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PRAISE FOR BAGHDAD CENTRAL


“Powerful and authentic, Baghdad Central is a perilous journey through the dark maelstrom of wartime Iraq that will make you want to reach for a flak jacket and glance over your shoulder for surveillance, even as you’re marvelling at its abiding humanity.”


Dan Fesperman, author of Lie in the Dark


“One rarely finds Iraqis in American fiction except as Orientalist stereotypes or objects of political desires and fantasies. Baghdad Central is unique in this respect. Its Iraqis are subjects with agency and humanity. Colla knows the cultural and political topography very well. The chaos and cacophony of the American occupation are captured vividly. The narrative is smart and smooth. This is an intense and well-written novel. A pleasure to read.”


Sinan Antoon, author of The Baghdad Blues and The Corpse Washer


“A gripping tale of mystery and intrigue in the claustrophobic, morally treacherous world of post-invasion Baghdad, an environment where relationships can detonate as readily as car bombs. This is a compelling noir crime novel told from inside Iraqi society that lays bare the easy slide from personal to political treachery, where every crime is also a national wound. A great read!”


Jenny White, author of The Winter Thief and others in the Kamil Pasha series


“Just when you think that nothing in the overcrowded crime field can surprise you any more, along comes a writer like Elliott Colla who takes the genre by the throat and shakes it vigorously. Baghdad Central is a rich and allusive piece of writing, informed by the writer’s experience in both the Middle East and Washington. Its authenticity is matched by a masterly command of the mechanics of suspense.”


Barry Forshaw, Crime Time
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To Umm Mrouj, as ever.




           Heroism does not always mean going on the offensive. It can just as well entail patience or staying put. Bravery does not always mean raising a fist at the enemy before you. More often than not, it entails confronting the enemy within. A true hero fights against his own despair and love of comfort.


MICHEL AFLAQ
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April 2003


In the chaos of retreat, a few stand and fight. Some fall back, some take the fight to another time and place. Some remain at their stations to wait and listen.


We sip tea. We watch television. We check our weapons again. Then we change clothes and go home. Entire crowds of men vanish. Some will slip across lines, others across borders.


After days of battering, an eerie quiet begins to hold. They will arrive tomorrow at the latest. They are already here in the suburbs. There is fighting in al-Dora by now. Some say it has reached Firdos and Jihad.


No one is surprised by the men in trucks or by the order to evacuate. Everyone knew they would be coming on a day like today. The instructions are easy to follow. The men in the records office finished their job a week ago and never came back. These men begin unloading boxes from trucks, then drag them into the building. Only a handful of us are left, bewildered. We hang around outside. Then one by one we start to walk away, down the sidewalks and under the arcades on Khulafa Street until we disappear for good.


Behind thick concrete walls, the first explosions sound like thunder. There is a crack of glass as windows splinter in the morning sun. Then silence. Eventually, the silence retreats, though only softly at first. It grows into a roar. Fires burning deep, somewhere out of sight. Scorching winds whipping through empty hallways and offices, corridors and closets. Then from the empty windows, a storm of burning files, folders, and forms erupting into the sky. The flames eventually burn themselves out.


When the first American missiles hit, Baghdad Central Police Station is already an empty shell.




RED ZONE


…Full members of the Baath Party holding the ranks of Regional Command Member, Branch Member, Section Member and Group Member are hereby removed from their positions and banned from future employment in the public sector. These senior Party members shall be evaluated for criminal conduct or threat to the security of the Coalition. Those suspected of criminal conduct shall be investigated and, if deemed a threat to security or a flight risk, detained or placed under house arrest. Displays in government buildings or public spaces of the image or likeness of Saddam Hussein or other readily identifiable members of the former regime or of symbols of the Baath Party or the former regime are hereby prohibited. Rewards shall be made available for information leading to the capture of senior members of the Baath Party and individuals complicit in the crimes of the former regime. The Administrator of the Coalition Provisional Authority or his designees may grant exceptions to the above guidance on a case-by-case basis…
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Sunday Evening


23 November 2003


“I’d like to, but I can’t. I’m not a detective.”


Nidal stares at his brother-in-law as if he’s never seen him before. “So what are you?”


“You know as well as anybody.”


“You work for the police and they call you Inspector – what else am I supposed to think?”


“Worked. Past tense. And it wasn’t like that. I sat at a desk. I did paperwork and filing. I read reports about investigations. Then I read the informers’ reports they were based on. Then I wrote my own reports and filed them alongside all the other reports.”


“Do I have to draft a report for you?”


“Look, sorry. Let me think about it.”


Nidal looks down into his teacup, then across the room at the place on the wall where the picture of the Great Leader used to hang. Muhsin Khadr al-Khafaji waves the chaichi over and orders another tea. Around them, pairs of men sit at low wooden tables, sipping tea, smoking, and staying up late like they’d do on any other Ramadan night. Some roll dice and slap backgammon pieces back and forth. In one corner, old men play cards. Their faces show no emotion, just intensity. Small piles of bills sit in the middle of one table.


