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‌Introduction

   Who Is Shalash the Iraqi?

   I first met “Shalash the Iraqi” in Paris in the summer of 2006. An odd place for two Iraqis who don’t speak French to meet, chosen in part by circumstance (roughly halfway between Cambridge, USA, and Baghdad, Iraq), but also because the chronicler of the ever-so-endearing residents of city block number 41 in Madinat al-Thawra needed to visit the cafés and city haunts of Jean-Paul Sartre. And that is how we spent our first week together, walking Sartre’s streets and talking about an Iraq that had descended into sectarian strife the previous year, just about when Shalash started posting the daily blogs that made him so famous among Iraqis that it seemed no conversation between them, anywhere in the world, could be conducted without some reference to one of his stories.

   Alas, I cannot tell you much more about “Shalash the Iraqi.” Not even his name. All I can say is that he is the author of some eighty posts written in colloquial Baghdadi dialect between 2005 and 2006. Oh, and I can say that he is a polymath who at the time of our first meeting was much taken with the French intellectual life of the 1960s and ’70s (Sartre, Foucault, Derrida)—as indeed was typical of the small group of Iraqi oppositionists operating then in Baghdad as an Eastern European-style samizdat collective.

   I myself had an Anglophone education alongside my official Arabic one, and never could make head or tail of anything Derrida wrote. I was therefore flabbergasted not only by the fact that Derrida and Foucault were known, but being hotly debated during the 1990s in the privacy of at least some Iraqi homes and cafés in Saddam Hussein’s Baghdad. Shalash introduced me to those circles inside Iraq, hitherto completely unknown to those of us exiles outside the country so preoccupied with opposing the Saddam regime. And, as I soon discovered, a delightful novel called Baba Sartre (Papa Sartre), written by the gifted Iraqi writer Ali Badr, captured the fascination with Sartre inside those circles, among whom Shalash was by far the leading light.

   Another of Shalash’s many gifts is his ability to recite from memory all of Saddam’s speeches, in exactly the tone and register that they had been delivered; the difference being that when Shalash recited them one could not help but collapse in paroxysms of laughter, whereas laughter in general (not only while Saddam was delivering a speech) was foreign to the Iraq that Saddam built. I envied Shalash his prodigious memory, as any fellow writer would; and whereas I had only written about the Iraq–Iran war, he had served on its frontlines for eight grueling and exceptionally cruel years. Those are two entirely different ways of “knowing” war. To “know” the biggest war of the post-Independence “Third World,” and still be able to make people laugh, is a blessing granted to very few.

   But again, alas, I cannot tell you much more about who Shalash really is, because the identity of the person who created this fictional alter-ego must, for the security of his family and friends, remain a secret, even today, sixteen years after he abruptly stopped writing his stories. The fear this time does not derive from some brutal dictator or the all-pervasive organs of a security state; it derives from the anarchy that Iraq fell into shortly after the toppling of Saddam Hussein in 2003.

   The morning after Saddam fled Baghdad on April 10, 2003, Iraqis found themselves in a state of deep anxiety and confusion. They had learned only too well the rules underlying survival in a semi-totalitarian state. But they did not understand waking up overnight to find themselves in a world with no rules.

   By the late 1990s many of them could see that another war was brewing, but they assumed it would end like the last one, in 1991, with a bruised dictator still very much in power. Even when American troops were on the outskirts of Baghdad, and in spite of all the rhetoric about freedom and democracy, they never in their wildest dreams expected a foreign occupation. When it came, it was a total rupture with their past, in the form of a new beginning to which they had not contributed and yet in which they were now expected to serve as principal actors. In such conditions, it was easy to imagine that American incompetence was deliberate; that every Iraqi who popped up on the public stage was either a fool, an opportunist, a carpetbagger, or someone else’s stooge. And, to be sure, some of them were all these things at once.

   Shalash writes about such people. He created a constellation of villains and other characters who pop up again and again in his stories, all of which center around one small neighborhood in Thawra City, a sprawling Shiite suburb of Baghdad containing roughly half of the city’s population of eight million strong. Featured are bumbling Imams, suddenly politicized thugs, vain and venal politicians, and fanatical militiamen who switch allegiances at the drop of a hat, carpetbaggers descending like an army of cockroaches from all corners of the world to make a quick buck.

