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To the memory of Nana ... Beloved mother... 

You are always in my heart.  

May you rest in eternal peace.
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THIS IS THE CONFESSED report of Mister Bassam Bourasin, a citizen of His republic. He did not name it. He addressed it, first, to the Interior Ministry. Instead, it reached my desk.

I publish it without major modifications as to its form or contents. However, as the report covers about 800 pages, it will be serialised. You will find here the first episode: Arrival. Which will be soon followed by others.

I also have to notice that this is a translation. The initial manuscript was written in Arabic. The author never intended to publish it. Understandably anyway, it is unpublishable in the country... for the same reasons that silence any samizdat.

Hichem Karoui
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NOTE of the author
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ALL THE CHARACTERS of my story as well as the country itself are not pure fiction. However, if some characters claim to be more fictive or weird, more irrational, or foolish than others, they still don’t need to prove in which country they live. Wherever you go throughout the Arab world, you’ll find my country. Whatever the name people give it, you won’t see the difference... if you really pay attention.

Bassam Bourasin

“Nobody did a secret deal

Nobody was for sale

Nobody bent the rules at all

And nobody went to jail

And all of them were honest men

As white as driven snow

And lived on a higher plane

And shat on those below...”

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

Cervantes: Don Quixote (Prologue)

PART ONE:
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Chapter (1)
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I SETTLED DOWN IN THE library of the...hotel. Now, I can clear my mind and have a broad sight of the situation.

I pushed the desk to the left side of the gate. Thus, I shelter from the stabbing darts of the spring sun, away from the blatant hubbub of the riff-raff. Looking through the unique window of the room, I see the courtyard. Slanting on the high white walls surmounted by barbed wire, the sun rays shimmer on the cobbled floor. At two corners of the yard stand two well-guarded towers. Men in grey uniforms stood up, scanning the space randomly, with their machine guns ready to fire. At night, two great searchlights sweep the walls and the quadrangle. Not even a mosquito crossing the space would escape detection. The other courtyards are much similar, although different in size. I was able to observe discreetly what was going on in those towers. It is not exhilarating. I would say even that it is far from serious.

I do not wish to interfere in matters that are none of my business. Nonetheless, my sense of duty and incorruptible loyalty to the Administration made me report what I saw.

To begin with, the guards. Yes, Sir. I am saying the guards. They are not strictly conforming to the Code that clearly stipulates that their behaviour must be uncluttered and exemplary while in service. They should neither smoke nor chat with the... well, I will say the customers. Should not hobnob with them. Should not have any business implying any sort of partnership...I have read the Code. It is the most essential book in the library. Thus, I can give an impartial testimony.

The guards are not only smoking, chatting, and freely hobnobbing with some customers but also have a strange and preposterous business with them. Some customers, particularly those employed as cooks in the kitchens, seem well favoured by the guards. They bring them sandwiches, tea, coffee, and other refreshments and delicacies. This causes whole mumbo-jumbo on the towers. The guards are thus forced to 1) leave their posts- which is desertion; and 2) rush downstairs to get the stolen food: second irregularity! I do not doubt that the cooks steal these things with the ill-hidden purpose of corrupting the grey-dressed representatives of our glorious Administration. God only knows what they are really aiming at!

The dishonesty of the cooks is blatant, though. For we seldom eat any fresh foodstuff. And when, by chance, we get some exciting rations, the meat would be like a sponge, while the fish would horribly stink. Since I cannot eat such unpalatable hodge-podge, I would often pass them on to my cellmate, Dahdah. The poor devil is starving day and night, although his family never misses a food-stuffed visit. Eager to swallow up anything, was it even a clammy human carcass exuding an obnoxious effluvium - the man is a wonder amid the seven! Oh! I am not charging him with cannibalism. On the contrary, I think his famine is abnormal, considering all the food he receives from his relative! Enough to feed up the entire cell, crowded with 200 people for a month! When the inmates are supposed to sleep, strange noises awaken me at night. First, I thought it was a rat leading its nocturn business. Those vicarious emissaries of the gutters are - alas! - as accustomed to the hotel and fond of it as some of its veterans. But I discovered it was just my cellmate, Dahdah, grunting, crunching, snorting like a pig, and busy chewing a creaking bit of cake or biscuit.

