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To the memory of Nana ... 

Beloved mother...  

You are always in my heart.

May you rest in eternal peace.
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Note of the Publisher

This is Mister Bassam Bourasin's admitted report as a citizen of His republic. He didn't give it a name. He initially addressed it to the Interior Ministry. Instead, it landed on my desk. I publish it as is, with no major changes to its form or content. However, because the report is around 800 pages long, it will be serialised. Here is book Eight: Return to 'Ouja.  

Other volumes will soon follow in Part Three of the series.

I also have to notice that this is a translation. The first draft was written in Arabic. The author had no intention of publishing it. In any case, it is understandably unpublishable in the country... for the same reasons that silence any samizdat.

Hichem Karoui

––––––––
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Note of the Author

ALL OF THE INDIVIDUALS in my story, as well as the country, are not made up. However, even if some characters claim to be more fictive or strange, crazier or more foolish than others, they are not required to justify their location. My country can be found throughout the Arab world. Whatever name people give it, you won't notice a difference if you pay attention.  

Bassam Bourasin
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Epigraph
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“Nobody did a secret deal  

Nobody was for sale

Nobody bent the rules at all

And nobody went to jail

And all of them were honest men

As white as driven snow

And lived on a higher plane

And shat on those below...”

Roger Woddis: All Clear

***
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“AND SO, WHAT COULD my sterile and uncouth genius beget but the tale of a dry, shrivelled, whimsical offspring, full of old fancies such as never entered another’s brain — just what might be begotten in prison, where every discomfort is lodged and every dismal noise has its dwelling?”  

Cervantes: Don Quixote (Prologue)
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Chapter One
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Return of the prodigal son

I painstakingly calculated the situation. I would have spent precisely five months, three days, seven hours, fifteen minutes, and thirty-three seconds in the vivarium dubbed - quite meaninglessly, in my opinion - jail. Indeed, it is hardly the most panegyrised location to visit and, once there, to remain in. So far from it, if it were indeed a State-owned hotel - and neither Hassan nor I doubted it - it should grow more sociable for the gentlemen and less profligate for the beleaguered crooks and other scammers and psychopaths forced to cohabit under its ceilings. Otherwise, who would willingly forego the warmth of family life for a brief or a long stay out there? And if such an honourable institution were to be rejected by its prospective customers, it would be a major loss for the State and the future anti-state couvolutionists. The State would feel deprived of a good coercion and repression tool, and the anti-state militants of a Bastille for their dark conspiracies.

We must also know how to manage such a system because this is not just a place but a system.

***
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I AM NOW A FREE MAN writing these words honestly from my house in 'Ouja, where I've been for three days mourning and, in my grief, enjoying an intimacy that I have almost forgotten while struggling with gloom, depression and shadows.

I did not come in the Director of Security's Mercedes but in a roaring Land Rover driven by a stylish chauffeur. As soon as we crossed the main and unique street of the hamlet, we were followed by hundreds of eyes. Well! 'Hundreds' is probably a euphemism in the present conditions.  After the atrocious killing of so many residents, there aren't many people remaining to cheer on my achievement. The savage disaster has left lasting and horrible scars on the streets and the walls. The survivors are suffering indescribable trauma. A thick cloud of melancholy and sorrow has descended over the community. I'd never felt so out of place in my own house. Perhaps I am not an alien, but 'Ouja is getting curiously far from me. I barely recognised my home town. The metamorphosis is startling and terrible; the trauma has upset me since I arrived.

Nothing is more terrifying than the bizarre conclusion that you are not the person you have always believed you are or that the area where you have always lived seems not to be your hometown, as you thought! One thing is certain: either I'm not the real Bassam Bourasin, or 'Ouja isn't the real 'Ouja!

When the Land Rover approached the main street, I spotted regular soldiers in raggy dirty uniforms and many small groups of armed militiamen striding on the sidewalks and parading around closed shops. They were much more similar to an army of invaders than to local citizens. There was a tank at the village's entrance, and I couldn't help but observe that the guys riding it weren't all clothed in military uniforms. Some of them were dressed in civilian clothing, like jellabas, dishdasha, and similar  Arab robes, and I can't say they were spruce and clean. So far from it, they seemed uneven, with swarthy long-bearded cheeks, and looked like an army of half-starved shadows ready to attack you for no other reason than your face, which they did not like. 

The driver glanced at me sidelong as I sat beside him, confused and stagnant.  "Those are our men," he said proudly. "The Revolutionary Militia. Look how happy they are. Authentic lions! They'd get the head of the Scoundrel, wouldn't they?"

I did not respond. I was grumpy not just because I was returning to the village to watch the effects of a boundless misfortune but also because I was morally and physically exhausted. In reality, the car did not come at seven o'clock to pick me up, as Hassan had promised, but the following morning. As a result, I had spent the night awake with anxiety swallowing me up, wondering whether anything had gone wrong. I had washed and shaved, changed my clothing, and waited in the cell for the driver. But nobody called me. It was the worst night I'd had since being locked up.  Waves of despair rolled over the deserted cost of my soul. I couldn't even eat, and my grief became excruciating when, unexpectedly, the TV speaker declared that the members of the Scoundrel's army had committed a terrible atrocity in 'Ouja. All the inmates hurried to the TV set to watch the first pictures of the horrendous tragedy. I saw the depressing fate that doomed my community at once and couldn't see any further. So, disgusted and daunted, I averted my gaze from the screen. I didn't want to watch my mother and fiancée's bodies lancinated and ripped apart. I didn't have the energy to deal with it.

***
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THE NEWS QUICKLY SPREAD across the cell. Dahdah finally approached me, sallow-faced and quivering with emotion. "My heartfelt condolences, brother. I just now learned of the tragedy that has befallen your family."

Suleiman Mughli came up and kissed me on the cheeks as well. Then he handed me a packet of his American smokes, which I declined, but he insisted: "You'll need it, man. You're going to see your hometown. It's a long trip."

So I grabbed the packet and started smoking idly. I've been smoking since that evening. It's like being contaminated with a virus — a sweet one that makes you think it is soothing. The Mughli would have given me more, but I flatly refused. The other inmates followed as soon as they heard the news, and when they finally returned to their usual routine, I was alone with Dahdah, who sat opposite me on the hard mattress at the bottom of the cell. "You know what they say around here," he said in my ear, approaching his chubby face.

I shook my head in denial.

– They say this is the filthy work of the Afghan and his cohort.

– What exactly do you mean? Who said that?

– Everybody. Did you miss the incredible coincidence? The day before the slaughter, the Afghan returned and negotiated the release of all his rabid dogs and recognised criminals imprisoned for life. They said they would be sent to another jail, although this was a lie. Those guys have absolutely nothing to lose, you understand? They most likely informed them, "We'll release you if you do whatever we tell you." Because they are inexcusable murderers serving life terms, it was an open door to freedom for them. They are perfectly capable of committing any genocide.

My thoughts were racing.

– Do you mean that the Afghan and those men are the true criminals that acted under the government's supervision? I said, shocked.

– Exactly, Dahdah said.

– I can't believe it. Why should they be so cruel to the people they pledged to protect?

– Who can tell? They may want to discourage the populace from supporting the ex-president by implying that he is only a chronic murderer who would not hesitate to provoke a genocide in his thirst for power.

It was a terrifying thought. Yet, there is no evidence to support it.

- These are rumours, I replied. The Afghan is not as free as you may think. The new administration would not let him go on a rampage at his leisure. What the heck? We're not in Afghanistan! I can tell you that the new administration is dead set on punishing the culprits, whomever they may be. I was chatting to the incoming Director of Security, one of us, this morning. 
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