   In the course of doing so, Shalash made anxious and worried Iraqis laugh. They hadn’t laughed much in the previous thirty years. In fact, it was dangerous to so much as crack a joke. Humor had landed many an Iraqi in jail, and worse. But it turns out that laughing was a kind of tonic to the unfolding craziness, especially after that craziness evolved into civil strife between 2005 and 2007. Laughing was, even more importantly, a safety valve, a form of sorely needed solace.

   However, just as abruptly as they had burst onto the scene, and right when the sectarian killings were at their peak, the anonymous writings stopped. When I pressed Shalash, who had revealed himself to me that same year, to explain why he had given up on giving us more of Shalash’s stories, he told me he just didn’t know how to be funny anymore.

   *

   The Palestinian cultural critic, Salma Khadra Jayyusi, has written about humor and irony in Arabic literature:

   With only a few exceptions, modern Arab writers … wrote in the romantic or realistic tradition, in the tragic or heroic mode, they favored a serious tone and a direct approach. The comic apprehension of experience, burlesque and parody, double meaning, the picaresque, the ironic and sarcastic, were not easily adopted, and the richness of both classical Arabic and Western literatures in these modes was rarely utilized … it remains true, as one peruses the vast panorama of Arabic literature, that the tragic spirit is more spontaneous with the Arabs, while the heroic, so muted in modern Western literature, is even more constantly alive in their hearts.*


   Standard written Arabic, in which most literature is written, is a poor halfway house between the classical language of the Qur’an and the multitude of spoken local Arabic dialects. No one speaks it on a daily basis, although everyone understands it; it is the language of newspapers and radio broadcasts; the language of politics and speechifying that does not know humor. In fact, all feelings are strangers to this kind of Arabic, which is what makes it so ineffectual in the fictional mode. But Shalash was deploying sarcasm, wit and irony; in order to make people laugh at the newly installed Iraqi political elite, he had to write in the way that ordinary Iraqis speak, not listen to speeches or read newspapers. In this sense, Shalash is a very different kind of Arabic writer. For one thing, his use of an already “minor” dialect is peppered with phrases and expressions used primarily in Thawra City itself. His language feels, from an Iraqi point of view, deeply authentic, and deeply hilarious—things that most literary writing in Arabic has a great deal of trouble achieving.

   There is a drawback to this authenticity, of course: it is “local” almost to a fault. Shalash’s humor is not always a movable feast. His writing makes for uphill work to the prospective translator, being difficult at times for even non-Iraqi Arabs to follow. Marvel then at the easygoing, raffish, faux-naïve, rollicking tone of Luke Leafgren’s English-language Shalash—a remarkable achievement, and the fruit of many, many days and months working with Shalash himself, and with other Iraqis too: devotees of Shalash who were familiar with his language and Thawra City’s range of idiomatic idiosyncrasies.

   I have said that Iraqis found—and find—Shalash hilarious. Who were the Iraqis laughing at? Themselves. That is the deeper source of his achievement; the beating heart of his “Iraqiness.” It is impossible to laugh at “Imperialism” or “Zionism” or “Arab Reaction”—the subject matter of Saddam’s officially sanctioned cartoonists and storytellers. Real laughter comes from the inside; it is an eruption from the belly, not an emanation of the brain. Instinctively, Shalash understood that; one laughs and loves at the same time. And what is it that Shalash loved? Iraq: the very thing that the political elite installed by the American Occupation were falling over themselves to forget. They chose to govern in the name of their sect or ethnic group, or as stooges for the Islamic Republic next door, never as upholders of that collective abstraction, that multiethnic mosaic of groups and religions held together in our imaginations by a name: Iraq. It is those very same factions, with their false and foreign allegiances pilloried by Shalash, that the youth of Iraq rebelled against in 2019; and they did so in the name of Iraq, toppling perhaps the most sectarian government of post-2003 Iraq, and the most beholden to Iran’s Revolutionary Guard. Shalash’s writings were the forerunner to those protests.

   Shalash’s “Iraqiness” is not jingoistic patriotism, but the kind of intimate, defensive, and profoundly personal “love of place” that George Orwell talked about, and that Jill Lepore tries to understand in a recent book (This America: The Case for the Nation). The writer calls himself Shalash “the Iraqi,” even though the word Iraq appears very rarely in his stories. He did not need to belabor the word; love of Iraq is implicit in all his writing, in every character he created, be she a housewife wrestling with her neighbor over a draft of the constitution, or a new user of the internet, trying to learn the mysteries of “Google Earth.”

