in the courtyard, this believer went into the kitchen and came back with a large knife. He told the Whatsitsname he could kill him and take the parts he needed. The offer took the Whatsitsname by surprise. After thinking for a few minutes, he decided it was a good idea, especially as the alternatives would cause much more commotion and he might have to kill off many people before he managed to replace the worn-out parts with fresh new ones.

			He cut the man’s arteries at the wrists, so he died slowly and went into a coma before he gave up the ghost. He didn’t want to stab him in the stomach or cut his throat because that would seem violent, and this believer, or anyone else in the same situation, wouldn’t be able to control himself and the animal instincts of his body. He might scream or maybe decide on impulse to fight back against the death that was coursing through his body.

			Elishva kept listening to what she thought was the specter of her son who had disappeared two decades ago, without giving any sign that she understood what he was saying.

			It was getting late for the old woman, and she had a feeling her visitor might go on talking till the morning. If there was anything of her son in him, he ought to understand that she was holding out against death, and she wouldn’t give advice that promoted any kind of death.

			“Why don’t you relax, my boy?” she said, wanting to put an end to his long ramble. “Shall I make up a bed for you in the courtyard?” He felt she was reminding him of the role she had played in shaping his identity. He also felt that in other circumstances he would really like to accept her offer, to lie down on a low cotton mattress and look at the square patch of sky, counting the stars till he fell asleep. But that was a life that wasn’t his.

			She took off her glasses, rubbed her eyes, took a deep breath, and let out a long sigh. When she opened her eyes again, her talkative visitor was nowhere to be found. She looked at the picture of the saint hanging in front of her, his lance raised and the dragon crouching beneath him. She wondered why he hadn’t killed the dragon years ago. Why was he stuck in that posture, ready to strike, she wondered. Everything remains half completed, exactly like now: she wasn’t exactly a living being, but not a dead one either.

			“You’re tormenting me,” she said, picking up the sleeping cat and putting it beside her on the sofa. The cat opened his eyes, gave a long yawn, and stretched.

			“You haven’t killed this dragon, have you, you warrior?” she said, then waited patiently for his answer. She stood up, still staring into the handsome face of the silent saint.

			“Everything will come to an end, Elishva. Why the hurry?” said the saint, his lips not moving in the slightest. Nothing in the picture moved, and yet she could hear his voice clearly.
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			Hadi lay awake, looking up at the square of blue sky above and the birds darting past. He closed his eyes a while, then opened them again and caught sight of the silhouette of an American helicopter flying past, making a thunderous whacking noise. He wanted to get up, but he didn’t think he had the strength. Then suddenly his whole body convulsed at the sound of a powerful blast and the ground shaking beneath him.

			It was a car bomb in the Sadriya district, several miles from Bataween in the heart of the old capital. But Hadi didn’t find out anything about the explosion till late in the day. He sat on his bed, his body throbbing with pain, and then he heard a movement at the front door of the house. It was Aziz the Egyptian with two young men from the neighborhood. Aziz swore as he shoved the temperamental door closed, then gave Hadi a broad smile and approached with a bowl of clotted cream, some bread, and a Thermos of tea.

			“Thank God you’re safe,” said Aziz, patting his friend on the shoulder. Less than an hour later, the young man who worked with Hadi showed up. He had an appointment to deal with the rest of the stuff from the old hotel and was taken aback to see Hadi tied up in bandages.

			After breakfast, Aziz encouraged Hadi to inspect his house. Hadi was shocked to discover that his savings and some valuables were missing. At first he suspected the people who had dressed his injuries, but then his suspicions shifted to the interrogators. Seeing the damaged statue of the Virgin, Aziz looked upset.

			“That’s the mother of Jesus. Why would anyone do that?” he asked, touching the broken pieces of plaster, then brushing his hand as if he didn’t want to get involved in any accidental sabotage.

			Hadi felt sick when he remembered all the money he had made from selling the furniture from the Orouba Hotel that had now gone missing. An hour later he came to his senses. He told his assistant to go buy some polish, nails, sandpaper, wood filler, and other things for preserving and maintaining old furniture. They would work on the battered old wardrobes, then take them to market and sell them as soon as possible.

			When everyone was gone, Hadi noticed the plaster icon of the Virgin. He used to wonder whether it might be possible to get it free in one piece and sell it to a church. He pulled out smashed parts of the icon, then looked at the hole that the statue had left in the wall, and brushed aside the dust to reveal a dark wooden plank two feet high and a foot wide. He wiped it again and uncovered an engraving in the shape of a tree. In fact, it was a large candelabra with writing above and below in what Hadi soon realized was Hebrew. When he was younger he had seen similar things on the walls of some of the houses in Bataween, and he immediately thought this, too, was something he could sell. When this occurred to him, he felt a pang of fear, thinking of the interrogators. He remembered his resolutions of the previous night and made up his mind to change everything.

			Hadi heard something at the door—his assistant must have come back from the market. He dragged a folded rug from the corner of the room and propped it up against the wall in front of the statue niche and the wooden plank, hiding them completely.
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			Nader Shamouni, the deacon, had trouble reaching Elishva’s house. The Americans had blocked the road at Tayaran Square because of a car bomb close to the Gilani gas station and another explosion in the Sadriya market that had killed dozens of shoppers and shopkeepers. Nader wanted to get out of his car, but a policeman warned him that he couldn’t park there. He thought about calling Father Josiah to tell him he couldn’t complete his mission, but wiser counsel told him it might be like this every day. He should complete his mission whatever it took, especially as he wasn’t going to have problems like this often in the days to come: he had decided to leave Baghdad with his family. He had told Father Josiah a long time ago but kept postponing the move, realizing he would be leaving his home, his neighbors, and his life in Baghdad to move to Ankawa at the behest of his daughters and relatives who had been living there for several years. When the move was still tentative, Nader discovered one morning that the keyhole on his front door had been filled with some kind of glue. He tried to remove the glue but wound up having to replace the lock. Before a week had passed, he discovered that the new lock had been filled with the same sticky substance. Someone was harassing them, he told his family—probably just some kid—and he decided not to repair the lock and to make do with bolting the door from the inside.

			But he found the lock on the door leading from the kitchen to the garden had also been filled with this sticky substance. Angry and tense, he called a quick family meeting. At first he suspected his daughters and his wife, but soon dismissed that idea. Someone must have climbed the fence and come in when they were asleep.

			Many similar incidents had taken place over the past three years, and given the deteriorating security situation in Baghdad, there was no authority that could be trusted to help him. The father of one family in the congregation had recently been abducted. The family persuaded the kidnappers to free him only by paying a large ransom. Nader called his brothers and relatives in Ankawa and told them of his decision.

			“It’s a temporary measure. We’ll leave home till things calm down in the capital,” he said. He didn’t foresee the possibility that never coming back would become a very real option.

			Nader parked his small Volga at the end of the lane and walked to Elishva’s house. He wouldn’t see her again, he reckoned, and that was reason enough to make his last meeting with her more friendly. He had known her and her late husband and her children for decades and could see that the old woman was tired—she had new lines on her face and around her eyes behind the big glasses she wore. Maybe he noticed all this because he hadn’t sat so close to her for a long time: she hadn’t been to church in about a month.

			Elishva’s daughters, Hilda and Matilda, kept calling Father Josiah, and he kept assuring them that their mother was healthy and safe, but they asked to hear her voice—they knew she was angry, and they wanted to make up with her. Nader told her all this and said that the priest was asking her to come see him next Sunday after Mass. Elishva just scowled.

			“Matilda’s going to come to Iraq for you,” Nader continued. “She said she’d come see you and then take you back with her.”

			“She won’t do it. She’s a coward.”

			“She will do it. She was crying during her conversation with Father Josiah.”

			“I’m not going anywhere. I won’t leave my house.”

			“But what use is the house, Umm Daniel? What use is it when you’re alone, like someone sitting in a tent in the desert?”

			“My family are here and my neighbors. My life is in this house.”

			“I know, but don’t you miss your daughters?”

			“They’re fine. Why are they asking me to leave my house?”

			“Well, you know, life’s getting hard here. What use is the house if life is hard? Fear, death, anxiety, criminals in the street, everyone watching as you walk past. Even when you’re asleep, it’s nightmares and jumping in fright all the time. The whole country’s starting to look like the Jewish ruin next door.”

			“‘Fear not those who kill the body but are not able to kill the soul.’”

			“Yes,” replied Nader, who had no ready reply to the biblical reference. Without intending to, he started to share his own personal worries.

			“You must come on Sunday, for my sake, Umm Daniel. If you like, I’ll come and pick you up. Would that be okay?”

			She agreed.

			In the three days before Sunday, Nader was consumed with preparations. He had listed his house with a realtor and sold much of his furniture, storing the rest on the upper floor. He was so busy that he didn’t even attend Mass on Sunday. On Monday morning he left the house keys with a friend, asked him to arrange for the things in the storeroom to be sent to Erbil by truck, and set off with his family in his small Volga, bound for the north.

