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For all cities, like my own,
 that have ever descended into madness.








Translator’s note: Salaam is the Arabic word for “peace.” The Arabic title, Yaa salaam, is both a way to address a woman by that name and a common phrase for expressing surprise, similar to “Oh, my goodness!”








CHAPTER 1


A cloud said, “Isn’t this the city that no longer resembles itself?”


Another replied, “What’s more, it’s nothing like any other.”


A third asked, “Is it true what they say about its people, that they never cry anymore?”


The teeming clouds jostled each other and crowded together, gazing down in amazement.








CHAPTER 2


The first light of dawn.


Luqman opened his eyes to the alarm clock. He didn’t need it. Every day, just to spite it, Luqman would wake before the alarm by a few seconds, precisely at the time he wanted, just to show that he, Luqman, didn’t need it.


Ever since Luqman had learned to make bombs, he had possessed an internal clock, razor sharp, that carved the flesh of sleep away from the bones of wakefulness precisely when he wanted. He took pride in it with his comrades. They would make bets with him, and he’d nail it. He always nailed it—times, locations, targets.


Truth be told, had Luqman been from any self-respecting country, he perhaps—no, he certainly—would have been made a general by now. Had the war continued, nourishing him with its blaze, his life wouldn’t have shriveled up and blown away like ashes scattered in the wind. One day, all of a sudden and just like that, they had severed his war like a rope. Luqman’s life tumbled backwards, head over heels, and landed in a heap. A coma, a paralysis of the brain—clearly Luqman’s life was afflicted by something or other.


Luqman played with his penis. Come on, Partner, get up! I promise you a day unlike any other. He put his finger underneath to give it a boost, and  “Partner” lifted its wobbly head. Then it collapsed back onto Luqman’s belly and slept. It wasn’t in the mood today. Oh, well. Luqman wasn’t in the mood either. Maybe he would bring it to see Marina in the evening. Hadn’t she begged him to come dozens of times?


Marina…God! When he first saw her, he was struck by how white she was. So tall and so white in the midst of this summer, a summer overcast but scorching, sticky and dusty, stinking with noxious odors, and crowded with dirty people and deafening car horns. Marina was amazing in the summer. And in the winter?…He didn’t know. Cold and refreshing like a glass of soda, like a sweet scent with a touch of mint.


She had refreshed him at first sight. It was as though someone had stuck his head in a refrigerator and held it there, as though thousands of fans began dousing him with mild, autumnal breezes. Her legs bare, she danced like someone strolling along a secret tunnel carved through the disgusting heat of summer, slowly, leisurely, her dry skin never breaking a sweat. The swelter fell upon it and bounced away like a mirror reflecting light.


He had called her over to his table and opened a bottle in her honor. She didn’t smile, nor did she seem surprised; she had no reaction at all. Neutral, cold, gleaming—like snow.


The waiter said to him in Egyptian dialect, “First-rate Russian caviar! She arrived with last month’s shipment. Seventeen years old! I swear to God, Mr. Luqman, you deserve an entire night with her. What do you think?” Then he turned to Marina and said in English, as he folded the fifty-dollar bill into a small pocket inside his jacket, “Marina, you can stay wiz Mister Luqman all ze nite.”


Luqman hadn’t intended to engage her for the whole night, especially when he remembered that the fifty was the last bit of money he had. But there was something in the tone of the waiter, who knew Luqman back in the days when dollars flowed like sand through his fingers. And then, Luqman wanted to keep up appearances. Finally, Marina’s name reminded him of an old woman in his village who used to chase him as a boy with a bucket of water every time he came near her mangy cat. All this led him to give in and accept the waiter’s “…all ze nite.”


When Luqman stretched out over Marina, it was like sinking into a bed of lush grass, with the sun of his blood-swollen veins falling upon her sweet, glistening waters. 


And when the slumber crept to his eyes, it was uncommonly peaceful. As he fell asleep, head gently nodding, he murmured, “Look here, comrades. See how I’ve taken a Communista!”


That’s what they used to call Russia in his village, the Communista. And that’s what Luqman started calling Marina, the gleaming white Russian girl.


