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      IN MEMORY OF PETE
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      On his way to Damascus … suddenly a light from the sky flashed around him … And for three days he could not see …

      


      

      Acts 9:9
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      Ninety three million miles from the sun, in the damp of a windowless concrete room in a maze of other rooms and cells and passageways
         where grace and hope had never touched, the Interrogator sat behind a tight wooden table with a mind gone blank as the note
         pad before him. The Prisoner radiated mystery. After seven days of torture he had yet to utter a word. Silent, his head bowed
         down, hands manacled, he stood beneath the blinding grip of the spotlight in the middle of the room like a barrier to comfort.
      

      
      “Who are you?”

      
      The Interrogator’s voice was straw. All the questions had been asked. None had been answered. Now they all had worn away to
         this single probe as if locked within the Prisoner’s name were his nature.
      

      
      “Who are you?”

      
      Drained, the Interrogator waited, squinting at the sweat-blurred lines on the pad. In the hush of the chamber he could hear
         his own breathing and the desultory faint sharp clicks of his pen point tapping at the table’s stained dark oak. For a moment
         his ears twitched up minutely, straining toward a sound heard dimly through the walls: the scuffing of shoes, a body being
         dragged. He could not tell if the sounds were real or imagined. Here even the dust in the air was heard shrieking. Another
         odd sound intruded. What was it? The Interrogator rested his pen on the table and lifted a haunted gaze to the Prisoner, silent
         and motionless yet so vivid that he seemed a disturbance embedded in time. Drops of blood were falling softly to the mottled
         stone floor from the ends of his fingers, now one, now another, where the nails had been wrenched from their sockets.
      

      
      The Interrogator shifted his weight uneasily.

      
      He looked down at the quiet pen. “Who are you?”

      
      The silence held its breath.

      
      The Interrogator’s thumb probed under his spectacles, dislodging them a little as he rubbed at the corner of a watery eye.
         He carefully removed them and polished each small, round gold-rimmed lens with a frayed and faded white cotton hand kerchief that faintly smelled of naphtha. Finished, he fitted the glasses back on with slender hands the color of parchment,
         then nodded a command to a burly torturer.
      

      
      “Go ahead,” he quietly ordered.

      
      The torturer moved to the light, where he paused, gently patted the Prisoner’s cheek, then suddenly delivered a thudding blow
         to the Prisoner’s groin with a rubber truncheon. The Prisoner absorbed it, sinking to his knees but emitting no sound. The
         Interrogator’s fingertips touched at a scar that bisected his pale thin lips like a snarl, and under the collar of his olive
         drab coverall that bore no sign of rank, his neck felt strangely warm and taut. Against all reason the Prisoner frightened
         him. Like the dark and heavy stars that show no color to the far observer, he blazed with a terrifying inner light.
      

      
      They had come upon him by chance. On a Sunday, 25 September, near the northern mountain village of Spac, a force of police,
         trained dogs, and militia had been hunting a suspect in the attempted assassination of Chief of Security Mehmet Shehu. Shots
         had been fired by unseen marksmen as Shehu, in the city on a tour of inspection, departed from Security Police Headquarters,
         then housed in the ancient brownstone prison in that section of Shkoder called Rusi i Madh. One man was caught, a peasant
         from Domni who, under torture, finally implicated a second man from his village, a clothing merchant named Qazim Beg, who
         was believed to be escaping to Yugo slavia. Hunting parties sped to the routes considered the likely paths of flight: to the
         west, the mud-brown River Buna and, north, the so-called Shepherd’s Pass, a high coil at the crests of the Dukajini Mountains. Though swollen by unexpected rains, the Buna’s roiling, buffeting waters could be crossed at the narrowest pinch
         of its waist, slightly more than two hundred yards; but because it was known to so few Albanians and was close to the suspect’s
         village, the Pass drew the larger force of searchers, fifty-eight armed volunteers and three dogs. Their climb was daunting,
         a robber of breath that spiraled through sandstone, marl, and shale to freezing heights of desolation: these were “The Ranges
         of the Damned.” But at the Pass the hunting force found no one and began a return that would have been without incident except
         for a curl of fate that would later be seen as first contact with the Prisoner. One of the dogs, a ferocious mastiff of enormous
         muscle and bulk, had been loosed toward a crackling sound in a wood and was later discovered lying still amid gold and orange
         leaves on the forest floor in autumnal light as if fallen asleep and turned away from all yearning. Its neck had been broken.
         The leader of the force, a young smith named Rako Bey, felt a shadow pass over him at the sight, for he could not grasp the
         power of a human capable of killing the dog in this way. His breath a white fire on the darkening air, he scanned the wood
         with narrowed eyes, sifting hawthorn and hazel in search of his fate and seeing nothing but the cloud that is before men’s
         eyes. The sun was descending. The forest was haunted. Bare branches were icy threats, evil thoughts. Bey thought of his mother.
         He slung his rifle over his shoulder and urged the force on and away from this place toward a secondary mission in Quelleza:
         the capture of a murderer, a village baker, and while this objective was not to be gained, at the end of a labyrinthine path
         another would, for their search would lead the hunting force to the Prisoner, who was a book that had been lovingly written for the
         Interrogator by Fate.
      

