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Chapter 1


Qisma Decides to Eat Iraq


After vomiting by the side of the road on the way to Baghdad, Qisma felt hungry and decided to eat Iraq.


That was what she resolved after the farcical scene with the Americans. When Tariq the Befuddled, who had become her husband the day before, stopped his car on the side of the road, she had leaped out quickly, leaving her infant child in the back seat. Qisma knelt on the ground and disgorged her breakfast onto the rocks. That was when she saw a thicket of military boots crowding her on all sides. She lifted her head and found herself surrounded by American soldiers, their rifles trained upon her.


Qisma turned towards the car before trying to stand up, and even before she had wiped the last traces of vomit from around her mouth. She saw other soldiers pointing their guns at Tariq, who was still sitting in the driver’s seat with his hands above his head. The soldiers had blocked him off with two Hummer jeeps, while an intimidating military column continued down the highway. When she saw one of them point his gun at her child too, she made a sudden, terrified motion to rise, but the heavy hands of the soldiers on her shoulders prevented her from doing so, and she screamed at the top of her voice, “I’m just throwing up. You pigs!”


The circle of boots around her took a step back, but the hands of the two soldiers on either side of her were still pressing her into the ground. She heard one of them speaking into his radio above her, and among what she could understand with her basic English was the question “What should we do with them?” and a curt “O.K.” Her neck remained twisted uncomfortably, and her heart was breaking at the sight of her child crying silently while he looked at her in terror. Two other soldiers forced Tariq roughly out of the car and brought him round to the boot. He opened it, took out some of the things and put them back. Then they led him forward. He opened the bonnet, and they looked inside before closing it and ordering Tariq to bend over with his arms braced against it. He tried to resist, but they forced him to comply. He looked at Qisma, utterly humiliated, hoping that she might forget this scene and never once recall it, especially during the nights of passion to come when he would ask her to assume this same position for him.


The child’s cries rose up when he saw one of the soldiers put his head and shoulders through the window to continue the inspection. This time Qisma screamed, “Let me go!” Such was the power of her cry that she felt as though she were in the middle of a square full of pigeons that had suddenly taken flight. It seemed to her that the entire column of armoured military vehicles flew up into the air, recoiling in panic. What actually happened was that her scream coincided with the passage of a flight of helicopters above the military column, even as one of the jeeps detached itself and braked to a halt only a few metres from where she knelt. Three solders got out and came directly towards her.


She knew one of them was the commanding officer because, when he directed his words at the others, they let her go at once. She stood up and hurled herself towards the car, snatching an abaya that she draped over her head. Then she picked up her child and raised him to her bosom. She turned to face the group of soldiers, or, to be more precise, their commanding officer. She stood directly in front of him, and, although he was a tall man, she somehow felt she was taller. She looked him hard in the eyes, as though to bore twin holes into them with her gaze. In clear English – for even if she had forgotten everything else she had learned of the language at the institute, she would never forget how to swear – she yelled, “What is this fucking shit? Why are you doing this? What right do you have?”


She spat the words out of her mouth as if they were flying nails that would tear at his ears. But something changed in an instant when the commanding officer replied in clear, eloquent Arabic. “I beg your pardon, sister,” he said. “Peace be upon you. I am General Adam.”


The tone of his voice was like cool water that doused the fire within. Her sight returned, and she saw that he was blond, with captivating green eyes. He was wearing an elegant military uniform and gave off a pleasing scent of cologne. He held himself upright in a way that she liked. For a moment she felt the desire to throw herself against his chest and wrap her arms around him. Their eyes remained locked, and he added in a kind voice, “Everyone knows the instructions – they’re written on all our vehicles: ‘Caution: Stay 100 metres back or you will be shot.’ Didn’t you see them? But it’s O.K. Thank God the matter turned out this way. Is this the first time you’ve seen us?”


“Yes,” she said calmly. “You only passed briefly through our village.”


“Where are you going?”


“To Baghdad.”


“O.K. Go in peace. But please, remember these instructions! One hundred metres, at least.” Then he reached out his hand to caress the child’s head with a smile. “Don’t be afraid,” he said. “What is your name, little one?”


The child turned its face away, and, after a moment’s thought, Qisma replied, “Ibrahim.”


This was the first time she had called her son by that name, her father’s name, which she had decided to bestow upon her son in place of the name of the deposed president, the name given by the child’s executed father.


“He is your son?”


“Yes.”


“O.K., Umm Ibrahim. Do you need anything from us?”


“No. Just stay away and leave us in peace.”


“Fine,” he said with a smile. “Go in peace.”


The soldiers turned away, but Qisma stood watching the general as he strode towards his vehicle. He waved at her and got inside, and the jeep swung around to rejoin the column, which immediately drove away. Qisma remembered what she had heard about the gang rape inflicted by four American soldiers on a young woman, Abeer al-Janabi, in the village of Mahmudiyah. They had killed her father – who worked as a guard at a vegetable warehouse – her mother, and her five-year-old sister. Then they raped Abeer and killed her. Afterwards, they burned the bodies. Qisma spat in disgust in the direction of the departing convoy. She returned to the car, where she found Tariq opening a case of water bottles. He took one out, opened it, and offered it to her, saying in a subdued voice, “These are from them.”


All three drank from the bottle. They washed their hands and faces with the cold water, feeling a measure of calm and composure return to them. Qisma settled Ibrahim in the back seat, and the three of them continued their journey in despondent silence.


After about ten minutes, Tariq said, “Thank God it turned out like that and nothing worse! I’ve heard about them killing people on the road on the pretext that they’d got too close.”


Qisma did not reply. In the renewed quiet that followed, both she and Tariq wondered what Abdullah Kafka would have done in that situation had he continued with them on this journey instead of changing his mind and asking to get out of the car shortly after leaving the village.