			He either forgot about or deliberately ignored the old lady. From the way she looked, he thought, she might not last another year, and he would never see her again. For her part, Elishva didn’t think she would see the deacon with the Turkish mustache ever again either, but both of them were wrong.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			TRACKING AND PURSUIT

			1

			BRIGADIER MAJID WAS in his office watching Farid Shawwaf speak on television about Criminal X, as the journalists were now calling the One Who Has No Name. The television channels were covering the criminal almost every day, showing Identikit drawings of his face, with a caption stating the reward for anyone who provided information leading to his arrest. If he could arrest this nameless criminal, the brigadier thought, it would be the crowning glory of several years’ efforts. The criminal was a television star, and when the brigadier caught him, he too would immediately become a celebrity.

			“They’re offering money they know very well they’ll never have to pay out,” Brigadier Majid told one of his junior officers. He felt instantly that this was the kind of sentence the well-dressed man on television might have said—the man who always wore suits the brigadier coveted but knew he would never wear as long as he was stuck in his office at the Tracking and Pursuit Department.

			He took a small mirror out of his desk drawer and studied the black rings under his eyes and the way his face sagged. He wiped his face with the palm of his hand—something he did habitually but only when he was alone in the office. For the last three years his work had been proceeding without great surprises. With his eccentric assistants, he drafted predictions about explosions on the streets of Baghdad, picked up rumors and analyzed them, provided confidential advice to politicians who were forming alliances for the coming elections or thinking about entering into business partnerships. He would get upset when his rank and military career were ignored and someone from government headquarters would call him after midnight to ask how to interpret some dream. He spent much of his time on such nonsense.

			In the golden age when life was easy, before the criminal without a name appeared, he had sometimes been taken by surprise by a visit from a prominent politician. Their names were all the same to him, and they would ask him many questions, as if he was the one who could read the tea leaves and foretell the future, but he knew there was only one question that brought them all the way to his office:

			“When and how will I die?” It usually came at the end of an exhausting list of questions, to give the impression that it was just one of many.

			“Should I order an armor-plated car, or don’t I need one?” one of the politicians once asked him. His parliamentary bloc had been assigned only three armor-plated cars, the politician explained; should he fight to obtain one?

			Anyone else in his place would have exploited these politicians to promote himself, to try to obtain a more senior position and escape being trapped in the Tracking and Pursuit Department, but Brigadier Majid wanted to demonstrate his worth through real effort, not by telling the fortunes of politicians but by arresting criminals. All this changed, though, with the appearance of the dangerous criminal.

			Farid Shawwaf had disappeared from the television screen and the news had come on, when one of the officers took the brigadier by surprise with a terrifying idea that Majid had never thought of before.

			“If bullets really don’t kill him and he knows we’re trying to track him down, what if he followed us, found our headquarters, and then came here to wipe us all out?”

			2

			The senior astrologer was pondering the same question as he turned over the playing cards in the room he shared with the junior astrologer. He shuffled them again, like a skilled poker player, then drew a single card and held it right in front of his eyes. He stared at it as if he could see in it a deep chasm or a door that opened onto a whole world only he could see.

			He knew that one day he would come face-to-face with the criminal and would recognize him. But for the moment, the face was vague and refused to take shape. He stroked his long white pointed beard and closed his eyes. The criminal was running over the roofs of the buildings in a poor part of Baghdad, but there was no point in telling Brigadier Majid about it because the criminal never stayed where he was, and he moved at an extraordinary speed that no human could match.

			The junior astrologer was watching his master’s studied movements carefully. The senior astrologer was annoyed that his young disciple seemed so relaxed.

			“He could very well burst in on us now and kill us both,” said the senior astrologer.

			“If that’s what’s going to happen in the end, then what’s the point of doing anything? What can we do to stop him? Are we gods?”

			“If you can foresee what’s going to happen, then that’s a gift from God, and He’s telling you that you can change fate for the better. I’m the god showing you what will happen because what happens depends on what you do. If you don’t do anything, then what you foresee will come about. If you act, you can take advantage of God’s permission to change what’s going to happen.”

			“Yes, you always say that,” replied the junior astrologer, hinting that the conversation was over and he no longer wanted to listen to any more lectures from his master, who didn’t seem able to teach him anything new.

			The junior astrologer stood up and stretched. He picked up his bag of sand from the table, stuffed it in his pocket, and went off to bed.

			3

			There were still fine grains of red sand on the edge of the wooden table where the senior astrologer was sitting. He stood up and wiped the table with his hand, then wiped his fingers on his flowing robe. He decided to go out for a smoke, despite the cold. He needed air.

			As soon as the senior astrologer left the room, slamming the door behind him, the junior astrologer sat up straight in bed. There was a mission he wanted to carry out that night.

			He got up and sat down at the table, ruling out the possibility that his master would suddenly change his mind and come back. He took a bag of red sand out of his pocket, poured it all onto the table, and started to play with it. He made it into a large ring, then took another handful of sand in his fist and carefully poured a thin line of sand inside the ring. It was stupid child’s play, Brigadier Majid once told himself when he saw the junior astrologer playing with his bags of sand. But the sand was from a special place in the Empty Quarter of Arabia, and it had magical powers appreciated only by those who knew how to exploit them. Brigadier Majid misjudged the importance of the young astrologer’s work.

			The senior astrologer felt the cold of the night seeping into his bones. He tossed his cigarette butt and decided to go back to his room to sleep. At the same time, his young disciple was about to finish his secret experiment. He was trying to make contact with the spirit of the One Who Has No Name. While his superior was interested in knowing what the criminal’s face looked like, the junior astrologer was interested in his soul. Over the past weeks he had managed to contact the family of Hasib Mohamed Jaafar, the guard who was killed at the Sadeer Novotel and whose soul settled in the body that Hadi had assembled in his shed.

			The junior astrologer succeeded that night in making a connection with the spirit of the monster. There were cell phone vibrations between him and the monster, through which he transferred something into the monster’s brain that made him stop moving for a minute. If the senior astrologer had been there, he would have seen in his playing cards that the monster really did stop. He was leaning against the wall of a tall building on a dark street lined with car repair shops and looking at the wall of an abandoned secondary school somewhere in the southern suburbs of Baghdad. The junior astrologer now felt he was superior to his superior.

			When the senior astrologer came back into the room, he shut the door behind him, then looked at his disciple’s bed and saw his disciple was sleeping with his face to the wall, just as he had left him. He walked past the wooden table and noticed grains of sand on it. He was sure he had wiped it clean an hour before.

			4

			The Whatsitsname stopped suddenly in the middle of a side street and turned to look back in the direction he had come from. There were few cars driving along the main road. As if emerging from a long daydream, he realized he didn’t remember how his feet had brought him there. Neither did he know where he was heading or where he would spend the night. The few people who crossed his path when he moved around at night either ran away from him or were old disciples who would spring to his assistance.

			In his mind he still had a long list of the people he was supposed to kill, and as fast as the list shrank it was replenished with new names, making avenging these lives an endless task. Or maybe he would wake up one day to discover that there was no one left to kill, because the criminals and the victims were entangled in a way that was more complicated than ever before.

			“There are no innocents who are completely innocent or criminals who are completely criminal.” This sentence drilled its way into his head like a bullet out of the blue. He stood in the middle of the street and looked up at the sky, waiting for the final moment when he would disintegrate into his original components. This was the realization that would undermine his mission—because every criminal he had killed was also a victim. The victim proportion in some of them might even be higher than the criminal proportion, so he might inadvertently be made up of the most innocent parts of the criminals’ bodies.

			“There are no innocents who are completely innocent or criminals who are completely criminal.” The sentence drilled its way into his head once again, and he stood there, clearly visible in the headlights of a car that had turned onto the side street. The driver stopped for long enough to recognize what he was seeing in the middle of the street, then turned slowly and went back the way he had come.

			5

			The senior astrologer went into Brigadier Majid’s office with some of his colleagues—but not his young subaltern—while the brigadier was having breakfast on the sofa opposite his vast desk. He handed the brigadier a pink envelope, in line with the usual procedures.

			“At eleven o’clock this morning a car bomb is going to explode outside the Ministry of Finance,” said the senior astrologer before the brigadier could even open the envelope, which contained the same information. Brigadier Majid put a piece of bread with clotted cream in his mouth, then stood up. He called a number on his cell phone and waited till someone answered, then asked to be transferred to a more senior officer. He relayed the substance of the prediction, then sat back down at his table and resumed his breakfast.

			Two years earlier, when the senior astrologer would come in with information like this, the brigadier would treat it as an emergency. He would get in touch with the security commanders, and he would be devastated when he heard on the news that the explosion had taken place despite his warning.

			“Idiots. When they identify the car bomb, they prefer to run away rather than dismantle it,” he would always say. But now he was calmer, especially when he saw that there were other crimes and security incidents taking place and that his own team was failing to detect them.

			“We mitigate the effects, but we can’t stop them all. If they want to establish complete security, let them put us in charge of the country,” he sometimes said, with exaggerated confidence in himself and in the competence of the team of magicians and astrologers who worked under him. But he was deluded.

			The senior astrologer waved his hand, and the other astrologers left the room. When they had shut the door behind them, the old astrologer sat down in front of the brigadier, who was calmly sipping a cup of tea.