      
      The hunt for the baker promised danger. The murderer’s kin were mountain clansmen and likely to resist the attempted arrest,
         for the murder, after all, had been part of a blood feud whose tangles were myriad and numbing to the mind. A husband, a reticent
         man from Micoi, had dragged his unfaithful wife from their house in accordance with the bessa, the unwritten code that forbade any vengeful act indoors, and in sunlight he had shot her once in the head. Then the silver
         bullet in her quiet brain had been given to the husband by the victim’s brother as a token that the deed had his prior consent.
         There it all might have ended. But the woman’s lover, in a crime of passion, berserk, found the husband at home and killed
         him. Because the wife’s lover was a rival clansman, the husband’s brother, the farmer, took revenge. He, in turn, was sought
         out by the father of the dead lover, whom he foiled by refusing to venture out of doors from the house where he lived with
         his wife and one child, a rosy-cheeked, brindle-eyed two-year-old boy, and thus was confident the bessa would protect him from harm. Thus, for weeks nothing happened while the farmer and his mounting fear roamed the house like
         nervous ghosts, one’s soft set of footfalls imaging the other’s. Strange rappings were heard on those edgy nights, and the
         farmer and his fear, grown familiar from their lengthy confinement together, were at times heard conversing in quiet tones,
         and once a hearty laugh rang out between them. Then, on a night when the stars were lost, the farmer bolted from a fitful sleep, awakened by cries from a goat of his herd. It
         bleated repeatedly, as if injured. Cocking an ear, the farmer listened, confirming that his fear was soundly asleep as its
         whistling snores rattled dryly through the house, and so he irritably arose from his muttering bed, fumbled into his lamb’s
         wool jacket and trousers, and then sleepily wandered out into the blackness to see to his goat. So are good deeds not always
         rewarded. He climbed the first mound of a steep double rise jutting up between the house and the urgent bleating, unaware
         of the trap that had been cunningly set for him by the father of the lover. The avenger, a mild-eyed baker named Grodd, lay
         hidden in back of the second rise firmly clutching the goat by a leg while repeatedly twisting the animal’s ear. But then
         misfortune struck, things collapsed, for perhaps due to drowsiness or distraction, or a root or a rock where there should
         have been none, when the farmer had achieved the craggy peak of the first of the hillocks on his way to the goat he lost his
         footing and was suddenly plunging through space toward the base of the far ravine below. “I am falling,” he dismally reflected,
         and then he murmured aloud, “This should not be,” for his behavior all his life had been exemplary, though this record was
         now in some peril as he muttered clichés about life’s caprices, but this looming blot on his reputation was timely avoided
         when he ended his fall with a definitive emphasis as his head struck a sharp-edged rock. Grodd heard the sickening crack of
         bone and soon after was shaken by the realization that his quarry might die by other than his hand. When he’d grasped the full horror of the situation; when he stood beside the farmer and then knelt and felt
         the gouts, the bold gushings of blood, the baker groaned and decried the unfairness of it all. Did he not wear a charm to
         ward off the evil eye? Had he not with his finger traced a sign of the cross into every loaf of bread he had ever baked? How
         had the demons taken charge of this night?
      