- Good appetite, I would say.

He would gaze at me sideways and continue his supper, whereas I would shut my eyes and try to return to my dreams. It was like descending from the train before it reached the station. The frustration would be as dismaying as my interrupted dream has been lovely!

Oh! Make no mistake. I am not complaining about the food. Damn it! The question may be summed up in a single word: DIS GUS TING! But I could not avoid the subject since I was talking about that dubious smuggling between the kitchens and the towers. I am not an aficionado in the culinary art, although as a man of taste, I know how to appreciate a good dish. I sometimes used to visit restaurants before I came to visit this big hotel. And honestly, I cannot say that the meals served in this state facility are convenient to the gourmands unless I started rattling before age. I would pay them hard cash in dollars not to serve me their horrid mixture if I could help myself elsewhere. But I know I would starve to death if I did not eat whatever they gave me.

Well, I am not going to play the delicate. After all, a bank clerk's stomach is perhaps just like another. If it is not fed correctly, it may wince and cause trouble. On the other hand, it is well advised to keep oneself hungry sometimes. A man too well provisioned is good for nothing. That's why Muslims fast for a whole month each year. I can now better understand the shrewdness of the Administration. To give us disgusting food means discouraging us from burdening our stomachs with unnecessary stuff. Thus, we keep an excellent fittingness and remain in high spirits during our vacation in the hotel. It is a healthy diet for which - this is noteworthy - we pay nothing. By the way, one must acknowledge that all the services here are free. Of course, I inquired and was told I had nothing to pay for. Accommodation, food, and laundry are included in the service! Otherwise, we are the guests of the State. May Allah bless it! The generosity of our Administration is thus confirmed to the happiness of all honest citizens. Those who have not yet got the golden opportunity to visit this unique, incomparable place should hurry up. Life is short. It is therefore advised to make at least one visit in a lifetime. Then, you would understand and benefit from the splendid hospitality of our government. Hurry up before the free space that is already very tight- gets booked. What are you waiting for anyway? All good citizens, proud of this country and its achievements, should join us immediately to witness and report to friends and relatives about what we enjoy. This is the least one can do to show patriotism and loyalty to the God-blessed State!

Now, let us return to business. I was talking about the Code and the guard's misconduct. I am still shocked. As a respectable public servant (my bank is majority owned by the State), I cannot agree with these manners. The case seems to me grave enough.

First, desertion begins when a guard abandons his post, even for five minutes. Just imagine that during those five minutes, some customers decide to climb the walls and abscond! But, then, who would be responsible for their escape? 

Second, I have solid and sound doubts about the motives of the inmates involved in the fishy business with the guards. What is really their plan? And why such secrecy about their traffic? When I asked one of them on his way back to the kitchens about the price of the sandwiches he had just delivered to the guards, he panicked. I intended just to buy one. But the guy began motioning with both hands like a clown, begging me to speak lowly.

- Are you afraid that somebody will hear us? I asked.

- Of course, I am, man! We're not supposed to leave the kitchen. 

- But the guards are your friends, aren't they? I see you every day serving them drinks and food.

-Huss! Damn your lying eyes! Do you wish to spend time in the freezer?

- The freezer? What for?

- Yes, the freezer! You should mind your business, damn it! 

He hastened away. I barked after him:

- I want a sandwich!

He pivoted and showed me his middle finger!

Bastard! Never mind! Anyway, his sandwiches must be out of price merely because they are stolen. I am sure the guards know nothing about it. I refuse to think that the servants of our glorious Administration are rotten to the point of pushing the inmates to steal for them. I brooded a moment about it.

At last, I speculated that the whole business was likely managed by an offshore multinational company with a branch inside the hotel. They surely deal mainly with foreign currency. The behaviour of the guards has no other explanation. It's not about food, but about money.