			The senior astrologer anxiously appealed to the brigadier. “Do you remember, sir, when we started seeing the specter of the One Who Has No Name?”

			“That would have been in the springtime, toward the end of April.”

			“Have you ever thought about how this monstrous criminal was made?”

			“I don’t know. Why do you ask? If it weren’t for all the rumors and my trust in what you say, I wouldn’t believe such a creature exists. Where are we living, and in what age? Ogres and succubi, in this day and age? They aren’t just manifestations of people’s fears,” said the brigadier irritably.

			“No, sir. He exists. You’re entitled not to believe me, but when we get our hands on him, you’ll see.”

			“Did you come just to tell me this, or is there something else you’re hiding?”

			“Yes, I think we played a role in creating this creature, in one way or another. Things were proceeding as usual before he appeared. I think some of our staff helped create him,” said the astrologer. The brigadier held his cup of tea in midair. He didn’t drink from it or put it down.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Someone inspired the creation of this creature to stop crimes before they happen. What’s the point of predicting where a crime is going to happen when you can wipe out the criminal before he becomes one.”

			“What do you mean?” the brigadier asked again, the tea of cup still poised in his hand. He was annoyed and confused. He wouldn’t believe what his favorite astrologer said because he hadn’t offered any proof, even if he did sell the government and the Americans information extracted from playing cards, and with sand, mirrors, rosaries made of beans, and so on. But the brigadier wouldn’t buy stories like this so easily.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			A LOST SOUL

			1

			MAHMOUD DREAMED HE was holding her hand, his fingers intertwined with hers. They strolled lazily past the Sheraton Hotel and toward Abu Nuwas Street, their hands doing the talking, passing messages between their souls like an electric wire.

			There were no sounds in the background—no car horns, no police cars or Hummers. The world around them was more cheerful, less dreary and depressing, and the future didn’t seem completely unknown. There was an assurance of something better, making things seem less oppressive or, like the Midas touch, turning them into gold.

			“Have you ever seen a golden piece of shit?” he asked. “Do you think it would be beautiful or just another piece of shit?”

			He didn’t know why he had asked this. But when he looked at her, he found that she was just a tree with cracked bark, another eucalyptus tree on Abu Nuwas Street. He noticed a bitter taste in his throat and could smell the tires of the passing cars. In his hand was a handkerchief soaked in his own sweat. He was squeezing it tight for no obvious reason.

			He woke up sweating and felt deeply depressed. He had slept a long time. He didn’t want to get out of bed. He went back to sleep, to the reassuring images in his dream. It was noon by the time he was standing under a cold shower. He called Raghayib, the woman who arranged women for him, and waited in his room. He watched television, smoked, watched the cars and passersby on Saadoun Street from his hotel window. He stayed that way till sunset, when Zeina showed up.

			It was hot and humid outside. Although the sun had set, heat still radiated from the street, so the first thing Zeina did after entering Mahmoud’s room was stand naked under the shower for a quarter of an hour. Her hair, which she held together with a pink clip, was soaked. Her makeup was now gone, and she didn’t care what Mahmoud thought when she came out of the shower stripped of everything, her skin cold and wet, and with an unalloyed sense of relaxation.

			Just like the previous time, she told him her name was Zeina, but Mahmoud said her name was Nawal al-Wazir. She laughed and said that the name Nawal was old-fashioned, older than the traditional greeting Assalam aleekum. Then she laughed again and lay down on the bed, spreading her legs and giving him a view of where she had shaved her pubic hair. He said to himself that using Assalam aleekum to represent antiquity was itself old-fashioned, but it sounded nice when she said it. All he wanted to do was to put his arms around her and run his hands along her clean, naked body. “This is the moment you’ve been waiting for, my boy,” he said to himself. “After tonight, life won’t be anything like it used to be.”

			He heard Zeina asking him to turn out the light. He took off his clothes and threw himself beside her on the bed. The light from the television cast moving flashes of light around the room. She asked him to turn off the television too, but as on the previous occasion, he wanted her to dance to a song from the Gulf.

			“Dance, Nawal,” he said.

			She laughed and pulled him toward her.

			“Still Nawal?” she said.

			He took hold of her plump arms and pulled her closer, forgetting about his request that she dance. His heart was beating like a drum. When he wrapped his arms around her, she used her free hand to grab the remote control lying on the pillow and turn off the television. It wasn’t pitch black—there were faint lights coming through the balcony window—but when he looked at her, he didn’t see anything, just lines of light that traced the outline of a woman who could have been any woman in the world. And yet he still saw her as one particular woman, Nawal al-Wazir, the woman he loved. There she was in his arms, even if she said her name was Zeina.

			He covered her dark body with kisses, and she laughed, which he didn’t like. He dived deep into her, the pleasure coursing through him with a rising tempo, but then she started to moan uncomfortably, faking pleasure. She wasn’t with him but was looking forward to him climaxing quickly so she could be done with him.

			“Shut up,” he scolded her, and she stopped. Then he clamped his hand over her mouth as he pressed against her from behind. When he had finished, she left the bed grumbling. She sat down naked on the chair next to the balcony window and started smoking. Mahmoud could see her face in profile in the diffused light. She was furious, but she was still beautiful. A minute later he shouted at her, and she replied angrily, “Who’s this Nawal you’re going on about? I tell you my name’s Zeina, god damn it, and then you call me Nawal?”

			2

			Mahmoud took a cigarette out of his packet and began to smoke, while Zeina sat next to the balcony window. He went over what had happened to him in the last twenty-four hours.

			In the morning he had headed to Aziz’s coffee shop, wanting to relive something of the old atmosphere and forget the monotony of the magazine. He gave Aziz a friendly greeting and expected to see Hadi the junk dealer there.

			“Is he at home?” asked Mahmoud.

			“Don’t go to his place, sir. Leave him alone, for God’s sake,” Aziz said in a serious tone that Mahmoud hadn’t heard from him before. When the coffee shop emptied out somewhat, Aziz came and sat next to him. Mahmoud asked about the Whatsitsname, whether he was really the criminal people were talking about. Aziz said it was all a “made-up story” and then told him about Nahem Abdaki, the close friend, partner, and companion that Hadi had lost in an explosion at the beginning of the year. Hadi had lived through many disasters, but after a while he turned everything into amusing stories.

			“The Whatsitsname that Hadi talks about is in fact Nahem Abdaki, may he rest in peace,” he added.

			“How could it be him?” asked Mahmoud. Aziz explained that after the explosion, Hadi had gone to the mortuary to collect the body because Nahem didn’t have any family other than his wife and young daughter. Hadi was shocked to see that the bodies of explosion victims were all mixed up together and to hear the mortuary worker tell him to put a body together and carry it off—take this leg and this arm and so on.

			Hadi collected what he thought was Nahem’s body, then went to the Mohamed Sakran Cemetery with Nahem’s widow and some neighbors. But Hadi was changed after that. He didn’t speak for two weeks, after which he went back to laughing and telling stories, and when he told the Whatsitsname story at Aziz’s coffee shop, Aziz and some of those sitting there knew that Hadi had written Nahem out of it and put the Whatsitsname in his place.

			“Okay, but the recordings? I gave him a recorder, and he recorded conversations between him and the Whatsitsname.”

			“Hadi’s a big bullshitter. He probably got one of his friends to record it. He has lots of friends we don’t know.”

			“I don’t buy it. What he says in the recordings is powerful stuff. I mean, it’s from someone intelligent. Big stories with depth.”

			“I really don’t know. But Hadi’s a mischievous devil; he could come up with anything.”

			Mahmoud believed Aziz, although there were gaps in his story, questions without answers. On his way back he stopped at the end of Lane 7 and looked from a distance at the ramshackle front wall of “the Jewish ruin,” where Hadi lived. He thought about ignoring Aziz’s wishes and knocking on the door to get the story directly from Hadi, but he was worried Hadi might in fact be smarter than he was, as Aziz was sure he was, and might drag him back into the maelstrom of his outlandish story. For now Mahmoud didn’t have the energy for this.
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			Ali Baher al-Saidi had been away for several days when a group of men with thick gray mustaches and prominent paunches turned up at the premises of al-Haqiqa magazine to make inquiries about him. Mahmoud received them warily. They asked for Saidi’s telephone number in Beirut, and Mahmoud said he didn’t have it. They asked about Saidi’s house, his relatives, his companies, and so on. Mahmoud denied knowing anything. When they had given up all hope of obtaining any useful information, they left, disgruntled.

			In the afternoon Mahmoud, racked with anxiety, tried to call Ali Baher al-Saidi, but he didn’t pick up. Mahmoud tried calling a second and third time, and finally Saidi picked up. As usual he was relaxed. Mahmoud told him about the visitors, and Saidi praised the way he had dealt with them. He asked Mahmoud to deal firmly with others like them but didn’t explain who those others might be or why they were asking questions. He asked Mahmoud to call his private secretary and ask her to come to the magazine to keep such visitors at bay.

			“She knows how to answer them, and it’s not your job,” he said. “You just concentrate on the magazine.”

