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      To Jamil Hamad


   

      The crimes in this book are based
on real events in Gaza. Though
dentities and circumstances have
been changed, the killers really
killed this way, and those who
died are dead just the same.
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      Chapter 1


      

         As Omar Yussef came along the passage, the flies left the flooded toilets to examine him. The filth in the latrines soon lured

         most of them back, but a small, droning escort orbited him as he sweated toward Gaza.

      


      The passage was wide and empty, haunted by the thousands who shoved through there twice a day. Its whitewashed walls were

         soiled gray to the height of a man’s shoulder, marked by the touch of laborers jostling at dawn to their construction jobs

         in Israel. The mid-morning sun slopped under the raised tin roof, sickly and urinous. The air was pale and stinking and every

         surface was repugnant.

      


      Omar Yussef struggled along the uneven concrete, scuffing his mauve loafers and bracing his overnight case against his knee

         with each step. He touched the back of his hand to his nose, fighting the toilet stench with a hint of his French cologne.

      


      Magnus Wallender came alongside him. At forty, the Swede was sixteen years younger than Omar Yussef and three inches taller,

         not quite five feet ten. His wavy hair was a blondish gray and his light beard was trimmed very short. He wore khaki slacks,

         a well-pressed blue shirt and tasteful 

         glasses, horn-rimmed and rectangular. “Oh dear,” he said, raising a pale eyebrow at the putrid puddle in front of the toilets.

      


      “The scent of Gaza,” Omar Yussef said.


      Wallender smiled and turned to Omar Yussef. “Would you like me to help you with your bag?”


      The Swede was trying to be kind, but Omar Yussef hated to think it was obvious that the weight of the bag was a discomfort

         to him in the heat. Had it been anyone else, he would have snapped, but Wallender was his boss. Kiss the hand that can’t be bitten, he thought. “Thank you, Magnus. I can manage,” he said.

      


      A Palestinian officer sat behind a battered desk in the shade of the grubby passage wall, beyond a squeaking turnstile and

         a tall roll of barbed wire. When he saw Omar Yussef approaching with a foreigner, he straightened, preparing to process important

         guests. He reached for the green plastic wallet that held Omar Yussef’s ID card and for Wallender’s dark red passport. The

         officer examined the photo page of the passport. “Mister Magnus?” he said.

      


      Wallender nodded and smiled.


      “Welcome,” the officer murmured, in English. “For what do you come to Gaza?”


      “I’m with the United Nations Relief and Works Agency, in the Jerusalem office,” Wallender said. “We’re making an inspection

         of the UN schools in the Gaza refugee camps.” He gestured toward Omar Yussef. “My colleague is the principal at one of our

         schools in Bethlehem.”

      


      The officer nodded, though Omar Yussef was sure the 

         man’s English wasn’t equal to Wallender’s explanation. Omar Yussef noticed that he transcribed the Swede’s name incorrectly

         in the large, dog-eared tablet on the table.

      


      “How long since you were in Gaza, ustaz?” the officer asked Omar Yussef.

      


      “Twenty years, my son. The permit isn’t easy to get.”


      “You’ll notice some changes in Gaza.”


      “Gaza will notice some changes in me.” Omar Yussef gave a short laugh that sounded as though he were preparing to expectorate. “When I was last in Gaza, I had

         nice curly hair and I could carry an overnight case without breaking into a sweat.”

      


      The officer grinned. He glanced from the ID card to Omar Yussef and his smile wavered, betraying polite confusion. Is he surprised that I’m not as old as I look? Omar Yussef thought. Just below average height, Omar Yussef appeared even shorter because his shoulders stooped like those

         of an old man. His hair was white, liver spots stained his balding scalp, and his tidy mustache was gray.

      


      “At least, you still have your mind, uncle.” The officer handed back the ID card. “Unlike Gaza.”


      Wallender stepped into the light beyond the passageway and gazed at the sun, stretching. “We’re being met here by the UN security

         officer for Gaza,” he said. “A fellow named James Cree. I’m told he’s Scottish.”

      


      Omar Yussef came up beside him. “A security officer?”


      “Apparently Gaza is a bit dangerous, you see.” Wallender laughed.


      Taxi drivers lazed in the shade cast by a one-room police 

         post. A few of them approached, calling vaguely predatory welcomes and pointing to their shaky, yellow vehicles. From the

         shadow beyond the police station stepped a bald, thin man, peering at his mobile phone. He was nearly six and a half feet

         tall, and his face and scalp were red from the sun.

      


      “I’d say that’s our Mister Cree, don’t you think?” Wallender said. “He looks even more foreign than I do. Which is a rare

         feat.”

      


      James Cree put his mobile phone in the breast pocket of his short-sleeved shirt. His sunburned face was soft and seemed wavily

         rounded, like a poached egg on a plate. His eyes were a delicate, faded blue, and he wore a ginger mustache no wider than

         a pinkie finger from top to bottom. His limbs were long and narrow and suggested the sinewy strength of an endurance athlete.

      


      Wallender shook Cree’s hand. “This is our colleague Omar Yussef, principal of the Girls’ School in Dehaisha refugee camp,”

         he said. “I’m lucky enough to have obtained permission from the Israelis for him to pass through the checkpoint to work with

         me on this inspection.”

      


      The Scot bent to shake Omar Yussef’s hand. Omar Yussef felt small, slow and paunchy before the tall, lean man. “Mister Wallender

         takes you to all the best places,” Cree said dourly, barely moving his lips.