Money is everywhere. One can smell it. No mistake.

What happened to the professional conscience of the guards? Their job is to watch the boundaries of this place from the towers, isn't it? Is that why they need foreign currency? To make their shopping from the duty-free market, as we are here on the borders. I am definitely not ranting. This kind of trafficking has been happening quietly for years on the frontiers. Since it is an accessible business, the Administration most certainly encourages it. As oil-rich as we could be, we still need foreign cash to serve our debts and pay for our imports. Many offshore companies have blossomed in the country like spring flowers in recent years. Profiting from flexible legislation, investments are welcome. I know it since my bank negotiated attractive deals with foreign and local investors and businessmen. I have supervised the settlement of at least three companies in 'Ouja itself. For instance, a bureau of import-export dealing in electronic goods, headed by a guy who returned to the country after 25 years of exile in Germany with a lot of funds. If my memory is good, he is called Ismael.

I cannot forget him anyway, for he immensely impressed me. With all his money, he could not write down his name in Arabic, although he was fluent in German! I did not ask him whether he could write and read German. Anyway, I have no clue about German myself. I also thought wealth absolved him fairly from our common slavery to the alphabet. Happy man! He was always followed by two shadows: his secretary and his lawyer. Then came the moment to sign the documents. The secretary gave him a blotting pad imbibed with black ink, upon which Ismael thumbed before stamping the sheet. That was his august signature! I was aghast. Of course, I avoided any superfluous remark that risked being misinterpreted.

I recalled Mr Ismael again last week when I was summoned by the black guard Mahmud to the hotel's police station.

They took photographs of me - frontal and profile- weighing me and measuring my height. Then I was asked to put my fingers on a blotting-pad imbibed with black ink and stamp them on my file. I was indignant. Piqued by the irrelevant demand that assumed implicitly that I am an illiterate, I refused! 

- I can sign the usual way, sir, I protested. Just give me a pen.

The officer was not happy. He gazed at me obliquely and said:

- We don't need your signature, lad. Just biometrics.

- Ah, well! But why? 

He went irate. His face turned crimson, and he barked out:

- That's none of your fucking business, dwarf! Shut your bloody mouth and put your fucking fingers where you're told to, then rid me of your doomed face!

Without a word, I meekly obeyed and came back to my library.

I am still digressing and drifting away from the initial subject. The two other companies were British and the other was French. Manufactures of textiles and shoes. Their local bosses were, fortunately, ordinary folk, and nothing preposterous occurred while signing the papers.

Yet, I am roaming about. I admit that the offshore company of this hotel, dealing in sandwiches and mixed drinks, might be a mere hypothesis. But how could one then explain the Administration's silence about that bizarroid business going on between the kitchens and the towers? Is it possible that the guards are so fouled that they allow the customers to steal food? That might be a severe sprain inflicted on the rules if it turned true!

The second reason that makes me so concerned is much more dramatic. Suppose the offshore company - a sound theory, though- should be rejected. In that case, one must concede that such a business cannot be sustained without a well-organized network of agents. Is the Chef aware or not of what is happening in his kitchen and under his nose? Is he their accomplice? One thing is obvious. The man I have stopped is not the only one who deals with the towers. They are several. They likely form some sort of gang. I suspect the traffic to be even broader and less innocuous than it seems. The other towers might be involved too. And who knows who else and what else and where and when? One must open the eyes.

Another question is inevitable. Suppose that the guards do not pay for the food in foreign cash. What is the price the gang is asking for in return? This is an even more thorny and complicated problem! Let's put it frankly:

I suspect the inmates working in the kitchens to form a gang acting in secrecy for a fraudulent purpose. First, they would benumb the guards of the towers with so many gifts that they grow accustomed to their traffic, addicted to their food, and blind about their real goals. This is only the first stage. The second consists in inserting a narcotic in the stolen food at a precise hour and giving it to the guards. Then, while the latter go dopey, the gang would seize the occasion to climb upstairs to the towers. Finally, with some accomplices waiting for them outside under the walls, they would abscond and vanish in the city.
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