   At the time, Iraqis turned en masse, in a fever of urgency to Shalash’s stories. True, there were only 25,000 users of the internet there in 2003. But that posed no impediment. People were printing them out, copying them longhand, memorizing them, talking about them, sharing them, telling and retelling them, plagiarizing them, and bombarding Shalash with questions and opinions about them by way of the email address he always provided for his readers at the end of each post.

   “Ordinary people” loved Shalash, but we all know that politicians are less than ordinary. Sad to report, none of Iraq’s crop of new powermongers had a sense of humor—with one notable exception. I have it on good authority that a Kurd, the fat President of the Republic, Jalal Talabani, whose prodigious banquets are themselves pilloried in one of Shalash’s posts, was a fan. Talabani was the butt of some of Shalash’s jokes, but Talabani liked to laugh. It seems no one else in Iraqi politics did.

   Of such delicious ironies is this remarkable collection of stories made. That should be reason enough to make them available to an English-reading public. But there is another reason. For thirty years the West has only known Iraqis through wars, occupations, Saddam Hussein, and the brutal nature of the Ba’ath regime. Throughout that period the word “Iraq” has appeared in newspaper headlines week after week, even replacing the former primacy of the Arab–Israeli conflict in the public’s imagination. Perhaps it is time to know the inhabitants of that sad and troubled land in a new and more human way.

   Kanan Makiya

   October 2022

   

   
    
     * Salma Khadra Jayyusi, “Introduction,” in Emile Habiby, The Secret Life of Saeed: The Pessoptimist, translated by Salm Khadra Jayyusi and Trevor LeGassick (London: Zed Books, 1985), pp. viii–ix.


    

   

  

 
  
   
‌Preface

   Greetings, dear reader! Who could have guessed, when I first sent these observations to a friend to post online almost twenty years ago, that anyone outside of Baghdad would care what I had to say? I was writing for my fellow Iraqis at a time when we were rebuilding and dreaming and suffering, and I used the language and the people and the places of our everyday lives. But now that my stories have traveled so far from home, perhaps I can set the stage for you?

   You’ll find your new friend Shalash reporting from Thawra City, the suburb of Baghdad that takes its name from the Arabic word for revolution. This area is composed of seventy-nine sectors, or blocks, each of which contains a thousand houses made up of exactly a hundred and forty-four square meters. Thawra City is the largest suburb in the Middle East, with more than three million residents. But you’re more likely to have heard of it as Sadr City, named for one of the most powerful religious families in Iraq, whose scion, Muqtada, plays an important role in the tales you will soon read. Of all the people you’ll encounter here, you’ve probably heard the most about a guy named Saddam Hussein, and maybe his sons Uday and Qusay. But there are other names in what follows—the names of religious, political, and cultural figures—that may be less familiar. If you are curious, you can learn more via that most remarkable tool, the internet, which made its way into Iraq after Saddam’s fall, soon before I began writing. Still, let me lay out some few general details before we begin—some background that you might find helpful, starting with our religion, which appears on almost every page of our lives.

   According to the religion of Islam, God chose Muhammad as his Prophet and sent him a holy book, the Qur’an. After Muhammad’s death, Muhammad’s followers disagreed over who should serve as caliph. This conflict was the origin of the split between the Sunnis and the Shiites: unlike Sunnis, Shiites believe that Muhammad’s nephew and son-in-law, Ali ibn Abi Talib, should have filled that role. What’s more, Shiites—among whose number we might include almost all the residents of our beloved Thawra City—revere the entire household of the Prophet, especially Ali and Ali’s sons, Husayn and Hasan, both of whom were killed, along with most of their immediate families, at the Battle of Karbala (680 CE): a massacre that we commemorate each year during the festival of Ashura. One of Husayn’s sons was spared, and he and ten of his descendants—together with our beloved Husayn—are believed by the largest branch of Shia to form the Twelve Infallible Imams of Islam. Their tombs are important shrines for Shiite pilgrims. The Twelfth Imam in that chain, however, known as the Mahdi, is believed to have gone into hiding to avoid being murdered, and he is expected to make a miraculous return one day to purge the world of injustice.

   No small number of Muslims trace their lineage to Muhammad and Ali, and they wear black turbans and are honored with the title sayyid. But it is the Islamic theologians who play an especially important role for Shiites, because believers are expected to follow the guidance of the religious clerkship in all matters, large and small. That clerkship is dominated, on the whole, by five major families, named Sistani, Hakim, Sadr, Kho’i, and Haeri. These families, based in both Iraq and Iran, wield immense religious and political authority, and have often competed with each other for bigger slices of the same.