			Saidi got off the phone quickly, leaving Mahmoud puzzled. He was too embarrassed to call him back and ask him more questions.

			Mahmoud called Saidi’s secretary the next day, and she told him she had resigned. Her fiancé wouldn’t agree to her working at a place full of men, saying it was dangerous on the streets. Mahmoud didn’t know how to answer and preferred not to argue.

			He was right in the firing line, a situation he wasn’t used to. He woke up at eight o’clock in the morning, washed, shaved, put on smart clothes to emulate Saidi. Taking out a small notebook, he looked at his priorities for the day. He called Sultan, Saidi’s personal driver, to take him on reporting assignments. From that point on, his phone never stopped ringing. The magazine staff—all except for Farid Shawwaf—looked up to him as the “big boss” and a carbon copy of Saidi himself. Maybe they saw him relaxed and happy, as Saidi always appeared to be. But in fact he was anxious and afraid of surprises. He was even more afraid of failing in Saidi’s eyes. He couldn’t wait to move out of the limelight and go back to being a number two who receives orders from the boss.

			Mahmoud was very busy when Nawal al-Wazir called on Saidi’s phone. He saw the number 666 and picked up, but no one answered. He could hear a sigh at the other end of the line, or imagined he did, before the caller hung up.

			Two days later the old janitor, Abu Jouni, came in and dropped a bombshell: Nawal al-Wazir was in the office. She had come in a white Suzuki so small it looked like a toy. She took off her wraparound sunglasses and sat on the red leather sofa, radiating vitality and good health and smiling at Mahmoud, whose heart beat violently. She looked many times more beautiful than she had two months before.

			“So that joker friend of yours has left you tied up here while he goes gallivanting around, has he?” she said.

			“He’s gone to a conference in Beirut on the media and human rights.”

			“Yes, you told me, yes. Now you’ll see how he tricks you.”

			She put out her cigarette in the ashtray before it was finished, then continued: “He’s gone there to play around. There is no conference.”

			“Really? I wouldn’t know.”

			“You’re a nice guy, Mahmoud. As soon as I saw you with Saidi, I said, ‘They’re like chalk and cheese, these two.’ And that friend of yours is a real bullshitter.”

			“Is he my friend or your friend?” Mahmoud dared to ask. He saw her smile, then chuckle.

			“Yes, my friend,” she said. “But don’t get carried away. He was just helping me on a film. He gave me its plot in the first place.”

			She looked at her watch, opened her strange oval-shaped handbag, and took out a small key, then looked at Mahmoud and said, “Do you mind?” She went up to Saidi’s vast desk and leaned over to the bottom drawer, the one that was always closed. Mahmoud didn’t know what was in it and didn’t have a key for it, but Nawal was opening it. She took out some files and a small box that might be for a watch or an expensive fountain pen, and then a paper box of the kind used by the shops that develop and print photographs at Bab al-Sharqi. She gathered everything in a thick plastic bag with an ad for Gitanes cigarettes on it, then lifted it and shook it to judge the weight.

			“Don’t worry,” she said. “He knows. He gave me the key. These are my things. The script for the film and some other stuff.”

			“And why are you taking them? I mean, what’s happened?”

			“Everything’s over, and I advise you to be careful. You remind me of my brother who moved to Sweden ten years ago, and my late husband, may he rest in peace.”

			“So what should I do?” asked Mahmoud. “Why should I be careful?”

			She turned toward the door, then looked back at Mahmoud. She gave a long sigh and said, “We can’t talk here.”

			He thought she was suggesting they leave the magazine offices and go somewhere else to talk, but for some reason he begged off, saying he was busy and promising to call her to set a time to meet and talk.

			In fact, he was suspicious and wanted time to digest what she had said. He escorted her to the front door, and was dazzled by the color of her brand-new Suzuki. She didn’t seem to be a beggar or a prostitute; she was a respectable woman. Perhaps Mahmoud had made a mistake and should have gone with her wherever she wanted. Hadn’t he dreamed of seeing her? Hadn’t he imagined her face and her figure in his elaborate sexual fantasies? He had even chosen a woman to sleep with because she looked like Nawal.

			Before she drove off, Mahmoud stood in her car’s path like an idiot. It could have hit him. She came to a sudden halt, and Mahmoud raised his hand to signal that she should wait for him. He hurried back into the office, grabbed his leather bag, had a word with Abu Jouni, and then ran out. He opened the car door and sat next to her. As she drove off, he felt a stiffening in his crotch but tried to look composed. He was content just to be next to her, as if the dream that was so depressing to wake up from had started to come true.

			Before they emerged onto the main street, they came across Sultan in his four-wheel drive, trying to turn into the lane. Nawal made way for him, and as he drove past, he tried to make out the faces behind the windshield. Noticing Mahmoud, he didn’t approve, acknowledging them with just two quick honks of his car horn, the same way truck drivers greet each other.

			4

			Nawal said Saidi was evil, the most evil man she had ever known. She had met him through friends and had read a book of his that was published in London called The Conditions for Democracy in Rentier States. He had convinced her that he could finance her first full-length film by introducing her to organizations with links to the American Embassy in Baghdad that were willing to subsidize films from the Islamic world produced by women. They had agreed on the concept, and then he had written the screenplay. He told her it would be about the evil we all have inside us, how it resides deep within us, even when we want to put an end to it in the outside world, because we are all criminals to some extent, and the darkness inside us is the blackest variety known to man. He said we have all been helping to create the evil creature that is now killing us off.

			Nawal said that Saidi had tried to be intimate with her several times. He wanted from her what most men want. When she came to a dead end with him, she suspended the project and kept out of sight until today, when she came to retrieve her things from Saidi’s desk before he came back. When she had a good look at Mahmoud, she felt there might be some hope for the film after all, that it could be made with help from a competent, ambitious young man such as him.

			“I’ve read what you’ve written for the magazine. Amazing. You’re going to be a great writer, Mahmoud.” Mahmoud’s eyes sparkled with pride, as if he were receiving the prophecy of a trusted fortune-teller. But he wanted more from Nawal. He had learned some effective tricks from Saidi. The accusation his friends made, that he had become just like Saidi, didn’t bother him at all. But in order to make the likeness complete, Mahmoud had to pass one more test. He had to have Nawal al-Wazir in the same way Saidi had had her. Or perhaps Saidi hadn’t really had her, as she insisted, in which case Mahmoud would outdo Saidi, would leave him in the dust.

			“I agree,” he said. “I’ll finish off the screenplay for you, but just for you.”

			She smiled, as if he had paid her a compliment, then she took a sip of juice and looked out at the afternoon sky from the sixth-floor cafeteria of an expensive hotel on Arasat Street. Mahmoud had no idea how he had plucked up his courage, but he reached out and put his hand on hers. Maybe he thought he was still in the dream he’d had the night before, but whatever the case, he no longer felt so inhibited and thought it unlikely she would react violently.

			His intuition was sound: Nawal didn’t react. She continued looking out at the light coming in through the big window and sipped her mango juice quietly, then turned to him and said, “You seem unwell, Mahmoud. Let’s just talk about the screenplay, please.”

			Mahmoud didn’t remove his hand. He squeezed hers a little, and she felt compelled to pull her hand back slowly.

			“What’s up, Mahmoud? I’ve been talking to you for an hour about Saidi and his games. You don’t seem to have understood.”

			“No, I understand. I’m sorry. But I think about you.”

			“Why do you think about me? You’ve got young women at the magazine. Women your own age. Think about them.”

			Something didn’t make sense to Mahmoud. Why couldn’t Nawal have said all of this at the magazine? What would have happened if the staff had heard her speaking badly of Saidi? Mahmoud sometimes heard his colleagues at the magazine making fun of Saidi and his exaggerated fashion sense. And then the idea of writing the screenplay didn’t seem like such a good idea. Nawal hadn’t spoken about film till now, and she sounded like a businesswoman or the bored wife of a businessman, not a film director. She looked like she spent more time sitting in front of the mirror than behind a camera.

			She was looking for a man to sleep with, thought Mahmoud, and when Saidi stayed away so long, she cast her net wider. She wanted a taste of this dark young man. That’s what Mahmoud told himself as he leaned back in his chair, keeping a polite distance between himself and Nawal.
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			Mahmoud had been sitting in a bar in the Zawya district for longer than he could remember. The sky outside had darkened, and he had drunk himself into a state of confusion as he went over in his mind how miserably his meeting with Nawal had ended. They had agreed to meet again so he could give her a preliminary summary of the screenplay, then they left the restaurant and got into the elevator to go downstairs. As soon as the door closed and they were alone, Mahmoud turned to Nawal, put his arms around her, and kissed her on her red lips. She submitted to him as he pressed his lips against hers and held her soft body tight in his arms. He had waited so long for this. When the elevator had reached the ground floor, Nawal pushed Mahmoud away with her hands and exited as soon as the door opened. Mahmoud tried to keep up with her. At the door of her car she said, “That wasn’t a nice thing to do. If I loved you, I would be more than generous. Try to respect me.”

			He wanted to apologize, but she shut the door in his face and drove off.