      


      Wallender reached up to slap Cree’s shoulder and went laughing to the white Chevrolet Suburban with black UN markings that

         rolled out of the parking lot for them.

      


      They settled into the vehicle’s air-conditioned cool. From the front seat, Cree looked at Wallender over his shoulder 

         as the driver pulled into the road. “We’ve got an emerging situation here, Magnus. The office called me as I was waiting for

         you, and they’ve been messaging me more details on my cellphone. One of our teachers was arrested early this morning.”

      


      “Who?” Wallender said.


      “A fellow named Eyad Masharawi. He teaches parttime at our school in Shati refugee camp. The rest of the time he’s a university

         lecturer.”

      


      “At the Islamic University?” Omar Yussef said.


      “No, the other one, whatever the hell it’s called.”


      “Al-Azhar.”


      “Aye. Well, the poor bugger’s been arrested. So I’ll drop you at your hotel, if you don’t mind, and I’ll get along sharpish

         to Masharawi’s house to see what can be done.”

      


      Magnus Wallender looked at Omar Yussef. “We don’t want to delay you, James. Why don’t we come with you? You can take us to

         the hotel later.”

      


      “I’d just as soon drop you first.”


      “No, really, we’d prefer to go with you.”


      Cree wasn’t looking at them now. “What about your inspection?” he said, softly.


      “I’d say this would be part of our inspection, if one of our teachers is in custody,” Wallender said. “Don’t you agree, Abu

         Ramiz?”

      


      Omar Yussef noticed Cree’s blue eyes flicker across him when Wallender called him Abu Ramiz, “the father of Ramiz,” a respectful

         and yet familiar form of address. The Scot didn’t give Omar Yussef a chance to respond. “All right, 

         if it’s like that, then.” He turned to the driver. “Nasser, we’ll go to Masharawi’s place first.”

      


      As the Suburban weaved around the potholes and picked up speed, Omar Yussef wondered where this poor Masharawi might be held

         and what might have led to his arrest. As a teacher of history to refugee children, he felt an affinity with others who chose

         such work for little money and less respect.

      


      Outside, the heat flamed off the road and the dunes burned white. Even Bethlehem is more welcoming than this, he thought. His hometown in the bare hills south of Jerusalem had its deadly problems, but it maintained its historic core

         and the dignity of its old stones. His friend Khamis Zeydan, Bethlehem’s police chief, traveled to Gaza regularly, and he

         maintained the place was so broken that it ought to be pulled out into the Mediterranean and sunk, along with the gunmen and

         corrupt ministers who ran it. Yet this small strip of land—rather than Bethlehem—seemed to represent the desperate reality

         of the Palestinians: Gaza bellowed and struggled like an injured donkey, while its rulers played the role of the angry farmer,

         furiously beating the stricken beast, though they knew it couldn’t get up.

      


      Nasser hit the brakes as he raced up behind a slow-moving military convoy, and swore. Omar Yussef glanced at the UN men. They

         showed no sign of comprehending the crude Arabic curse. He leaned forward and spoke to the driver.

      


      “Shame on you,” he said. “Watch your mouth.”


      The driver kicked down a gear and sent the Suburban roaring into the opposite lane to pass the military vehicles.


      There were five trucks. The three at the back were small 

         and camouflaged, each filled with so many soldiers that they had to stand. They held onto the shoulders of the men next to

         them and swayed with the rolling of the trucks across the torn surface of the road. They wore green and khaki camouflage,

         red berets, and red armbands that bore the words Military Intelligence in white.

      


      The second truck from the front was a flatbed of medium length. At its center, a coffin was draped in the green, white, red

         and black of the Palestinian flag. A row of soldiers stood on each side of the casket, their legs braced against the movement

         of the truck, facing forward and trying to stand at attention. Omar Yussef thought they strove for a tough look, but their

         callow faces were bony and nervous.

      


      The UN driver slowed as he passed the coffin. “There is no god but Allah, and Muhammad is his prophet,” he muttered, in benediction

         for the dead man. Omar Yussef leaned forward in his seat to get a better view of the coffin. Under the flag, there would be

         a simple box of unfinished planks with no lid. The dead man would be wrapped in a shroud, his legs tied at the ankles. When

         they buried him, they would save the coffin to use again.

      


      “You’re on the wrong side of the bloody road, Nasser.” Cree spoke to the driver through his teeth.


      Nasser stamped on the accelerator and shot past the coffin, pulling back into the right lane.


      Omar Yussef wondered who was in that coffin. This was his first sight of death in Gaza, neatly packaged in a box. He was not

         a mile from the checkpoint and already death was riding the same road.

      


   

      Chapter 2


      

         The Masharawi home in the Tuffah neighborhood of Gaza City was stuccoed white over concrete and the doorways were framed with

         faded purple paint. Its two floors lay behind a shoulder-height garden wall graffitied with the Palestinian flag and a yellow

         Dome of the Rock. Spiky barbed-wire curlicues encircled the cartoon mosque.

      


      Omar Yussef stepped out of the sandy lane where the Suburban was parked. The path to the house led through a tangle of lemon

         trees that stood twice as high as the wall. The trees gave off a warm citrus scent, as though they’d been boiled for herb

         tea by the strong sun. The low cooing of doves came soothingly through the heat. In a corner of the garden, there was a shady

         olive grove and a bulbous clay taboun, where Masharawi’s wife might have been baking on any normal day. A strange silence reached out from the open doors and windows

         of the house into the thick midday stillness.