   When Saddam Hussein came to power in 1979, he and the Ba’athist Party consolidated power, often by killing or exiling anyone who might stand as competition, including the abovementioned theologians. While Ali al-Sistani lived quietly in Iraq largely by avoiding political affairs, the leader of the Hakim family sought refuge in Iran; and as for the Sadr family, Muqtada’s brothers and father were assassinated. Members of opposition political parties moved to the US, the UK, or Iran, while the Kurds were able to carve out a measure of autonomy in the north thanks to a no-fly zone enforced by the US and the UK. Everything changed after Iraq was invaded in 2003. With Saddam out of the way and in hiding, Abdul Aziz al-Hakim came back from Iran, backed by a militia largely composed of Iraqi exiles called the Badr Brigade. Muqtada al-Sadr was supported by his own militia, the Mahdi Army. Ayad Allawi, Ahmed Chalabi, and Ibrahim al-Jaafari were just a few of the exiles who arrived from the US and the UK to play roles in the new Iraq.

   After disbanding the Iraqi Army and outlawing the Ba’athist Party, the US official who oversaw Iraq from May 2003 through June 2004, Paul Bremer, set in motion a plan for a new democratic government. Bremer worked with the Iraqi Governing Council (which had a new president each month to satisfy all the parties and factions), which was replaced in June 2004 by the Iraqi Interim Government. Elections were held for the Iraqi National Assembly in January 2005, and that Assembly confirmed the Iraqi Transitional Government, which took power in May 2005. In October of that year, Iraq voted in a referendum to approve a new constitution. Then, in December, elections were held for a permanent government, which took power in May 2006.

   And if you should find any of that a little confusing, well, think of how we must have felt—especially when there were multitudes of political parties, ethnic groups, and religious leaders vying for control of the territory and its natural resources. Violence between the groups and against the US and other foreign troops was a common occurrence, especially when al-Qaeda began operating in Iraq and fomenting sectarian violence through suicide bombings against the Shiites.

   It is for you to imagine, dear reader, what it was like for a person to wake up one morning to find American tanks driving through the streets of their already exhausted city. Without warning, people we had lived among for our whole lives were turned into historical figures, pulled this way and that by the orations of religious men, whose photos our neighbors carried and whose names they chanted. That’s what happened to me. I found myself a stranger in my own country, as bewildered as if I were suddenly thrust into the set of a movie about the Prophet of Islam in the early years of his ministry. Yes, my country vanished from the map after the invasion, and it was a bitter shock. But the real shock was when the people with whom I had spent my whole life became strangers. That realization is what drove me into the street, laughing with bitter pain. And that was the moment in which these writings of mine were born, writings that my readers took more seriously than I ever could have imagined. And so I lived those first years under cover, writing under a pseudonym and afraid of violence at the hands of the same people I had loved since I was born.

   Shalash the Iraqi
Probably somewhere in Iraq, 2023

  

 
  
   
‌October 4, 2005

   You Want a Bottle of Arak? A Missed Call’s All It Takes

   When you pronounce the Arabic word al-’abeed, slaves, as a’ibeed (so, dropping the initial laam and voweling the letter ’ayn with an I sound instead of an A), you get the slang word used in Thawra City for people with dark skin, of whom there are many in the neighborhood of Gayyara. They get special treatment here. Respect. No, really! People step aside to let them by is what I’m saying. First because the story goes that they’re especially fearless and ferocious when they get into fights, which is often, since fights are always breaking out in this crowded city. But also because they’re the ones who put our city on the map. Take the Fiori soccer team, for instance, which was the most famous sports team we had, back in the day, and if you wanted to play in the nationals, that was your first stop. We all remember Bashar Rashid, who played internationally and then got executed by the old regime. And there was Ali Hussain, and … too many to list. All of them a’ibeed.

   But look, it’s not just sports. They’ve had a hand in every cultural institution in Thawra City. We all remember Falayful’s shadda, and the one led by the artist known as Alexander the Great. (For those who don’t know the term, a shadda is a band that performs at weddings and other festive occasions.) And there were so many famous singers that won our hearts, people like Abade Al Amare, Hussin Albasry, Abd Rambo—who changed his name to the far more pious Abd Rabo, meaning “Servant of his Lord,” after he became a religious poet, writing poems to our revered Husayn and declaring his loyalty to the Sadr family. Of course, the a’ibeed also invented dances like the bazzakha and the khawshiya, and without them, who would ever have thought to bring us break dancing?