--


Drenched in his own sweat, limbs splayed, Luqman got up reluctantly. He had to get up or the festival would pass him by. He didn’t want to miss a single detail, no matter how small. He would be in the front row so that nothing would block his view.


He put the coffee pot on the burner. Then he lit a cigarette, one of the few he had come across the previous night, and went off to the toilet. He lifted the seat cover, dropped his boxers, and sat down. What is it that turned the white of the sink and the bathtub to this disgusting gray, given that the water hadn’t worked for years?


“Peace returned, but the water never came back,” Luqman said to himself while carefully calculating what his bowels were pushing out, the amount of water he would need to flush it down, and how much was left in his plastic containers. He would ask the doorman to fill the bathtub with water from the broken water main below the stairs. No, he would do that himself when he came home. Doormen were no longer what they used to be, and neither was Luqman. 


He leaned forward a bit, lifting his rear end so he could throw the cigarette butt through the hole in the seat. As soon as he settled back, two eyes, shining with their sharp blackness, came into view.


It was standing in the small window, frozen in place and alert but without embarrassment. It stared at Luqman and didn’t twitch a whisker, as though it weren’t afraid. As though it were never afraid. 


Luqman thought, “If only my AK-47 were within reach, I would raise it slowly, put my eye to the sights, aim right between its eyebrows, and carefully squeeze the trigger. I’d nail it!”


He would nail it, and he would enjoy watching the bastard’s skull explode, its brains burst out, and its blood splatter in all directions. After that, he would go over to grab it and throw it on the ground. He would stand over its carcass, kicking it and stomping on it with both feet until its guts squeezed out of its stomach, mouth, ears.


If only... But Luqman’s AK-47 wasn’t within reach, and the bastard’s eyes kept watching him with their sharp blackness. What was it looking at? What gave it such a feeling of superiority? His nakedness, of course! Luqman’s nakedness, his genitals exposed, boxers bunched up around his feet.


“You strip a person naked,” the Albino used to tell him. “You return him to his roots, to the caves. Then you put him in the bathroom and do what you want to him.”


The Albino wasn’t an albino; he wasn’t even blond. He was short and had the face of a boy who would never reach puberty. He was like those kids who came too late, whose parents insisted on bringing them into the world long after the natural time for childbearing. Maybe that was why Luqman had loved him. Maybe that was why Luqman had adopted him.


“I am the Lord’s right hand,” the Albino used to say, “and the wrath of the Lord is great.” 


Luqman used to ask him, “But why the water, Albino? Why do you force them to take a shower first?” The Albino would answer with a laugh, “I baptize them so they might be purified of their sins. So they meet their Lord repenting and seeking forgiveness!”


It is the Lord who gives and the Lord who takes away, and it was He who summoned the Albino one evening.


The Albino died. But not in a shelling. He wasn’t assassinated. No mobile roadblock snatched him away, nor did his enemies ambush him. Fate caught him at home one night, after his mother, Lurice, had prepared him supper.


He had gone back to visit her after a long time away. He brought her an assortment of bags and gifts because he was her only child and used to take care of her. Lurice wasn’t aware of the nature of the Albino’s activities. He told her he helped the poor and the needy, distributing food and supplies to them. She believed him, and she prayed for his safety, staying up all night and addressing the picture of the Blessed Virgin. 


“My mother is a saint, Luqman. If she found out, she would die on the spot.” 


But it was the Albino who had died.


Lurice told us, his friends, “He expired in his bed at night. A heart attack, most likely.” She didn’t weep. She spoke like a doctor giving a diagnosis to strangers. Her head was uncovered, and her hair was completely white, as though it had changed colors in a matter of days. And she didn’t weep.


We, too, his friends, who hadn’t learned the news of his death until days later when we started missing him and came to his mother for news, we did not cry for him.


Maybe we understood something more about him from that visit. We remembered that “the Albino” had only been a nickname, and that he actually bore the name of the saint whose picture we saw displayed prominently in the parlor.


The saint looked more like a fierce warrior than he did a saint. A naked sword was in one hand, and in the other he held, by its hair, the head of a man who lay prostrate at his feet. In his anger, the glowering saint stood ramrod straight like a tornado in the center of a field sown with fire, destruction, and the bodies of the slain: a picture of Saint Elias, the patron saint of our comrade—the Albino—who had died.