*


At that moment, Abdullah was alone, as usual, smoking a cigarette in the cemetery, uncertain and angry. He walked back and forth between the grave of the severed head of Ibrahim, Qisma’s father, and the grave of Zaynab, his own grandmother, asking them what he ought to do with the man who had fathered him by raping his poor mother.


He addressed the grave of the old lady. “Your son, Jalal the runaway, has come back bearing the name of Sayyid Jalal al-Din. Here he is, Zaynab, one of the new rulers and rapists of Iraq. What am I to do, Grandmother?”


Then Abdullah went over to the grave of Ibrahim’s head and said, “Your daughter, my dear Ibrahim, has married our oldest friend. She has gone with him to seek your body with the help of the man who raped my mother. What am I to do, my friend?”


He stood between the two graves, asking himself, “What if he comes with them to the village?” He turned in a circle, scratching his dishevelled hair with a hand that still held a cigarette, nearly setting it on fire. Then he had the answer: “I will kill him. I will tear him into small pieces and feed him to the dogs so that he won’t have a grave for people to remember him by. I will kill him. I will kill him. I have endured nearly twenty years of torture in Iranian prison camps in defence of this country, and then this runaway, this man who raped my mother, returns to become master over it. I will kill him.”


Abdullah squatted down. He got back up. He turned in a circle. He wandered between the two graves, smoking as he repeated, “I’ll kill him. I’ll kill him.” Then he passed by all the other graves, one by one, informing each: “I’ll kill him. I’ll kill him.” He carried on in this way until he grew tired of addressing the graves, and decided he would go and talk to Anwar, the young man who worked in his field, or Hamid the Snorer, his friend who spent his days dozing in the village café.


*


After another half-hour of silence, Tariq said to Qisma, “I’m thinking we shouldn’t go straight to Baghdad today, but rather we should pass by one of the villages on the outskirts of Samarra. The village sheikh has been a friend of mine since childhood, and his father was a friend of my father’s. You could say he is more like a brother to me than a friend. We could spend the night there, hear their news, and ask whether they’ve heard of anyone around here coming across any decapitated corpses.”


When Tariq did not receive a reply, he turned to look at Qisma. She indicated her agreement with a nod. Tariq went on speaking, eager to demonstrate his importance and his connections after the humiliation he had suffered at the hands of the Americans, and to introduce her to people who were in a position to help them. “The sheikh’s name is Tafir al-Shakhabiti. He is the head of the famous Shakhabit tribe. It is said that this tribe numbers more than a million people, spread throughout almost every corner of Iraq. His father was my father’s friend, and they would visit each other once a year. When my mother was pregnant with me, Tafir’s father asked mine what name he would give me, and my father said, ‘Tariq.’ The old sheikh decided to give his next son the same name, but when he returned to his village, he couldn’t remember what it was, just that it began with the letter ‘T’. So he called his son Tafir. We were born in the same year, just a month apart, and our fathers would bring us along on all the visits they paid one another, so we became friends from a young age. Of course, stories of strange names are nothing new in this family – they go back a century, to the days of the Ottoman empire.


“The first sheikh of the Shakhabit worked as a groom in the stables of a pasha who sometimes entrusted him to prepare coffee and serve it to his guests. The pasha was very fond of this groom. After the Ottoman empire was defeated in the First World War and the British occupation began, he chose to give all his lands to his beloved servant. He departed for Istanbul, and the groom became a feudal lord, taking the place of his master by ruling over the peasants and giving positions of power to his brothers, nephews and other relatives. Now, when the British occupied Iraq, they were different from the Ottomans in one crucial respect: they were far more eager to document, demarcate, organise and record, and they required agencies to be set up in the cities to record births, marriages, divorces and other administrative matters that the Ottomans had not cared about in the slightest. This servant-who-had-become-a-sheikh did not know how to read or write. When his first son was born and he wanted to enter the boy’s name in the registry of births at one of the new government offices, he was too ashamed to admit before the British officials or his new subjects that he was illiterate, so he scribbled a few messy lines on a piece of paper and gave it to one of his servants, together with gifts of food and money. He ordered him to go to the city to register the infant and acquire an identity card for him. When the official in the registry office saw the paper he stood up angrily. ‘What is this scibble?’ he asked. The servant was at a loss – he had not presumed to read the name on the paper till then, and it seemed it was up to him to interpret the sheikh’s impenetrable scrawl. He set the bag of gifts down on the official’s desk, and thought hard about how to record the name without incurring the sheikh’s displeasure. Then, at last, it struck him, and he solemnly wrote in the official ledger the word Shakhbata – ‘Scribble’!”


Qisma laughed. Tariq was delighted and laughed along with her. He felt a sudden frisson of desire when he saw in the rear-view mirror how her breasts shook when she laughed. He thought about taking the car off-road to drive down through the trees and fields. There, by means of Qisma’s body, he would regain his wounded male dignity, which the American soldiers had taken from him before her very eyes. He would repair his manhood by inscribing it on her body. But he put aside this audacious idea; far better for now to keep calming her down and making her laugh – and watching the movement of her breasts.


“But there’s more to the story than that!” he announced once their laughter had subsided. “The sheikh kept calling his son by the name of his Ottoman master, Dawud Pasha, a name he had given him orally, out of gratitude and affection for his former master. And so it was that everyone knew him by this name. But when the boy grew up and went to enrol in school, carrying his official papers, he discovered that his real name was entirely different, and he was known legally as Shakhbata. He could not have been more upset. He returned to his father in tears, for his name ended in the feminine letter ‘A’, just like all the girls’ names. The father was surprised, then angry and finally enraged, to the point that he decided to kill the servant he had sent to register the birth. But fortunately the imam of the village was present in the sheikh’s reception hall at that very moment and, using his tact and intelligence, he was able to cool the man’s blood and turn the situation around. He announced to them that this was a beautiful name, rare and special, and that no-one apart from his son possessed it. It was not to be supposed that he would have a normal name like the sons of servants and peasants. What’s more, many of the preeminent companions of the Prophet and the first heroes of Islamic history had names along these lines. He began to rattle them off, recounting the stories he knew from his historical and religious studies: Talha, Ikrima, Hanzala, Abu Abida and the Prophet’s uncle Hamza, among others.