      
      Grodd carried the farmer into his home, roused his wife, and then ran to the nearby village where he wakened the doctor and
         then rushed him back to the house. But it came to no use, the old doctor told him after assessing the nature of the wound,
         for complex surgery was needed, and quickly, or the farmer would be dead in a matter of hours.
      

      
      “It’s subdural hematoma,” the doctor explained.

      
      “It is demons!” cried the baker, distraught.
      

      
      The wife hastily blessed herself.

      
      The old doctor shrugged and left.

      
      With the anguished Grodd breathing curses by his bed, the fallen farmer, still unconscious, very soon contracted a fever,
         slipped into pneumonia, and within three days was visibly dead.
      

      
      Inconsolable, Grodd burst into tears.

      
      “It was the demons who killed him!” he shouted at one point.

      
      “Yes, it was only the appearance of pneumonia,” agreed the wife.
      

      
      After that no one cared to say anything at all.

      
      The code of the bessa could not be satisfied except by the killing of a male. And so one year after the death of the farmer, when wariness and vigilance had relaxed, Grodd the baker
         returned to the farmer’s house where he happened to come upon his two-year-old son as he played alone in a dreamy field, and
         there, amid the sun-washed, breeze-blown poppies that were bluer and more vivid than Bengal light; among the hazel and cherry
         trees and the dogwood, the mustard and the parsley and the brabble of larks and the swaying, star-flung Michaelmas daisy petals
         as white as the Arctic fox, Grodd watched as the boy chased a black-winged butterfly, listened to a cowbell’s tinkle in the
         distance, remembered his youth, heard the little boy laugh, took a breath, and then shot him between his brindled eyes. It
         was Grodd that the hunting force had been searching for when they happened upon the Prisoner.
      

      
      Some thought it was not by chance.

      
      FROM THE DE-BRIEFING OF RAKO BEY, LEADER OF THE VOLUNTEER FORCE TO QUELLEZA, TAKEN 10 OCTOBER

      
      
         Q. And what led you to the house in the first place?
         

         A. Nothing, sir. Grodd was related to the blind man who lived there, but then he is related to most of the village. Nothing
            led us there, Colonel. It was fate.
         

         Q. Maintain propriety.
         

         A. Sorry, sir.
         

         Q. Our fate is in our hands.
         

         A. Yes, exactly.
         

         Q. About the house, then …
         

         A. Oh, it was just another house outside the village. We surrounded it a little after sundown. It was cold. We broke in and
            found the blind man inside. And the other one.
         

         Q. The other one?
         

         A. Yes. We found the blind man sitting by the fire. The other was at the table. There was food set out, a lot of it: cabbage,
            bread, cheese, lamb and eggs, onions, some grapes. When I saw the lamb and eggs I knew the other one had to be a guest, an
            outsider, so I kept my gun leveled at him. He could have been Grodd. Though I was doubtful.
         

         Q. Why?
         

         A. Because Grodd was supposedly blue-eyed and slender.
         

         Q. I don’t understand.
         

         A. Well, he didn’t fit Grodd’s description.
         

         Q. You didn’t see the Prisoner as blue-eyed and slender?
         

         A. No, of course not. He is dark-eyed and stocky, a brute. Why are you staring like that?
         

         Q. Never mind. Did the Prisoner resist?
         

         A. No, he didn’t.
         

         Q. He did nothing?
         

         A. No, his head was down, he didn’t move. He had a small woolen blanket on his lap and his hands were out of view underneath
            it.
         

         Q. Did he speak to you?
         

         A. No. The blind man did all the talking. He asked us who we were and what was happening. I told him. I demanded their identity
            cards. But when the oldster stood up I saw his blindness and I told him, “Never mind, Grandfather. Sit.” The other fellow dug for his card in his pocket, and then he handed
            it over and I checked it. It said that his name was Selca Decani and that he was a seller of feta cheese from Theti. But I
            think he was more than that.
         

         Q. How?
         

         A. I don’t know. I can’t explain it.
         

         Q. I am handing you the Prisoner’s identity card. Did you scrutinize it carefully?
         

         A. Well, no. I mean, he obviously wasn’t Grodd so I just glanced at some items, looked at the photograph, and gave the card
            back.
         