Nidal watches the men playing their game. Khafaji watches Nidal’s stiff profile until the man begins to sob and heave. Khafaji claps a hand on his massive shoulder. After a while, Nidal leans back in his chair and wipes his eyes with a thick peasant hand. Only now does Khafaji notice that Nidal isn’t wearing his gold cross. They used to tease him about it all the time. Now it was gone. Khafaji was going to cry too if they didn’t change the subject.


“OK. I’ll help you. But tell me again from the beginning.”


“One night last week Sawsan didn’t come back from work, and now Maha sits at home and cries all the time. She’s going out of her mind. You hear stories and you imagine the worst. After everything that’s happened, we were thinking we would leave. But now we can’t.”


“Why didn’t you tell me when it happened?”


“Because we don’t know what happened and we still don’t. She just hasn’t come home is all we know.”


“When was this?”


“Thursday.”


“Anyone call?”


“…?”


“Anyone call asking for money? Telling you to meet them somewhere? Did you contact anyone else?”


Nidal grabs Khafaji’s arm and raises his voice. “Brother, who the hell are we going to call? You’re the only police we know.”


“I quit. And anyway, there’s no police now.”


“You’re the one with all the connections in the Party.”


“That was years ago. And there’s no Party now.”


“So all we’re left with is you, I guess.”


Khafaji struggles to look optimistic. He mumbles, “I can try to help.” He clears his throat and starts over. “Tell me the rest again.”


The third time he tells it, Nidal’s story is still threadbare. A few broken strands tied in a knot. Sawsan graduated in August from Mustansiriyya University. Institute of Management and Administration. Wanted to study programing but ended up studying finance. The family had met a few of her friends from the university but didn’t know much about who they were, or how to contact them. After graduation, Sawsan started working. As a consultant, she said. Helped out with the household expenses, especially since Nidal’s job vanished. She worked for a professor at the university.


“It is a good job. Sawsan even had a driver to pick her up every morning and drop her every evening.”


“Write down any of the names you know. Classmates. Teachers. Anything. I’ll see what I can find.”


Nidal pulls out a piece of paper and starts to write.


An argument erupts at the card table in the back. The entire café goes silent. Cups are spilled. Glass splinters on the ground. Hands and fists lunge out at piles of bills. A scrappy old man with a week’s beard grabs the edge of his dishdasha and hobbles off toward the door, yelling something about mothers and cunts. The rest of the men call after him, taunting him and laughing at the mess. A waiter arrives with a broom and wet rag. Nidal and Khafaji look at one another again.


“How are things in the new apartment?” Khafaji asks. Like so many Palestinians, they’d been driven from their homes during the first weeks of the invasion.


“Baladiyat was our home. Our friends were there. Our life was there. Thank God we had Mikhail and the rest of the family. But Saadun will never be home.”


“You’re managing?”


“You’ll see how we’re managing Tuesday when you and Mrouj come over. We’re crammed – nine of us in two rooms. It’s bad enough when there’s water and electricity. But when there isn’t…” Nidal’s voice trails off. “But that’s not the issue any more,” he says. “It’s the attacks. They’re not random. They know who to go after and when. We’re lucky we left when we did. Remember the Jabrawis? They tried to stay on. The rest of us got the message.”


For a moment, Nidal tries to smile. Then his face collapses.


“Look, Muhsin. We lost everything and thought we could adapt. But this is different. As soon as Sawsan comes back, we’re leaving. Have you heard about what’s happening at the stadium? There are thousands of people living in tents there. Most of our building is there, I think. And then there are tens of thousands of others stuck on the border now. We’re getting out before that happens to us.”


He pauses and sips his tea. His eyes remain locked on Khafaji’s. “We’re eligible for a Canadian visa, but we have to apply in Jordan. We’re going to stay with cousins in Amman while we wait.”


“Amman? Really?”


Nidal knocks Khafaji’s shoulder playfully. “Lighten up, Muhsin. We’re Palestinians. We’re good at getting expelled.” Khafaji sees his wife’s emerald eyes again in the eyes of her brother. And also Suheir’s kindness and beauty.


Nidal is a man whose entire life has been spent here in this city. Suddenly a foreign army invades and he becomes a foreigner. This city belongs to him more than it does to me, Khafaji thinks. Suheir and Nidal’s parents were driven out of Jaffa. When they arrived in Baghdad in 1949, they decided to raise their children as if they had always lived here. Typical cosmopolitans, making a good life out of catastrophes. And as the years went by, Baghdad really was home. Over time they came to realize it mostly belonged to the clans from Tikrit. But still, those Tikritis were kind enough to leave scraps for everyone else. And they could never fence in all of the river. Maybe that’s why people never left.


When Suheir died, Khafaji told Nidal to get out while they could. The sanctions were just beginning to hurt, but most people figured out how to adapt and survive. It didn’t occur to Khafaji to leave until it was too late. He would have left with Suheir if he had known how sick she was. Like everyone else, he thought that things couldn’t get any worse. “Patience and strength,” everyone said. “Steadfastness and resistance.” Like most slogans, they taste bitter when you put them back in your mouth later.


Ten years ago they could have gone. Khafaji could have left with Suheir and Mrouj and started over, maybe in Sweden. But somehow they believed that oranges and carrot juice could cure cancer. They needed real medicine, but there was no chance of getting that.


Khafaji looks up and tries to sound strong. “Nidal, we all should have left long ago.”