“After that, the boy and his father grew to like the name very much, and they ordered everyone to use it whenever they addressed him. As for the son, he liked it even more when he grew up, and after he finished his education he renounced the name Dawud Pasha, as a way of rejecting the period of Ottoman occupation and accepting the yoke of the British – their civilised enemies, as he referred to them. And so, when he became sheikh upon the death of his father, he decided that the name of the tribe would be tied to his own, and they became the Shakhabit. Actually, it was he who secured for the tribe its power and standing, thanks to his close relationship with the British. He opened the first school in the village, and he spoke English. Over the years, his own status grew in the region, since he resolved many of the difficulties that arose between the native population and the British, and he collected money from both sides. Many of his relatives and members of his tribe named their children, both male and female, with variations on his name: Shakbut, Shakbuta, Mushakhbat, Mushakhbata, Shakhabit, Shakhabita, Shakhbat, Shakhbata, and so on. And thus, the tribe began to take pride in being known as the Shakhabit.”


Tariq had reached the place where he had to take a left turn for the familiar dirt road that would bring him to the village of his friend, Sheikh Tafir al-Shakhbati, on the banks of the river, after passing by a number of small villages and scattered houses belonging to the tribe. But he was surprised to find, for the first time, a checkpoint set up at the junction. Several armed young men, some in military uniforms and others in city clothes or traditional peasant robes, all wearing ammunition belts, called for him to stop. They asked who he was and where he was going and why. He told them he was Sheikh Tariq, a friend of Sheikh Tafir, who had come to visit him. They asked for his I.D. card, and those of the people with him, and he handed them over. They asked about the woman and the child, and he told them, “My wife,” adding, after a brief pause, “And my son.” The young man stared at their I.D. cards, and it seemed as though he did not understand or could not read well, for he kept looking back and forth from the pictures on the cards to the faces of the owners. Tariq feared they would demand to see a document confirming that the woman was his wife, for their marriage had not been officially confirmed and was sanctified only by a verbal contract, announced before guests at a small banquet in his village the previous night.


The young guard did not say anything. He just went inside the guardhouse and came out with another young man, who was apparently in charge. He recognised Tariq immediately, and Tariq him. He was the son of one of Sheikh Tafir’s brothers, someone Tariq had seen a number of times in Tafir’s reception hall during his previous visits. Tariq got out of the car and embraced him. After the initial greetings, the young man invited Tariq to come sit and drink tea with them.


They had a corpse with them, one of the corpses that people had become accustomed to discovering in the fields beside main roads. Qisma insisted on getting out to examine it despite Tariq’s attempts to prevent her. How could she not, when she had resolved to search for the corpse of her father and had married Tariq and set off on this journey precisely for that reason?


Even though the corpse by the road was intact, including its head, and could not be supposed to be the body of her father, of which nothing but its head had been discovered and buried, Qisma nevertheless stood staring at it for a long time, studying the holes in its chest and neck, and the patches of dried blood on its clothes. She would actually have touched it had Tariq not pulled her away. Then he thanked the young man for his invitation, explaining that they were tired from the journey, and that the child was hungry. They wanted to reach Sheikh Tafir’s home before nightfall.


As they resumed their journey, Tariq was surprised to find workmen with tools and machines labouring to pave the old farming road and set up electrical poles alongside it, something that would further delay their arrival, however much it might shorten the journey in the future. When Qisma asked him how long it would take, he estimated an hour and a half. “Are you hungry?” he asked.


“Yes.”


“What do you want to eat?”


“Iraq.”


“Excuse me?”


“Iraq.”


Confused, he fell silent and did not ask for an explanation, preferring not to reveal that he did not know what she meant. He guessed that something had annoyed her early on, and that he would be wise to avoid provoking her further. Nonetheless, she did, after a pause, enlarge on her declaration, saying that she would eat this country that was eating its children, that had eaten her father, her husband, her childhood and her future, that had eaten all her dreams. She had decided, therefore, that she would take it as fodder for a new dream. She had no idea how, but she would search for a way. Many were now gnawing at it, now that the era of the president, who had had it all to himself, was no more, that man who had raped her, though she still did not know, and did not wish to know, whether this child of hers was the product of that rape, or if he was the son of her late husband, who had disappeared after taking part in an attempted coup. In any case, she would do whatever was possible – and more – to protect her son from everything that had happened to her and to her relatives, and from everything that was going to come their way.


The silence between them stretched out. Tariq did not dare to break it until she surprised him by asking, “Then what happened?”


“What happened when?”


“What happened next in the story of your friends, the Shakhabit tribe?”


Her interest delighted him, and he thought how she was not all that different from other women and children, for she too liked stories, and that could only work to his advantage given that he was full of stories he had experienced himself or heard from others or read in books. Indeed, he was even prepared to make them up, if they served his purpose. Stories would be one of his means of winning her heart and mind so he might get from her what would make her forget the sight of him bent over the bonnet of his car, humiliated in front of her by the foreign troops, submitting without a fight or a word. Likewise, he would make her forget the stark difference in their ages, and he would tame with his tongue, not his hand, her notorious recalcitrance. He would tame her as he had tamed his first wife, and she would become putty in his hands, obedient to him in all things.




Chapter 2


The Great Reception


It was not just a surprise to Tariq but a true shock when he arrived at the gates of his friend Sheikh Tafir’s compound and found an armed checkpoint whose guards prevented his car from entering.