   People like to say that the a’ibeed don’t join political parties or get too pious. But they preserve our culture in an even more important way by opening coffeehouses and rattling the cups all day long after being trained by our local sheikhs in the traditions of tribal hospitality. And everyone knows that while they won’t take any shit from outside their community, inside it they live together in a truly admirable peace.

   What I’m leading up to is that the a’ibeed of Thawra City probably wouldn’t have had a whole lot of racial discrimination to worry about even if the list of their accomplishments went no further. But the major reason they get so much respect here has to do with what they did for the city at the end of the ’90s. Each month of Ramadan, when Saddam’s religious revival was in full swing, the a’ibeed community played a heroic role, inscribed forever in the pages of glory, by secretly providing Thawra City with all the arak, gin, vodka, and cold beer we needed. They would put the liquor in big plastic bins with blocks of ice and go door to door to quench the city’s thirst—or, anyway, the thirst of those citizens of the city who didn’t see it as a holy month of fasting so much as a month when alcohol was particularly hard to get. It’s true that prices went up a little, but they were taking a risk for which we held them in the utmost reverence.

   Now, with Ramadan standing sullenly at our door once more, we drinkers remember with longing the days of the a’ibeed and their glorious service to their fellow citizens! But, what’s this? It seems the a’ibeed have insisted on demonstrating their liberty once again. They’ve set about knocking on the doors of the customers to inform them, on the QT, that the goods in question will again be plentiful this year …

   Knocking on doors, you say? Can’t they get with the times? But of course! They’ve stocked up on burners and have provided their clientele with emergency phone numbers in case any should be seized by a sudden, pressing need for liquor. When Irhayam, the distributor for our particular block in Thawra, visited our house unexpectedly last night, he said, “It’s easy, Uncle Shalash. A missed call’s all it takes. Just dial and hang up, and the bottle will be in your hands within minutes.” I thanked Irhayam and stored his number in my mobile under the name “Abu Wagafat,” the Bedouin nickname for someone who always has your back.

   And what a lovely surprise it was, ladies and gentlemen, when I saw Irhayam himself, this very day, on a sectarian religious TV channel, speaking clearly and distinctly: “I congratulate the holy Hidden Imam (may God hasten his noble appearance!)—I congratulate the high religious clerkship, with Sayyid Ali al-Sistani at its head (long may his shadow stretch!)—and I congratulate each and every son of the Iraqi people, on the occasion of this first night of the blessed month of Ramadan. May God renew it with every blessing for us and for you.”

   Ramadan kareem, my brothers: a generous Ramadan. Now you know the true origin of the blessing!

  

 
  
   
‌October 5, 2005

   Hassoun the Dane Spends His Vacation in the Nation’s Heartland

   My neighbor Hassoun just got back from Denmark. He’s staying with his family here in Thawra City. The first person to report on his reappearance was Khanjar, that meddlesome son of a meddlesome man, saying “What?! He shaved his mustache right off!”

   All us neighbors crowded together inside Hassoun’s place, turning this novelty inside out with our stares. Some of the women called out blessings upon the Prophet Muhammad and the Prophet’s household so that Hassoun would be protected from the evil eye; others took this opportunity to find fault with his fancy clothes and his new, pretentious way of talking. “Look who’s gotten too big for his boots,” said one.

   That wasn’t what interested the men and the older boys, though. They were waiting for Hassoun to finish with all the welcomes and all the see-you-soons so he could spill his guts to them about his sexual adventures abroad—for Hassoun had undoubtedly indulged himself with plenty of young Danish women, not to mention Danish divorcées, as the spirit had moved him.

   Whereas all Hassoun could think about was how miserable he was to have come home. He was in agony, let’s not mince words. There was the climate—the temperature here felt simply lethal to him now. And then the filth of it! He couldn’t bear sitting anywhere dirty, and the house wasn’t exactly clean. There was no way, absolutely none, that he could reuse cups or dishes that hadn’t been washed. Anything less than what he’d gotten used to in Denmark was unacceptable. Likewise, he had a throbbing migraine from the constant roar of the generator. But he could hardly admit all that; he could hardly say anything without being cut short: “Hey, who do you think you are, anyway? Why do you keep blabbering on about this Denmark? What, you think we haven’t been around the block a few times ourselves?”