They order another round and sit in silence. The men in the room continue drinking tea, talking to one another, reading papers, and rolling dice.


When Khafaji looks up, he sees Nidal pulling out crisp 1,000-dinar notes to pay the chaichi. Khafaji starts to argue about paying the bill, but it’s too late.


Khafaji continues to protest until Nidal hugs him. “Next one’s on you, brother. We’ll see you Tuesday for lunch? Maha’s already started cooking. Come as early as you can and spend the whole day with us. Thanks for agreeing to help.”


“It might just be me for Eid.”


Nidal pauses. “How’s Mrouj?”


“Still the same. No better, no worse.”


“God protect her.”


“What’s God got to do with it?”


“It’s just how we speak, Muhsin. You know that.”


Khafaji scowls as he looks at the scrap of paper in his hand. He sees only one name.


“Zubeida Rashid? Who’s this?”


Nidal shrugs. “Sawsan’s professor. The one she works for.”


“A picture of Sawsan might help jog people’s memory.”


Nidal reaches into his wallet. “I’ve got one from graduation.”


He hands Khafaji a photograph of Sawsan in black robes, holding roses and a diploma. Khafaji stares at it. A beautiful girl of twenty-two. Olive-skinned, with a long, straight nose, raven-black hair and stone-green eyes. A conspicuous beauty mark to the right of her mouth.


The spitting image of her aunt Suheir when she was that age.




May 2003


The morning air was already hot when he burst in the door. He threw the bundle of clothes and papers on the floor and walked past me without saying a word. I followed him upstairs into the bedroom and watched him rifle through the wardrobe. He never said a word. He pulled out every bit of clothing he could find. Shirts. Ties. Slacks. Jackets. Caps. His jaw was clenched so hard I thought his teeth might break.


Finally, he turned to look at me like he just noticed I was there. “I’m sorry. I’m in a hurry.”


“Can I help?”


“Check through the pockets and make sure there’s nothing in them.”


“What are you doing?”


He grimaced. “We need to get rid of it all.”


For the next hour, we collected everything. Tie clips, medals, belts and shoes. Then we went through desks and cabinets, collecting scraps of paper. Identity cards. Passports. Birth certificates. Diplomas. Commendations. We heaped everything onto the bed.


He told me to get a suitcase and as many bags as I could find. When I came back, I saw that he had made two piles. He put one into the suitcase. He stuffed the other into plastic bags. He went to the kitchen and got the kerosene.


“I’ll be right back,” is all he said when he went out. He looked so strange with all those bags.


When he came back later, he did not look at all relieved. He walked past me again and went upstairs. When I walked into the room, I saw him staring at the fire. Thick plumes of acrid smoke flew up in the wind. I thought the little date palm might catch fire, but the flames died as quickly as they had started. Finally, he turned toward me and tried to smile for the first time that day.


“What’s happening?” I asked.


“I don’t know.”


“What are we going to do?”


“I don’t know.”


“We can wait.”


“Yes. We’ll stay put until things become clearer.”


I had never seen him cry before.




Monday


24 November 2003


Khafaji wakes up and walks down the hall to Mrouj’s room. He quietly opens the door. She hasn’t moved at all from where she was when he peeked in on her late last night.


He puts the kettle on, and goes searching for cigarettes.


Khafaji never fasted during Ramadan, and this year was no exception. He never wanted to be counted among those who fasted in order to feast. And he certainly never wanted to be someone who fasted because a book or old men told him to.


Ramadan meant a month of drinking morning tea in complete silence. A month of swallowing the smoke of his first cigarette and hoping his neighbors didn’t notice. A month of stealing through the kitchen so that no one would hear. Only a fast-breaker knows the racket a pot of tea can make during daylight hours. The whole building can hear you if you don’t do it right. You rest the kettle gently on the stove and cringe when the gas flame begins to hiss. You wince every time the spoon clinks against the glass as you stir the sugar. And still, no one’s ever fooled. The neighbors never say anything, but they know.


All Khafaji can find is an empty pack of Royales, and a stale old pack of Sumer 100s. He lights a cigarette and waits. With the teapot, cups and sugar bowl on a tray, he shuffles through the sitting room and over to the balcony as he does every morning.


As he does every morning, he stares at the disaster, at the charred mess of the balcony. And he remembers the August morning when the whole block shook. Windows shattered up and down the entire side of the building. Even the paint on the walls seemed to catch fire. As he does every morning, Khafaji imagines what would have happened if he had been sitting on the balcony drinking tea on that morning.


The villa across the street bore the brunt of the attack. It is now nothing but a concrete shell. Its gardens, buried under piles of debris, are a local garbage dump. Cement dust turned every tree on the street snowy white. The green won’t return again until the first rains. Things are quieter now. Since that day, the windows have been shuttered with cardboard and tape and wood. Since that day, the balcony has been abandoned.


