

THE CIRCLE


M A N O L I S


SMASHWORDS EDITION


* * *


PUBLISHED BY: Manolis on Smashwords


Smashwords Edition, License Notes


This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


 


Copyright © 2011 by Manolis. All rights reserved.


No part of this book may reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author.


First published by:


Libros Libertad Publishing Ltd.


PO Box 45089


12851 16th Avenue, Surrey, BC, v4a 9l1


Ph (604) 838-8796


Fax (604) 536-6819


http://www.libroslibertad.ca/


 


Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication


Manolis, 1947-


The Circle / Manolis.


ISBN 978-0-9781865-2-4


I. Title.


ps8626.a673c57 2011    c813’.6   c2011-901994-9


Design and layout by Vancouver Desktop Publishing Centre 


 




1


2


3


4


5


6


7


8


9


10


11


12


13


14


15


16


17


18


19


20


 




 


-1-


Hakim sits on the windowsill, his gaze spreading to the other side of the road from his fourth-floor, 1000-square-foot, two-bedroom apartment opposite Grandview Memorial Park. He has been renting this small place for the past three years, while trying to save for a down payment to buy a place of his own. The building is fairly new and his rent affordable. His Uncle Ibrahim always told him, “If you want to get ahead in life, make sure you buy real estate.” 


He feels very comfortable and has decorated it well. He’s also happy with the job he’s had for the last one-and-a-half years with a small computer company. A shareholder earning good money, he’s able to afford a two-year-old, red Honda Accord, his pride and joy. He also prides himself on the sensible way he leads his life. 


Hakim comes from a country devastated by war and knows he’ll have to work hard for a long time to get established. Jennifer, his girlfriend of eight months, has helped him decorate his apartment, in selecting carpets, furniture, bedding, and much more. Although an immense help, Hakim sometimes thinks she goes too far, crowding his space and insisting her view to be correct every time.


Jennifer is twenty-five, a beautiful brunet with light green eyes and fair complexion. She has grown up in Los Angeles, has a degree in economics, and works for a small finance company. She earns enough to live on her own, although she still lives with her parents in their house off Glendale toward South Brand Blvd. in Pasadena.


Jennifer and Hakim met eight months ago at her friend Helena’s birthday party. The couple has been dating ever since, and she finds herself attracted to him more and more. She believes he likes her a lot as well, although at times she wonders how serious his feelings are for her. Despite her doubts, she is optimistic and willing to take a chance, hoping their relationship will become more serious, despite Helena’s warnings to the contrary.


Hakim is twenty-seven, one of those Iraqi men brought to the United States for post-secondary studies. Shortly after the end of the Iraqi war, an act of Congress permitted several Iraqi war orphans to immigrate to the United States to study. Hakim’s uncle in Iraq, Ibrahim Hazim Mahdi, well-connected with the Americans as well as with a few ministers in the Iraqi government was able to secure Hakim’s papers. At that time, the young man had just graduated from high school. By accepting these young men and women into the country to study, the United States was making a good-will gesture—retribution, one could say—for the destruction the war had caused Iraq. Also, it was a way for the U.S. to win some public support following the war, which had lasted a lot longer than originally thought and had cost both countries thousands of dead and billions of dollars. 


Hakim enjoys his work and feels that his prospects are good. He plans to stay a while rather than going back to Iraq as his Uncle Ibrahim would have liked. Hakim’s good buddy, Talal, admires Hakim for having come so far, and tells him this when they talk over their lattés at the local Starbucks. Talal Ahem has been unable to find the ideal position although he holds a degree in chemistry. Both men graduated from university at the same time. 


Hakim’s phone rings, taking him from his thoughts. It’s Jennifer again. She calls him often these days, but he doesn’t mind. After all, she is a beautiful girl and he enjoys being with beautiful women.


“Hi, what’s up?” 


“Hi, I’m wondering whether you want to go for a coffee,” she speaks with hesitation.


He knows that hesitation well.


“I don’t know, maybe later.”


“Okay, will you call later?” 


“Sure, later sounds good.”


“Bye, love you.”


“Bye, you too.” 


He goes into the kitchen to prepare a sandwich and brew fresh coffee. His kitchen is small, but functional. There are a few things on the walls, including a big poster of U2, his favorite band. He suddenly remembers he hasn’t watered the gardenia for a few days, and fills a glass with water and pours it in the pot. This is his favorite flower. His mother grew gardenias before the American bombs fell and destroyed their house and the rest of Baghdad.


His coffee is ready, so he pours a cup, adds some skimmed milk and a spoonful of sugar, and tastes it. It is good. He puts his sandwich on a plate, walks into the living room to the bay window and sits. His eyes glide toward the park where a middle-aged man walks his dog. He takes a bite of his sandwich and watches as two girls walk by the man with the retriever. The girls glance across the street toward him. He sips his coffee, when the phone rings again. It’s Talal.


“Hi.”


“Hey, how are you?”


“Not bad, want to go for a stroll?” 


“Where do you want to go?”


“How about a cup at the spot?” 


“I’m having one right now. Want to shoot some pool?”


“Sure. Meet you there in about half an hour?”


“Yeah.”


He finishes his coffee quickly, eats his sandwich, and steps into the shower. Today is Saturday, and the rest of his day is free. He puts on his jeans, a t-shirt, and a light jacket. The days of September are getting cooler; a sign of fall approaching.


In the elevator he meets the lady from 406, a middle-aged blonde who likes him and always exchanges a few words with him. Today is no exception.


“Out again?” she asks, with a smile.


“Yeah, for a while.”


“Girls, girls, as always!” 


She says nothing more as they reach the lobby and they go their separate ways.


He walks to the parking lot, gets into his car, and drives to the pool hall. Talal is already there and has ordered his coffee. Hakim buys a bottle of water and they start their game.


“Anything on the job-front?” Hakim asks.


“Nothing yet, man.” 


“Well, something will come together sooner or later.” He tries to encourage his friend.


“I hope so, man; I’m getting frustrated.”


Hakim’s phone rings. It’s Jennifer.


“Hi, how are you?” he says.


“Hi, I’m okay. You remember, I promised to call you.”


“Yeah, I know, but—”


“What? You don’t want to go out with me? Is that it?” she interrupts him.


“No, that’s not what I mean. I’m having a game of pool with Talal.”


She hesitates on the other end of the phone, so he tells her, “I’ll see you later, okay?”


“You promise?”


“Yeah, I promise. I’ll call you and meet you later.” 


He puts his phone away; it’s his turn to play.


“She really wants to know where you are all the time, eh?” asks Talal.


“No, that’s not it. She called earlier and I told her to call me back.”


“Women, you know, they are all the same. That’s why my style is no commitment, you know? Casual sex as often as possible, but none of this nonsense!”


“I know your style—we’ve have discussed this before— however, I happen to like this girl. I like this girl a lot.”


