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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
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​

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 the sixth book: The Invisible Bride.  

Other volumes will soon follow in the current Part Two 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
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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, more crazy or 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, if you pay attention, you won't notice a difference. 

––––––––
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Bassam Bourasin

“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 (1)
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I DON'T KNOW HOW OR why people change their names and faces and act like they are someone else. What is this madness?

The girl on the TV screen speaking a foreign language was blue-eyed and blonde, with pinkish cheeks and a little nose above well-curved lips. Her face was glowing, and the curls of golden hair flowed softly from under her headscarf between her beautiful fingers as she touched them absent-mindedly while talking. She was clothed in a long black dress and seemed tired, with a drawn face, as if she hadn't slept in two days.

But I felt familiar with her face, body language, and manners. It's as though I've known her for a long time but can't recall the circumstances. I stared at her and wondered: "I've seen her before, but where and when?" Her English could have been better. She also spoke Arabic when she needed to learn how to say what she wanted to communicate in English, which was not her first language. At one point, I convinced myself that if she didn't have that headscarf that couldn't even conceal her golden hair and blue eyes, I'd see none other than my old Murabitat friend, Nawara! I used to marry her for an hour or two (sometimes longer) and then divorce her (she was my devout Sidi Abdullah Hush Street wife).

Most of my cellmates were taken aback by the guy on the platform who was interrogating Sonia. Even though his look had altered, he could still be recognised. Our former jail friend, Hassan, dressed for the occasion in a beige suit, collar, tie, and white shoes, with a six-day beard covering his face. His red hair was well-combed, and his green eyes seemed to light with an inward flame as he glanced at the camera. Along with him and Sonia, a translator sat on the platform and kept a level head as questions and answers were passed back and forth. So, understandably, I was mystified as to how Hassan got up on that platform just a few hours after his release when he, like everyone else, should have been here waiting for his trial. But it was evident that the man wasn't 'everyone," and I'm not sure whether I was envious or honest when I resented his presence on the platform as a show-off.

Why should the new regime begin this era by proving the persistence of favouritism and advantages? What did Hassan do to earn such a fast promotion at the expense of justice? He did urge the captives to revolt with inflammatory rants, but what else could he do? Nothing! He is just a sly and sneaky speaker who knows how to seize chances for advancement. Other detainees had done much worse or better—depending on your perspective—and were not released. I should be on the TV platform too. While still imprisoned, I began writing the history of the revolution. But where's justice and fairness? True, no one heard about my "history," dammit! That's only a matter of time before I rise to fame. Still, I am an honest bank clerk willing to jeopardise his whole career for our new couvolution. Instead, they let out a journalist whose loyalty is questionable and kept the country's economy (which I represent) locked up. This is quite naive! Worse! It's blindness.

Did they realise that the banks I am honoured to serve are the heart of the economy and the clerks its arteries? Everything will stumble, crumble, and fall apart if these arteries are not working. As a result, no coup, counter-coup, insurrection, mutiny, revolt, revolution, or counter-revolution—or, in a nutshell, no couvolution would stand and continue unless the bank clerks were happy.

Because the person with the most money wields the most power. And who controls the funds today, if not bank tellers? We are indispensable; if you do not care for us, we may become hazardous. I'm not trying to threaten you. Generally, "I never threaten on the phone" (That's Marlon Brando in "The Godfather"). But I'm simply complaining about being banished to the backbenches. Simultaneously, a simple crawling writer – who had never been trusted by the regime – has been thrust to the forefront of the new revolution from the start.

I'm still outraged and want to report secretly to the Committee of Revolution. The purpose is to clarify and promote my stance, as well as that of Mr Aroussi and all of the country's bankers and bank clerks. For the benefit of our economy, I shall insist on a similar status to diplomats, which we will call "financial immunity." I'm ready to write it and present it to Abdelghani Abdelghaffar, the new caliph and prince of the faithful, if only I'm confident he'll be in power until tomorrow morning.

Alas! With all those restless sergeants and hungry corporals yearning for power, one never knows whether another coup is in the works in some kitchens. So to suppress their nighttime urges, they should provide the most potent valium available.

We can't afford to have half the army on valium because of the danger on our borders and in the south, but we also can't afford to let all those disgruntled sergeants walk the barracks sleeplessly. It is neither intelligent nor secure, as our peaceful country's recent history has repeatedly shown. As a result, we must either compel the ambitious to take a valium pill every evening or appoint them, right away, Generals and Field Marshals, putting a stop to their grandiose aspirations. We can't keep on like this: if we have a new coup and a new administration every quarter, we'll never know who's in charge.