      


      A thin, gangly boy in his teens, whose left ear stuck out at ninety degrees to his head, appeared at the door. His eyes stuttered

         between the foreigners and the floor. Omar Yussef spoke to him first.

      


      

         “Greetings,” he said.

      


      “Double greetings, ustaz,” the boy whispered.

      


      “Is this the home of ustaz Masharawi?”

      


      The boy dropped his eyes to the cheap plastic thongs on his feet and nodded.


      Cree stepped up to Omar Yussef’s shoulder. The boy leaned backward to look at the towering man. There was a small quiver in

         his jaw and his eyes were blank and fearful.

      


      “Is Missus Masharawi at home?” Cree said.


      “My mother?” the boy asked, in slow English.


      “That’s the girl,” Cree said.


      The boy didn’t understand. He looked at Omar Yussef, who spoke to him gently in Arabic. “These men are with the UN. They’re

         here to find out what has happened to your father. Can we talk to your mother?”

      


      “Welcome,” the boy said, again in English.


      They followed him inside. The dark hallway was a relief from the hot sun flashing off the white exterior walls. While his

         eyes adjusted, Omar Yussef blindly trailed the sound of the boy’s plastic thongs slapping against the tiles. The boy led them

         to the back of the ground floor and gestured to the several thick, floral couches crammed around the edge of the dim, cool

         room.

      


      “Welcome,” he said again, as Wallender and Cree entered. Then he turned to Omar Yussef and spoke in Arabic: “Like the home

         of your family and your own home.”

      


      Omar Yussef acknowledged the greeting. “Your family is with you.”


      “Do you want tea or coffee, ustaz?”

      


      

         Omar Yussef translated for Wallender and Cree.

      


      Wallender smiled, asked for coffee and sat quietly. Cree spoke to the boy in a loud voice that was deaf to the unhappy silence

         of the house. “A coffee it is. Thanks, laddie.”

      


      “I’ll have mine sa’ada,” said Omar Yussef, who always took his coffee like this, without sugar. “And ask your mother to come talk to us, please.”

      


      The boy left the room. The three men sat unmoving on the sofas. There were low sounds from a corner of the house, as though

         skirts moved quickly in the hush. A cozy hint of burning gas and brewing coffee floated into the room.

      


      In the corner between Omar Yussef and James Cree stood a cheap bookshelf of chipboard covered with a fake wood finish. A row

         of photographs lined its top. The shelves were bowed by the weight of volumes on education and history in Arabic, French and

         English, except for one shelf, which was empty. Omar Yussef stood and examined it. He saw no dust, though the lip of each

         of the other shelves hadn’t been cleaned for months. Something that had covered the entire shelf had been removed.

      


      Omar Yussef assumed the center photo on top of the bookcase was of Eyad Masharawi. The man in the shot held his head slightly

         to the left. Omar Yussef smiled and wondered if Masharawi had a wildly protruding ear like his son and was vain enough to

         hide it from the photographer. The man was bald, but the hair at the sides of his head was as richly black as the bitter coffee

         being prepared in the kitchen. His eyes were hooded, aristocratic, and dark. The mouth was tense and resigned, as if accustomed

         to exasperating news.

      


      

         The boy returned with a tray covered, like the bookshelves, with fake wood. He pulled out two small cherryvarnished side

         tables and put them beside the guests’ knees. Then he laid down the coffees, the first cup before Wallender.

      


      “Allah bless your hands,” said Wallender, quietly using the traditional Arabic formula of gratitude. Omar Yussef smiled at

         him.

      


      “Allah bless you,” the boy mumbled. He slouched into an armchair in the corner.


      Wallender leaned forward and whispered to Omar Yussef. “Should we refer to Mister Masharawi as ustaz?”

      


      “He’s an educated man, a teacher, so it would be respectful to refer to him as ustaz Masharawi,” Omar Yussef said.

      


      He tasted the cardamom-scented coffee and put his cup on the side table. Two women entered the room with measured, silent

         steps.

      


      The first woman nodded to each of them and whispered her greetings. She wore a long black housecoat with large gold buttons

         that hung loosely almost to the floor. Her headscarf rounded her face to a gold clasp under her chin. The scarf was cream

         with a brown floral print around the bottom edge, which fell across her shoulders. Her skin was a light brown, like her melancholy,

         preoccupied eyes. Her black eyebrows were raised, as though she had taken a breath and was about to sigh. Her features were

         small, despite the thickening of age around the jaw. Omar Yussef thought she was in her mid-thirties. She carried a thin manila

         folder in front of her upper belly like a clutch bag, tapping it edgily with the finger which bore her simple gold 

         wedding ring. She sat on the edge of the unoccupied couch, holding her neck erect and her back straight, with her palms flat

         on the folder she now placed in her lap. Her ring finger made tiny nervous circles on its surface.

      


      The woman behind her was a few years older and dressed similarly, though her headscarf was plain, her gown was gray and her

         body beneath it was bulkier. Her mouth was wide and shapeless and pouting. When she moved, her fleshy cheeks quivered with

         each step. She smiled at the guests and sat on the same sofa as the first woman. Her plumpness reminded Omar Yussef of his

         neighbor Leila back in Bethlehem and, with a shiver of shame, he recalled the sexual attraction he had often felt for her.

         He experienced a similar physical curiosity about the thick-set woman on the couch. He caught himself holding his breath as

         he watched her stroke her friend’s shoulder blade reassuringly.