“Oh my, oh my, you mean, this is it? You mean you stop looking from now on? You don’t mean that, I know you well! You can never stop looking!”


Hakim shoots his turn and sips his water. He turns his head and notices the pool hall is half empty.


“I’m not stopping anything! I just like Jennifer more than any other girl so far, and I want to give it a chance, that’s all. If, by chance, I come across somebody else, I don’t intend to say no.”


“Well, we’ll see about that!”


They play the rest of their game and Talal wins, as usual. He is so good at playing pool that Hakim enjoys a good game against him all the time, although he loses and has to pay the bill.


They have been good friends since they met four years ago on the airplane from Baghdad to North America. Talal is a war orphan, just like Hakim. They never talk about their experiences back home where they both lost their parents. Those war days are far behind them now, better to not talk about them. Talal has two siblings in Iraq, a fifteen-year-old brother and a twenty-year-old sister who is to get married very soon, according to what he hears from his grandfather in Falluza. Hakim has no siblings; he has only his Uncle Ibrahim and his Auntie Mara, who took care of him when he needed them.


They leave the pool hall. Before they get in their separate cars, Talal asks,


“Have you met her parents?”


“Her parents? Hell, no!” 


“Hey, man, I don’t know, the way things are going, you’ll probably meet them soon!” 


In the apartment, Hakim checks his e-mail messages and sees that his friend, Peter, from the office has left a message that he needs to see him when in the office on Monday. He sits at his desk and quickly sends a note back to Peter assuring him he’ll be there. As soon as he finishes, the phone rings and Jennifer tells him she is close by and wants to come and see him. She must have been very close, because his doorbell rings within minutes and she comes in, prettier than ever, and as their lips lock, her body rubs onto his and her hand finds his erection.


“Hi, baby,” she says.


“Hello, to you, too.”


She pushes him slowly into the armchair, where he sits, and she kneels down saying, “Close your eyes, baby.” 


She caresses him for a bit and takes him in her mouth.


He relaxes as she carries on her smooth playing. In a few minutes, the time comes. She stays with him for a minute until she feels him relax , then she gets up quickly and runs to the bathroom.


Hakim is surprised, because usually, by now, she would have been naked, and on top of him, yet this time she is running to the bathroom, and she is still fully dressed.


She returns from the bathroom a minute later and quickly picks up her purse, puts on her jacket, leans down to kiss him, and he smells the toothpaste scent on her lips, as she says, “Sorry, baby, I have to go. We’ll do the rest later, I promise.”


“Where are you going?” 


“I have to go, my mom is in the car, bye.”


“Your mother has been in the car waiting for you all this time?”


“It hasn’t been that long, has it?” She winks at him, running to the door.


When she leaves, Hakim works at his computer for what will be needed Monday morning; however, he finds it difficult to concentrate, as his mind travels to Jennifer and his experience with her just minutes before.


He logs onto Talal’s personal media number and they agree to go dancing at the Double Cherry Club later in the evening. But first they will meet at Mario’s for dinner.


It is 7:30 in the evening, and as he is getting ready to leave his phone rings. Jennifer wants him to pick her up, so he promises to meet her in fifteen minutes. He quickly phones Peter to let him know where to meet them. 


Soon he is in front of Jennifer’s house honking, expecting her to be ready. A couple of minutes later, she comes to the door and calls him in. 


“You aren’t ready, yet?” 


“Come in for a second and meet my mom.” 


He steps into the foyer, feeling uncomfortable, and stays there with his hands in his pockets; Jennifer’s mother appears a few minutes later. She’s a beautiful voluptous blonde in her forties. 


“Hakim, this is my mom, Emily.” 


“Hello, Mrs. Roberts. I’m pleased to meet you,” he says warmly, as he shakes her hand.


“Hello there, Hakim. I have heard so much about you.” 


“Good things, I hope, Mrs. Roberts.”


“But of course, dear. Jen says only good things about you.”


He puts his arm around Jennifer’s shoulders as they say goodbye and walk to the car. He opens the car door for her, under the observing eyes of her mother who is pleased by his behavior.


Emily closes the door when the phone rings, Matthew, her husband, is on the line.


“Hi Matthew.” 


“Hi, how is everything there?”


“Everything is okay here. When are you coming home?”


“I need two or three more days before I’m done, then I head home. Probably Wednesday.”


“Hey, you won’t believe it! I just met Jennifer’s boyfriend.”


“Really, who is the young man?”


“He’s very handsome and polite. His name is Hakim.”


“What nationality is he?”


“He is Iraqi, a computer engineer.”


“An Iraqi, you say?”


“Yes, one of the orphaned Iraqi boys who came here for school. Do you remember the news story some time ago?”


“Yes, I remember. What’s his name, I mean his full name?”


“I think his last name is something like Mahdi.”


“Hakim Mahdi. Well, as long as he is a good guy.”


“That’s right. Jennifer is crazy about him, I’ll have you know.”


“Oh no, not again. Not long ago, she was crazy for that Paul fellow.”


“I know, honey, I remember. So I’ll see you on Wednesday?”


“Yeah, love you, bye.”


* * *


Hakim drives through the busy Los Angeles streets when Jennifer says, “Well, you did two new things today. First, you opened the car door for me—thank you, by the way—and secondly, you met my mother.”


“I never had any problem with meeting your parents, baby. By the way, where was your dad? I didn’t see him around.”


“He’s working in Washington, honey.”


“What kind of work does your dad do? You’ve never told me what kind of job he has.”


“My father works for the government, in one of the government agencies.”


“What does he do for them?”


“I don’t know, exactly. What I do know is that he’s a computer analyst. He works any day of the week and sometimes for several days in a row. He is at home sometimes when other people are at work. I mean, his job is not nine to five, five days a week.”


“A computer analyst, that’s interesting,” says Hakim.


* * *


Ten minutes later, they meet up with Peter and his girlfriend Rose at Mario’s. They get a table for six, as they expect Talal to show up with his date at any moment. Their server comes with a bottle of cold water for each. It is customary these days for water to be served immediately in restaurants, unlike the old days when one had to ask for it. Hakim looks at the bottle’s label, Canadian Rockies Spring Water. Most of the time, the bottled water comes from the Rocky Mountains of British Columbia, one of Canada’s provinces with the cleanest water. Water in Los Angeles is undrinkable, with all the chemicals added to combat bacteria. Also the city’s air pollution is getting worse every day, and one sees more and more people on the streets wearing masks covering nose and mouth. Los Angeles residents’ love for their cars hasn’t abated much during the past five years, despite the campaigning that has gone on for so long to convince people to buy energy-efficient vehicles. About twenty percent of American car owners drive hybrid cars or cars with smaller engines. In the summer months, particularly in the afternoon, one can literally see the cloud, as it is referred to by the media, hovering over Los Angeles. It’s worse when the winds from the southwest hit the city.