“Have you informed the sheikh that it’s his friend Sheikh Tariq?” he asked them.


“Yes,” they said. “And it was he who ordered us not to open the gates to you.”


His distress, indeed his agony, was only increased by Qisma’s comment: “Didn’t you say that he was your friend and brother?”


“Yes, of course. I don’t know what has come over him! What has happened? There is no power nor strength but with God alone!”


Agitated, he began getting out of the car and climbing back in. He spoke with the guards and sat back down, clapping one hand into the other. He got out and then back in yet again. Surrounding the sheikh’s house was a high concrete wall that had not been there before, with its flags and guards by the entrance and at each distant corner. The house had not been an imposing, colourful palace like this before, with three flags fluttering above it – the flag of the tribe, being the largest, with the Iraqi and American flags alongside it. A quarter of an hour passed as Tariq climbed in and out of the car, confused, at a loss. He asked the guard for perhaps the tenth time, “Are you sure you told the sheikh who I am?”


“Yes.”


“What did he say?”


“He ordered us not to open the gate to you.”


“Fine, don’t open the gate for my car, but open it for me alone, so that I may go inside to talk with him. Or else tell him to come himself so I can talk to him in person. For I don’t believe what you’re saying. I don’t believe it! It’s impossible!”


“Forgive us, but we cannot go against our orders. If you want, sir, take a seat and have a rest. Would you like coffee or tea?”


“I don’t want anything. I just want to be sure of what you’re saying and know what’s happening. To understand.”


Tariq went back to the car. He sat behind the wheel and continued clapping his palms together, invoking God’s protection against the evil one, and repeating the formula about God’s power and strength. After another ten minutes had passed, Qisma said, “We have to leave now if we want to make it to Baghdad before nightfall.”


Tariq resisted at first, saying he would never leave that place, even if he were forced to take up residence there, until he had seen his friend. But after thinking it through, he sighed, whistled and said, “Glory to God! God decides and we abide.”


He turned the key in the ignition and started to turn the car in order to leave. The guards ran over to stop them. “The sheikh also ordered us not to permit you to leave.”


At that, Tariq lost what little composure he had left. “Why?” he yelled. “And what do we do in that case?”


“Please, sheikh, calm down. Just wait a few more minutes. Do you want tea or coffee?”


“I told you I want nothing from you! I want to be done with this whole affair!”


At that moment the large gates swung open and Sheikh Tafir came out to greet them in all his traditional finery: a dark gilded cloak over a gleaming white robe, the agal placed meticulously upon his head. He was flanked by a group of men, and behind them came the women and children. Tafir approached Tariq with a wide smile and opened his arms, calling out the most elaborate words of greeting, and Tariq at last relaxed. He tried to get out of the car, but the guards prevented him from opening his door until Sheikh Tafir arrived to open it himself. Then Tariq got out, and they folded into a long, hard embrace. Each one kissed the nose and beard of the other. Sheikh Tafir apologised for the delay, explaining that he could not possibly have been satisfied to receive his dear friend like any other guest, but rather had wanted to prepare for him the most sublime demonstration of welcome, one that would match Tariq’s position in his eyes. “You are my brother, O sheikh. I love you like my own self.”


Finely dressed women, both young and old, opened the passenger door for Qisma and carried her bag and her child for her. The wide-open gates revealed a red carpet spread as far as the palace-like house, a distance of some two hundred metres, and each side of the rug was lined by men, women and children. The sheikh led his friend courteously by the arm towards the entrance, and as soon as their feet touched the rug the women broke out in trills and the sound of automatic weapons fired in celebratory abandon roared through the air. When they had covered half the distance, a group of children presented them with bouquets of flowers and silver dishes of water, dates and milk.


Tariq turned back, seeking the eyes of Qisma to know how she saw him now. He found her smiling at him, an astonished, almost befuddled look on her face, and he said to himself with an inward laugh of delight, “Now she is ready to be the wife of Sheikh Tariq the Befuddled.”


The children drew back on either side to allow the sheikhs to pass, and the two of them walked forward, continuing the journey hand in hand, sometimes shooing away with their feet the wandering ducks and chickens that passed in front of them on the carpet.


“What is all this munificence, my sheikh?” Tariq asked Tafir. “What is all this beneficence, all these blessings? Now I truly am befuddled.” They both laughed.


“It is the blessing of democracy, which our Marian brothers have brought.”


“Our Marian brothers? Who are they?”


“The Christian foreigners – the Americans. I’ll tell you all about it, for you too need to take your share of these blessings.”


As they approached the reception hall, Tariq saw, off to one side, two bulls that had been brought down upon the grass of the garden, restrained by a knot of young men, no doubt in the process of being slaughtered. After the first bull was dispatched, a powerfully built dwarf directed one of the youths to carry over to Tariq a vessel filled with blood, which he smeared with his palms onto the shoes of the guest in a gesture of honour. As soon as they entered the hall, Tariq was brought up short in surprise at the changes that had been made to this spacious room, which he had known well since childhood. It had been enlarged, and its furnishings were no longer limited to a few carpets and cushions on the floor, with a stove to brew coffee in the middle. Now there were luxurious couches and chairs and tapestries embroidered with gold thread running along the walls. Each of the couches had a low marble table in front of it with flower vases and microphones set on top. The floor was covered with a soft velvet carpet, and huge chandeliers of gilded glass hung from the ceiling. In pride of place on the far wall was a large photograph of Sheikh Tafir surrounded by smaller photographs of the rest of the line of Shakhabit sheikhs. The tribe’s flag was displayed above it, framed by two swords. On the other walls there were massive paintings depicting sword fights or riders on horseback, or framed examples of the finest Arabic calligraphy – poetry, verses from the Qur’an and phrases such as “All this from the grace of our Lord”, “The eye that envies goes blind”, “God holds all”, “Councils are schools”, “Our tribe is our security”, and so on.