      


      That comforting gesture gave Omar Yussef his clue. He spoke to the woman in black. “You’re the wife of Eyad?”


      She nodded and lifted her head a little higher.


      “I’m Abu Ramiz, Omar Yussef Sirhan, from Bethlehem. These are my colleagues from the UN.” Omar Yussef introduced Wallender

         and Cree, then addressed them quietly in English. “I’ll ask her what happened during the arrest?”

      


      “There’s no need for you to translate, Abu Ramiz,” the woman said. “I’m a teacher of English.”


      Cree and Wallender smiled with appreciation. “Where do you teach?” Wallender asked.


      “Sometimes at the same UN school where Eyad teaches. I give lessons to the local children here, too.” She turned to 

         the woman beside her. “This is my friend, Umm Rateb. She works at the university as secretary to the president.”

      


      The chubby woman smiled, showing big teeth along the wide mouth, and looked a long time at Omar Yussef with an expression

         of amused curiosity.

      


      “Eyad was arrested because of something that happened at the university, not because of his work at the UN school,” Masharawi’s

         wife said.

      


      “Why do you say that, Missus Masharawi?” Cree asked.


      The woman paused. That form of address must have sounded as odd to her as it did to Omar Yussef. “I am Salwa Masharawi. You

         are welcome to call me Umm Naji—the mother of Naji. This is Naji, my eldest boy.” She gestured to the lanky kid, folded on

         the armchair in the corner.

      


      Cree nodded, with a hint of impatience.


      “Fourteen armed men came to our house very early this morning, when everyone was asleep,” Salwa said.


      “Israeli soldiers?” Wallender asked.


      “Palestinian security agents.”


      “What did they want?” Wallender took out a small notebook and a pen.


      “The agents asked my husband for his papers.”


      “His identity papers?”


      “No, his papers from the university. There have been exams at the university recently and he kept the test papers here.” Salwa

         pointed at the bookcase in the corner. “They took all the papers from that empty shelf.”

      


      “Why did they want these papers?”


      “There has been trouble at the university, Mister 

         Wallender.” Salwa closed her eyes and touched her forehead. “Well, at least, Eyad has done things which, as I believe one

         says in English, are asking for trouble.”

      


      “What kind of trouble?”


      “Three days each week, Eyad teaches at your UN school. He likes to be there, because he is from an old Gaza City family, and

         he often says that we should work with the refugees to show that they are always welcomed here. It seems silly, perhaps, because

         they are just as much Gazans as anyone else, after sixty years in their camps, but they are still the poorest people in town

         and Eyad thinks it’s his duty to work on their behalf. The other two days each week, he works at the university. He teaches

         in the Education Department.” Salwa hesitated and glanced at her friend, who gave her a nod. “Unlike his UN job, the work

         at the university is no longer a source of pleasure for Eyad. It is a battle.”

      


      “Against whom?” Omar Yussef asked.


      “Perhaps you think that the corruption of Palestinian life should not infect the university, Abu Ramiz? That academia should

         be above such dirtiness?” Salwa shook her head. “Sadly, this is not so.”

      


      Cree drank the last of the coffee in his tiny cup, wiped the thick dregs that clung to the tips of his mustache, and put the

         cup down on the side table with a rattle.

      


      “Naji, make tea, now,” Salwa said. She puckered her lips and blew out a breath, as though in relief that her son would be

         spared her story.

      


      “He’s a good boy,” Omar Yussef said, after Naji left the room.


      

         “He looks just like his father, even down to the ear. You saw, it sticks out?” Salwa said. “But he’s quiet and calm. Not like

         Eyad.”

      


      “What went wrong for Eyad at the university?” Omar Yussef asked.


      “Eyad discovered that the university is selling degrees to officers in the Preventive Security.”


      “Preventive Security?” Wallender frowned. “What’s that?”


      “The plainclothes police force,” Cree said.


      Salwa nodded.


      “Why would a policeman need a degree?” Omar Yussef said.


      Umm Rateb put her hand on Salwa’s wrist and took over. “To be promoted quickly, these policemen need to show that they have

         studied law or had some other higher education. It puts them on what you’d call the fast track to the highest posts. Of course,

         that means a better salary and more power.”

      


      “So the university gives them the degree in exchange for payment?” Omar Yussef said.


      “Yes, they have to show up to a couple of classes, but they don’t really study,” Umm Rateb said.


      Salwa clicked her tongue and her tone edged into anger for the first time. “They couldn’t study if they tried. They aren’t

         qualified to be at the university. These men didn’t even graduate high school. They were on the streets making trouble when

         they should have been in class. But now the troublemakers are the law in Gaza and they want to receive something valuable

         without working for it.”

      


      

         “What did Eyad do when he discovered this?” Omar Yussef said.

      


      Salwa shook her head. “My husband is not a calm man. If he sees something he dislikes, he has to act against it. I always

         say to him, ‘Please, Eyad, slow down. Let us live in peace.’ But that isn’t what he wanted. Three weeks ago, he set an exam

         for his class at the university.”

      


      “The exam that was confiscated this morning?” Omar Yussef said.


      Salwa handed him the folder. “They didn’t get this copy of the exams. Eyad left it on his bedside table.”


      Omar Yussef translated from the first page: “Write an essay about corruption in the government.” He looked at Cree, whose face was measured and unreadable. Wallender bowed over his notebook.