Talal shows up with Helena.


“Hi everyone,” they both say. Then turning to Hakim, Helena chuckles, “A little bird told me about the sparkles that got fired up in your flat earlier today!” Her Aussie accent makes her sound even funnier.


“What are you talking about?” Hakim wonders, turning to Jennifer, who tries very hard but without any success, to ignore their exchange.


They all laugh, and when the server comes back they order their food. They all talk and laugh while they eat. Hakim and Jennifer have each ordered a glass of red wine, which Hakim has made a habit of having with dinner every night. Jennifer, who used to drink only colas and water, is eager to please Hakim, so she, too, has acquired a taste for red wine.


It is ten o’clock when all six are outside the Double Cherry Club. Anthony, the bouncer, recognizes them. “You want the usual booth, guys?”


“But of course, silly,” replies Helena.


They walk over to their booth and slide themselves around. The club is loud and crowded on a Saturday night. Like most other clubs, it is dark, and the illuminating and reflecting lights give one the impression of being in a different world. Their server comes and they order drinks. Jennifer cuddles close to Hakim and puts her hand on his leg. He leans closer to her and says,“It’s true, then, that girls can never keep a secret. I was surprised to find out that Helena knew about our afternoon.”


“Oh, no big deal, honey. Don’t worry, Helena is a good friend, and she likes you. She always asks about you.”


He leans closer again and kisses her cheek. She glows all over, being there, next to him, and he stops pestering her about her indiscretion. 


Their drinks are served and Talal turns closer to Hakim and asks, “You like Helena?”


“Of course, Helena is beautiful.”


“I know she’s a beautiful girl, Hakim.” 


They spend a couple of hours at the club. Peter and Rose feel tired and decide to go home. Talal is dancing with Helena. Jennifer has had two drinks and feels a bit tipsy, however Hakim gets her up to dance for the last time before they all go home. She holds him tightly as they dance. Feeling his firmness on her leg, she lifts her head and looks at him, smiling. There are so many people crowded around them; however, she gets gutsy and puts her hand on his pants, slowly rubbing him as they dance. Talal catches them as he turns his head, and he flashes a smile at Hakim. Hakim smiles back at Talal. 


Hakim asks Jennifer, “Are you ready to go now, my love?”


Later on, outside the Double Cherry Club, they all say goodnight to Anthony. They say farewell to each other and walk to their separate cars.


Hakim and Jennifer take a short ride around L.A., enjoying the cool September night. She is still a little dizzy when they arrive at his apartment. He helps her walk to the elevator, and she leans on him with the security a child needs from an adult. They go to bed; Jennifer, as she promised earlier in the day, is all over him. Hakim enjoys the attention and they make passionate love. 


The scare of AIDS from some twenty years earlier has somehow been put aside, although a cure still hasn’t been found. Science has produced so many different types of drugs during the past ten years that AIDS is now treatable and many of the afflicted lead fairly normal lives. On the other hand, the younger generation tends to abstain from sleeping around as did in the years before the AIDS, and most practice safe sex. Most young people prefer to have just one girlfriend or boyfriend after their high-school years and later on, many end up marrying.


As the night passes slowly Hakim and Jennifer fall asleep.


Hakim wakes up first as the light comes through the curtains of the east window; it is a clear day and the sun brightens up the room. He looks at his phone, it’s ten o’clock. He gets up, takes a quick shower, brushes his teeth, and stretches. Hakim looks at Jennifer as she sleeps. He remembers the last drink and smiles at the thought of last night. Her back is uncovered as the comforter is pushed to the side. He marvels at the sensuous way she is spread on the bed in front of him and finds himself excited. He slips into the bed and pulls the covers over them; cuddles close and embraces her. She feels him behind her and moves her torso against his body.


He caresses her tenderly and his hand slips between her legs. He pushes himself slowly inside her as gently as he can.


“Oh, oh honey,” she sighs.


He’s in rhythmic mode and within a minute she is excited, full of passion. He stays there with her, softly feeling her orgasms, one, and then two, before he comes to the point of complete exultation.


They relax. Some time goes by, and they fall asleep again to wake up at about one in the afternoon. 


“Oh my God, it’s afternoon already!” Jennifer says, jumping out of the bed.


Hakim gets up as well and they both step into the shower.


“Why are you in such a hurry, sweetie?” 


“Baby, today is Sunday! My dad will phone, as he does every Sunday when he’s out of town, and he expects me to sleep in my own bed at home.”


They get ready and he drives her home. Emily obviously expected her last night and is upset and agitated.


“Oh, Jennifer, I’ve been up almost all night!” 


“Mom, I phoned you and I told you that I would stay at Hakim’s, so what’s all the fuss?”


“Yes, I know you phoned. Yes, I know you were going to stay out, yet I couldn’t stop worrying. Your father has already called once and I lied to him, telling him you were still asleep. He should be calling again any time now. Hello, Hakim,” Emily says, turning to the young man.


“Hello, Mrs. Roberts. It’s my fault. My apologies.”


“Well, well, it’s all behind us now, come in, come in,” she replies.


“No, I have to go. However, I’ll come in some other time. Bye, sweetie,” he says to Jennifer.


“Bye, honey, I’ll call you later.”


They kiss in front of her mom and he says goodbye to both.


* * *


Sunday afternoon, Matthew Roberts is consumed by papers. His desk is full of reports and documents. His responsibilities have increased lately because his superior, Bevan Longhorn, wants him to have a more hands-on approach to his job, rather than delegating to his junior associates. That, of course, is more satisfying to Matthew, because it gives him the clout he thinks he deserves among his peers; however, at the same time, his job now takes up a lot more of his time. The name his wife mentioned to him earlier in the day is still stuck in his mind, and he wants to find the time to look into it himself. Somehow, he remembers seeing the last name “Mahdi” but he doesn’t recall where.


He sips his coffee, his fourth cup of the day. His stomach is tight and has been upset for a while. He takes a break and dials his home phone number.


The phone rings three times before Emily answers.


“Hi honey, how is your day going?” 


“We’re fine, Matthew, here is Jennifer.”


“Hold on, don’t rush away, let me ask you once more. What’s Jennifer’s boyfriend’s name again?”


“Hakim Mahdi.” 


“Oh, yes, I remember now. Let me talk to Jennifer.”


Jennifer comes to the phone.


“Hi Daddy, how are you?”


“I’m okay, sweetie, how’s your day? I called earlier but you were still sleeping.”


“I’m good, dad. When are you coming home?”


“Wednesday, sweetheart.”


“Looking forward to that, Dad.” 


“Thank you, angel. By the way, your mom told me about a certain handsome, young man called Hakim.”


“Oh, Daddy, mom always gets so excited so easily, you know.”


“You mean you’re not excited? I understand you are as excited as much as she is, perhaps even more so.”