--


By the time Luqman finished emptying his bowels, the bastard had disappeared from the bathroom window. Had it gone back to where it came from, or had it used Luqman’s momentary state of distraction to jump inside and crouch in some corner?


Luqman returned to the main room and cast a quick glance around the place. It would be impossible to find it amid such a mess.


He went off to the kitchen and began looking around while spooning coffee and sugar into the water of the coffeepot. There were piles of dirty dishes, food scraps, cigarette butts, and spots of congealed fat. If the bastard took up residence here, it would think it had arrived at a five-star hotel.


No, he ought to visit Salaam as soon as possible. The house could endure no further neglect. He would stop by her place of work, invent excuses for her about some illness, his search for a job, or his embarrassment at being broke and unable to take her out for lunch or dinner.


Luqman extinguished his cigarette in the dregs of his coffee cup. Then he resumed lathering his chin so it wouldn’t dry out. He hung the small mirror on the window latch after opening one of the panes, and he began to shave. 


The light here wasn’t any better than in the bathroom. They had shut off his electricity because he hadn’t paid his bills for the past six months. How could he pay after the peace came, when electricity began costing an arm and a leg? Oh, well. Fifteen years of the country being plunged into darkness, and then they turned off his electricity. He’d show them he had the eyes of a mole. That he was used to seeing in the pitch-black even better than he could see in broad daylight.


As the razor pressed its edge against Luqman’s neck, it traced a fine, dark thread that soon leaked blood. Luqman looked around, but he didn’t find anything to help him. He went over to the bed and used an edge of the embroidered sheet, the colors of which would ably perform the task of camouflaging the blood. It occurred to him to light a cigarette, but he remembered that his own pack had been empty for a while. He poured some aftershave in the hollow of his palm, which he splashed onto his face, opening up his lungs. It had been a gift from Marina and was always refreshing, just like her impossibly tall, snowy whiteness.


He lifted the dark suit he kept for such occasions from its hook and spread it gently on the bed. This, too, had been a gift. From Salaam. Its stark color, like a school uniform, resembled her. It was navy, and the shirt was white, according to her taste. This is how Salaam dreamed of seeing him at a wedding. Their wedding.


--


Luqman descended the stairs with a smooth chin and a spring in his step. If it weren’t too embarrassing, he would have whistled a tune.


When he reached the entryway, an odor of uncertain origin filled his nostrils. He stopped and looked over at the doorman’s apartment. What if he went over and started kicking the door violently, shouting, “Open up, bitch! Open up, or I’ll blow you away!”


Luqman smiled a bit sadly. That time had come and gone. There was a time when the earth itself trembled at his footsteps. But the balance of power was no longer in his favor. Now the doorman with the weird accent was backed up by someone stronger than Luqman and Luqman’s clan. The building’s residents all feared this man who never carried out the duties that fell on a doorman’s shoulders. On top of that, the noisy commotion of his kids filled the whole building, day and night. 


Luqman opened the front door, and a big rat jumped in front of him. He nearly fell over backwards. He shouted at it, “In the bathroom window and in the doorway, eh, bastard?! Inside the building and outside too!”


Luqman quickly went out before his cries woke the doorman—who never granted him so much as a “good morning”—and gave him an excuse to verbally abuse Luqman in that weird accent of his.








CHAPTER 3


The light hadn’t gotten out of bed again that morning. The were still many clouds, wandering back and forth indecisively. They didn’t move on, nor were they persuaded yet of the need to dump their load of rain.


Luqman went down the street, thinking, “Perfect weather for a storm. Yellow clouds and no wind. Certainly time for a storm. Or maybe an earthquake.” 


The shutters of the shops were closed. Where could he get a pack of smokes now? When he got to the festival, if he hadn’t found an open shop, maybe he would ask someone to give him a cigarette.


Here was that vile half-human coming, as always, between the cars! Coming, indeed, on his hands. Half of a human, relieved of his lower body, moving with the speed of a hare—or a tortoise. Whenever Luqman went out, he saw him. And whenever Luqman saw him, he was seized with an overwhelming desire to kick him. Didn’t he ever sleep?