			He mulled over her parting words in his drunken head, trying to get to the bottom of what she meant. Why hadn’t she rebuffed him more forcefully? She had lit a fire in him, then abandoned him.

			When he left the bar, he found it hard to walk steadily. He realized the curfew would start in less than an hour. Who would drive him to Bataween at this time of night?

			Seeing few cars on the main street, he resorted to the emergency option before long and called Sultan.

			After a nerve-racking half hour, Sultan’s car pulled up. When Mahmoud got in, he realized that Sultan, too, was drunk. He showered him with apologies for having called so late but was more relieved than he would have imagined to have grim-faced Sultan beside him.

			Out of the blue, Sultan started speaking in a tone Mahmoud hadn’t heard from him before—like a big brother, not like a driver to his boss.

			“If you don’t mind me saying, sir, I saw you today with that Nawal.” Before Mahmoud could respond, Sultan continued. “Forgive me if I’m intruding, but I have this opportunity to talk to you now and might not have it tomorrow or any other day.”

			“Why not?”

			“I’m going away tomorrow.”

			“Going away?”

			“Yes. But I wanted to tell you, sir. You see, that woman Nawal is not cool. I hope you don’t believe anything she says. She was Mr. Ali’s girlfriend. He used to have fun with her. I mean, she stuck to him like flypaper, and then she wanted to marry him, and Mr. Ali doesn’t have time for stuff like that. I mean, you know . . .”

			“Yes.”

			“Anyway, it’s because of her that they brought this case against him. She started running after Mr. Ali, and then she started threatening him if he didn’t marry her. She’s a rude, loose woman, and she has connections in the Green Zone and relatives in parliament who caused trouble for the boss. You thought he’d gone to Beirut for a conference? No, he’s avoiding that whore Nawal.”

			“Okay, and when’s he coming back? You mean there’s a possibility he won’t come back at all?”

			“No, he’ll come back. He’s mobilizing his friends to block the case, but they advised him to leave Baghdad for a while.”

			“Okay, and why are you going away tomorrow?”

			“I have to take the boss’s sisters and mother to Amman. His mother’s very ill and needs treatment, and Mr. Ali’s now waiting for us in Amman.”

			Mahmoud got out in front of the Dilshad Hotel and thanked Sultan profusely. Before going into the hotel, he took out his phone and dialed Saidi’s number in Beirut. He got an automatic message saying the number he had dialed was out of service.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			DANIEL

			1

			AT DAWN THE NEXT DAY, Sultan was driving Saidi’s mother and his two unmarried sisters from Baghdad to Amman. But the car never reached Amman. Other drivers on the same route said armed gangs were hijacking cars and, depending on the passengers’ religion, massacring some in the nearby orchards. Saidi tried to call Sultan several times, but no one answered.

			A day earlier someone else had left Baghdad, in this case with no plans to come back. This was Abu Anmar, the owner of the Orouba Hotel. He turned the ignition key of the new GMC truck he had bought with the money from his deal with Faraj, then adjusted his headdress and headband and looked at his face in the rearview mirror: he felt he was on top of the world. He had transferred the rest of the money to his nephews in his hometown, Qalat Sukkar, in the south, where he was now headed, having washed his hands of Baghdad, a city he no longer recognized. After twenty-three years, the city had abandoned him, becoming a place of murder and gratuitous violence.

			Ten minutes after Abu Anmar had left, Faraj removed the Orouba Hotel sign. He threw it on the ground and trod on it, then called on one of his young workers to take it to the sign writer and have him remove the name Orouba, or “Arabness,” and rewrite it with the name Grand Prophet Hotel. He was confident he would succeed where Abu Anmar had failed.

			It was a good season for business, as far as Faraj was concerned. He had made two major deals within the month and felt he was closing in on others. The dire state of the country offered opportunities only to the bold and adventurous, and Faraj was not short of a sense of adventure. Gangs were on the rampage in the streets of Baghdad, and people were abandoning their homes or shops for fear of being kidnapped or killed. Faraj was seizing these opportunities. Overnight he had become a major landlord with a growing staff. Some people accused him of leading a criminal gang, but except for some slaps and kicks that he dispensed liberally to those who had the misfortune of standing in his way, he hadn’t killed or robbed anyone, not openly at least.

			Four young men who worked with Faraj went to the hotel, opened the door wide, and set about finishing what Abu Anmar had started—clearing the hotel of all its old contents.

			With a china bowl in one hand and his black prayer beads in the other, Faraj watched his workers with a sense of satisfaction. He was about to go to the bakery to buy some bread and clotted cream for his family’s breakfast when a massive explosion deafened his ears and the china bowl slipped out of his hand. It was the largest explosion that had ever taken place in Bataween.
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			Faraj didn’t die in that explosion. It wasn’t his time yet. He had more to learn. For one thing, he had come to accept that Elishva really did have secret powers.

			A week before the explosion Faraj had made another successful deal. With Elishva. She had finally given in and accepted his offer to buy her old house—because Daniel had finally come back. It was the twenty-ninth anniversary of the installation of His Holiness Mar Dinkha IV as patriarch of the Assyrian Church of the East. Elishva had gone to celebrate the occasion in the Church of Saint Qardagh in the Camp al-Gilani district. She felt spiritually fulfilled and was proud of herself for crossing Tayaran Square, going through the pop-up fruit and vegetable market and the busy car park at the end of Sheikh Omar Street, and then walking back the same way without feeling any fatigue or any of the usual pain in her legs. She was thinking of spraying the courtyard with water and sweeping it now that she had some energy. Then she heard a light knocking on the front door.

			The residents of Lane 7, especially Umm Salim, her taciturn husband and her children, and some inquisitive young men who lived nearby, had been watching Elishva in recent months, trying to catch sight of her son. Elishva had been chatting about his return and about what the two of them had been up to, but no one had seen anything conclusive. They ended up saying that thieves who knew Elishva was senile were taking advantage of her to make off with some of her valuable possessions. But then the old woman’s son really did appear. He had black hair parted down the middle and long on the sides, as in the traditional images of Christ. He had a pale white complexion and was slim, with the body of a twenty-year-old. He wore a white shirt with a high collar, torn jeans, white sports shoes, and a red leather bag of the kind that young conscripts had in the early 1980s. He looked sad and romantic, like a dejected lover. He walked with slow, hesitant steps, looking around as he went, like a stranger or someone who had left long ago and had just returned. He seemed to be looking for traces of distant memories of the place he came from. Behind him came the old deacon, Nader Shamouni, dawdling to give the stranger a chance to see the place and relate to it without interference.

			So had the old woman really been telling the truth? Had her son really survived the slaughter of the 1980s? Over the last three years the local people had heard many stories that were no more believable. Dead people had emerged from the dungeons of the security services and nonexistent people appeared out of nowhere outside the doors of their relatives’ humble houses. There were people who had returned from long journeys with new names and new identities, women who had spent their childhoods in prison cells and had learned, before anything else in life, the rules and conventions for dealing with the warders. There were people who had survived many deaths in the time of the dictatorship only to find themselves face-to-face with a pointless death in the age of “democracy”—when, for example, a motorbike ran into them in the middle of the road. Believers lost their faith when those who had shared their beliefs and their struggles betrayed them and their principles. Nonbelievers had become believers when they saw the “merits” and benefits of faith. The strange things that had come to light in the past three years were too many to count. So that Daniel Tadros Moshe, the lanky guitarist, had come back to his old mother’s house wasn’t so hard to believe.

			When the two men arrived at the old wooden door of Elishva’s house, the thin young man knocked, looking around between each rap on the door, aware that inquisitive strangers might be watching him closely. The door opened, and Elishva appeared—tiny, with a black scarf on her head and thick glasses on her nose. She looked up, then inched forward with labored steps until she stood in the lane in front of the young stranger, examining him in the full light of day. It was definitely him— the very same young man with the slight gray smile that was in the old picture in her sitting room. He had the same look, the same clothes and face, the same smile that spread across his face when his dark eyes met the old lady’s. So Saint George the Martyr had carried out his promise after all, bringing Elishva’s son back to her just as he looked that morning when he left the house reluctantly and in sadness, his heavy boots pounding the pavement till he disappeared from sight at the turn onto the main street.

			Elishva looked around her and saw Umm Salim standing at the door of her house. She saw other onlookers—women and children and young men at the other end of the lane, toward Bataween’s main street, and in the upper windows of the mashrabiya balconies. She wanted to be sure that everyone was a witness to her miracle. Here was her beloved son, come back to embrace her.

			He leaned down tentatively, and she wrapped her arms around him, pulling her son toward her with a strength she did not possess.

			“This is Daniel, Elishva,” said Nader Shamouni, though this was as clear as daylight to the old woman. She held him in her arms for two minutes or more. Then she noticed that Umm Salim and some of the other neighbors had come forward, surrounding her in growing numbers. Umm Salim actually touched Daniel’s arm to make sure he was not a phantom. Daniel slipped out of the old woman’s arms, looked into her face with a smile, and addressed her. He had to make sure she was still in her right mind and knew what was happening around her.