“Of course I’m excited, Dad, Hakim is a nice guy. I like him a lot.”


“Well, I’m very happy to hear that, honey. You are careful, of course?”


“I’m always careful, Dad. See you when you get home, love you. Bye for now.”


“Bye, sweetheart. I love you, have a good day.”


He puts the phone down and his mind goes to that name again; he remembers the name on some document.


He logs on the file code-named Swift Creek and browses through it slowly. It is the file for a clandestine operation during the last years of Saddam Hussein in Iraq, before the second war that ousted him. There he locates a link to the elite of the exiled Iraqis who were working toward the establishment of a freely elected government, as well as to a group of people in Iraq who, although they kept a low profile for fear of persecution, helped in the common goal of toppling Saddam. There it is; one of the names he sees there is Mahdi, Ibrahim Hazim Mahdi. He is a member of an elite group of Iraqis in the oil industry, in Iraq.


“Oh, damn, I wonder what Hakim has to do with this man who is so well positioned in the hierarchy of the oil Iraqis,” he asks himself. His eyes review the work this man has been doing for the last twenty-five years or so.


“I wonder whether this young man has anything to do with this guy. It is a common name in Iraq,” he says to himself.


He dials the phone number of one of his junior associates.


“Hi Tom, can you come here, please?”


Tom is in Matthew’s office within a couple of minutes.


“I need you to locate something for me. Find out if there is any connection between these two people. The first one is in Iraq; he’s one of the people we have worked with in the past, and the second one is a young man here in the United States. He came to attend school, and now works for a small high-tech company in L.A.”


“Okay boss, how urgent is this?”


“It is urgent enough. Do your best and do it fast.”


“Okay, Matt.”


* * *


Hakim works at his computer, trying to sort the last business he needs to have for the office the next day. He has spent a couple of hours on this task when he opens a message from his uncle back home. His Uncle Ibrahim has kept in touch regularly by telephone and e-mail, and Hakim hasn’t lost touch with any of the things going on back home. He respects his uncle for all he has done for him. Besides organizing his papers to migrate to the U.S., his Uncle Ibrahim funded his school expenses, and helps him with anything he needs. When Advanced Applications, Inc., the company Hakim works for, offered him the opportunity to buy into their stock his uncle provided some $250,000. He has a large number of shares in his name; however, he knows it’s his uncle’s money that bought them.


Ibrahim’s e-mail message just comes through and Hakim reads it, “I’m coming to the United States sometime in the next two weeks and hope to find the time to see you. My engagements will take me to New York where I’ll stay for a week; then I may pop down to L.A. to see you.” 


Hakim responds, “I am happy to hear you are coming this way. Let me know if you need me to organize anything over here. I have no idea what brings you to L.A. I hope everything is okay with you and Auntie Mara. My regards and love to both of you.” 


It is seven o’clock and he’s hungry. He doesn’t have anything ready to eat and he’s too lazy to prepare something this late. He gets in touch with Talal and asks if he wants to go out with him for dinner.


Just minutes later, Jennifer calls.


“Hi, love.” 


“Hi, sweetie.” 


“What are you up to?” 


“Nothing much. I’m going out for a while to grab something to eat.”


“You’re going on your own?”


“No, I’m going with Talal, why?”


“I’d love to eat, you know, to eat like last night, to eat something good.” 


“I’d love to eat something good, as well, like last night,” he replies eagerly. “However, tomorrow is a work day and I have to go to the office.”


“I know, I have to, as well. Anyway, do you want to get together?” she pressures him.


He checks his computer to see if Talal has responded to his e-mail message. Talal has replied, “Not tonight; I’m busy with this bitch. I’ll be tied up, you are on your own. Thanks.”


“Talal is busy, I don’t know, yeah, come along, or do you want me to pick you up?” he asks Jennifer.


“I’ll be there in half an hour, baby, be ready.”


Hakim stands five feet, ten inches tall, well built, around 175 pounds, with a dark complexion, black eyes, and dark brown hair. He dresses in a black pair of slacks and a light cream silk shirt. He puts on a pair of casual shoes and sits by his computer. Within minutes his doorbell rings. Jennifer is so beautiful in her short, black skirt and beige blouse. Her hair is pinned up, revealing a well-shaped neckline. Standing next to one another, they make a very attractive pair.


He kisses her and says, “You are so lovely tonight, sweetheart.”


Jennifer has taken Emily’s car, a new Chrysler model. She gives him the keys. The city is starting to get dark as they start out. They drive around for a good half hour before they stop at a small family restaurant called Mario’s, an Italian place. He knows this spot from work, which is not far from here. They get to their table when she leans closer and whispers, “You’re acting funny tonight, honey. What’s eating you?”


He tries to avoid telling her anything, but knows she doesn’t take no for an answer.


“My uncle sent an e-mail saying that he’s coming to New York for business in the next two weeks.”


“What is so bad about that?” 


“Well, after New York he’s coming to visit me in L.A., but he doesn’t give a reason. It’s puzzling me.”


She gives him a kiss and says, “That wouldn’t worry me. Wait until he comes, then you’ll find out what’s going on. Don’t get apprehensive without any reason.”


“Guess you’re right,” he agrees.


They spend the rest of the evening enjoying a couple of pasta dishes and some chicken with a delicious mushroom sauce. They drink half a liter of red wine and her cheeks get rosy once again. Hakim has a great time seeing her getting a bit drunk and makes plenty of fun about it. She takes all this with a pleasant attitude.


At one moment, she leans closer to him and whispers, “I would do anything for you!”


He turns and looks at her with a questioning flair in his eyes. He smiles at her sweetly as he says, “Anything?”


“Yes, anything.” She gives him a kiss on the cheek. 


“We’ll see about that when the time comes,” he says, winking at her.


She wonders what he means, but she avoids digging any further. Hakim, on the other hand, wonders when he can really exploit that. 


“Yes, we’ll see,” she repeats.


It’s 10:15 when he drives home to his apartment. He looks at her, wondering whether to invite her up. She is quite well aware of what’s going on in his mind and she moves closer to him. She kisses him with all the fervor of sexual hunger and he gets her message clearly; he drives the car into the garage and minutes later they are upstairs.


 




 


-2-


Washington D.C. is cloudy and cold on this September morning. Despite still feeling tired, Matthew gets up at 6 a.m., his usual time. The only days he allows himself to sleep in are the rare days when he is at home, in bed with Emily. Those days are special to him, as he can linger in bed and, if he is lucky, have a morning session of sex with his wife. But those days are so rare; at times he wonders why she has been with him all this time, in a life so deprived of sexual satisfaction, since he hardly gives her any pleasure with his quickies, as they call their lovemaking sessions. And he doesn’t count the true love the romantic books of poetry discuss in their verses, because Matthew is a true believer that such love doesn’t exist, that a man never loves a woman that way, unless he’s a dreamer or having hallucinations. He walks to the bathroom sink and washes his face, shaves, and brushes his teeth. He puts on his usual suit for the office, clothes that he has carried in the same suitcase for so many years. Then he goes down to the hotel restaurant for breakfast before heading to work. He orders ham and eggs with hash browns, toast, and coffee. This is the all-American breakfast which he is a strong believer in having every day, even when at home.