If Luqman still owned his Range Rover, he would have slowed down a little to give the beggar the idea that Luqman would offer him a bit of money. That way, the beggar would stop and wait. Suddenly, at the last minute, Luqman would turn the wheel and run the beggar down. He would enjoy the screech of his rubber tires crushing bone. If only...


The mendicant half-human raised his hand with a pack of cigarettes. Luqman reached down to pay and take it. The beggar smiled! Oh, well. Luqman would put off the kick until the next time. Today he would forgive him on account of the smokes and his own good mood, and especially because of the festival.


But one morning, Luqman would get up just for him. This dead man who was up for sale. Or rather, this dead man who was free for the taking. Let’s say half a dead man. And when there was no one who would demand blood money, isn’t half a dead man better than a whole?


--


He arrived to find they had beaten him there.


A surging human sea of mixed ages, inclinations, religions, colors, and associations. They gathered together in every open space. The edges of the crowd hung like bunches of grapes from balconies, rooftops, electrical poles, and delivery trucks.


Goddamn them! When did they wake up? Most likely they had spent the night here to arrive before him, he and all the other sleepers.


Luqman forced his way with difficulty between shoulder-to-shoulder lines of humanity, heading for the edge of the square where someone had put up a tent with some low chairs underneath. 


Out of breath, Luqman said, “A cup of coffee, please.”


The vendor said, “I wish I could! Between yesterday morning and dawn today, I’ve sold more than I normally sell in a week. I don’t have any coffee left. What would you say to a cup of tea?”


Luqman nodded in assent.


The vendor went on, “Man, everyone has been bored to death! We kill ourselves for festivals!” 


Luqman looked over to where the people were gathering. “No kidding, and what a festival it is!” he responded. Meanwhile, his eyes roamed over the tables, covered with breakfast, that formed a circle around the square with the platform in its center. The platform was roped off to prevent the onlookers from getting too close. 


The occasion was marked by a festive commotion. 


Coffee, juice, and snack vendors made their way among the people, who had come alone and in groups. Vendors clinked glasses and tapped colored bottles with metal bottle openers, urging everyone to have fun and celebrate.


There were cookies, grilled corn, boiled fava beans, sandwiches, sweets. 


Mothers spread blankets on the ground and took out their breasts to suckle their babies in plain sight. 


Old folks were carried from their homes and set on low folding chairs. 


Soldiers and police officers gathered here and there. They spoke in low voices as they smoked and watched the crowd out of the corners of their eyes. 


There were photographers, reporters, tape recorders, cameras, telephoto lenses. 


There were Boy Scout troops, civil defense squads, and other groups. Placards on sticks bore illustrations and slogans supporting one thing or another.


A pack of teenagers carried a drum and a small tambourine, improvising the cheering section that would have been seen at a soccer game or a wedding.


Girls wore their Sunday dresses and adorned themselves with their prettiest bracelets and necklaces. Perhaps they would turn some heads or catch the long-awaited husband. 


And the men! Such manly men! Fathers and sons. They played backgammon, twirled their mustaches, or scratched their heads with a satisfied air, all the while guarding their women from stray glances and wayward thoughts.


“How did they know?” Luqman asked the vendor while dissolving an extra spoonful of sugar in his plastic cup.


“How did they know?” the vendor repeated. “From every television and radio! They’ve been announcing the news, day and night for a week.”


Luqman said, “Sure, but they didn’t specify the date, only the place.”


The vendor said, “That’s the way they are. They always think they are smarter than the people. All the same, the news leaked out. Don’t ask me how, but it leaked. Of course, if they had announced the date, you would have seen the entire country on the march, and—”


The vendor had not finished his sentence when he noticed movement in the front rows surrounding the platform. He dropped whatever he was holding and ran. Luqman followed.


A convoy arrived, composed of a truck, together with some cars and motorcycles, their sirens blaring. They stopped. A number of police officers got out and formed a solid perimeter between the public and the area near the platform on all sides. As Luqman watched them, a smile came over his face. “They think they’re in a movie, and—God!—they are acting it up!”