      


      Umm Rateb spoke up. “The head of the university, Professor Adnan Maki, was very angry. He called Abu Naji to his office and

         they did a great deal of shouting. When Abu Naji left, he forgot even to say goodbye to me at my desk outside Professor Maki’s

         office, though I am a good friend of his family. For the rest of the afternoon Professor Maki was extremely irritable.”

      


      “Did the university punish Eyad?” Omar Yussef asked.


      “My husband didn’t wait to be punished,” Salwa said, with a sad laugh. “He went straight to his classroom that afternoon and

         set another exam for his students. Have a look.”

      


      Omar Yussef turned to the second page in the file and read: “Write an essay about corruption at the university.”

      


      

         “All the students wrote about the university selling degrees to the plainclothesmen,” Salwa said. “Professor Maki immediately

         suspended Eyad.”

      


      Wallender looked up from his notebook. “If the students already knew about the selling of the degrees, why would Eyad be punished?”


      “It was not something to talk about in public, not something to set exams about,” Umm Rateb said.


      “It’s more than that,” Salwa said. “It became personal.”


      “Between Eyad and Professor Maki?” Omar Yussef said.


      “Worse.” Salwa waved her hand. “Colonel al-Fara.”


      “Bloody hell,” said Cree.


      “Who’s that?” Wallender asked.


      “The head of the plainclothes police. One of the most powerful men in Gaza and certainly one of the nastiest bastards you’ll

         ever come across.” Cree slapped his thigh. “He’s tortured more prisoners than you’ve had pickled herring and Aquavit, Magnus.”

      


      “James,” Omar Yussef said, flicking his eyes toward Salwa.


      Cree looked at the woman’s solemn face. “Sorry, dear,” he said, with a little cough.


      Salwa nodded, but her mouth was tense. She shivered slightly before she continued. “Professor Maki told my husband that he

         had embarrassed him in front of Colonel al-Fara. As you point out, Mister Cree, that’s not a favorable situation in which to

         find oneself in Gaza these days. With men like Maki and al-Fara, all kinds of politics are involved which, as I told my husband,

         he couldn’t possibly know about.”

      


      

         “Shouldn’t the head of the university protect academic freedom?” Wallender asked.

      


      Salwa and Umm Rateb shared a glance that suggested the Swede might as well have dropped in from Mars. “Professor Maki didn’t

         become head of the university because he’s a notable academic. Rather, it was because he’s involved in politics,” said Salwa.

         She turned once more to Umm Rateb, who nodded with grim approbation. “He’s a member of the Fatah Party’s Revolutionary Council

         and very senior in the PLO. So is Colonel al-Fara. No doubt many secret deals could be strained by a conflict between them.

         I warned my husband they would need a scapegoat to allow them to patch up their differences.”

      


      “After he was suspended, what did your husband do?” Wallender asked.


      “He should have waited until next year and the suspension would have been lifted, when everyone had forgotten about what he

         did. But he went to one of the human-rights organizations, which has campaigned against corruption. They decided to make this

         an issue of academic freedom. They wrote to Professor Maki about my husband’s case.”

      


      Omar Yussef felt a darkness enveloping him. He thought of this woman’s impulsive husband, determined and arrogant. Those aloof

         eyes in the photo were too proud for Gaza, debased as it had become. To live here, you would have to accept the shadows, swelter

         in airless rooms, choke on your resentment.

      


      “They also wrote to Colonel al-Fara,” Salwa said.


      

         Omar Yussef knew where that letter must have led. The boy returned with a tray of small glasses filled with mint leaves and

         dark tea. Omar Yussef saw a flicker of fear on Salwa’s face and her lips tightened, as though the boy before her were in as

         much danger as her husband. Naji set a cup before Omar Yussef and glanced at the open file on the older man’s knees. Omar

         Yussef reached for the tea. His hand shook and he withdrew it. His pulse raced.

      


      “Did Colonel al-Fara make any reply to the letter from the human-rights group?” Cree said.


      “The arrest was his reply,” Salwa said.


      “You said they asked for his papers,” Omar Yussef said. “We can see from the empty shelf that he gave them the papers they

         wanted. Why did they arrest him, as well?”

      


      “The policemen insulted him. I heard one of them say that the papers looked very suspicious and that they would need to interrogate

         him about them. Eyad lost his temper and shouted at them. I’m sure they wanted to provoke him, so they could arrest him.”

      


      “Where were you?” Omar Yussef asked.


      “I was upstairs. As I came down, I saw them taking Eyad through the door of this room and out of the front of the house. He

         was in handcuffs and one of them made him bend forward as he walked, pushing his neck down. I called out to him, but an agent

         stood at the bottom of the stairs and refused to let me pass.”

      


      Omar Yussef heard the desperation of that moment even now in Salwa’s voice. “They were Preventive Security agents?”


      

         “Yes. They wore leather jackets, even though it wasn’t cold. They took Eyad through the garden and went away very quickly.”

      


      “Did anyone tell you why he was arrested?”


      “First thing this morning I went to their local office. They told me Eyad was held at their headquarters in the south of the

         city. They said he was being investigated, that perhaps he worked for the CIA.”

      


      “The CIA?” Cree shouted.


      “That’s right.”


      “Jesus Christ, they’re aiming for the bloody top.” Cree clapped his hands. “No messing around with piddling accusations of

         collaboration with the Israelis here. No, he’s a big CIA hotshot. Christ.”