“Never go out without a good breakfast in your stomach,” his father always said, and Matthew Roberts never forgets that.


The server brings his food a few minutes later, as he enjoys his coffee while reading the newspaper headlines.


Matthew has traveled between Los Angeles and Washington for thirty years, all this time with the same government agency. Jennifer wasn’t even born when he started this job. As a young computer analyst, he had many job opportunities. However, he got lucky and this department was in a recruiting mode back in those days. Now, after all this time, he looks back, and feels satisfied with the path he has taken and where it has led him. After all, he is second in command. A few more years and he can see himself retiring at last, with a good severance pay and good pension. Then he will spend more time with Emily, whom he misses so much, and with his daughter, who has been raised almost alone by her mother. Then he will visit his father in Arkansas, who has been alone for such a long time following his mother’s death six years before. All these simple things in life people want to do, but never get a chance to do.


He finishes his breakfast and hails a cab to take him to the office.


As he walks in, he realizes it hasn’t been that long since he left this place last night. He hangs his coat behind the door.


Mathew logs on to his personal media center and finds two messages. The first one, is from his wife.


“Good morning Matthew, how is your morning? Call me as soon as you get this.”


The other is from Tom, asking him to call him.


 He decides to call home first.


“Hi, Matt. How late did you work last night?”


“Until about 8:30. It was a long day.”


“Are you okay? Are you coming home as you promised?”


“Of course I’m coming home on Wednesday. And of course I’m okay.” Why all the fuss today, he wonders.


He forgets that this coming weekend is his birthday, however Emily remembers it very well. She has made plans and preparations to celebrate. After all, Matthew turns fifty-five years old this year but Emily doesn’t want him to figure out her plans.


“Okay love, I’ll see you on Wednesday,” she says.


His mind immediately goes to Tom, as he’s in a hurry to find out what his associate has found. 


Tom walks into his office carrying an armload of papers.


“Have a seat, Tom. What do you have for me?”


“I reached my contact at the state department, and did some digging of my own. This is how it is. The old man Hakim’s uncle Ibrahim Hazim Mahdi lives in Baghdad. It appears Hakim’s father was Ibrahim’s younger brother, and there is a middle brother who lives in Tikrit; three brothers—Ibrahim, Osman, and Saleem, who was killed in the war. Ibrahim has no children. Osman has one son and two daughters, all in Tikrit. Hakim is the only son of the younger brother, Saleem; Ibrahim has taken the boy under his wing since the night his parents were killed during the fourth night of bombing, before Baghdad was taken.”


“What else do we know about the old man?” Matthew interrupts.


“Well, we know he’s very wealthy; he’s the biggest shareholder of an oil company, controlling half their exports. His company is the third largest in Iraq and has turned public, since we pushed them toward this idea eight years ago. However he knows the ins and outs of the oil business since the days of Saddam. Although a Shiite Iraqi, he apparently was appointed by Saddam, and despite the fact he has kept a low profile, he’s very methodical and persistent and is still in command of a lot of things. Rumor has it he is grooming Hakim to take his place when he retires. On the other hand, the old man is not well.”


“What do you mean?”


“Apparently, he has cancer. He’s seventy-two years old and is coming to the United States for tests and treatments. He also has scheduled business meetings in New York.”


 Matthew stays silent for a while, absorbing all this information, then says, “Well done, Tom. How far did you have to go to find all this?”


“Far enough Matt.”


“Well done. This is confidential, okay?”


“Yes, Matt, of course.”


He leaves the office and Matthew’s mind swirls like a snake dancing to the music of its master. His mind jumps to a million different things that he could accomplish based on what he learned this morning. He pours another cup of coffee, his second for the day, and it isn’t even 8 o’clock yet.


* * *


It is a sunny morning in Los Angeles when Hakim gets up at seven. Within half an hour he has left for his office. Rush hour has already started. His workplace is only about a fifteen-minute drive, close to Occidental College. He arrives at 8:00 and takes his messages from Trisha, the receptionist, who smiles at him. He smiles back as she whispers, “You have a meeting today in the boardroom 11:00, on the dot.”


He walks into his office. He has a few calls to make and has to finetune his report regarding their latest product, his baby, work that has taken a good two months of his time. Now the product is ready to be presented to his superiors, and soon after, to the firm’s best clients.


Following two hours of preparations and a short meeting with Peter he’s reminded by Trisha of the meeting. He grabs his materials and goes to the boardroom. Peter Bradshaw, his buddy, and two others are there already. They greet one another.


Lorne Evans, the CEO, comes in with his assistant, Perry Goldman and the accountant, Jerry Belossi. The director, Jerry Goldman, and the treasurer of the company, Anthony Paige, enter the room next. They all take their seats.


“The business of the day, says Lorne, “is this: word on the street says there might be a take-over bid in the works for our company. We don’t know who it is; however, our broker at Continental got his news from very reliable sources. What we have to look at is our position in the marketplace, our stock price, and so forth. We have come a long way in two years, from when our earnings were next to nothing, to where we are today with a healthy earnings report for the seventh consecutive quarter. That means we are on a roll to higher grounds in three ways: product, earnings, and stock price.”


He stops for a few seconds to give them all time to understand the situation, then he carries on.


“As I said, we don’t know the source of this news. However, if it proves to be true, we had better be prepared for action. I recommend we adopt an option plan for our shareholders, which will give us a way of defense, just in case. If, for some reason, things turn out to be different than anticipated, we’ll face the problem as it arises. Do not forget—two years ago, when we took control of the small cell company, all we had was a dream.”


They all look at one another for a minute or two, their minds flitting in various directions.


“Be aware also this is not at all bad news; it’s just a development we have to look at from our point of view and, of course, that of our shareholders. If you have any comments, please feel free to state them now. Otherwise, I have another important announcement to make. But, before I make my announcement, let’s see what Hakim has prepared for us.”


Hakim takes out his report and passes copies to everyone. Lorne says, “I’d like to have everyone’s input about this within a couple of days. But now, let me tell you that management has decided to promote one of you to a more senior position. Hakim is to be vice-president, production.”


They all clap and turn their heads toward Hakim, who feels overwhelmed.


“Way to go, Hakim,” says Peter.


“Congratulations, Hakim,” says Lorne and offers his hand.


The meeting comes to a close. They stay for a few minutes talking among themselves after the CEO leaves with the accountant. They all congratulate Hakim and wish him the best. Trisha does the same as he walks to his office.