         Q. I invite you to examine the photograph again.
         

         A. He looks slender here. He isn’t.
         

         Q. But it’s he?
         

         A. Yes, it’s he.
         

         Q. And the color of the eyes? What does it say?
         

         A. This is strange.
         

         Q. What does it say?
         

         A. It says blue.
         

         Q. You recall now they were blue?
         

         A. They were black as wet olives in a barrel. I was with him all the way to Shkoder Prison. They are black.
         

         Q. Very well.
         

         A. Are you testing me?
         

         Q. Continue your report.
         

         A. The card is wrong.
         

         Q. I said continue.
         

         A. Well, we were leaving them, almost out the door, when suddenly the blind man spoke very oddly.
         

         Q. Oddly how?
         

         A. Just an odd tone of voice. I can’t describe it.
         

         Q. And what did he say?
         

         A. He said, “He is not one of us. He is alien.”
         

         Q. What did he mean?
         

         A. I wasn’t sure. We came back and trained our guns on the fellow, and I asked the old man to explain. He didn’t answer. I said,
            “Grandfather, hurry, speak up. My daughter will be three years old by the weekend and I promised to be with her. Hurry up,
            please, give an answer.” And the oldster said, “Take him!” I looked into the fellow’s eyes and then decided to club him with
            the butt of my rifle.
         

         Q. Why?
         

         A. I don’t know. Just something, some movement in the back of his eyes, some inner struggle. I had the feeling he could kill
            us if he wished.
         

         Q. You’re quite tired, I think.
         

         A. I haven’t slept.
         

         Q. We’ll come back to this. What happened next?
         

         A. I knocked him out and we chained up his legs, and then we took him to the station house in Quelleza. We asked the police
            if the man had checked in with them when he first came into the village. That’s the law.
         

         Q. So it is.
         

         A. They said no. This was highly suspicious. I explained things completely to the local commissar and to the commandant of police.
         

         Q. That was well.
         

         A. So then the commandant asked him some questions. Well, the man wouldn’t speak, not a word, and we started to wonder about
            whether he was a mute or some kind of an imbecile, perhaps. But all the wires to Theti were down, there’d been a storm, and
            we couldn’t check out any part of his story. As it happened, though, we ran into wonderful luck. In Quelleza at that moment
            was a merchant from Theti, a big fellow, bald, very talkative; anyhow, they found him and they brought him to the station
            and they asked if he’d ever seen the Prisoner before. He said yes, and that he couldn’t quite remember his name but that our
            man was very definitely from Theti. Then the commissar asked if he was Selca Decani, and the merchant said, “Of course he
            is! Exactly! It’s Selca!” and “How in the world could I have possibly forgotten!” Then he started to study our fellow intently
            and a curious look came over his face and he told us though he didn’t know how it could have happened, but he’d somehow made
            an error, for until that moment it had slipped his mind that Selca Decani had been dead for many years, and that our fellow
            looked nothing like Decani at all. What made his mistake so amazing, he told us, was that he had known Decani quite well and
            had been saddened and depressed by his death for many months. It was all very strange.
         

         Q. To say the least. And then?
         

         A. Oh, well, as we were hurrying and still in pursuit of the baker, I suggested that our fellow be kept in Quelleza, but the commandant and commissar quickly said no and they advised
            me to take our fellow with us to Shkoder, which we finally did and then gave him to your Secret Police, the Sigurimi. They
            seemed very nervous.
         

         Q. The Secret Police?
         

         A. No, the people at Quelleza. They seemed very anxious to be rid of the fellow.
         

         Q. Did it never occur to you that the Prisoner might be the would-be assassin of Mehmet Shehu you were sent there to find in
            the first place?
         

         A. Oh, well, of course, but we were told that he’d been captured near the Buna.
         

         Q. And who told you that?
         

         A. The people at Quelleza.
         

         Q. From Quelleza to Shkoder, did the Prisoner speak or in any way give you information?
         

         A. He did not. He didn’t speak at any time. Not a word.
         

         Q. And what else did you notice about him that was unusual?
         

         A. Oh, well, one thing, perhaps. While we were marching back to Shkoder we stopped in the middle of the day at Mesi and lunched
            in a courtyard next to the jail. It was unseasonably warm and humid, so we rested. One of my men played the lute and we sang.
            We’d chained the Prisoner’s legs to an apricot tree and I kept staring at him.
         