			“How are you?” he asked in Assyrian, giving an even broader smile. She scanned his face and ran her veiny hands down his arms, then pulled him gently into the house, saying, “I’m fine. I’m fine.”

			Inside the house, in the sitting room, Nader Shamouni spoke firmly, trying to put an end to the old woman’s fantasies. He told her he didn’t have much time, that he had to go back to his family in Ankawa, that Father Josiah was awaiting his answer, so she had to make up her mind. Her daughters, Matilda and Hilda, were now in Ankawa, having come from Australia with some of their children for one purpose—to take the old lady back to Australia with them.

			“This is Daniel, your grandson, Elishva,” said the deacon. “Hilda’s eldest son. She used to send you pictures of him in the mail. Don’t you recognize him?”

			Phone calls between Matilda and Father Josiah had helped to pinpoint the strategy: that there was a strong similarity between Daniel her grandson and Daniel her dead son, strong enough to confuse the old woman. Matilda, Hilda, and her son Daniel had flown to Iraq and stayed in Nader Shamouni’s house in Ankawa. The next day the deacon and Daniel had gone to Baghdad. The young man, who spoke Assyrian and English but wasn’t fluent in Arabic, was nervous about the mission. He was motivated by a sense of family duty rather than by any personal nostalgia or strong feeling toward his grandmother, of whom he remembered little since he had left with his family at a very young age.

			The whole plan depended on one element: the old woman being moved by the sight of her grandson and going along with his suggestions. Daniel told his grandmother she had to come with him. She had to sell the house and get rid of all her stuff. She had to live with him. He said the last sentence in a sincere tone. As he talked to her, he felt the influence of the place slowly seep into him. A mysterious sadness came over him when he looked up at the gray pictures hanging on the walls. He felt he recognized the house and had faint memories of the times he and his mother used to come and visit his grandmother and grandfather more than a decade earlier.

			Nader left them to go over these memories together and went off to the Garage al-Amana district to run some errands. Elishva and her grandson chatted till nighttime. The more they talked, the more Daniel had the impression that he and this frail old woman really did have shared memories, and the more the grandmother was convinced of the illusion that her grandson and her departed son were one and the same person. When Elishva stood in the kitchen, to make dinner by the light of the oil lamp, and caught sight of her pale, wrinkled face in the windowpane, she knew she had traveled far in time and no longer had a son in his twenties who was frightened of going to war. But she was exposed to feelings she hadn’t experienced for a long time—smelling and touching her son’s arms and stroking his hair and having him put his head on her lap. These were valuable things that mattered in her life, not just fantasies in her head, and she was willing to do anything to preserve them.

			She washed a large china basin, although it was already clean, and put it in an aluminum tray to receive the tomato omelet from the frying pan. She saw her cat, Nabu, come into the small kitchen, drawn by the smell of food, and at that moment she decided to accept the request of the son who was her grandson. She would do anything to make sure she could continue to caress his skin and his hair and smell his childlike smell, which she had never forgotten.

			3

			Daniel turned on his cell phone and called his mother in Ankawa. He told her in clear English, “Now’s the time to act, not to tell the truth. Speak to the old lady, but humor her. Agree with everything she says.”

			He gave the phone to the old lady, and the women chatted amiably for a quarter of an hour. Elishva was happy and was seeing the world with new eyes. She made Daniel kneel in front of the picture of Saint George and offer him thanks because he had fulfilled his promise to her. As she folded her hands in silence in front of the picture, she waited for the saint to say a few words to convince her son that a miracle really had taken place, but the saint held his tongue.

			The light from the oil lamp faded. Elishva tried to stand up to fill it with oil. Daniel went to help her but discovered that the barrel was empty. The oil had run out without the old lady noticing. Elishva took this as another sign that her time in Baghdad was running out.

			Selling the house and the old furniture wasn’t easy. Elishva was thinking of those young men who had visited her several times and asked to buy the house to save it from demolition and convert it into a cultural center or something, but they had stopped coming ages ago. So there was only Faraj, the real estate man.

			Faraj was aware of the strange news that Elishva’s son had reappeared. Maybe the son had been a prisoner of war in Iran and had just come back. Maybe he had lost his memory, as in those foreign films. But the guys who worked with him assured him that the old woman’s son was still young, whereas he should have been in his forties by now.

			“Perhaps they put him in a freezer for twenty years, and now they’ve thawed him out and brought him back to his mother,” said Hammoudy, Faraj’s youngest son. His father gave him an unexpected slap on his cheek, which silenced everyone.

			As usual, Faraj was inclined to anticipate the worst and prepared himself psychologically to face it. Then, twenty-four hours after Daniel had arrived, the young man turned up in Faraj’s office with Nader Shamouni, offering to sell him Elishva’s house.
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			Faraj asked to come to the house to examine the structure before agreeing on a final price. In the meantime Elishva had summoned Hadi from next door and told him she wanted to sell all the furniture. Hadi was stunned into silence for about thirty seconds. He waited for the old lady to finish what she was saying, but she had summed everything up in one sentence. He had been certain that this Assyrian woman hated him deeply, so what had suddenly changed?

			He inspected the contents of the house with her. There was plenty of furniture and furnishings—beds made of iron and brass, ornate knickknacks and unusual wooden tables. Everything was antique, except for the stove and some of the appliances. Doing some quick calculations, Hadi worked out that he didn’t have enough cash to buy all these things, but he could borrow from some friends because this was a unique opportunity.

			Hadi wanted the old lady to give him a price for taking everything in one lot, whereas she wanted to haggle over every single item. After an hour of discussion, he managed to persuade her to accept his offer, and then he left the house to collect the money he needed from his friends.

			The old woman’s only condition was that he wasn’t to remove the furniture while she was there. She didn’t want to see her house disappear before her eyes but wanted to remember it as it had always been, tidy and clean and smelling of the people who had lived in it and passed through it.

			The night before her departure, the old lady stayed up late in the parlor. She sat on the sofa facing the picture of Saint George and spoke to him at length, the light from the decorative glass sconces in the corners of the room creating a sacramental ambiance. The saint said nothing. He had performed his miracle and his role was over—that’s how the old woman finally understood it. One thing occurred to her. She had packed up everything that carried the family’s memories, even her children’s baby clothes. The only thing left was her favorite picture of her favorite saint, but she felt she couldn’t take it in its heavy wooden frame.

			She got up and, watched by Nabu the cat, stood on the sofa against the wall where the picture was hanging, lifted the picture to free the thick string from the hooks, then took it away, leaving a pale square and some cobwebs on the wall. She put the picture facedown on the floor and set about bending the little clips that held the back to the picture frame. When she took out the picture, it was thin and bent easily in her hand. It had lost some of its former grandeur, but now she could see the saint’s face up close—his fine eyebrows and glistening red lower lip. She thought of rolling the picture into a tube and adding it to her other treasured possessions, but then she had another idea. She went into her room and fetched some large sewing scissors, then went back and knelt next to the picture. She pushed Nabu away when he tried to jump onto her lap, and started to cut into the picture, making a long straight line across until the tips of the scissor blades were close to the saint’s head. Then she cut in a circle, making a kind of halo around his beautiful face. When the circle was complete, she removed the face. This was the part she liked. She threw a glance at the rest of the picture and felt a pang in her heart. With a hole where the face had been, the picture now felt hostile toward her. She left it where it was and, followed by Nabu, took the face to her bedroom.
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			To mark Elishva’s departure, Umm Salim staged a major weeping and wailing performance in the lane. She started early in the day, and many of her neighbors saw her white arms for the first time when she raised them in the air in lamentation as Elishva and her grandson drove off down the lane. When she raised them, her wide sleeves fell back, revealing the dazzling whiteness of her fine round arms, a complexion more likely to be seen on a young woman than on one her age. Some wondered aloud why Umm Salim had worn such loose sleeves if she wasn’t pleased with herself and how white her arms were.

			Before closing the front door, Elishva called after Nabu, but the cat escaped up the stairs. She shouted after him again, and the cat looked toward her and gave an undulating meow, as if to say he wasn’t a coward like her and wasn’t going to leave the house, then he disappeared at the turn on the stairs. Elishva locked up the house and handed the key to a young man who worked for Faraj.

			Umm Salim predicted that disaster would befall the lane because of Elishva’s departure. She noticed Hadi the junk dealer and some young men moving furniture from the old lady’s house to his house and was reminded of April 2003, when people looted the houses of officials from the old regime. She shouted at Hadi and his helpers, thinking they were robbing the old woman’s house, and didn’t stop swearing until her friends managed to get her into her house and close the door behind her.

			Hadi moved all of Elishva’s furniture to his house, leaving behind just some rubbish, including a portrait of Saint George with the face cut out. When Hadi saw the picture, he was frightened, thinking it might be magic or some strange ritual act.

			The door to Hadi’s house stayed open, with people coming and going to see what there was to buy. By midday Hadi had sold half the stuff to people living in the area and felt he would make a good profit. He looked up at the wall between his house and the old lady’s and saw the mangy cat looking down at him in silence, as still as a statue. For a moment he felt the cat was looking at him with the old lady’s eyes. He picked up a small piece of brick and threw it at the cat but missed, and the cat didn’t budge from its position.