   Khanjar—that despicable son of a despicable man—led the charge. He couldn’t wait to find something to hold against Hassoun. He brooded there like a knife in his side. Every so often he would say something like, “Hassoun, you’re not the only one who’s traveled, okay? We took a trip to Iran to see the shrine of the Eighth Imam once, remember? And we’ve been to Syria to visit the tomb of Zaynab bint Ali. And in a few days, we’re even going to go to Turkey!”

   Luckily, Hassoun’s aunt, Umm Jabbar, was there too. She was a nice lady who worked at the government food bank in some official capacity. She had a sense of how much Hassoun the Dane must be suffering, particularly as she was used to dealing with cheeses. Yes—as it goes with cheese, so goes it with men. Umm Jabbar could as easily judge the worth of a man as compare Egyptian cheese—with which Saddam used to poison us during the days of the sanctions—to the soft, delicious Danish cheeses that Hassoun now resembled. That’s what prompted her direct request, delivered in an imperious tone: “Come along, then, all of you! Let the boy get some rest! You’re killing him! Nephew Hassoun, go to your room. Relax a little, take a nap.”

   Hassoun couldn’t believe his luck. He obeyed: got to his feet, hitched up his jeans, headed off into the next room. But back he rushed in alarm only a few seconds later.

   “What’s wrong, my son?” asked his mother, reaching up to caress his face. “In the name of God, the merciful, the compassionate, what’s the matter, my child?” But Hassoun didn’t so much as look at her, just stood there stock still, his mouth hanging open. “What’s wrong with you, child? Speak!”

   Hassoun could only point mutely toward the room he’d so quickly vacated. His mother of course rushed over to find out what on earth had so spooked her son. Hassoun’s sister-in-law and a few other women I didn’t recognize accompanied her.

   Hassoun’s mother grasped the problem at once. She came back and laughed in her son’s face. “What’s wrong with you, child? Why so scared? That’s only your brother’s rocket launcher and your brother-in-law’s old machine gun. The other stuff, the explosives, rifles, and grenades, those are all ours. Look, child, we’ve all joined Muqtada al-Sadr’s Mahdi Army, didn’t you know? What, you never heard about the Mahdi Army in Denmark, my dear, sweet child?”

   This was one blow too many for poor Hassoun. Here he’d come to visit the home of his honorable family only to find that they’d become a detachment of fifth columnists while he was away! And yet, even still, Hassoun allowed himself to be convinced to stretch out on the bed and close his eyes for a bit amid all those guns and bombs. His mother tucked him in with a beauteous smile upon her face.

   At which point the well-wishers saw the fun was over and decided to leave. I’d like to report some of the comments I heard as people passed me at the door, intending to go their separate ways:

   “It’s no wonder he was shocked. He’s probably never seen a gun in his life. The boy’s been a draft dodger as far back as I can remember.”

   “Give him a break, guys, he’ll come to his senses eventually.”

   “Hey, it’s not like the Danes don’t kill people like anyone else. They know plenty about guns over there. Denmark even had troops in the attack on Al-Suwaira in the ’91 war, remember? But what can I say, Hassoun’s always been a bit … you know.”

   “The way Hassoun jumped! Like a cat at the dog pound!”

   “Hassoun off to Denmark while we’re stuck here being eaten alive by bugs. Sure as hell didn’t see that coming.”

   But that rat and son of a rat Khanjar didn’t leave with everyone else. He stuck around Hassoun’s house, trying to ferret out information, since he still hadn’t gotten answers to his many questions … questions like:

   “How many dollars did he bring back?

   “How long’s he going to stay?

   “Does he support Sadr? Or is he with Sistani?

   “Is it true he’s going to marry a local girl and take her back to Europe with him?

   “Is it true he’s already married an old Danish widow?

   “Will he be visiting the shrines of the Imams while he’s home, particularly Al-Kadhimiya Mosque, or is he going to spend the whole time drunk?

   “Is he spending his whole vacation with family, or is he going to move into a fancy hotel at the first opportunity? That’s what Farhan, the quilter’s son, did when he came back last year from Australia …”

   But that’s only a sampling! That rogue and son of a rogue Khanjar had plenty more shots in his locker, and no intention of giving up till he got what he was after. For that reason, among others, Khanjar held firm despite all the hints from Hassoun’s mother and sister, increasingly brazen, that it was past time for him to get going. Khanjar pretended not to notice. Pretended to be deaf and blind both.