         Q. Why?
         

         A. There were swarms of mosquitoes biting. They were biting rather fiercely, in fact.
         

         Q. And what of that?
         

         A. He never slapped at them.
         

         Q. His hands were free?
         

         A. Yes, they were free.
         

         Q. Very well. Now then, earlier you stated that his papers seemed in order.
         

         A. So I thought.
         

         Q. And he never did actually resist arrest?
         

         A. No, not really.
         

         Q. So again I ask, why did you club him with your rifle? I mean some reason besides an odd look in his eyes. Did you think he
            was holding a gun or a knife beneath the blanket?
         

         A. No, he wasn’t holding anything.
         

         Q. Then why did you strike him?
         

         A. I was afraid.
         

         Q. Afraid of what?
         

         A. When I yanked off the blanket I saw blood on his hand. I mean the hand that I hadn’t seen before, the right one. It was gashed
            as if by the teeth of some animal.
         

         Q. And this made you feel afraid?
         

         A. It did.
         

         Q. For what reason?
         

         A. I thought of the dog with the broken neck.
         

         EXCERPT FROM THE QUESTIONING OF THE BLIND MAN, LIGENI SHIRQI, TAKEN AT QUELLEZA 12 OCTOBER

         Q. Your door was unlocked?
         

         A. Yes, it was. I heard the knocking and I called out, “Come in, you are welcome.”
         

         Q. You didn’t think it dangerous?
         

         A. Danger is irrelevant. Things are different here. It’s not like below. Had he killed my own children, I had to make him welcome.
            “I live in the house,” goes the saying, “but the house belongs to the guest and to God.”
         

         Q. There is no God.
         

         A. No, not in the city, perhaps, Colonel Vlora, but right now we are up in the mountains and our general impression here is
            that he exists.
         

         Q. Do maintain the proprieties, Uncle.
         

         A. Does that help?
         

         Q. Only facing reality helps.
         

         A. I would face it, effendum, but where is it? As you know, in my world I must be turned.
         

         Q. You were saying …
         

         A. I called out, “You are welcome,” and I heard him come in. A torrent of rain gusted in, a great blow, and as it thundered
            I could feel the flash of lightning on my skin. It came suddenly, this storm, like an unexpected grief. I got up and I greeted
            the stranger as I should: I said, “God may have—”
         

         Q. Never mind all that. You said something that triggered his arrest: “He is alien.” What did you mean by that statement?
         

         A. Well, he wasn’t a mountain man, not a Geg.
         

         Q. That is surely innocuous.
         

         A. Ah, but he’d told me that he was a Geg.
         

         Q. You say he told you?
         

         A. That’s right.
         

         Q. He spoke?
         

         A. In the mountains this is common, effendum.
         

         Q. Don’t be cheeky, old man. Tell me everything he said.
         

         A. From what point?
         

         Q. From the beginning.
         

         A. Well, now, as I told you—or tried to tell you— I greeted him properly. “God may have brought you here,” I told him. And “How
            are you?” “I am happy to find you well,” he said. These are formulas of grace that we observe.
         

         Q. Yes, I know. What happened next?
         

         A. Well, I asked him to sit at the table, of course, and I set out some food, a great deal of it. He saw that I was blind, I
            suppose, for he said not to labor overmuch on his account. I said, “Thanks be to God we have food for the guest. Not to have
            it is the greatest shame of all.” He said nothing to that and I kept putting out the food and the raki.
         

         Q. Why so much food?
         

         A. Well, his size. He was big. Or rather, dense. Very powerfully built.
         

         Q. How could you tell that?
         

         A. Just as I knew you’re from the north. From his step. He got up and put a log on the fire. That was rude. I thought perhaps
            he was a city dweller, then.
         

         Q. Just go on.
         

         A. Well, I asked where he was from and he answered, “From Theti,” and then he explained he was a seller of cheese. Well, I already
            knew that, of course, from the aroma.
         