The two sheikhs sat side by side beneath the portrait of Tafir, with the men of the tribe spread out before them down the sides of the room. Glasses of milk and tea, as well as cups of coffee, were circulated to everyone, and one of Sheikh Tafir’s small sons, just nine years old, came up and whispered to him, “Mr Rahib the cook asks how he should distribute the two hearts and four testicles from the bulls.”


According to the traditions of the Shakhabit, the guest and host would split the heart and the testicles whenever a bull was slaughtered. But since the honours had been doubled that day, each sheikh would have an entire testicle and could choose who would get the second. Each would also receive half a heart while choosing who would have the second half. Tariq chose Qisma for the other half of his heart, and the second testicle went to her son, while Tafir decided that the second half of his heart would be divided equally between his three wives, and that the remaining testicle would go to this young son of his, who was, as he explained to his friend, the most beloved among all his children and who had been given the name of their ancestor, Shakhbata. While the preparations were underway – for the hearts and testicles would be boiled in water and then fried in oil with onions, garlic and spices – and while the bulls were being butchered and dinner was being prepared, the two sheikhs had plenty of time to exchange their news.


Tariq informed his companion of the reasons behind his expedition to Baghdad, in spite of the terrible conditions and the chaos of occupation and civil war. It was for the sake of Qisma and the soul of her father Ibrahim, his lifelong friend, for, after coming across his severed head along with eight other heads belonging to the village’s sons in banana crates, and after they had finished burying the heads, Qisma had insisted on searching for her father’s body, no matter what the cost. And because she was a widow, alone with a small child, unable to search on her own, and it was necessary to have a respectable man to accompany her, she had presented the matter to him, and he had presented the idea of marriage to her, for it was not possible for him, on the grounds of religious propriety, to accompany a woman, just the two of them, night and day, with no concept of how long the search would take. She had agreed, and they had been married the previous day according to the law of God and his prophet. They had announced it to the village without putting on a wedding, just a simple family dinner, “out of respect for her sorrow and our sorrow at how we lost our dear Ibrahim, and the sorrow of the people over the nine sons they had lost”.


Tafir patted the knee of his companion and said, “That is wisdom itself, the best way the two of you could have gone about it. And by God, I am at a loss as to whether I should console you for the loss of Ibrahim, or congratulate you on your marriage. But such is life! A surfeit of contradictions. And I swear by the tomb of Abu al-Anwar that I have known hundreds of people in my life, and I never saw one more good-natured than Ibrahim, nor does my love for any other match the love I have for you.”


They embraced each other where they sat, with a heartfelt affection that brought tears to their eyes, and each of them kissed the nose and beard of the other. And in order to get quickly past an emotional moment that might appear as weakness before the eyes of their followers, Tafir whispered in his guest’s ear, “How old is she?”


“She has just turned twenty-five.”


Tafir gave Tariq a nudge and a wink as he whispered, “What luck you have! Still so youthful! The youngest of my women has ten years on her. They are three Shakhbutas, cousins on my father’s side, and for that reason there will not be a fourth unless it’s some young woman not of our tribe, so that I might renew my bed, my line and my youth with her, finishing up with her what remains of my life.”


“God grant you long life, my sheikh. You are still young!”


“Yes, and in my opinion, according to my experience and the experience of my ancestors, a man is not judged in the eyes of a woman by his age, his shape, his height, his girth, nor by any other thing except these two: his pockets and his dick. And I, thanks be to God, am well founded in both, as you can see and as you know. As for you, I have been a witness to your virility and your burning desire for women ever since our teenage adventures in the days when we studied at the sharia school in Mosul!”


They laughed aloud and gave each other’s hand a powerful squeeze.


“And now you have married again!” Tafir continued. “And you may yet take a third wife if you are to equal me, or equal your father, so that his soul will rejoice in its grave. But what about your pockets?”


“Things are going well, thanks be to God! I receive my two salaries: one from the Ministry of Education, as a school teacher, and the other from the Ministry of Religious Endowment, as an imam in the village mosque. This is in addition to what farming brings in for me, which my sons and my family take care of.”


“No, no! That is not enough, my friend! We are living through a historic opportunity. It is the dawn of democracy, and anyone can do what he wants and attain the riches he desires. Don’t you see how many nobodies and scoundrels have suddenly become rich and are now men of power and influence? Even the foreigners! Why have they appeared from every nook and cranny if not to plunder our wealth? It is certainly not to liberate us, as they claim, but rather for the sake of oil. They take it and throw us some of the leftover crumbs, we who have never got anything from it except agony – yesterday and today – and won’t get anything from it tomorrow. Don’t you see how they have destroyed everything so they can claim to have rebuilt it all afterwards, even as the Ministry of Oil – and its pipelines and oilfields – are left unscathed? They have worked to protect those seriously and professionally, even as they have left the borders open to all and sundry to smuggle and traffic anything they wish – goods, antiquities, weapons, human organs, and so on. No guards, no accounting, no taxes, no customs – and no watermelons!”


“But—”


“Listen!” Tafir interrupted, and continued, “Don’t tell me this is not permitted, it is forbidden, or it is illegal. The riches of this country have never been for its people, the heedless, naive, good people, who believe in laws that were created only to subjugate and rob them. It is our right to take anything from our own fields, by any means. Iraq has been passed from one tyrant to another ever since God created the earth, the sun, the moon and this country itself, and the clever man is the one who knows how to seize an opportunity and to care for himself and for his children after him.”


“So what do you want me to do? Should I take up arms like the others? Should I kill and plunder too?”