* * *


Emily Roberts is still in bed this Monday morning, although it’s late for her. Usually, she’s up at dawn but not today. Her mind is busily trying to organize Matthew’s birthday party for Saturday. She has invited about thirty people: friends, some of his co-workers, even the boss, Bevan Longhorn. She has taken a chance and invited him, but isn’t sure whether he’ll show up.


They have lived in a beautiful house in the northern part of Los Angeles for about eight years, and she finds it very difficult to think of living anywhere else. She wonders what is going to happen when Matthew retires, because he has mentioned before that he doesn’t want to stay in the same house afterward especially once Jennifer is gone.


Emily feels lonely this morning. She doesn’t want to get up. She misses Matthew. Her mind takes her back to their early days as teenagers and to all the beautiful things they used to do together. Her thoughts mesmerize her and cause her to feel excited; she tosses and turns in bed. 


Emily is a gorgeous forty-seven-year-old blonde who knows she looks as baeutiful as most girls in the fashion magazines. She feels proud when looking at herself in the mirror. There have been times when she wished she had the courage to go out and be with someone, anyone, just for the sexual satisfaction she misses so much. 


Matthew has been away from her almost all the time because of devotion to his career. Sometimes, she misses even the weekend quickies, although those sessions only serve his satisfaction. Emily hardly ever comes to the point of climax with his two- or three-minute efforts. But this morning is different; she needs to be satisfied. She resorts to her small bottle of oil; she leans over to the nightstand and takes the lubricant from the drawer. Two, maybe three, drops are usually enough. She applies the oil and feels the smoothness that always excites her. After a slow, methodical rubbing, her body relaxes. Two or three more minutes, and her orgasm is dynamic as always.


The next minute she jumps out of bed and runs to the shower, where the warm water flows over her and relaxes her as her mind turns to all that she has to do today. She needs to do so many things—to arrange for the food with the caterers and to order the flowers. She needs to find a gift for Matt and she needs to organize the house cleaners. The list of things to do seems endless. She completes her shower and is rushing out when she hears the phone ring.


“Hi, Mom, what’s up?” 


“Nothing, honey, how is your day going so far?”


“Okay, Mom. Listen, do you want to go out for lunch with me? It will give us a chance to go over your list of things for Saturday.”


She would have preferred to be on her own today to meet with her good friend Cathy, however, she agrees to meet Jennifer at Mario’s at one o’clock. 


She puts the phone down and her mind flies free like a bird in the morning, and her sexual hunger re-emerges from the depth of her being, as if something special will happen today, but what? She tries to put the feeling out of her mind.


When Jennifer finishes talking with her mother, she calls Hakim.


“Hi, baby, how is your morning?”


“I’m good; as a matter of fact, I have some great news to tell you! I have been promoted to Vice President. It was announced this morning in the boardroom, in front of all the guys.”


“Oh, congratulations, baby! I’m happy for you! Now, how about lunch?”


“Sure, I’ll have lunch with you. However, I’ve invited Talal to come along as well. Is that okay?”


“Of course, honey. My mom is coming along also, okay?


“I don’t see why not; of course it’s okay.”


“See you at Mario’s at 1:00, love you.”


Emily drives to the mall and finds the flower shop, where she orders a couple dozen carnations. She asks the clerk to prepare four bouquets for the house using the carnations and other foliage; carnations are Matt’s favorite flower. When she’s finished, she goes to the deli and orders the catering for the party—a variety of cold cuts, sushi, and cheeses. The clerk promises they will be delivered on time.


She has about an hour left for herself, so she decides to get her hair cut and styled.


One hour later, she arrives at the restaurant. She sits in the lounge for a few minutes until Jennifer and Hakim come in. They get their table and Talal enters the restaurant. After being introduced to Emily, he kisses her hand and says, “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Roberts.”


To Emily, his intonation has a certain melody, which along with his accent, makes his voice so sweet. Emily feels a strange warmth envelope her. 


They sit in a booth, with Hakim on one side next to Jennifer and Talal and Emily on the opposite side. 


Talal is almost as tall as Hakim, with handsome dark features, black hair, and black eyes with a look of sadness.


The server comes and they order a bottle of Australian Yalumba, a Shiraz Hakim likes a lot.


“Mom, Hakim was promoted today to the position of Vice President.” Jennifer exclaims, happily.


“Oh, congratulations, Hakim, that’s very good,” Emily says, and they all raise their glasses to toast Hakim.


“Thank you, I’m really excited.”


Emily glances at Talal at every possible opportunity and can’t stop feeling certain warmth all around her. She likes this young man; she likes his features, his harmonious accent. This doesn’t go unnoticed by Talal, who catches her gaze and moves a bit closer to her. Soon after, he moves his leg under the table and touches hers; he turns toward her and gives her a brilliant smile. She smiles back at him.


“What do you do, Talal?” she asks, to clear her mind of her provocative thoughts of him.


“I’m a chemist.”


“A chemist. Well, I hope you find a good job for yourself.”


“I do too, Mrs., I mean Emily,” he corrects himself.


“He’ll get a fine job soon, and he’ll become famous all over the world; Talal wants to do serious research in medicine, you see,” Hakim says with strong certainty. 


Both women now sense how much Hakim believes in Talal. He thinks of him as a brother, after all.


“Well then, congratulations to you too, Talal,” Emily says.


“Thank you,” Talal responds and touches her leg with his, under the table. She enjoys that and provokes him by doing exactly the same thing. Next, Talal moves his hand carefully to his right and touches her leg. A quick shiver runs up her spine. She wants to play with this young man. She wants to have some fun. She feels warm and the wine makes her feel free. Then she moves closer to him and Talal knows now that this woman is hungry for games and for sex. He knows that this is a game between man and woman. He caresses her leg and squeezes his hand between her legs.


Talal takes his glass and toasts Emily.


“To your health, Emily.”


“And to yours, Talal,” she responds.


He plays with her legs and she loves the feeling of a man’s touch for a change. It has been quite some time since she felt this way. Her legs are in a playful mood, as his hand travels as far as he can reach. She loves to have his hand deep between her legs; she is so aroused, it drives her crazy. She gets up to go to the ladies’ room. Talal makes room for her, and as she goes by him she brushes her breasts on his back. While walking to the ladies room she realizes how moist she is. 


What is it with me, today? she asks herself. However, she can’t find an answer. But knows full well that she likes this younger man with the beautiful voice and sad eyes. She decides not to put her panties back on. When back in the booth, she sits close to Talal again and rubs her leg on his. He looks around and finds Jennifer and Hakim talking. He puts his hand between her legs and she feels exhilarating, anticipating. She pulls herself closer to the table and makes her legs easier to reach. He goes deep inside and now she is really aroused. Talal finds his finger exploring inside her and she goes crazy. She starts moving her torso slowly against his finger and she climaxes there, in the restaurant, in front of her daughter and Hakim. 