The crowd applauded. The teenagers’ drum resounded with vigorous pounding. The graceful torsos of girls who were born to dance swayed back and forth. 


The vendor grumbled, “Man, come on! We’re tired! What are they waiting for?” 


Luqman shrugged his shoulders. He turned away, having decided to move out of the vicinity so the vendor wouldn’t spoil the spectacle for him with his chattering questions and stupid comments.


“God! It’s an awesome sight!” he heard one person say as he forced his way with effort through the compact throng.


A woman shouted, still chewing her food, “Where are these heroes? Let’s go! Bring them out so we can see them!”


If it were up to Luqman, he would have rained down blows upon her and kicked her fat belly. He would have yanked her hair back and spat in her dirty mouth, full of food. If only...Ah, rest in peace, Albino! Everything you said about them is true. Scum! I swear to God, they are even worse than scum. A herd. Animals deserving slaughter at the guillotine!


Luqman stopped in despair. An immense desire to go back home to bed would have overpowered him had he not noticed that elegant, pretty blond standing nearby, apart from all the rest. She carried a radio transmitter in one hand, and she was fixing her hair with the other.


A huge man mounted the platform and said in the loudest imaginable voice, “If it isn’t completely silent this very instant, I’m going to clear the place out!”


Complete and total silence reigned.


The rear door of the truck opened. The two “heroes” got out and stood holding onto each other. The crowd went wild. Women trilled, children whistled. The two men lowered their eyes in shame. No, not shame. Something like a daze. Just like what happens to amateur performers when they go up on stage for the first time and are surprised by the size of the audience.


Luqman looked at the broadcaster. He saw her lifting the transmitter to her mouth and pouring into it a veritable flood of words mixed with saliva. What could she be saying?


He turned back to the “heroes” of the festival. They were clinging to each other even more than before. Oh, well. He’d leave them for a while and then return. Strictly speaking, these were only the preliminary preparations. The decisive moment, the essential moment he ought not to miss, was when they mounted the platform. Everything else was just details.


Luqman drew away from the throng in order to approach the broadcaster and come into her line of sight. She turned towards him. He smiled at her, and she smiled back flirtatiously. Then she returned to her transmitter, spitting out her stream of words. 


A radio broadcaster! Luqman felt a stab of disappointment, and he pursed his lips. He would have preferred the smile to come from a television broadcaster. 


He stood with his arms folded, leaning against a tree, his back turned to the stage where the festivities were unfolding. He began to stare at the broadcaster, not taking his eyes off her. He observed her closely this time, he did more than observe her. His ravenous gaze took her captive and began to grope her firm, luscious body. He knew she felt it from the beads of sweat gathering on her upper lip, which quivered slightly, and from the tone of her voice, which shook and jumped all over the place. 


“...and after pronouncing the death sentence passed against them by the criminal court, the sole civilian judge approached the condemned and asked them whether they had any last wishes, or anything they wanted to say, before the sentence was carried out. The first man was shaking. Tears ran from his eyes, and his face had gone white. He said, ‘My last wish is that my mother won’t fall dead from sorrow on account of me.’ The other said, ‘I don’t have any last wishes.’ His strength failed him, and he wept.”


Luqman put his hand to his crotch. Come on! Get up, Partner! Stand up and enjoy the view of this splendid blond festival.


The broadcaster lifted a hand to scratch her breast with long, shiny red fingernails until a hard nipple protruded distinctly through her thin, white shirt. She produced the same effect on Luqman, only double.


The bitch! Luqman thought to himself. She was aroused but not at all distracted. Indeed, she went on smoothly without losing her train of thought.


“...They became even more terrified when they saw the scaffold and the nooses. They were unable to walk and visibly wilted after four steps. The first collapsed entirely and fell to the ground; the other stumbled. This prevented them from being dressed in the customary white execution gowns. So the guards carried them onto the platform.”


Luqman looked around. No one was watching him...watching them. Everyone was fixed upon the platform and what was taking place there. What if his partner gave the broadcaster a “good morning”? After being constricted, it could get some relief and a breath of fresh air...
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