“No, for what you have in your power to do is much easier and more effective than taking up arms. Then again, why shouldn’t you take up arms, if that’s what is required, just as men have done the world over throughout history! Listen. Your father was a sound counsellor and supporter of my father, and in these matters I will do the same for you. The path to success, the ropes that stretch out to it, are many, and it is therefore incumbent on us to travel these various paths and pull on each rope. When the Americans arrived in our region, some of the nationalists in our tribe – or the insane or the despairing – fought against them. They killed seven of us, and we killed one of them. Then they made haste to negotiate with us and record our demands. At the same time, some of us were participating in the political process in Baghdad. We had one foot here and one foot there, and we leaned wherever the profits were greater. We were able to put many of our sons to work in the army, the police and government institutions, and whoever they refused to employ – on the grounds that he was an employee or soldier of the former regime – would do as they must and join the opposition. And that is their right, for whoever has spent his life as a soldier and does not know any other way to feed his family will agree to do the only thing he knows how to do. He blows up a tank for five thousand dollars, he kills a foreign soldier for three thousand, or an Iraqi for one, and so on.”


“No! No, my sheikh! That’s not how things are done. I shall never agree with you on that.”


“Listen! I’m telling you how things are. I’m not saying that this is right or wrong, and I personally don’t get involved in bloodshed. Besides, there is another way, and from it I have amassed all you see here. A source of profit that is easy and reliable, and which I counsel you to pursue.”


“And what is that?”


“Right now there is a fund for the reconstruction of Iraq. But the truth of it is that it’s a lie within a lie, for it will not restore to its former place one brick that has been torn down. Nevertheless it’s a great swamp from which billions are ladled out. Countries, companies, political groups and individuals take from it such plunder as has never been seen in the history of the world. Every region has an American general overseeing it, and every general divides up his region and assigns responsibilities to his officers. And these officers are the ones responsible for granting contracts. Things like repairing a bridge, paving a street, building a school, outfitting a hospital, restoring the water works, buying agricultural machines – an infinite number of projects. And the majority of these officers accept bribes. They record that you have received the funds for a project, but actually they put half the money in their pocket, and of the remaining half, you give half to the contractor, while the rest goes into your own pocket. And so on. On top of that, no-one calls anyone to account because everyone participates in the plundering, so a project to build a school, for example, results in just two mud rooms. A project to outfit a hospital, just a lick of paint and a few chairs. A project to repair and restore a street, just two ditches filled with two bags of cement. And so on. Should you prefer to do nothing at all, it’s enough to pile up some bricks and bags of cement, and then blow it all up when the deadline approaches, blaming terrorism and the lack of security.”


“Indeed, that is what we hear, for how many projects have they promised in our region, and yet we have seen nothing? It is all millstone and no tahini!”


“Exactly, my friend. Millstone and no tahini, because the tahini makers eat all the tahini, and all that’s left for everyone else is the millstone. So, do you want the tahini or the millstone?”


“The tahini, of course!”


The two men slapped each other’s hand in delighted agreement, and Sheikh Tafir called to one of his men, “Zaidan! Call General Adam, and invite him to join us for dinner.” Then he turned back to his friend. “This General Adam is the one chiefly responsible for this district, which also includes your village, and he is the one who appoints the officers. I’ll introduce you. I’ll advise him to ask his officers to grant you some of his contracts, just as I’ll ask his permission to give you his private number, which he only gives out to a select few, among them sheikhs like myself.” He fell silent for a moment and added, “Like us.”


“But I’m not the sheikh of a tribe. I’m just a religious sheikh in a small village mosque.”


“Brother, don’t make things so complicated! What’s the difference? And what keeps you from being the sheikh of a clan as well? In these times, it’s within our power to call ourselves whatever we wish: sheikh, politician, businessman, artist, poet – anything. And no-one will oppose us. For we live in the age of speed and moral chaos, and people have no time to investigate and put things to the test, but only to accept at face value what they see.”


“The big difference between our village and yours is that you’re all from one tribe, but we have different origins. Indeed, among us are those who do not know their exact origin, like my dear friend whom you know, Abdullah Kafka.”


“Abdullah Kafka. Of course! How is he? Has he not got married yet?”


“No, and he’s still the same Kafka he always was. I’ve been thinking of some way to persuade him to marry, but he’s a stubborn fellow.”


“Listen, the titles that people give themselves are what they choose, their choice alone, other than the names that derive from a grandfather, a place, or a profession. After that, they ascribe to them a venerable aspect or even holiness, as they wish. I know the story of your village, how it was founded by a group of Bedouins and farmers around some palm trees on the banks of the Tigris. That’s why its name was Nakhila, the Village of Palms. The village expanded further as other Bedouins settled there, along with gypsies who were passing through, and labourers gathering the harvest. It went on like that until it became several villages: Nakhila the Greater, Nakhila the Lesser, Second, Third, North and South Nakhilas, Between-Two-Nakhilas, and so on. The solution is to call yourself Sheikh Tariq al-Nakhili. Over time, you draw in those who believe they belong to the Nakhili tribe, and you condemn and reject those who do not take pride in their association with it. In that way, belonging to the Nakhili will become the essential principle and measure. And after you’ve amassed money, relationships and authority, you use the tried-and-tested principle of carrot and stick, for most people are still like beasts in their dealings with others.”


Tariq the Befuddled stared into the face of his friend, truly astonished. Then he put his arm around the other’s shoulder and pulled him in, saying, “I always thought I was cleverer than you, but once again you have proved me wrong.”


Tafir smiled and replied, “No, not always, for here embodied before us is your cleverness triumphing over mine.” Tafir gestured with his eyes to the far end of the guest hall where the women were gathered, Qisma among them, and went on: “You have married a young, beautiful, civilised, educated woman, while I have nothing but a few old backward cousins!”