When they all finish eating, Jennifer turns to her mom and asks, “What do you want me to do for Saturday, mom?”


“What is on Saturday?” Hakim asks.


“It’s my dad’s birthday and we are putting on a small party for him.” 


Then Emily, as if waking up from a deep sleep, adds, “I don’t need anything from you, sweetheart. Just let your friends know what time to show up. I hope the two of you will come,” she says to both Hakim and Talal.


“You do?” Talal asks, and smiles.


“Of course. You come with Helena, whom I have invited, as well.” Jennifer adds.


“Helena, yes, of course,” says Talal.


“You don’t like Helena?” Emily asks, smiling at him.


“No, it’s not that I don’t like her. When we talk to one another we both have to repeat ourselves before we understand one another. You know, her accent and mine just don’t go well together. It’s really hilarious to listen to us sometimes,” Talal laughs. All four have a good laugh at that. They call their server to bring the bill, and Hakim pays. It is time to go back to work for Hakim and Jennifer, and Emily still has a few stops to make before she returns home.


At the parking lot they say goodbye. Talal walks Emily to her car, and when he gets Emily’s hand in his, she makes sure he understands she wants to see him again. She gives him her phone number and Talal promises to call. 
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It’s a cloudy Tuesday morning in Washington D.C. as Matthew Roberts arrives at his office. The night shift has gone home and he hears the sound of vacuum cleaners as they do their work. Matthew is early as usual. He had no reason to remain in bed longer. Where was his Emily to warm him? However, he likes to be in the office before the others to get organized, which gives him an advantage for addressing the day’s challenges.


This morning he has to work on the Balkan file, a review he promised Bevan he’d look into but never found the time for. For a long time now, the attention of the United States has been focused on that side of the globe, and more so since the collapse of the Soviet Union, especially since the administration felt they were losing some of their grip there. After the Bosnia fiasco and the Croatian genocide they turned their attention to the country of The Former Republic of Macedonia (FYROM) a small country wanting to call itself Macedonia against the wishes of Greece and her northern province, Macedonia. FYROM’s ambitions of joining the European Union, has changed the dynamics by sending soldiers to Iraq, along with the United States, thus vying for clout when standing up to Greece. Similarly, Turkey has ambitions of joining the European Union with the support of the U.S., although the Europeans view the Turks with a different eye.


Matthew’s attention today is on this file, and he has to come up with solutions to suit the government’s goals before turning it over to his superior Bevan Longhorn. A marine and one-star admiral, Bevan oversees the work of 120 people in the office, although Matthew and two mid-level supervisors take on the majority of his responsibilities. This leaves ‘the old man’, as they call him, with time on his hands to enjoy the odd game of golf.


Mathew reads his messages from the receptionist’s desk, takes the file from his briefcase, and spends the next two hours working on it. 


At 9:15 the receptionist calls to tell him Bevan Longhorn wants to see him.


“Right now?” 


“Yes, right now.”


He wonders to himself, what now?, gets his notepad, and walks into the boss’s office.


“Good morning, Matt, have a seat,” Bevan tells him.


“Good morning, Bevan, how is your day?”


“Fine, how are things with you? How are Emily and Jennifer?”


“They are good, Bevan. What are we looking at today?” 


“I’m informed by a good friend from the other side of the hill that you are looking at a certain young Iraqi’s life with interest.” 


“A young Iraqi, yes. He has been dating my daughter for the last little while, and although I haven’t met him personally, Emily tells me he’s a fine, young man.” 


Bevan stares at Matthew as he describes Hakim, and it becomes obvious to him that the Admiral has a lot more information than Matthew.


“I think you have every right to care about whom your daughter is seeing. In this case, however, you shouldn’t be too worried, as it turns out, this Iraqi is well-educated and seems to have a good career as a computer engineer.”


Matthew wonders how much Bevan knows about Hakim.


“What else do we know about him, Bevan?” 
 Bevan Longhorn, an experienced administrator, smiles at Matthew and says softly, “We know enough. You know how these young men came to this country, and you know it’s an adamant policy of the state department and the administration that all these young men take up studies. That’s the only reason they are here. If one of them doesn’t meet the criteria at any time, he goes right back. However, this young man, along with the majority of the others, has done very well.”


He stops for a few seconds to observe Matthew closely, then continues. “the uncle, who brought him here, is a good man and a good friend.”


Matthew’s surprise is so evident that Bevan continues.


“I first met Ibrahim before the first Gulf war, about twenty or so years ago. At that time I was positioned in the U.S. Embassy as a marine. He was involved in the oil industry, and was a very ambitious officer in one of the state-owned companies. He found me here years later, when he wanted to help his nephew emigrate to the U.S. I hear he is a very ill and on his way here for medical tests.”


Matthew is surprised to hear so much detail about Hakim’s life.


“I hope I didn’t stir the waters too much, Bevan.”


“Oh, no, don’t worry. That’s not why I called you in. I just wanted you to know that this young man is good and is on his way to the top. If not here, certainly in Iraq. He’s to come into a large amount of money at some point, because old Ibrahim has no children.”


Matthew feels more relaxed on hearing that comment; his daughter is involved with a young man who is to inherit a lot of money. Now, that is a piece of good news he never expected to hear from his boss. 


“Anything else, Bevan?” he asks.


“Nothing more. My regards to Emily when you talk to her.”


He leaves with a feeling of relief. His heart feels as light as a bird’s and his mind as calm as a waveless sea. He smiles at the receptionist on the way to his office.


In the game this department of the CIA plays, it’s just as important to persevere and keep on playing even without a chance of success, rather than to achieve a specific goal. Matthew plays the game well. All the data, all the projections, all the political or even analytical jargon, all the crap he has to go through sometimes—it’s all extremely important. Matthew knows they need to keep on digging and searching, despite the odds, because eventually useful information will be uncovered—something useful in order to affect some subversion, corruption, or even alter a certain situation. It’s very important to stay focused and on task at all times. But for Matthew, Jennifer’s her well-being always comes first.


Matthew knows his boss has just told him, in different words, to be happy but always keep his eyes open, and Matthew intends to do just that.


He decides to call home and check on things.


“Hi Matt, how is your morning?” his wife asks.


“Okay, honey, how are things there?”


“Okay, I suppose. Are you on schedule for Wednesday?”


“Yes, honey, I’ll be home Wednesday night rather late I’m afraid. Don’t wait up for me. How is Jennifer? And Hakim?”


“They are both just fine, honey. Why do you ask?”


“Oh, nothing really. I’ll see you both soon.” 


* * *


The working day crawls slowly and, as it nears the end, Jennifer calls Hakim. She calls four or five times a day. He thinks she’s insecure. She seems to need to know where he is and what he is doing all the time, as if she doesn’t trust him or believe him when he tells her his whereabouts. Her distrust sometimes makes him feel tired of her, but he doesn’t want to tell her that. He wonders if Talal is right when he says casual relationships are the best.