   Meanwhile, it transpired that the crowd who’d left the Hassoun house hadn’t gone home either. They were still outside, standing around, burning for news from their spy, Khanjar, who was taking so long to come out. It took till long after half the rooster slaughtered for Hassoun’s arrival had flown down his gullet for Khanjar to come out for an audience, smacking his awful lips and sucking his greasy fingers. He made no statement apart from a single sentence delivered in passing:

   “Uncles, don’t tell me you really fell for Hassoun’s theatrics? The weapons in that room are actually part of a crooked deal with the Danes. Our very own Hassoun the Clean-Shaven brought them into the country with the intention of hand-delivering them to the minister of defense, Hazim al-Shaalan, as part of al-Shaalan’s latest profiteering scheme.”

  

 
  
   
‌October 6, 2005

   Plans to Populate Thawra City, Prepared by the Office of the Sayyid

   As for myself, I’ve never traveled in my life, and till recently I never even gave any thought to taking a trip. Who, who could really abandon the country of his birth, go willingly into exile, and become a foreign agent of Iran, the US, or the UK, like every other one of our politicians these days? Besides—why travel when my Thawra City is soon going to become paradise? Our very own neighbors, Salim Manati and Razzak al-Shaykh, were elected to the new National Assembly this year, and they’ve taken an oath on the honor of their brothers that they’re going to turn Thawra into nothing less than a new Switzerland.

   On top of that, Sa’d Hitler—the ancient director of Muqtada al-Sadr’s office who was born in the days of the Third Reich’s support for Iraq against the British and so got saddled with a rather regrettable name—has declared, “Just let those infidel Americans show up here! They’ll see that Thawra City is a hundred times more lovely than Kufa!”

   “You’ve been very patient,” said the president of the neighborhood council. “Just be patient a little longer, and—I swear by the Seventh Imam—Thawra City will become a dream!”

   And Qasim Ta’ban, the city’s chief of police, said, “From now on, the police won’t carry weapons on their patrols to every corner of the city. They will be true police, serving the city’s residents, and every kind of bribe and shakedown will be prohibited.”

   Seeing as these are official statements issued by the highest-ranking administrators of our city, to cast any doubt upon their sincerity would be completely out of the question.

   Further information was, however, provided by Khanjar the Kiss-Ass and son of a Kiss-Ass, who, as usual, provided commentary on their proclamations in a parallel press conference convened on the corner of our street. He clarified that the Office of the Second Martyr (God bless Muqtada’s father, murdered by Saddam!) intended to enact a plan that could be summarized as follows:

   First, they’re bringing in the most competent ex-Soviet engineers they can find, with the goal of optimizing the city’s residential spaces. Each private house will from now on be provided with one hundred and forty-four square meters of floor space, a swimming pool, a game room, and a miniature shrine to Husayn with a fancy sound system for Qur’anic recitations.

   Second, they’re bringing in workers from the Baltics who, in the thrall of the thrust of their natural Nordic urges (his dirty word, not mine, with God as my witness!), will plant trees in all our open spaces, trees that will become the lungs of our new city, giving everyone fresh, clean air. And these green spaces will of course be equipped with modern playground equipment (the kind we see on European game shows) and will be called Muqtada Disney.

   Third, an Ecuadorian company is taking charge of setting up the largest Husayniya hall in the world, with an area of four square kilometers, starting at Fellah Junction in Block 55 and extending to the intersection of Fellah and Muzafar. Its purpose will be to create an open-air venue for conducting the Friday prayers and hearing the sermons and lectures of the Sayyid leader, Muqtada himself, as well as live commentaries by Muqtada’s spokesman, Abdul-Hadi al-Daraji.

   Fourth, there will be a partnership with Mexico for the goal of developing the city’s marketplaces. The Mexicans will come in to build us new stores with glass windows, furnished with surveillance cameras and air-conditioning, which will run even in the winter! Each shop will be designed to accommodate the goods being sold. For example, there will be crystal tanks for the binny fish, carp, sardines, and stromateus. As for the groceries, they will have mechanical rotating shelves that will display the full range of produce to the honored customers, who’ll need only to press a button to have a kilogram of cucumbers, carrots, eggplants—whatever they want!—dropped into their shopping cart.