      


      Salwa drew herself straight. Her voice was soft and precise. “I agree, Mister Cree. If my husband is a spy, then take him

         to Palestine Square and shoot him, I told them. But he should be put on trial first. There should be justice.”

      


      “They didn’t mention a trial to you?” Omar Yussef said.


      Salwa shook her head.


      Cree scoffed and waved his hand. “Trial? No chance.”


      Magnus Wallender looked up from his notes. He rested his elbow on his knee and rubbed his short beard. “Your husband will

         have the backing of the United Nations, Umm Naji. We will see to it that he’s freed or, at least, allowed to have a fair trial.

         We will work with all our contacts here in the government, and we will inform our diplomatic representatives.”

      


      

         “Thank you,” said Salwa.

      


      Omar Yussef sensed the meeting was at a close. His hand felt steady enough to lift the glass of tea from his side table. He

         put it to his lips and took a sip.

      


      Umm Rateb sat forward. “Perhaps, Mister Wallender, you will visit Professor Maki at the university to discuss the case?”


      “Yes, Umm Rateb, I think we shall.”


      “Leave it a few hours,” the plump woman said. “He was in Rafah this morning, and he’ll go home for lunch and a siesta before

         he goes to the office. You will find him there after four or four-thirty. Go to the main entrance of the university and ask

         directions from there.”

      


      “Thank you.”


      Umm Rateb stood, resting her weight on one leg and pushing out that hip. Omar Yussef liked the way she held herself. “Salwa,

         I have to go and prepare lunch for my family. I’ll talk to you later.”

      


      Salwa stood and kissed Umm Rateb’s round cheek.


      Umm Rateb smiled at Omar Yussef, showing the teeth in her wide mouth. “I’ll meet you later today, Abu Ramiz.”


      Omar Yussef was taken aback. Had she sensed his attraction to her? Could she be propositioning him in front of these people?

         His hand shook and dropped splashes of tea onto the manila file and the crotch of his trousers.

      


      Wallender covered Omar Yussef’s embarrassment. “At the university, Abu Ramiz. Umm Rateb is Professor Maki’s secretary, you

         remember.”

      


      

         “You will have to pass my desk to reach his office,” Umm Rateb said.

      


      Omar Yussef put down his tea and cleared his throat, composing himself. “If Allah wills it,” he said.


   

      Chapter 3


      

         Omar Yussef heard gunfire as the UN Suburban pulled down the drive of the Sands Hotel. Wallender looked toward him nervously.

         The guns sounded close, short resonant bursts.

      


      “You boys get nice and comfy here and I’ll pick you up later this afternoon on my way to the university,” Cree said. He winked

         at Omar Yussef, and the UN car spun in the drive and left.

      


      The hotel lobby hid behind smoked-glass doors smeared with splashes from a dirty rain. Despite the brightness of the day,

         Omar Yussef could feel a dust storm’s approach in the building air-pressure and the tiniest of headaches threading like a

         burning needle from his right eye to the center of his ear. The hotel workers didn’t bother fighting the elements: there would

         always be another dust storm and it would end by settling in a layer of filth, no matter how much they cleaned.

      


      The reception desk was cut in dark, stained wood. Beyond another set of smoked-glass doors on the far side of the lobby, Omar

         Yussef saw the white tablecloths of the breakfast room. To the right of the reception desk, an open staircase of 

         polished stone led to the rooms. The landings on the stairs overlooked the front desk and each was decorated by a pair of

         crossed scimitars mounted on the wall above a small, crimson carpet in a thick Bedouin stitch.

      


      The woman behind the reception desk turned from her computer. She was small, slim and young. She wore a blue headscarf and

         her eyes were big and dark and long-lashed. She took Wallender’s passport and Omar Yussef’s ID card.

      


      “You’re lucky to find a room, gentlemen,” she said, as she photocopied their documents. She handed them forms to fill out

         with their names and addresses. “The Revolutionary Council is meeting here in two days. Many of the most important Fatah men

         and their staffs have come to town already. They like to stay at our hotel.”

      


      “What do they like so much about it?” Wallender clearly had seen more attractive lobbies. “Not that it isn’t a fine hotel.”


      Omar Yussef turned to the Swede. “Fatah’s the biggest faction in the PLO, which owns all kinds of things, from airlines to

         chemical plants. And hotels. I’d guess that this hotel’s owned by the PLO and that the party hacks like to stay here because,

         as the owners, they can behave as badly as they like.” He laughed.

      


      “Is that so?” Wallender said.


      “Of course, only the PLO has enough money to afford the most polite, educated and beautiful staff.” Omar Yussef smiled at

         the receptionist.

      


      The woman laughed. “Ustaz, you should tell that to my poor father. He has a simpler way of judging his daughter. 

         A woman with good, wide hips brings a dowry of seven camels, because she will bear many children. I am small and I have narrow

         hips. So even though I have my degree in Business Administration, my father complains he will receive only one camel for me.”

      


      Magnus Wallender joined the joke. “Abu Ramiz, you can surely afford a single camel.”


      “Let’s go,” Omar Yussef said. “We’ll come back with a camel.”


      The receptionist laughed again.


      “How much could a camel cost, after all?” Wallender said, pretending to count the cash in his wallet.


      A voice called from the door of the breakfast room. “Sir, put away your money. Your friend is a Palestinian. He will steal the camel.”