         Q. Which, of course, you promptly told him.
         

         A. What was that?
         

         Q. Never mind. What happened next?
         

         A. Well, then I learned he was a Christian, you see, and I took away the raki I’d set out and in its place I gave him wine.
         

         Q. How did you learn that he was Christian?
         

         A. His skull cap. I heard him slip it off and set it down on the table. The hard little button at the top makes a sound. But
            he wasn’t from Theti and he wasn’t a Geg. We plant the heel firmly up here, effendum. It’s from walking up and down the sides of mountains. When he first came in the door, that’s how he walked. But then his
            steps became different. They grew softer, more relaxed. It’s when he saw that I was blind, I would guess.
         

         Q. You mean he let down his guard?
         

         A. Yes, that could be.
         

         Q. Where was he from, then, do you think? From the south?
         

         A. I don’t know.
         

         Q. From outside?
         

         A. What do you mean?
         

         Q. When he spoke was there an accent? Something foreign?
         

         A. No, no accent. That’s what’s puzzling: perfect northern, even down to the little inflections that are special just to Theti.
         

         Q. And what else did he say to you?
         

         A. Not very much. Not in words.
         

         Q. Please explain that.
         

         A. Well, I asked him his name and he told me. After that he—
         

         Q. What name did he give? Do you remember?
         

         A. Yes, he said that his name was Selca Decani. That, too, was odd. Not the name, my reaction. I had once been acquainted with
            a Selca Decani, and now when he told me that name I thought, “Yes! Yes, of course! How on earth could I have failed to know
            that voice right away!” So I said, “Please forgive me, old friend, I’ve grown senile.” Then I suddenly remembered.
         

         Q. That Selca Decani had died years before?
         

         A. How did you know that?
         

         Q. Never mind.
         

         A. Yes, he’d died.
         

         Q. Yet the voice was Decani’s?
         

         A. No, not really. Not at all. Just at first.
         

         Q. And what then?
         

         A. Well, I urged him to eat. But he didn’t. He was quiet and still. Yet I sensed a great turmoil churning within him, some terrible
            emotions conflicting. At war. But then soon these grew quiet and I felt a new energy flowing from his being, as something
            comforting and warm, almost loving, washed over me. At first I didn’t know what it was. Then he spoke and he asked me a very
            strange question. He asked if I had ever seen God and, if I had, was it this that had caused my blindness.
         

         Q. This is fanciful.
         

         A. That is what he said.
         

         Q. Well, alright. Did you ask him what he meant by it?
         

         A. No. Nor would I ask you when you came to the city from the mountains. Either question would be rude.
         

         Q. Your ears are dangerous.
         

         A. They hear. They heard your step.
         

         Q. What did you say to him?
         

         A. Nothing at first. I was startled. Then I asked if he was warm enough.
         

         Q. And what was his answer?
         

         A. Silence. But again I was aware of this force he emitted. And then suddenly I realized what it was: it was pity, a pity so
            thick that you could squeeze it, almost physical. It wasn’t the pity you resent, that you hate. It was the other kind: the
            pity that comforts, that heals. One more thing: for a moment I was sure that I could see him. He was young, a strong face
            with an archangel’s smile. Does this sound like an illusion? Some things aren’t.
         

         Q. You are mad. Are you finished?
         

         A. Yes, I’m finished. That was all, that’s when your men broke in. They checked his papers. They seemed to be satisfied. As
            they were leaving, I spoke up and stopped them.
         

         Q. You said you felt pity from him.
         

         A. Yes.
         

         Q. And so why did you betray him?
         

         A. I am loyal to the state.
         

         Q. Try again.
         

         A. I couldn’t stand to be near him any longer.
         

         Q. Why was that?
         

         A. It was something that I felt from him.
         

         Q. The pity?
         

         A. Something else: a brutal, terrifying energy. It burned.
         

         Q. That was surely in your mind.
         

         A. No, it was real.
         

         Q. Then what was it?
         

         A. At the time I felt certain it was goodness.
         

      

      
      Decani was a dead man roaming the hills seeking momentary life in mistaken recollections. This had been the actual and secret
         belief of both the commissar and the chief of police at Quelleza (and later of Security people in Shkoder, though none had
         dared utter so dangerous a view), and the reason they’d disposed of the Prisoner with haste, for who knew what might happen
         to an ordinary soul when it brushed against the host of a resurrected mist. But then who was the Prisoner?
      