			By the end of the day Hadi was quite exhausted. As he fought to keep his eyes open, a lively apparition was making its way along the walls of the houses. It leapt onto the dilapidated wall of Hadi’s house and then over to the roof of Elishva’s house. It went down the stairs and found Nabu in the inner courtyard. The cat let out a drawn-out howl.

			The creature, on the run from the security agencies and wanted by many parties, went down on its knees and examined the remains of the picture of Saint George. He lifted it up and saw the hole where the head was missing, then folded the picture carefully several times until it was about the size of a school exercise book. He looked around at the room and felt pangs of sadness. He would never again see the old lady who had contributed to his birth and given him the name of her missing son. He felt closer to her than to other people and felt that he had helped to keep the memory of her son alive. Now that she was gone, he had lost one of his reasons for existing. She had left him without realizing that she was leaving one of the last threads that linked her with her late son.

			The creature sat down and leaned back against the wall. Nabu came by and rubbed up against his boots, leaving some of his shedding hairs, then curled up in a ball at his feet, drawn to him by his warmth.

			They stayed like that till morning.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			THE WRITER

			1

			I MET MAHMOUD Riyadh al-Sawadi in the Baghdadi Café. The place was crowded with intellectuals, writers, actors, directors, and artists. The long metal benches outside, on the sidewalk, couldn’t fit everyone, especially after sunset, when the scorching summer heat relented.

			I was sipping my tea, when I saw him selling his Rolex and his laptop. He looked as if he hadn’t showered or changed his clothes in days.

			From his pocket he took a small gadget attached to a long silver cord that you could hang around your neck. I figured out that it was a digital recorder. He was talking to his friends about the device, and some of them started laughing. One of his friends pointed to the metal chairs near the table where I was sitting. He came over, and our eyes met.

			He said it was a Panasonic digital recorder and that he wanted four hundred dollars for it—a hundred for the recorder itself and three hundred for the story that was recorded on it. It was the strangest story that had ever come his way, he said, and a writer like me could use it to write a great novel.

			Even before he spoke I had made up my mind to buy the recorder, not because I needed it but as a kind of charity. I was even more resolved when I heard he had large debts and needed to pay them off before going back to his family in Maysan Province. But I didn’t expect to buy a story or pay four hundred dollars. I couldn’t pay such an amount on short notice.

			I was curious about him. He wasn’t disturbed, someone with psychological problems, or a swindler. He was intelligent and well spoken. But he was in a difficult position. I felt he deserved help, so I said, “I’ll pay three hundred dollars. That’s all I can afford. Two hundred dollars now, and the third hundred I’ll have to borrow from the owner of the hotel where I’m staying.”

			“But I want it now. I want four hundred dollars or else I won’t be able to pay the layout woman.”

			“The what woman?”

			“The woman who does the layouts at the magazine. She’s still trying to collect her salary.”

			He spoke at length about what had happened at the magazine. The staff had found out he was living at the Dilshad Hotel, and they had made a scene at reception, demanding their salaries.

			I paid for the tea and walked with him to a nearby restaurant. I ordered takeout, and we went to the Fanar Hotel on Abu Nuwas Street, where I was staying. Together we drank two glasses of the whisky I keep in my room and ate our dinner.

			“Why don’t you just skip town?” I asked him. “Aren’t you going back to Maysan? Just go. You’re not responsible for the problem.”

			“I can’t,” he said. “I feel sorry for them, and I earned masses of money at the magazine. In salary and allowances, I mean. I feel responsible. I don’t want them to speak badly of me and put me in the same category as Saidi and his accountant.”

			It was a strange attitude, with a large dose of idealism. But it won my admiration. During dinner I put on my headphones to listen to a little of what was on the recorder, which Mahmoud said amounted to more than ten hours. I was really excited.

			I gave him the four hundred dollars, and we agreed to meet the next day. I wanted to drive him back to his hotel, but he said he could walk. Part of me knew he would never show up again. He played his part well and in the end extracted the amount that he wanted from me. He fooled me. But don’t we always do that? Today he deceived me and tomorrow I will deceive someone else, also with good intentions, and so on.

			I was busy writing a novel called The Uncertain and Last Journey and didn’t want to abandon it to pursue the incomplete story told in the recordings. But then one morning I received an e-mail from someone who called himself the “second assistant” and who said he knew me through friends we had in common and that he trusted me but at the same time didn’t want to reveal his identity to me, in order to protect both of us.

			This “second assistant” sent me numerous documents over several days, saying he thought they should be made public. They were about the activities of a government agency called the Tracking and Pursuit Department, and it was very exciting when I found that the documents referred to aspects of the story that Mahmoud had told me.

			With my bottle of Black Label on the plastic table on the balcony, I sat down and drank slowly and with pleasure. I forgot about my novel and breathed in the smell of the trees that the moist night breeze carried from the river, and listened again, through the speaker on the digital recorder, to Mahmoud al-Sawadi’s confessions and the tales of the Criminal Who Has No Name.
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			On his first day in detention, Mahmoud al-Sawadi was interrogated for many hours. They didn’t manage to get much out of him.

			“I’m just a member of staff. Saidi pays me a salary,” Mahmoud said repeatedly, and they felt like he was telling the truth. They didn’t beat him, as he had expected—they didn’t harm him in any way. He spent the night with other detainees, and early in the morning he was summoned to sign a statement. They gave him back his wallet, his cell phone, and his other belongings, then took him to the door, saying he must cooperate and inform the authorities of any new information he came across about Saidi.

			All this was only the first stage of Mahmoud’s misfortunes. He had lost an excellent job. He had been waiting to be paid at the end of the month so he could settle his debts with the hotel. And now he couldn’t take a job as a mere editor at another magazine or newspaper, having become accustomed to the power and influence of being editor in chief, not to mention the lifestyle he had grown used to because of Saidi. He had put too much trust in Saidi.

			Mahmoud sold his best clothes and shoes to the secondhand clothes dealers at Bab al-Sharqi and agreed to sell the rest of his stuff to some friends. Before selling his phone to one of his friends, he made three last calls. The first was to his elder brother Abdullah, to tell him he would be coming back to Maysan.

			“Why are you coming back? Aren’t you happy in Baghdad?” asked Abdullah.

			“No. I miss you. Baghdad’s heading for civil war. I’m worried I might die from a car bomb one morning.”

			“But your work is there. Try to be careful.”

			“The people who die every day are usually careful,” said Mahmoud.

			“I don’t understand, Mahmoud. You know your friend is now a senior official in the province. He might remember you and make trouble for you.”

			“He won’t remember me. He’s too important now to bother with me. My article’s ancient history.”

			“As you say, brother,” said Abdullah. “You know we miss you.”

			“Good, I’ll come back. Don’t call me on this phone—I’m about to sell it. When I get home, I’ll tell you what happened here.”

			“Come home safe now.”

			His second call was to his friend Hazem Abboud, who told him he wouldn’t be back in Baghdad until the next week. He was busy taking pictures with the U.S. military unit and might e-mail Mahmoud some pictures for the magazine.

			“What magazine?” said Mahmoud. “There is no more magazine. I wanted to see you before I go back to Maysan.”

			Hazem was taken by surprise. They chatted for three minutes, but when it became clear that Mahmoud wouldn’t get to see his friend, Mahmoud looked for another number to call. The number 666 appeared on the screen, and he pressed the Call button and put the phone to his ear. A soft female voice answered: “The number you have dialed is not valid or is out of service. Please . . .”

			He wanted to hear her voice and see her before he left Baghdad. He didn’t believe what Saidi or Sultan had said—they were lying and trying to tarnish her image. He knew he had a chance with her. If he heard her voice now, instead of that automated voice, he would find a good excuse to stay in Baghdad, even if he had to live in the Orouba Hotel again, with its stuffy, humid rooms, and if he had to work at any newspaper or magazine, whatever the pay. She was the only person who could give him hope and make him act a little mad—madness and hope that he greatly needed right now.

			He called her number again, and again he got the automated message. He felt very bitter, as if night were descending on him, a night that would never end. He opened the back of his phone and lifted up the battery so he could take out the SIM card. He put the battery back in place and snapped on the back of the phone. Then he went to give the phone to his friend who had bought it. He put the SIM card in his pocket, then took out the digital recorder to try to sell it.

			•   •   •

			MAHMOUD HAD TOLD me all the details over two days, and I had listened to the recordings on the digital device. I was struck by the fact that the voice on the recordings, attributed to the man Mahmoud called Frankenstein, was deep, like that of a well-known broadcaster. I had suspicions that the whole story was made up, but a week later, in one of the wards at the Kindi Hospital, I heard the voice again, when I sat down next to the bed of an old man called Abu Salim. He told me further interesting details relevant to the story of this Frankenstein. I couldn’t be absolutely sure the voices belonged to the same person, but the story completely engrossed me, and I started looking for other sources to corroborate it.

			Mahmoud sold all his possessions and paid off the staff of al-Haqiqa magazine. He packed a small bag, the one he had originally brought with him from Maysan, and settled his account at the Dilshad Hotel.