Khafaji puts down the tray in the sitting room, lights a cigarette and has his first sip of tea for the day. He picks up the photograph Nidal gave him. Khafaji is looking at Sawsan’s picture, but remembering another girl. Another time. Suheir at the university. Final exams. Holding all those books. Not textbooks, but books. Old books. Books she insisted on buying from dusty shops on Mutanabbi Street. She waves her hands wildly whenever she talks, and the books teeter back and forth. I am listening to her words but looking at the books, hanging in the air. I am looking at the skin on her arms. Her bare shoulders. I can’t help staring. She notices me and stops speaking. She smiles, then runs over to her friends. Time stops. Suheir stops. She turns back to look at me. Smiling with her whole body.


Khafaji lights another cigarette and looks at the photograph one more time. It is always so difficult to remain in the present. Now more than ever. He looks at his niece and tries not to see Suheir. He looks at the present and tries not to see the past. Eventually he succeeds.


When he finishes the pot, he puts it back inside and spends a couple minutes cleaning up boards and sticks. Last week, he cleaned up most of the broken glass. At this rate, the balcony might be ready for rehabitation by the time the American occupation comes to an end. Whenever that will be.


Khafaji starts to wash his face in the sink just as the water goes out. He dresses slowly, then cleans the kitchen slowly, hoping that if he takes long enough Mrouj will wake up. Eventually, he gives up and goes outside. Before he leaves, he rifles through the drawers in the back of his wardrobe. He picks up his Glock 19 and checks the clip, then thinks again. He picks up his badge and puts it in his jacket pocket. Less trouble. He smokes one last cigarette before going out the door, knowing it’ll be his last until he gets home.


Khafaji listens to his neighbors as he climbs down the stairs. In May, the building emptied out. Everyone else left. But now, somehow, it is full again. A complete change of residents. Terrifying, the process was also slow and surprisingly orderly.


Khafaji was at home the day they tried the lock. They were almost in before he stopped them. He never saw their faces. He only talked to them through the thick door. What he said made them go away, but probably not forever. It was enough to make him want to stay at home all the time, which was something he wanted to do anyway these days. There were so few reasons for leaving the house, and so many for staying.


Khafaji walks over to Kahramana Square to catch a taxi. As he waits, he studies the bronze statue of the heroine pouring boiling oil over the forty thieves. In this new version, he thinks, it’s the oil that the thieves came for. So how will you rescue us now, Kahramana?


A taxi stops and he gets in. Khafaji tells the driver to take him to the main gates of Mustansiriyya University. Khafaji takes the paper from his coat pocket and studies the name Nidal handed him. Zubeida Rashid. It sounds familiar. He thinks back to his years in the General Security Directorate. But there’s so little to remember if there’s no desire to remember.


Khafaji looks at his watch, and thinks about last night’s story. A fool’s errand, with checkpoints.


He looks out the window. At the first checkpoint, the traffic is not too bad. Hidden behind concrete blocks, bulletproof vests and thick helmets, American soldiers wave them through.


The streets are more crowded than before these days. More traffic. There are the old Brazilian Jettas, the Mercedes, the Audis and Peugeots. But there are new ones too. The driver sees the expression on Khafaji’s face and guesses. “That’s an Opel.”


“They have other names, don’t they?”


“Of course. That’s a Jimsy.” He points to a huge GMC. “Bikab, you know. There’s a Monika. A Duck. That was an Alligator that just passed by.”


“Too many to count.”


“They flooded the country with them. Lucky for us, we get to name them however we want.”


As they sit in traffic, the driver continues with his list: Hyundais. Land Rovers. Explorers. Suburbans. Khafaji remembers another time when Baghdad was flooded with new cars that were used cars. It was late August 1990, when suddenly American sedans began to appear everywhere. Their license plates were stripped, but everyone knew they were from Kuwait. Those cars didn’t last long.


At each petrol station, massive queues turn roads inside out. Khafaji looks at his watch again.


The driver adjusts the mirror and says, “God willing, we’ll be there in an hour.” The driver decides to put an end to the conversation with a tape of Quranic recitation. At first Khalil al-Husari’s voice is faint. Khafaji cannot make out what they are listening to. The driver turns up the volume. The Sura of the Merciful fills their ears. And eyes, to Khafaji’s annoyance.


“Quite a stereo.”


“A sound system,” the driver smiles back.


Dashboard lights flash and dance with each verse, with each change of pitch. Khafaji closes his eyes and tries to forget the visuals. Which is it, of the favors of your Lord, that ye deny?


The third checkpoint delays them twenty minutes, and the interpreter makes both Khafaji and the driver get out of the car before they can go.


At the front gates of the university, Khafaji pays the driver and hands him two cigarettes as a tip. The man nods and puts them in the glove compartment for after sunset.


At first, the guardhouse looks empty. As Khafaji walks through, a voice from inside calls out, “Where are you going?”


Khafaji walks over and flashes his badge. The other man turns around without saying another word. Khafaji looks around at the courtyard inside. What he sees makes him wonder whether he wasted his time. Not a campus, but a grove of burnt eucalyptus trees, a field of dead grass and acres of broken tile and concrete. As he walks inside, he spies a group of workmen filling sacks with dirt and bricks. Khafaji walks over and asks, “Excuse me, where is the Institute of Management and Administration?”