“Hello, honey, how are you?”


“I’m okay.” 


“What time are you going home today?”


He looks at his watch, and sees it is 4:20 already.


“I don’t know. I still have a few things to do. Perhaps around 6:00.”


“Do you want to get together?”


He is unsure about wanting to see her today because of her constant calling. He feels she’s spying on him.


“I’ll call you later when I’m done, okay?”


She detects a distant tone and says, “You don’t want to, do you?”


“I’ll call you later, okay? I have to go now,” and he hangs up.


When he gets home later, he sees he has an e-mail message from his uncle.


“Things have changed I’m due to arrive in L.A. late Friday night. My business has taken me to the Orient, and when I finish here, I’ll fly to L.A. and stay four or five days. Then I have to fly to New York. I’ll see you sometime Saturday. I’ll be staying at the Sheraton, downtown.”


Hakim sits back for a few minutes, puzzled. He wonders what happened to his uncle’s plans and why he is coming to L.A. before New York. He thinks of calling Jennifer but decides not to. He has bought prawns at the fish market on his way home, so decides to make his dinner. He changes into jogging pants and t-shirt and goes into the kitchen where he starts to prepare dinner. It isn’t long before Jennifer calls.


“Hi baby, what are you up too?”


“Jennifer, I’m busy now—” 


“What are you busy doing?” she interrupts.


“Well, I’m getting dinner ready,” he answers, curtly.


“What are you cooking?” 


“What’s the big deal?”


“No big deal, honey. I just want to know what you’re cooking.”


“I know. You need to know everything, don’t you?”


He can tell by the tone of her voice she is upset.


“Good night, you obviously don’t want to get together.”


“Good night.”


He feels badly that he has hurt her feelings, but he’s irritated. He begins to prepare the prawns when Talal calls.


“Hey, want to go out for a while?” he asks.


“Not really. I’m putting together some dinner. Why don’t you come over and we’ll have prawns, rice, and a small salad, okay? Come on, I’m waiting for you.”


“Okay, Hakim, I’ll be there shortly.”


Twenty minutes later, Talal rings Hakim’s doorbell.


“Let me see how you’re preparing the prawns,” Talal says.


“Just a few prawns, man, they’re easy to cook.” 


Talal opens the cupboards and finds a bottle of red wine. He pours two glasses and offers one to Hakim.


 Hakim notices Talal appears anxious and uncomfortable.


“Are you okay? You look like something is bothering you.”


“Hakim, do you ever think about home? Do you miss home?”


“Yeah, I think about home, why?”


“For a long time now I’ve been having these dreams. I’m losing sleep because of nightmares.”


Hakim’s eyes get cloudy while he browns the prawns in a pan. He turns and looks deeply into Talal’s eyes and asks, “Why do you have nightmares? What kind of nightmares?”


“Things from back home in Falluza, the war, the destruction, you know, things like that. I have nightmares about my parents when they died in front of our house, their bodies badly burned. I see them in my dreams all the time.”


Hakim becomes agitated when he hears Talal’s description of his dead parents. He finishes cooking the prawns and checks the rice in the cooker; it will be ready in a few minutes. He knows very well about nightmares—he has his share of them. He has had his own nightmares for a long time now, and hasn’t said anything to anybody, not yet. Not even to Talal, who opens the discussion about nightmares as if they were his monopoly. He knows too well the devastating images from home, during those dark days of the war. He has seen himself under the rubble of his house, covered by pieces of cement blocks and broken furniture, the night when the American bombs fell from the sky like lava from heaven and destroyed most of Baghdad. He takes his wine glass and raises it to Talal’s glass.


“Don’t worry, bro. Don’t let these nightmares control your life. Here’s to you!” 


Talal doesn’t answer. Instead, he goes to the fridge and takes out the lettuce for the salad. He starts to cut the lettuce, “I see the images of my parents over and over in my head, as if they are in front of me, like the day it happened.”


“Tell me how your parents died, Talal.”


“It was that offensive; I think it was 2004, at the beginning of the war, when the Americans fought against Falluza, against what they used to call insurgents. Do you remember?”


“Yeah, those were the days of hell. I remember well. I was with Uncle Ibrahim during that time. By then, our house was already destroyed.”


“Well, in our case the Americans tried white phosphorous against the insurgents. They used chemicals that burned the bodies like fire. That is how my parents died, because they didn’t leave their house. So much damage was done to the people who stayed behind instead of leaving as they were advised to. People’s flesh got burned up right on the spot. That’s how my mom and dad died. We were a couple of kilometers away at my grandfather’s house, and we survived. When they took us to our house, I remember looking at what was left of my parents. Their bodies were charred, almost nothing left.”


Hakim feels a terrible sadness hearing of Talal’s pain, and doesn’t know what to say to him. What can he say to make his friend feel better? Nothing can be said when death comes between two people who share the horror equally as good friends. He gets up and puts two plates with food on the table. Talal brings the salad which they share. They start eating, with pain on the table like their food, as if pain is their food as much as the prawns and the rice and the salad. Then something else appears in front of them—hatred sits in the middle of the table as it sits in their hearts, commandeering their thoughts and their evening. Hatred slides down the mountainside like the black horsemen of the apocalypse, like the lava of a volcano ready to sear everything in its path. The hardest thing for them, right now, is to get the food into their stomachs.


“Try to forget all that, bro. Those were bad days. We’re here and we’re alive and healthy. Look at these prawns and the rice and the salad we are eating.”


“I know, I know,” Talal says, trying to chew his food. What happened to you that night of the bombing?” He gulps his wine.


“I vaguely remember I was buried under cement pieces and broken furniture, and couldn’t get up. I remember being in the hospital; so many injured people groaning and the nurses running back and forth like chickens with their heads cut off. I remember Uncle Ibrahim and Aunt Mara being there next to me. They never told me the details of what happened to my parents. Come to think of it, I don’t remember ever asking them. I should, I suppose, find out sometime. Yeah, I should ask my uncle to tell me everything when he comes here. Maybe it will help me feel better so that I can put it behind me.”


An unbearable silence comes between them, as if trying to erase all the horrid images. Their eyes show what’s in their minds and hearts; however, the wine helps them relax. Hakim notices his friend is very sad. His eyes betray his sadness, although the wine has calmed him. Hakim takes another gulp and sees that their wine is finished. He fetches a second bottle from the cupboard and opens it.


“Alright, Talal, this is it. No more after this bottle, deal?” He tries to make light of how they are feeling.


“Oh, I forgot to mention to you, my uncle is on his way here. He arrives on Friday. He’s going to stay for a few days.”


“Uncle Ibrahim is on his way here?” Talal asks in a strange tone. “Do you know Uncle Ibrahim is ill?” 