They laughed together for a long while until they were interrupted by one of Tafir’s guards, one of those who had stopped Tariq at the gate. He approached Sheikh Tafir and whispered, “They have sent word from the first checkpoint that the Americans have killed the son of Hajj Ta’ih al-Shakhabiti on the grounds that they caught him planting explosives along their road.”


The sheikh stiffened and sat up straight. Then he said to the guard, “Damn it! Fine. Do what has to be done.”




Chapter 3


The Snore of the Resistance


General Adam sent four of his soldiers to Sheikh Tafir to deliver his thanks for his invitation and to convey, with regret, that he could not be present for dinner on account of an urgent task, but would come the moment he had finished, and he asked that they hold off on the evening prayer until he arrived. Their message delivered, the soldiers joined the rest of the guests, whose number exceeded a hundred, drawn from among the high-ranking Shakhabit and the sheikh’s relatives and friends, some of whom were members of the district’s governing council. The sheikh recognised the general’s precautions and fully understood them. The general was wise to avoid eating and drinking anything offered to him by the people of the land his soldiers occupied in case he were poisoned. As it happened, the general arrived in the company of additional soldiers just as the guests were finishing dinner, the men in the main hall, the women and children in a room on the far side of the palatial house.


Tariq the Befuddled was surprised to see that General Adam was the very same officer who had got out of his jeep and spoken with Qisma a few hours earlier, and who had ordered the soldiers to set them free and give them bottles of water. Tariq was relieved that the general did not recognise him, but not surprised, for Tariq’s face had been obscured while he was bent over the bonnet of his car. Tariq hoped that Qisma would not see the general because the two of them would certainly recognise each other, and he could not guess what her reaction might be.


Sheikh Tafir sat the general between him and his friend Tariq in the place of honour. Some of the general’s soldiers stood guard at each side of the room. One stood just inside the door and another outside it. Others were stationed with the checkpoint guards in front of the main gate. Doubtless there were yet more soldiers posted at the corners of the perimeter wall and on the dirt road that connected the village to the highway. The two sheikhs switched from their dialect into Modern Standard Arabic, which they had learned through years of study at the religious institute, because the general himself spoke it well.


After the initial pleasantries, Tafir began commending his companion to the general in the highest terms, sometimes to the point of outright lies, saying, “This is Sheikh Tariq al-Nakhili, whose father before him was both a religious sheikh and a tribal sheikh. He is lord of all the villages of the Nakhil region, and he has been my friend – nay, my brother – since childhood. I trust him more than myself, and you have my guarantee that you, sir, can work with him in any matter whatsoever, you or your officer in charge there.”


The general asked Tariq about the way the coalition forces had entered his region and his village, for he had not been involved with the invasion forces. Had there been a bombardment? Clashes? Resistance? Tariq replied that it had happened in a way unlike anything that had come before it in the history of warfare. That caught the ears of everyone present. They stopped their whispering, and all other conversations ceased. It invigorated Tariq to see all eyes trained upon him. He knew that this was his opportunity to make such an impression on those assembled that they would never forget him. “It is possible,” he said, “for me to give a name to the story I will tell. Something like . . . ‘The Snore of the Resistance’.”


The attention focused upon him only increased in its intensity, though some smirked or laughed to hear the name he gave his story. And because his friend Tafir had introduced him in such a lofty way, in terms that had given him great pleasure, he felt a need to rise to that level and prove that he merited the sheikh’s praise, embellishing his speech with every rhetorical flourish he could muster, even though it was not exactly a heroic tale.


“When the village learned of the approach of the American forces,” he began, “they were quite naturally overcome with fear. It meant that the Americans had already vanquished the great armies in the field, mechanised and armed to the teeth, even the Republican Guard. So what resistance could they offer, for they were only simple peasants, poorly armed and with no ammunition? At the same time, however, it was not possible for the men to submit just like that, in front of the women and children, without a fight, without even the slightest resistance. They had their reputation in the region, in the country and in posterity to think of. So they gathered in the village café to take counsel. Abdullah Kafka carried on smoking in his corner, and eyed them with a neutral expression, as though the matter didn’t affect him. Indeed, it didn’t affect him much, he who had spent nearly twenty years of his life as a prisoner in Iran. He had seen the forms that death can take and had escaped only by chance. Even so, deep down and for the longest time, he had considered himself dead. So he would smile scornfully whenever one of them put forward a suggestion and almost got the rest to agree with it.


“One said, ‘Let’s abandon the village to them and hide in the gardens, the fields, the valleys and the thickets that surround it. As soon as they enter, we’ll destroy them. We’ll surround them on every side, raining bullets.’ But there were not enough bullets for even the shortest rain shower, and the American forces were sure to be supported by planes and helicopters.


“Another said, ‘Let’s set fires everywhere along the road, burning car tyres, piles of wood, old clothes and shoes, everything that can burn, so that the smoke will hide everything and throw them into confusion. Then we’ll hunt them down one by one.’


“Yet another said, ‘Let’s drive all our livestock out into the road: cows, sheep, goats, donkeys and chickens. That will confuse their soldiers, and we’ll pick them off from the rooftops.’


“The last suggestion was more temperate: ‘Let’s pick a delegation from among ourselves to meet them before they enter the village and negotiate with them.’ And just as objections had been raised to the various preceding suggestions, an objection was made to this one, in that it would amount to a free surrender and would be a mark of shame upon them for all eternity.


“It went on like that until everyone began to feel the same sense of despair and impotence when it came to arriving at a plan that would satisfy everyone. Then they turned to Abdullah Kafka, who had been content to watch, listen and smoke with an occasional mocking smile. They asked his opinion. He lit a cigarette from the butt of the previous one, as usual, and said, ‘Listen. Everyone dies in the end, whether that death comes from a hail of bullets, a car accident, a kick from a donkey or unseen bacteria, or if time has no more use for him and tramples him down in the street. The important thing is that the end is known. It is extinction, and everything that comes before is just an illusion, vanity, an act in a play, until the whole theatre of existence comes to an end one day, and the curtain falls without even an audience there to applaud it.’