   Khanjar added, “And permit me to offer an apology to the shopkeepers in the al-Arwa, Jamila, and Ariba markets for the fact that the aforementioned plans will do away with them entirely. On account of the many crimes of the Ba’athists during the sanctions, the old produce markets will be transformed into vast halls with artificial snow for downhill skiing, designated for residents from Iraq’s reconstruction zones. As for the Maridi Market, it’ll be allowed to keep its name, provided that it focuses on electronics—computers, printers, DVDs, and such. It will be our own little Maridi Silicon Valley.”

   Next Khanjar came to sports clubs and recreation centers. He declared that Fellah Street, the main drag running down the middle of the city, would be set aside for processions commemorating Husayn. A Spanish company specializing in parades and bullfights would develop the street in order to provide it with a grandeur appropriate to those occasions. The color black would no doubt predominate amid these new, permanent decorations, but certainly red (for blood) and green (for the banner of Husayn—peace be upon him!—which was carried by his brother Abbas ibn Ali until his dying breath at the Battle of Karbala) would also feature.

   Khanjar wrapped up his remarks by saying, “Nor has the office of Sayyid Muqtada (God bless him!) forgotten the pious women of Iraq, for he will have special sidewalks paved on every block of the city and set aside exclusively for their use, the better to ensure that their character, their independence, and their modesty will remain inviolate. These sidewalks will be forbidden to any male over the age of four.”

   Khanjar left it at that, which is to say without having clarified for us any other aspects of the plan, for example those relating to schools, hospitals, cinemas, theaters, cafés, hotels, and recreation centers. We all made sure to write down our questions and save them up for the next visit to the block from our city’s two representatives to the National Assembly, Razzak al-Shaykh and Salim Manati—those paragons among the world’s parliamentarians.

   All of us, that is, except for those few who for some reason seem to prefer to go into seclusion in their homes in order to wait for the revelation of the Hidden Imam, the Lord of Time himself: may God hasten his appearance, damn his enemies, and make his children victorious!

  

 
  
   
‌October 8, 2005

   Plato’s Block

   As you may or may not know, a block in Thawra City is a square residential division of a thousand homes. On the map, the eighty or so blocks that comprise Thawra City resemble each other like so many peas in a pod. So let me invite you, as my guest, I make you my guest to take a closer look at ours. Our block has more philosophers than Athens ever had. Our block has more politicians than all the countries of the European Union. Our block has more radicals than the Irish Republican Army; more priests than the Vatican; and more gangs, petty thieves, and armed robbers than all the mafias of Italy. Our block has more civil-society organizations than appeared in all of Iraq after the fall of the regime; more political parties than Latin America; and more noble and exalted descendants of the Prophet Muhammad than the actual number of people residing in said block.

   There are more tribal sheikhs living on our block than there were Sheikhs of Araby before Islam—and after. We have more journalists on our block than are employed by Reuters, and more poets than Mauritania. We have more tabla players than Ataturk’s Turkish republic, just as we have more singers on our block than all of Sister Egypt. Just one subdivision of our block contains more children than a whole province of China. Our block has more communists than Poland did before perestroika, and our block contains an arsenal of small arms whose combined firepower more than matches that of the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Our block boasts a number of martyrs far exceeding all the martyrs of Algeria. Our block houses more political prisoners than could be found in Stalin’s gulag.

   Our block also has a run-down elementary school built in the early sixties. It’s now a clinic that can boast more patients than medicine or staff to treat them. There’s not even a single doctor, just one trained nurse, a pharmacist-by-intuition (that is, with no training), and one “nurse” whose mother was a licensed midwife and bequeathed her daughter that profession when she died. Oh, there’s also the woman who mans the door—sometimes she delivers medicine, and sometimes she tries her hand at treating light wounds.

   Our block has a barber, Papa Spittoon, who, with all the power outages and water shortages these days, uses his saliva as shaving cream. It works fine, okay? One way or another he’ll get your beard off. And our block has a TV repairman, which makes us the envy of all the neighboring blocks, even though his expertise is limited to sending our televisions fifty years back in time. That is, he loves to watch things in black and white, and thanks to his unique brand of ingenuity, he’s able to restore even color sets to black and white—and sometimes just black. And our block has a butcher who does his slaughtering on the roof and his selling in the street, and of course our block also has the Rosanna Supermarket, where you can buy all the Pepsi anyone could want—as long as you don’t mind it being bottled exclusively right here in our block.
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