      
      Some felt unease.

      
      In Shkoder they followed the uses of sense, and so the Prisoner was tested in the scientific way, which pretended that matter
         was real and could be measured. Their further assumption was far less speculative, namely that their captive was an enemy agent and bent on a mission that was therefore unguessable, for only wide China was Albania’s friend, and who
         could hope to keep track of the shifts and purposes of every other nation on the face of earth? There was simply no time,
         their hearts complained; but they plodded on listlessly, testing for signs that the stranger had been air-dropped: wax from
         his ears, a sample of his stool, and dirt scraped from under his fingernails were analyzed minutely in search of traces of
         food or flora foreign to the land; his clothing was scanned underneath black light, for this would make visible a dry-cleaning
         mark. But these arcane wisdoms yielded nothing. Further, a check of the Prisoner’s teeth showed only an “oversized facial
         amalgam” fashioned from poorly polished silver, and “two swedged chrome-cobalt alloy crowns” that were “overcontoured and
         extremely ill-fitting around the edges, resulting in penetration of the gum”: Albanian dentistry, without question. Yet how
         could this be? How could any of it be? Every person was known, counted, and followed; every citizen’s name was on endless lists that were checked each
         day at each change of location: to market and work and then back to one’s home; to the “cultural” meetings that were held
         after dinner and the one-hour readings of the news before, where the mind took flight behind etherized eyes. Here no one went
         anywhere. They were taken. How could the Prisoner be of this land, moving soundless and alone with the papers of a ghost?
         In a basement of the Shkoder Security Building the Prisoner was stripped naked and then beaten and interrogated in shifts
         by female security agents from the morning of Friday, 1 October, until just before noon of the following day, by which time the inquisitors’
         mechanical blows had evoked the emotions that normally cause them, stoking the agents to genuine fury and the shouting of
         wild imprecations of blood. Even worse was done. And still the Prisoner would not speak. Thus, on the evening of 2 October,
         entangled in anger and mystification, the agents at Shkoder had shipped him to the capital, Tirana, and the faceless State
         Security Building, for here there were specialists. Horrors. Means.
      

      
      Here were answers to questions that no one had asked. “Who are you?” the Interrogator wearily repeated.

      
      Jerked to his feet amid blows, the Prisoner again stood eerily silent, his gaze a light touch upon the stone floor. The Interrogator
         stared at the lacework of blood that had dried in a band around his forehead. What did it remind him of, he wondered? And
         then he remembered: “Christ in Silence.” A miniature print of the Symbolist painting had hung in a cell of the Jesuit seminary close to the center of the city; he
         had seen it when they’d wrenched the place from the priests, weeks before they decided to shoot its director and replace him
         with Samia Sabrilu, the notorious fifteen-year-old girl who’d been chosen for her cruelty, arrogance, and cunning, as well
         as her sexual precocity and hatred of her father. This was almost a year before the time they would throw all the priests
         into labor camps or their graves and convert the old seminary into a restaurant that specialized in dishes of the north. The
         Interrogator pursed his lips in thought. No, the painting wasn’t all. There was something else. He was certain he had seen this man before. It was somewhere in Tirana, he thought.
         A state dinner perhaps.
      

      
      Or in a dream. “Who are you? If you tell us who you are you can sleep.”