“At this, seeing the faces of the others, I interrupted him. ‘Enough, Abdullah! We are familiar with your views and dark sayings. Do you have anything to say about the specific situation we’re in or not?’


“‘Since, as I say, it is no more than an act in a play,’ he said, ‘and futility is the reality of this world, free yourselves of agency in this matter. Hamid the Snorer was the first official soldier in the village and is now the oldest. Hand the matter over to him.’


“And who was this Hamid the Snorer?” Sheikh Tafir asked his companion. “I don’t remember meeting anyone by this name when I visited your village.”


“That’s only natural, for he is a man approaching seventy who moves little and sleeps a lot. Because he has been lazy ever since he was small, he did not even complete elementary school, and his father used his connections at that time to help him become a police officer. He was the first of our village sons to join the police, even though he was the calmest and most agreeable of us all. No-one can remember him quarrelling or fighting with anybody, not even as an adolescent. After his retirement from the service, his qualities of speaking only a little and sleeping a lot became even more pronounced. He would sit with you and talk, but he would be asleep and snoring at the same time. He would open his eyes a little, speak a sentence, and then close them and snore as he listened to your reply. Even while eating meals, he would sometimes fall asleep between one bite and the next. He would chew with his eyes closed. He would stop, give a little snore, and then continue chewing.”


When Tariq saw surprise and curiosity in the smiles of those present, he began to take pleasure in relating the details, or, indeed, inventing them.


“The villagers have so many stories about him sleeping. In one of them the owner of the café locks up the place, shutting him inside until morning. In another, when he goes to hunt sand grouse in the countryside, he falls asleep in his hide, and when they find him, a grouse has actually laid an egg on his back. Sometimes, when he went to the bathroom, he would be slow to return, and when his wife went to check on him, she would find him asleep on the floor, his trousers round his ankles. She would wipe his bottom, pull his trousers up, and lead him back to bed.


“Everyone loved Hamid, but no-one loved him like Abdullah Kafka did, and no-one spent more time with him. Indeed, Abdullah wished to be like him, abandoning the cares of this world in sleep. Most of their long sessions in the café were spent in silence, which they both treasured, or else they would exchange a few fragmented sentences. Occasionally, Abdullah would speak at length, overflowing with words, pouring out whatever he wished and freely revealing whatever was on his mind. It was as though he was talking aloud to himself as Hamid snored beside him. Perhaps he would ask a question based on some word snatched during his moments of wakefulness, and in exchange, Abdullah would feel that he was speaking to someone and not just talking to himself as he had got used to throughout his life, a habit that became even more ingrained during the bitter years of his captivity.


“Abdullah said to us, ‘Hamid the Snorer is the first and oldest military man among you, and you are all united in your firm love for him. Turn things over to him. In that way, you will have entrusted the matter to one in whom you all have faith.’


“Hamid was sitting beside Abdullah at that moment, his head resting on Abdullah’s shoulder. So I asked him, ‘What do you think, Hamid?’ And without opening an eye, Hamid said, ‘Of course, of course,’ and carried on snoring.


“I turned to the rest of the men, and they indicated their support because they had grown tired of the endless deliberations and were willing to accept any solution they could agree on. So I went back to Hamid with another question: ‘And what is it you would have us do?’ Hamid stopped snoring and replied, ‘It’s none of your business. This is a military matter, and you don’t understand it.’ Then he let out another loud snore. So I said, ‘And what do you need from us?’ Hamid opened his eyes a little, raised his head, and said, ‘Fifty men.’ And he went on snoring.”


Those present laughed until the grease from their dinner jiggled in their bellies, increasing all the more their feelings of contentment. Tariq continued with his story.


“And then I asked, ‘What else?’


“‘Your agreement . . .’ – deep snore – ‘. . . to one condition.’


“‘What condition?’ I asked.


“‘Obedience. For obedience is the very soul of the military spirit.’


“Everyone hurried to gather all the weapons they had, such as old hunting rifles, pistols, AK-47s, sticks of T.N.T and hand grenades they used for fishing. They prepared dozens of bottles full of gas and diesel fuel, stopped up with rags that they would set fire to and throw at the Americans. Each one could burn a jeep or a tank, especially if they were thrown from a rooftop. They filled cooking pots with dynamite and nails to make mines that they would plant in the enemy’s path. Then, from among our sons, we gathered fifty of the best and strongest young men, and we ordered them to obey the orders of their general, Hamid the Snorer, fully and to the letter even if he commanded them to throw themselves at the enemy in a suicide attack. We made the young men swear it in front of everyone on a copy of the Qur’an in the mosque.


“When we had everything ready, we doused Hamid’s face in cold water. To wake him up even more, we gave him seven cups of tea and coffee to drink. Not content with that, we gave the young man selected to be Hamid’s aide-de-camp a pot of coffee so he could pour him a cup whenever he noticed that sleep was overcoming him. And because the belly of the supreme commander of the armed resistance forces, Sayyid Hamid the Snorer, was large and hung low, hiding the belt beneath it, we gave him a small pistol to put in the chest pocket of his robe.


“The general gave the first of his orders, which was that they dig trenches along the length of the main road leading through the village. These trenches would be spaced out so that a shout from someone in one trench would reach the trenches before and after him, allowing orders and updates to travel from the front to the rear lines, and from there to the village itself. Each of these positions was garrisoned by five fighters, and, since he was the general, Hamid placed himself in the first trench, on the outskirts of the village, where he expected the invasion to begin. The last trench was in the centre of the village, right in front of the café, so that everyone would be aware of what was happening and what the orders were, and could pull together and cooperate.
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