      


      Omar Yussef turned from the reception desk. Brigadier Khamis Zeydan came out of the breakfast room, laughing. He wore a checked

         sports coat and a cream shirt open at the neck. His thinning, white hair was cropped short and combed forward. His scalp,

         usually protected from the sun by a military beret, was starkly paler than his face. He stubbed his cigarette into a glass

         ashtray on the reception desk, breathed the smoke over his nicotine-stained mustache and kissed Omar Yussef three times on

         the cheeks.

      


      “Magnus, this is Bethlehem’s police chief,” Omar Yussef said. “Abu Adel, this is Magnus Wallender, from the UN.”


      Khamis Zeydan shook hands with Magnus Wallender. He lit another cigarette.


      “Have you known Abu Ramiz a long time?” Wallender 

         said. He pointed to his cheeks, to show that he asked because of the kisses.

      


      “We go way back and, then, even a little further back than that,” Khamis Zeydan said, with his hand on Omar Yussef’s shoulder.

         “I’ve known him since we were at university in Damascus together. I remember him when he had nice, curly black hair and a

         little black mustache. He looked like Charlie Chaplin.”

      


      Omar Yussef noticed Wallender squinting with curiosity at the black leather glove tight on Khamis Zeydan’s left hand as it

         rested on his own shoulder. He wished he’d had an opportunity to tell the Swede about the prosthetic hand beneath that glove.

         He thought of the hatred Khamis Zeydan felt for the plastic limb when he was drunk and miserable. He didn’t want the Swede’s

         glance to draw his friend’s attention to it and infect his mood with memories of the grenade that had maimed him during the

         Lebanese Civil War.

      


      “I didn’t recognize you without your uniform,” Omar Yussef said.


      “Am I so scary that you can’t imagine me in human clothing?” Khamis Zeydan said. “Actually, it’s simply less hassle to pass

         through the Israeli checkpoint into Gaza without a uniform. But I’m wearing blue socks so that you can tell I’m a policeman.”

      


      “Are you in Gaza for the Revolutionary Council meeting?” Omar Yussef asked.


      “Yes. Come and drink a coffee with me.” Khamis Zeydan pulled Omar Yussef’s elbow. “You, too, Magnus. I invite you.”


      

         “That’s very kind,” Wallender said. “But I ought to call the office in Jerusalem. To update them.”

      


      Khamis Zeydan protested, but Omar Yussef squeezed his shoulder. “All right,” the police chief said, “I’ve lived in Europe.

         I’m not going to be one of those provincial Arabs who takes offense when his hospitality is rejected.” He winked at the smiling

         receptionist. “Anyway, Magnus, come down and drink coffee after you’ve made your phone call.” He lowered his voice. “Or perhaps

         you’d like to come to my room later. I have a bottle up there that’s very much against the laws of Islam.”

      


      Omar Yussef frowned, but not out of respect for the proscriptions of the Prophet. Though he had foresworn alcohol a decade

         ago, he kept some Scotch in his home, just for Khamis Zeydan’s visits. Lately, he had noticed that the police chief emptied

         those bottles faster than usual. He cleared his throat and glanced at the receptionist.

      


      Another volley of gunfire crackled down the street.


      “What’s that shooting?” Wallender asked.


      “Don’t worry. They’re burying a soldier who was killed in Rafah last night,” Khamis Zeydan said. “The funeral is along the

         beach at the president’s compound. You just missed the main part of the parade. It left the house of General Moussa Husseini

         a few minutes before you arrived.”

      


      “Who’s that?” said Wallender.


      “The head of Military Intelligence. He lives directly across the street from the hotel. Now his soldiers are firing into the

         air. Gunfire is the sound of Palestinians in mourning.” Khamis Zeydan gave a little punch to Wallender’s arm. 

         “Of course, if you go to a wedding, you’ll discover that gunfire is also the sound of Palestinians celebrating. Gunfire is

         the music of the Palestinians.”

      


      Omar Yussef recalled the coffin they had seen transported by the military convoy on their way into town. That must have been

         the soldier whose funeral was the source of this gunfire.

      


      “What’s the difference between these Military Intelligence people and the other lot—Preventive Security?” Wallender rubbed

         his beard.

      


      Khamis Zeydan took a long drag on his cigarette. “Imagine you wanted to set up a police state, Magnus. You’d need a uniformed

         force to do the day-to-day brutalizing and intimidation—that’s Military Intelligence. Then you’d have your secret police,

         plainclothesmen who’d be involved in sinister, shady operations—that’s Preventive Security.”

      


      “Gaza is a police state?” Wallender frowned.


      “It was meant to be a police state, but it ended up more of a banana republic.” Khamis Zeydan laughed and gave a phlegmy cough.

         He lowered his voice and moved close to Wallender. “Military Intelligence is a private army for General Husseini. His rival,

         Colonel al-Fara, the head of Preventive Security, has bigger ambitions than Husseini. He’s very close to the CIA.”

      


      “Hell,” Wallender said. He glanced at Omar Yussef.


      He’s thinking of Salwa’s husband in al-Fara’s jail, Omar Yussef thought.

      


      “Don’t worry about the different names of these organizations, Magnus,” Khamis Zeydan continued. “The only 

         thing a foreigner like you needs to remember is that they’re all bastards and nothing they do is in the interests of ordinary

         Palestinians.”

      


      “I’ll bear that in mind.”


      They left Wallender at the reception desk filling out more registration forms and went into the breakfast room.


      Khamis Zeydan headed for a table by the long window that faced the beach. He wiggled his open hand to call a waiter.