Only one man appears to have heard him. He looks up at Khafaji’s knees and shakes his head. Then, with his pickaxe, he points at a small path. Khafaji thanks him and walks until he finds himself along a row of identical concrete buildings, each suffering an acute case of .50 caliber acne. On one building, marked “Fine Arts”, each empty window is framed by black and gray smudges. Five floors that, one day, went up in flames. The building looks like a monumental composition, a giant, conceptualist sculpture.


Khafaji walks over and steps inside. He looks up, through a web of broken concrete and twisted rebar. A sheet of frozen plastic spills out from somewhere above. Like a cascade of iridescent lava. Not a window remains, not a door – only shell guts. Khafaji looks down to see a floor cracked and cratered.


Beyond a long reflecting pool, Khafaji sees another building that might be the one he is looking for. The dead date palms and the abandoned pickup in the water suggest the pond is not ornamental. Khafaji walks around the water toward the building. By the main entrance, water gushes from a broken pipe. White froth rushes over broken marble steps, across the walkway, and into the dirty pond. Khafaji tries to step over the water and curses when his leather shoes get soaked.


With its ordinary concrete walls, the Institute does not stand out from other buildings. On the outside, it’s pockmarked like everything else.


But when Khafaji walks inside, he sees a different world. Freshly mopped marble floors. People coming in and out, even though classes are not in session. Some clutching folders. Others briefcases. And everyone with a cellphone. The sight of pressed suits makes him hesitate. He stares at shiny shoes. He stares at the workers in boiler suits and plastic sandals. At coils of wire unspooled. He stares at the busyness. He stares too long.


Khafaji feels a heavy hand on his arm. “Excuse me, Uncle. Can I help you?”


Khafaji turns to see a tall man dressed in a familiar way. Wearing the usual cheap suit. The usual scowl. The usual thick neck and bad tie. Regimes change, but plain clothes never do.


Somehow, Khafaji manages to smile down while looking up at the man. “This is the Institute of Management and Administration, isn’t it?”


The man’s hand is a heavy iron shovel and now it’s digging into Khafaji’s shoulder.


“That’s right, Uncle. This is a place of business. I’m going to have to ask you to come outside. Go to the front gate if you need directions.”


“I don’t think you understand,” Khafaji says, flashing the badge in his pocket.


The man attempts to grab it, but Khafaji pulls it away. “You can look. But you’re going to have to wash your hands if you want to touch it.”


Years ago, it had taken Khafaji months to figure out what exactly a cop’s authority could be in a police state. Compared to Military Intelligence, General Security had been second-class. But compared to both, civilian police were much lower. The only way to make up for this, Khafaji learned, was never to let on you were merely civilian. And it wasn’t that hard to fool thick-necked country boys from the north.


Khafaji looks up, and sees the man staring in disbelief. Or anger.


Khafaji wastes no time. “I’m here to see Professor Zubeida Rashid.”


“Then you should make an appointment, Uncle.”


“Appointment, sir.”


“Don’t overdo it, old man. I don’t know who you are, but I know your better days are behind you. You should check the expiration date on that badge before you try to use it again.”


Khafaji doesn’t move. The man goes on. “Prof. Zubeida is a busy woman. Call her secretary. Maybe she’ll make time to see you, but I doubt it.” Before he finishes his sentence, the man’s already signaled to other guards to come over and help him.


“Listen, she’ll want to see me. It’s about someone who works for her. A girl.”


The man laughs. “It’s always about a girl, isn’t it? Tell me something I don’t know, old man.”


“Her name’s Sawsan Faraj. It won’t take much time.”


The grin on the man’s face turns sour. “Wait outside on the steps.”


The guard at the door pretends not to watch Khafaji. The man returns minutes later. He makes Khafaji go first as they climb the marble staircase. Each individual step has been carefully mopped.


A young secretary opens the office door and Khafaji finds himself alone on an overstuffed couch. Half an hour goes by, but no one comes. Khafaji wishes he had brought his cigarettes, then thinks again. A buzzer sounds and the secretary takes Khafaji into a luxury office. This might be the only room in Iraq with no trace of concrete. Everything is wood and silk and glass. The walls, the desk, and even the floor and ceiling are oak, the edges softened by silk curtains and carpets. Crystal trinkets decorate a coffee table in the middle of the room.


A raspy voice calls out from behind the desk, “Yes?”


“I’m here to see Professor Zubeida Rashid.”


“Yes, that’s me. Who are you?” A laugh sits on her lips in the shape of a smirk.


“I’m… It’s about…” Khafaji stumbles. “Is there something funny?”


Her smile begins to crack around the edges. “You look like someone I know. Or used to know. I’m sorry.”


“My name’s Muhsin Khafaji. As I told the fellow at the entrance, I am here regarding someone who works for you. My niece, Sawsan.”


“Sawsan…?”


“Sawsan Faraj. I think she was a student of yours at the Institute. She has been working for you since…”


“Of, course. Sawsan is your niece? She’s like a daughter to me. What would you like to know?”


“Well, anything really. Her family is worried. They haven’t seen her in a number of days. She hasn’t called. I was hoping I would walk in here and find her.”


Her fingers tremble as they reach for a pack of cigarettes. “It upsets me to hear this. I didn’t know. I don’t know…” Her eyes catch Khafaji’s again, then flicker away.


“You’re Hassan’s brother, aren’t you?”


Now it’s Khafaji’s fingers that tremble. “You know Hassan?”