			The country was about to succumb to further waves of violence. It made sense to move away, and that’s what many of Mahmoud’s friends would do. Farid Shawwaf was going back to his little village near Ishaqi, north of Baghdad; he was going to renounce, at least temporarily, the glory of satellite television and smart suits. Zaid Murshid was going to Hilla. Adnan al-Anwar would go to Najaf, where his family and uncles lived. Because of his work as a press photographer embedded with U.S. military units, Hazem Abboud wouldn’t be able to go back to Baghdad’s Sadr City, and he wouldn’t find the Orouba Hotel still standing, or Abu Anmar; he would end up sharing a room in another cheap hotel with a photographer friend.
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			Abu Salim left the Kindi Hospital on crutches. His children came to discharge him. They didn’t take him to their house on Lane 7 but rather to the home of the husband of one of Abu Salim’s daughters, until they could rebuild the front part of the house.

			The NGOs and archaeological authorities had asked for work to be suspended on filling in the crater that the explosion had left, because of the wall that had appeared in the middle of the pool of water from the burst sewage and drinking water pipes. Some claimed it was part of the wall of Abbasid Baghdad and was the most important discovery in Islamic archaeology in Baghdad for many decades. Others ventured to speak, rather boldly, about the “advantages of terrorism,” which had enabled this important discovery. But the Baghdad city authorities ignored all this and took everyone by surprise by filling the large hole with soil. The spokesman for the city authorities said, “We do not take half measures. We’re going to preserve these remains for future generations, and they can judge for themselves how to deal with them. If they decide to demolish the whole Bataween district, that’s their business, but for now we have to repave the street.”

			Abu Salim may have left the hospital, but someone else from Lane 7 had to stay rather longer—Hadi the junk dealer. The bandages on his hands and face had been removed, but he wasn’t strong enough to get out of bed. He lay there, wondering what had happened to him and to his house, which had probably collapsed and become a real ruin. But was it really his house? By the time he left the hospital he might find that Faraj the real estate agent had leveled it, rebuilt it, and registered it in his name.

			But first he had to get well; he could sort out his other problems later. That’s what Hadi kept telling himself, to calm himself down, although he couldn’t bear having to lie down like that all the time and made desperate attempts to sit up and get out of bed.

			One evening, needing to pee, he tried to get out of bed once again. The patients nearby were asleep, and the nurses on duty were elsewhere. He heaved himself upright and moved his feet, which were wrapped in bandages. Then he slowly put them down on the floor, touching the cold tiles with the tips of his toes. Within a few minutes, he had managed to stand. He started to move forward, supporting himself against his neighbors’ beds. Then he put his hands on the wall and started walking slowly toward the bathroom.

			Once he got there, he noticed his reflection in the mirror above the sink. The fire had completely disfigured him. He had realized this days earlier, when he came out of the coma and saw the pattern on the skin after the bandages had been removed, but he had expected his face to be in better condition. He was a horrible creature, and even if he made a full recovery he would never look the same as before. In shock, he wiped his hand along the surface of the mirror to make sure it was really a mirror and then leaned in to examine his disfigurement. He wanted to cry, but all he could do was stare. As he looked closer, he detected something deeper: This wasn’t the face of Hadi the junk dealer; it was the face of someone he had convinced himself was merely a figment of his fertile imagination. It was the face of the Whatsitsname.

			Hadi let out a horrible scream, startling the patients sleeping in the ward. His leg was in a plaster cast, and he slipped on the bathroom tiles and fell backward, banging his head on the edge of the toilet seat and losing consciousness.
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			“My face changes all the time,” the Whatsitsname told the old astrologer that night. “Nothing in me lasts long, other than my desire to keep going. I kill in order to keep going.” This was his only justification. He didn’t want to perish without understanding why he was dying and where he would go after death, so he clung to life, maybe even more than others, more than those who gave him their lives and parts of their bodies—just like that, out of fear. They hadn’t fought for their lives, so he deserved life more than they did. Even if they knew they couldn’t prevail against him, they should at least have fought back. It wasn’t honorable to surrender in battle, and what a battle! It was a battle to defend their lives, the only battle worth fighting in this life.

			Fear of the Whatsitsname continued to spread. In Sadr City they spoke of him as a Wahhabi, in Adamiya as a Shiite extremist. The Iraqi government described him as an agent of foreign powers, while the spokesman for the U.S. State Department said he was an ingenious man whose aim was to undermine the American project in Iraq.

			But what project might that be? As far as Brigadier Majid was concerned, the monster itself was their project. It was the Americans who were behind this monster.

			People in coffee shops spoke of seeing him during the day and vied to describe how horrible he looked. He sits with us in restaurants, goes into clothing stores, or gets on buses with us, they said. He’s everywhere and has an amazing speed, jumping from roof to roof and wall to wall in the middle of the night, they added. No one knew who his next victim would be, and despite all the assurances from the government, people grew more convinced with every passing day that he would never die. They were well aware of the stories of bullets passing through him. They knew he didn’t bleed and didn’t let anyone catch a glimpse of his face. The definitive image of him was whatever lurked in people’s heads, fed by fear and despair. It was an image that had as many forms as there were people to conjure it.

			Although I had been immersed in this story for a long time, even I started to feel afraid.
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			Brigadier Sorour Majid was forced to retire. That was the last I heard. But apparently he didn’t take it lying down: he sought a new job through his connections and finally succeeded in getting back into government service, not in the Tracking and Pursuit Department, which had been disbanded, but in some remote place outside the capital, as just a security officer in the local police headquarters. Yet again, he obtained an exemption from the de-Baathification decrees.

			I spent many months visiting Bataween to fill in the other parts of the story. I sat in the coffee shop of Aziz the Egyptian, who said he had visited Hadi in the hospital three times. The first time, Hadi had been in a coma. The second time, Hadi spoke to him from behind layers of bandages. The third time, the doctors told him that Hadi had left without anyone noticing.

			I didn’t manage to speak to Faraj the realtor. He spent most of his time at home, and one of his sons had taken on the responsibility of running the office. Umm Salim prevented me from meeting her husband again, after my interesting first meeting with him at the Kindi Hospital. But I did get in touch with Father Josiah. I visited him in church and heard from him parts of the story of Elishva, her lost son, her daughters in Australia, and Nader Shamouni the deacon.

			In messages from Maysan, Mahmoud al-Sawadi gave me the latest on his dealings with Ali Baher al-Saidi, who was on the run from justice. When I saw a picture of Saidi in an old issue of al-Haqiqa magazine, I remembered I had seen him before—at a conference for intellectuals at the National Theatre some years earlier. He was a brilliant and eloquent man. At the time I felt hopeful that men like Saidi would break into the political arena, rather than leave it to semieducated people and illiterates.

			The “second assistant” continued to send me e-mails with documents from the Tracking and Pursuit Department, especially ones related to the inquiries that were still under way. The last document he sent me was about the junior astrologer’s confession that he was responsible for killing his superior on a Baghdad street by controlling the Criminal Who Has No Name by remote suggestion and making the criminal cut off the old astrologer’s hands to fit them onto his own body. But the junior astrologer strongly denied he was responsible for creating the criminal in the first place. He had succeeded only in exploiting it. He had wanted to eliminate the criminal, but his superior had intervened. That was the essential reason for the disagreement between them.

			I was anxious as I wrote the story, fearing the door of my hotel room might suddenly open and I would be arrested. In the end, that’s what happened. I had an incomplete seventeen-chapter version of the story in my hands when I was arrested and sent for questioning in front of a panel of Iraqi and American officers. My novel was confiscated, and they asked me many questions. They were polite and pleasant. They gave me water and a cup of tea and allowed me to smoke. They didn’t harass me at all. They asked me about the documents I’d received, what I had done with them, and who this second assistant was. If he was the second, that presupposed there was a first, and the two of them must be assistants to someone. Were they my assistants? Was I running some network? What domestic or foreign connections did I have? What were my political convictions?

			I was thrown into detention for a few days while their experts read the incomplete text of my novel. Then one morning they summoned me. They didn’t say much. I found a written pledge on the interrogator’s table. They asked me to sign it without reading it. I was worried and wanted to object, but I was afraid they would send me back to the cell. I signed the pledge in silence. They returned my personal belongings but not my copy of the novel. Apparently I was not allowed to rewrite it.

			They set me free without even taking a close look at the identity card I had shown them. It was a fake, one of several I have to make it easier to get past the checkpoints that the warring sectarian militias in Baghdad sometimes set up.

			The interrogation panel wasn’t serious, I thought as I headed back to the hotel. It seemed like a formality. I sat in front of my computer and resumed writing. I kept at it for several days, until I received another e-mail from the second assistant—the last message I would receive from him. It included a copy of the final report from the committee of inquiry.

			I read it quickly, and was terrified. They were moving toward rearresting me. I had a feeling they would treat me differently this time.

			I hurriedly gathered up my stuff, paid my hotel bill, and escaped to my house. On the way I remembered my fake identity card. I took it out of my pocket and threw it out the taxi window. I assumed that, as in the case of the Frankenstein they had been trying to arrest, the people pursuing me would never see me again.
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