      Omar Yussef stood at the window and watched the waves come in to the narrow beach. It was a long time since he had seen the

         Mediterranean from the coast of Palestine. The sea rippled a deep turquoise, as though it were a tide of gemstones. Its motion

         was so beautiful and free that his eyes filled with tears.

      


      He looked along the sand. There was trash on the beach, burned out oil drums and plastic bottles protruding from shiny black

         sprays of kelp. Two boys were throwing stones at another kid as he untangled his fishing net.

      


      Khamis Zeydan ordered coffee, sweet for him and bitter for Omar Yussef, and dropped his pack of Rothman’s on the white tablecloth.

         “What’re you doing here, Abu Ramiz?” He put another cigarette in his mouth.

      


      Omar Yussef looked again at the sea. The boy with the net threw it angrily at one of the stonethrowers and wrestled him to

         the sand.

      


      “The Swedish fellow is my boss,” he replied. “We’re supposed to be inspecting the UN schools here.”


      Khamis Zeydan cocked an eyebrow. “Supposed to be?”


      

         “One of our teachers has been arrested. Magnus wants to help get him released.”

      


      “You know the proverb: It’s the business of the muezzin to make the call to prayers. In Gaza, it’s safest to stick to your own tasks and not to go freelance.”

      


      “Oh, so it’s time for proverbs, Abu Adel? How about this one: Every knot has someone to undo it. Maybe fate brought us to Gaza to help this poor man.”

      


      “You’re not going to undo the knot. You’re going to get tied up.”


      The waiter brought the coffee. Khamis Zeydan lit his cigarette. “I want to tell you something, as one who cares about his

         dear old companion from university days, Abu Ramiz. Don’t get involved in the case of this schoolteacher.”

      


      “You don’t even know why he was arrested.”


      “I’ll bet you don’t, either. Not really. In Gaza, nothing is what it seems. The truth will be far below the surface. You can’t

         predict how deep it will go, but you can be sure that it will reach out to touch other victims and other crimes. You can’t

         solve all the crimes in Gaza.”

      


      “Perhaps I can solve this single crime.”


      “There is no single, isolated crime in Gaza. Each one is linked to many others, you’ll see. When you touch one of them, it sets off

         reverberations that will be felt by powerful people, ruthless people.” Khamis Zeydan squeezed his prosthesis with his good

         hand, thoughtfully. “By Allah, it’s dangerous here, Abu Ramiz. Do you think, for example, that I wander around unprotected?”

         The police chief gestured toward the corner of the room. A young man sat at a 

         table smoking and nursing a glass of mint tea. He nodded to Omar Yussef. He was about twenty-five, lean and powerful. His

         hair was short and tightly waved. He had high cheekbones in his spare, bronzed, clean-shaven face. He sat with the absolute

         self-contained stillness Omar Yussef had observed in men who had spent time confined in Israeli jail cells. “You know who

         he is?”

      


      “Isn’t that Sami Jaffari?” Omar Yussef asked. “From Dehaisha?”


      “The Israelis deported him to the Gaza Strip, because he was a gunman in Bethlehem. Even the Israelis consider Gaza adequate

         punishment for a bad guy.”

      


      “His father is my neighbor. Is Sami really a bad guy?”


      “Sami was my best officer. He was only involved with the gunmen because I sent him undercover to keep tabs on them. Now he

         works for me in Gaza.”

      


      “As a bodyguard?”


      “During my visits, yes. But when I’m not in Gaza, he’s my eyes and ears here. Being a deportee earns him a lot of credibility

         with the local gangs and he gets a good deal of information that way. He also has friends in the security forces.” Khamis

         Zeydan leaned toward Omar Yussef. “Listen, I’ve told you in the past to keep your nose out of dirty business—you’re not suited

         to it. You didn’t pay attention to me then, and I have to admit you were right to ignore me in that case.”

      


      Omar Yussef grimaced and waved his hand.


      “No, it’s true,” Khamis Zeydan said. “I can only assume you won’t listen to me this time, either. If you’re determined 

         once more to dig into things best left untouched, you should do so with Sami’s help. Gaza is a minefield and Sami knows where

         to step.”

      


      Omar Yussef didn’t think Wallender would take to the idea of working with a man deported by the Israelis as a terrorist, no

         matter how innocent Khamis Zeydan said he was. “Thank you. But I think I’ll be okay. I’m not alone here. I’m with the UN.”

      


      Khamis Zeydan inhaled smoke through his nostrils and stared at Omar Yussef, shaking his head. His pale blue eyes were sad

         and incredulous.

      


      “Let’s not argue, Abu Adel.” Omar Yussef tried a light, raspy laugh. “Tell me, what’s the big Revolutionary Council meeting

         about?”

      


      Khamis Zeydan clicked his tongue bitterly. He crushed his cigarette and warmed his fingertips on the coffee cup. “I hate this

         airconditioning. It’s so fucking cold in here.”

      


      “It’s your diabetes. It’s messed up your circulation. You should cut back on the cigarettes and watch the sugar.”


      “Now you know what’s good for me?”

      


      Omar Yussef’s jaw stiffened. He raised his voice. “Why is the Council meeting? To decide who should be killed next?”


      “It’s more appropriate to wonder who’s not going to be killed.” Khamis Zeydan swept his arm to indicate the whole of Gaza beyond the hotel walls. “This place is at

         war. Not with the Israelis—the only people fighting them any more are the Islamists. We’re at war with ourselves. The meeting is a hopeless attempt to stop us all from killing each

         other.”
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