They spent so much of their lives apart that Khafaji is always surprised to remember he has a brother. Not so much an actual brother, but a memory usually buried deep. Until someone else digs it up again, like this woman right now. Khafaji stares absently at the crystal figurines on the table in front of him. A ballerina. An elephant. A lion. A horse. A poodle. A giraffe. A clown holding balloons. A whole crystal circus. Ready to break.


Khafaji looks up again. When he catches her eye, he wishes he hadn’t. Golden eyes, like almonds. Arched eyebrows and long dark lashes. Dark skin and wine-red lips. She smiles and pearls flash in coral settings. A minute goes by as they sit looking at each other.


The professor finally lights her cigarette. She inhales and turns toward the window.


“People have always told us that we look alike…” Khafaji’s voice trails off.


She puts down her cigarette. She reaches into her purse and takes out a handkerchief. She wipes her nose so gracefully that Khafaji wishes she’d do it again.


Khafaji looks at the ceiling, then the walls of the office. For the first time since he set foot in the room, he notices the portrait of Abd al-Karim Qasim. “Mercy on him,” he murmurs to himself.


She squints at Khafaji for a moment, then leans forward. “Would you like a cup of tea, Muhsin? You’re not fasting, are you? You don’t look hungry.”


Without waiting, she is speaking into an intercom. They wait silently until the secretary enters with a porcelain tea service. Not a word. She hands a cup of tea to Khafaji and points to the sugar bowl.


“I met Hassan at Exeter. I was just a grad student in civil engineering. He was the famous professor in the English department. The great Iraqi genius. The brilliant scholar of T.S. Eliot. He had an English wife, but it was me he was in love with. When his first son was born, he said he would leave her. But then he changed his mind. ‘We have to be modern about these things,’ is how he used to put it. ‘We have to be modern.’ Being modern with him dragged on for years. I only began to wake up to how awful it was much later. He wasn’t going to leave his wife. At least, not for me. By that time, I wasn’t the only other woman in his life. He rather enjoyed being modern with everyone around him. But I didn’t. Being modern hurt too much.”


Khafaji looks down at his old clothes and wishes he’d worn something nicer.


“I finished my degree and left England for good. I would have stayed. I wanted to. But I didn’t want to live anywhere near him. I didn’t want to run into him. I didn’t want to hear about him from friends. So I came home. To the one place where I could be certain I’d never see him.”


She lights another cigarette and looks at Khafaji. She tosses the pack onto her desk, and the lighter beside it.


“Go ahead, you’ve already broken your fast for today.”


Khafaji laughs. “You’d have to meet me earlier in the day if you want to help me break my fast.”


She raises an eyebrow. “You know, Hassan used to talk about you, ‘my brother Muhsin’. You and I should have met long ago. You were the person I wanted to see most when I first came back. I don’t know why, since I didn’t know you. Still, I wanted to see for myself if Hassan really had a brother. The poet, right?”


Khafaji turns red. “Failed poet. It’s been years since I wrote anything that rhymed.”


“I’m glad you found me, Mr Muhsin. So, you’re here. And now finally we meet. You do look like him.”


Her smile evaporates in another cloud of smoke and she looks out the window.


“About my niece. Sawsan. She’s not here, is she?”


“No. Suzy is usually working somewhere else.”


“Suzy?”


“Sawsan. Sometimes days go by without us meeting in person. We talk all the time on the phone, so I don’t even think about it.”


“When was the last time you saw her?”


She thinks for a minute before answering, “Last week. Thursday maybe.”


“Have you spoken since?”


“I’m not sure. No.”


“Do you know where Sawsan is right now?”


“On any given day, the work might take her anywhere. Just because I don’t know where she is doesn’t mean anything.”


“Her family’s worried, though. She has been gone for days, Professor. Could you tell me what Sawsan does for you?”


“Mr Muhsin, I would like to tell you everything. Her university studies made her particularly valuable. But for security reasons, I can’t tell you any more than that.”


Khafaji nods, though he doesn’t like the way this is going. “It might help the family relax if they knew what she was doing for you.”


“I don’t need to tell you how dangerous it is. Every day, things are getting worse. And right now scholars and teachers are especially at risk.”


“Is that because you’re so smart?”


She squints at Khafaji before smiling again. “No. It’s because we are the conscience of the nation, Muhsin. I don’t say that to brag. I’m just repeating what our enemies say. If they can get rid of intellectuals, then they can wipe the slate of history clean. They can’t build their Iraq until we’re out of the way.”


She lights another cigarette and takes a long drag. She throws the pack on the desk again.


Khafaji leans forward and asks, “Professor, I am not sure I understand what this has to do —”


The professor interrupts him: “Should we just give our country to the exiles? Like hell. We’re the ones who stayed and suffered. Damn if I’m going to let them sell our country to foreign oil companies. And damn if I’m going to let the ayatollahs take our country away from us either.” She sees the look in Khafaji’s eyes. “Here, have another.”


She slides the pack over to Khafaji. He fumbles for a cigarette. “So, how will we defend ourselves? We have to find allies. Which means, we have to create allies. Old enemies might become new friends. Old friends might become new enemies.”