I wandered away from my topic once again, most likely because the sudden appearance of Hassan on the little screen stunned me and triggered this outburst of uncontrollable emotions. Oh! I have nothing against him, personally. I'm not blaming him but rather attempting to view things as they are, without bitterness or malice. Why should I hold a grudge against him? He made no promises to us. It is not the case with his superiors, who were happy with the rebellion in which we all took part and liberally promised everyone freedom and justice. We'll have to wait and see whether they take their pledges seriously.

The interview began on the TV screen with a query regarding the girl's origin. She said she is a Romanian from Bucarest and lived with her mother, father, and four sisters and brothers. Her father worked in a factory that went bankrupt; as his oldest daughter, she sought to aid her family by working as a cashier in a supermarket. However, as soon as the communist regime was overthrown, she lost her job, and her family's situation became unstable.

- Were you unemployed, Miss Sonia, when the Scoundrel approached you? Hassan asked.

The former president has been dubbed "The Scoundrel" by the media since the counter-coup. The interpreter translated the question and response in his droning voice:

Sonia: - Yes, I was out on the streets looking for work.

Hassan: - How did they get in touch with you?

Sonia -  Oh, it wasn't difficult for them. They approached me at a coffee shop and invited me for a drink. They were three individuals, two of whom claimed to be business representatives and the third a diplomat. They were friendly and kind. They didn't waste time and suggested the deal right away. The diplomat introduced himself and his two partners, claiming they were looking for staff for your airlines. They inquired whether I knew somebody, ideally a female, who was willing to work overseas for good pay. For how much? I asked. They specified a monthly salary of at least $10,000. It was as if a portal from heaven had opened for me. I didn't think twice. We almost begged for food, and our relatives and neighbours were not in better condition. My father was ill. I was concerned about our future. So I told them I would accept their offer if I could speak the country's language. They assured me that language would not be an issue and encouraged me to sign a contract with the company. I was so thrilled, so happy, that I would have taken the job they offered for a far lesser income.

Hassan: - So you signed a contract stating that you would work as a cabin crew in our country? 

Sonia: - That's what I understood, but the term used was hostess. I missed the trick since there was no mention of airlines or cabin crew, just hostesses. If I protested later that it was not the position I was recruited for, I could not truly pressure them. The contract sounded legal and straightforward. But it didn't specify what type of hostess.

Hassan: - Ahem! Why didn't you consult with a lawyer before signing?

Sonia: - I was so excited to get the job but inexperienced. In addition, I couldn't afford the services of a lawyer. There was also the fact that I was talking with a diplomat, who is supposed to be an official trusted by two nations. They showed me several contracts, one of which was signed by another female from Craiova called Helga.

Hassan: - Where did you sign the contract?

Sonia: - At their hotel, two days after our initial coffee shop encounter. I have asked to discuss it first with my family. My mother opposed my trip to a distant nation. My father said nothing. But he quietly encouraged me. It was a massive hope for all of us.

Hassan: - Well, Miss Sonia, tell us what occurred after you signed the deal with the Scoundrel's men?

The screen then scraped, and the picture shifted briefly, sparking a frenzy among the inmates who assumed the show was being cancelled for some odd reason. Then, after a musical interlude, the broadcaster emerged to herald the show's return to the Scoundrel's heinous acts. Sonia's appearance had noticeably altered when she resurfaced. She'd tied a scarf over her head, revealing only her face and hands. It wasn't difficult to figure out what transpired. Someone, most likely an authority figure, had undoubtedly reminded them that women must be veiled in public under an Islamic republic. It makes little difference whether they are Muslims; consequently, the blunder was swiftly rectified.

Hassan repeated the question.

Sonia: -  A fortnight after the contract was signed, I travelled to Athens with Helga and the two commercial representatives, where we met up with another group of females. We were seven at the time.

Hassan: - Are they all from Eastern Europe?

Sonia: - Yes. Two Poles, two Czechoslovaks, a Russian, Helga, and myself. (Pause). They had all signed the same contract. When we arrived, we were all housed in a large home on the capital’s outskirts. We have been cautioned not to wander through the streets before being met by an important individual who will test us and determine whether or not we are fit. In any case, armed personnel closely secured the mansion day and night. After that, I realised we were being observed and videotaped by cameras hidden in the ceilings and behind the mirrors.
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