      
      Neglect and a cold isolation had preceded, and then afterward the clanging and the ear-bursting Klaxons and the searing white
         light for the strangling of dreams; then the absolute darkness and fetid waters teeming with particles of unknown matter ominously
         seeping up into his cell from a thousand grieving, rusted pores, flooding slowly ever higher until inches from the ceiling,
         where they lapped and waited, stinking and irresolute, and then little by little subsided, a procedure repeated again and
         again. This phase had a term of three days (if one measured them relative to the observer); and then had come the torturers,
         all of them with nicknames meant to shield them from possible future retribution. Two were men, one called “Dreamer” for his
         faraway look and the other, a young one who was always smiling and in fact was the Interrogator’s son, was called “Laugher,”
         while the third, a tall and blocky former nun with a heavy step, was known as “Angel.” With dirty gray skin, a sunless stare,
         and a mad, irrepressible tic in one eye that made it seem she was constantly winking slyly, in her dark blue uniform shirt
         and trousers she was the phantom of the merciless chamber. The Prisoner was resting on his back on a bloodstained narrow wooden
         table, and when the three had surrounded him “Angel” had lifted a look to the Interrogator, and as soon as he uttered the word “Begin!”
         her lissome truncheon cleaved the whistling air from on high in a smacking wallop to the Prisoner’s kidney with a result that
         was welcomed by no one in the chamber, for the Prisoner’s eyes slid open calmly, as if he had awakened in a hammock of summer.
         Unsettled, the Interrogator took a step backward, for he felt an unearthliness descending, and soon flurrying fists and truncheons
         and curses enshrouded the table in a living hot fog made of rage and exuberance and self hate, and he listened to the shouts
         and grunts of exertion, to the smackings and the infantile bawdy suggestions, the hissed accusations and imprecations, aware
         that very soon they would thicken and be finally subsumed into a single autonomous living frenzy that would suck up all minds
         and yet be mindless, gather all souls, but have none of its own, only that of the beast at the center of its whirlwind. “Pig!”
         “Degenerate!” “Criminal scum!” The flung epithets seethed with a righteous fury that shivered and broke in each voice with
         every blow. The Interrogator felt himself trembling with excitement, and he gave himself up to the beast for a term, but abruptly
         withdrew at a glimpse of “Laugher,” as the eyes of his son shone madly with plea sure and some nameless emotion not found
         in sweet air. “Enough! Something else!” the Interrogator ordered, after which “Angel” held the Prisoner’s fingers under a
         door that she slowly pushed shut, at first grinning and crooning a thousand remarkable lascivious suggestions, and then frowning
         in thickening consternation when the Prisoner’s face did not change its expression. Confounded, it was then they had thought to pull out his fingernails, first placing a helmet on his head that was designed
         to make him hear his own screams greatly amplified. The helmet failed. He never screamed. But when the last of his fingernails
         had been drawn, he closed his eyes and slowly sank to the mottled stone floor with a sound like sighs mixed up with bones.
         Suddenly anxious, the Interrogator jerked his gaze to a withered old man in a cheap brown suit who was standing at the edge
         of the circle of light. His gaunt and elongated face was in shadow, but he clutched the frayed grip of a black leather medical
         bag with both his hands in front of him, so that a ring on his index finger caught the light in flashes as a restless thumb
         kept rubbing irregularly at its flat green stone, made of paste. It glinted like signals from a distant ship.
      

      
      “Hurry, check him!”

      
      The Interrogator’s growl was tense, for he was gripped by the alarming foreboding that the Prisoner would slip away with his
         secret into the shadowland of death.
      

      
      “Check him now! Right away! Hurry up!”

      
      The creaking old doctor shuffled forward, spent and bowed by the weight of tedium and the endless repetition of meaningless
         acts in a purposeless world. He dragged his crumpled soul along behind him like an empty canvas sack.
      

      
      “Do not lose him!” the Interrogator shouted.
      

      
      Hurriedly, the bloodstained wooden table was wheeled back from darkness into light and as “Laugher” stooped down to haul the
         Prisoner up off the floor, “Angel” roughly deflected him, scooping up the body with effortless ease and then dumping the Prisoner onto the table like a crackling bag of sticks. “He is air,” she grunted under her breath; and then for a curious
         instant she hesitated, staring at the Prisoner intently while a curious softness bathed her face: it was as if she had been
         taken unaware by innocence, by some memory of childhood grace. She stepped backward and out of the light. By then the old
         doctor had wheezed to the table. He searched for a pulse with fingers that rustled, floppy and dry, as if stuffed with straw,
         while his other hand opened his medical bag, unsnicking the clasp at the top. In the hush there was a faint sound of clutter
         being dragged as he groped along the bottom of the bag for his stethoscope. He found it and fished it out. One of the ear
         tubes slapped at the bag. It made a tiny whipping sound.
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