She exhales and another cloud of smoke fills the room. “Relationships might become complicated. Does that make someone like me a collaborator, Muhsin?”


Khafaji nods, then corrects himself. “Of course not.” His tone is too emphatic.


She shakes her head and puts out her cigarette. “You’ve seen the security outside. We don’t hire guns because we’re VIPs. No. We hire them because we have to. Because there are people who know that for every intellectual they murder, ten others will leave of their own accord. Half of them think that when they get rid of us, Iraq will magically become a mosque. The other half think it will turn into a gas station or a minimart. They’re both right, actually. Without us, this country doesn’t have a chance.”


“Professor Zubeida, is there anything you can tell me about Sawsan that might help me find her? You provide a driver for her, right? Can I talk to him?”


When she looks at Khafaji again, he imagines that she is speaking to someone else, probably Hassan. “Suzy is like my own daughter. I’ll call the driver and put you in touch with him. Please convey my greetings and concern to her family.”


She takes a fountain pen from her desk and asks, “What’s your cellphone number?”


“Take down my landline.”


As he rattles off the numbers, Khafaji looks down at the empty porcelain teacup in his hand. The professor frowns as she copies them. Minutes go by as he wonders what will happen next. Nothing does. Eventually, he sets his cup on the tray and stands up.


“Thanks for your time.”


As he walks out the door, she calls out, “We will be in touch soon, Hassan.” Khafaji doesn’t correct her. He doesn’t even mind.




June 2003


They came in the middle of the night. It was hot. The electricity was out, so we had our windows wide open. I heard them when they pulled up in their pickup trucks. You could almost see them through the shutters. I tried to get a better look through the peephole, while waving the children to go back to sleep.


We were expecting it, it just took them longer to get to us.


Why are we here? We had nowhere else to go.


Those who could, left. Years ago.


Three men stayed downstairs at the entrance. The drivers turned off the engines and lights; you could barely make out the pickups. Two of them walked to one end of the street, a few more walked to the other end, then disappeared behind the heaps. With all their clicking and chirping, their radios sounded like little birds. There weren’t any patrols in our district. Not that night. Not any night.


It was pitch dark. And their faces were covered. But still, you could see right through the masks they wore. I don’t need to tell you who they were. A group of them climbed up, floor by floor. One of them stayed behind on each landing. Their flashlights went on and then off again. We held our breath as one of them knocked on doors with the butt of his rifle. No one opened. No one said a word.


Five men went up all the way to the third floor. Outside, you could hear the portable generators humming and coughing. Then there were a couple shots from down the street. I remember hearing a car’s engine, another shot, and then silence. A long silence. It was like we suddenly remembered how hot it was, and we went back to fanning ourselves while we waited in that silence.


When they shouted, “Ibrahim Jabrawi, come out!” none of us was surprised. What surprised us was that he opened the door. Then a scuffle, cries and sobs. I wasn’t close enough to hear what happened next, but the man next door heard everything. Ibrahim told them he would come with them. He asked them to leave his family in peace. Then all you could hear was the sound of bone and flesh on concrete.


You know how time stops when you get a shock? Well, that’s what we felt as we sat there waiting in the darkness. For minutes. The whole building could feel the silence. It was like getting a shock. That silence was an electric wire lying on the ground.


They told me later that some revolvers are louder than rifles. But what would I know?


The children on the fourth floor began to cry right after the first shot. No one saw a thing, but that did not prevent us from seeing everything. Even those who kept their eyes closed tight saw it all. Those kids kept crying until the last shot, then the building went quiet.


As soon as we heard the pickups roar off, we lit lanterns and rushed over. We told the women to get towels and buckets of water. Not because it would do any good, but because we didn’t want them to see five bodies swimming in a pool of blood. Two were so young that the blast severed their heads.


By the next afternoon, we all left and came here to the stadium. They say people moved into our apartments on the day we left. I don’t know who’s living there now and I don’t care.




Monday Evening


24 November 2003


Eid Mubarak. There is much to be thankful for at this special Eid for Iraq. This Eid, Saddam the dictator has become Saddam the fugitive. This Eid, there is no Mukhaberat. This Eid, Iraqi schoolteachers earn enough to put food on the table. This Eid, for the first time ever, you know you are going to have a democracy – and you know exactly when you will have it.


ADDRESS OF L. PAUL BREMER TO THE IRAQI PEOPLE


The electricity goes out just as he opens the door.


In the dark, Mrouj calls out, “Is that you, Baba? I’m getting the lamp.”


Khafaji puts down his shopping bags and pauses.


“I got some cucumbers and yogurt, Mrouji.”


The lights flicker on again and his daughter’s silhouette floats into view. With unsteady hands, she holds onto the door frame.


“How do you feel?”


She hobbles across the floor, reaching for a chair, then a table. As she approaches, he sees the familiar smile on her face. Teeth like pearls. Eyes flashing like moonlight on the river.


“Still the same. I got up because I had to. I was getting sick of sitting in bed anyway.”


“And?”


“A little blood, but not as much as before.”


She is young, though her face doesn’t give it away. He reaches out for her hand. Girl’s hands, still soft. Outside, the call to prayers goes up from the mosque on the main street.


“Are you hungry, Baba? I can make dinner.”


“Only if you eat with me.”


“I’ll try, Baba.”


“Let’s see what there is.” Mrouj leans against her father, and the two of them shuffle across the rug then onto the cold tiles of the kitchen floor. They know the refrigerator is empty; they unplugged it finally last month. They look anyway. They open cupboards, pretending surprise when they find nothing but cans, cartons, packets and jars. Nothing that needed refrigeration, nothing that would spoil. Mackerel, tuna and sardines. Chickpeas and condensed milk. Tea and crackers and juice. Rice, sugar and powdered milk. Dried apricots, prunes and sour cherries. Thyme and sesame, cardamom and saffron. Dates, dried limes, apricots, almonds and walnuts. Pickled turnips, carrots, cauliflower and cucumbers. Briny white cheese and lemons. Pomegranate syrup and olive oil.


When Suheir was alive, the family ate well every day. No matter how bad things were, they always ate their late lunch together. But that was years ago. When Mrouj began to lose her appetite, Khafaji stopped eating too. Neither of them ever cooked anything more elaborate than a pot of tea or rice.


When they sit down to eat, Mrouj looks at the calendar and says, “Happy Eid, Baba. I can’t believe it’s here already.”


“Happy Eid, Mrouj. I saw your uncle today. They’re expecting us tomorrow.”


“I wish I could. You go, Baba – for both of us.”


“Did Sawsan ever talk to you about her work?”


“When, Baba? I haven’t seen her since summer. Why do you ask?”


“I was just wondering.”


“Invite them over, Baba. They could come on Friday. Tell Sawsan to come over in the morning. She can help me cook.”


“I’ll ask. It’s been a long time since you made fasanjan. Would you make it?”


“Of course, Baba. Tell me something you like about Eid.”


“I like that day at last goes back to being day and night to night. Everyone can finally go back to their routines. And this absurd cycle of abstaining and gorging ends.”


When he sees the expression on Mrouj’s face, Khafaji apologizes. “I also love seeing the children in their new clothes. That’s something I’ll never stop loving. Your mother always spent so much time buying just the right Eid clothes for you. We loved watching you parade around the neighborhood in them. You and Uday were so proud of your fancy new clothes.”


Mrouj looks away. “Baba, can I take your plate?”


Mrouj’s voice brings him back to the present. He looks down and sees the fork in his hand. He sees that his plate is now empty.


“No, I’ll wait until you finish, Mrouj. Try to eat a little more.”


She puts another cucumber into her mouth, but chews without enthusiasm. She drinks the rest of her yogurt, then wipes the smoky flavor from her lips. He looks outside to see the night drinking up shadows. He looks again at his watch as if it had something to tell him.


Mrouj insists on washing the dishes. Khafaji stands beside her and dries. Together, they listen to the neighbors talking and laughing. Families end their fasts so solemnly and quietly at first. But with each bite, the table becomes a feast, then a carnival. As he dries the last of the dishes, Khafaji listens to the cackles coming from across the way and the floor below, and then to the sound of televisions being turned on one by one in the neighboring apartments. Somewhere, behind the televised noise, Khafaji can hear another call to prayer. As he stacks plates and bowls in the cupboard, he listens also to a parade on the stairwell. Only when he is folding the dish towel does he notice that Mrouj is sitting at the kitchen table, her head in her hands.


“What’s wrong, my love? Can I help you get up?”


“Baba, will you read to me?”


“Of course, my love. Let’s get you to bed.”


Khafaji helps his daughter to the bathroom and closes the door gently behind her. He waits down the hall for minutes as she tries to urinate. Mrouj washes her face, then opens the door. He looks at her, and she shakes her head. Together they shuffle down the dark hall. She lies down. He reaches over to turn on the light.


“Mrouji, what would you like to hear?”


“Something you like, Baba.”


Khafaji walks back to the living room and takes a worn book from the shelf. When Mrouj sees the book in his hands, a puzzled look interrupts her grin. She closes her eyes as her father begins to read. Words go by, then stanzas.


       Immortality, they said


       And I found it in a shadow


       That emerges from the shriveling of life


       And flings itself in a leisurely way


       On the graveyards


       I found it in a word


       That lingered on the lips of those


       Who mourned their past


       As they denied it.


       They sang for immortality


       As they passed. Alas!


       They spoke of immortality


       And I found all that is


       Would not last.


The poetry of Nazik al-Malaika always takes Khafaji back to his childhood. Poetry was everything in the house where he grew up.


“Wine, pure wine!” their father would call out whenever he heard a good line of poetry. It was the only bottle he ever drank from. Poetry was the glass he poured each night when he came home from work. When the brothers were old enough to memorize, Khafaji’s father let them drink it too. He taught them the best lines, and then made them pour the poetry back to him while he stretched out on the old sofa. Eyes closed, he corrected his sons until they knew how to pull every pearl to be found in the dusty old books on his shelves. When the aunts visited on Friday, their father would send them into the kitchen to recite the kind of poetry that made women blush. They would shoo the boys back into the men’s quarters, but not before stuffing cardamom sugar cookies in their mouths.
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Mission accomplished, they said.
But Iraqi police inspector Khafaji finds himself
involved in one last investigation . .
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