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Karem finds his mother in the kitchen.  She is smiling the crying smile of the dead-wishing-not-to-be-dead, with bubbles of spit occupying a lost tooth’s pink gap and gray dust drying her eyes.  

“Where are the men who murdered her?” we ask.

“In Najaf,” guesses Karem.

He is the youngest child, age thirteen.  The men waited for his older brothers to leave for work; then entered his home and slapped his mother and beat his father clumsily with a fallen pot – we see his father lying now unconscious with his bare legs sticking out of the bedroom.  The men then beat Karem’s chest and shoulder with a rifle butt.

“How many men were there?” we ask.

“Five.  More.  I couldn’t see,” admits Karem.

Masked, they exposed their chins and mouths to spit on him (for having tried to stand); then retracted and spread his legs and raped him, punching him about his head and stomach, such that now, without pants, wearing a dust-streaked shirt, he kneels beside his mother with his bruised ribcage tenderized by gasp and shudder.  Mariam al-Hashimi is thirty-two: her chin as pointy as her pinpoint nose and her blackened third tooth matching her mole.  Her hair, having come undone, resembles a grasping hand.   

“Where are the five hundred Japanese soldiers charged with protecting Samawa?” we wonder.

“At . . . their base,” cries Karem.

The Japanese soldiers are renovating the hospital (as well as working on water purification), whereas Karem’s brothers, Sayed and Hassan, are painting the hospital, beautifying baked concrete walls with scenes of life and liberation.  The murderers, meanwhile, are members of either the Mahdi Army or the Badr Organization, rival Shiite militias.

“Which?” we ask.

“I don’t know,” utters Karem.

Mariam’s gray nose matches her gray cheeks and palms (she shielded her face when they kicked dust on her) and her blood is black and waxy.  Karem, re-hearing her prayers (uttered at her last moment), rejoins them now despairingly with a tottering head and cracking voice.     

Since 2003, British, Dutch and Australian soldiers have protected Samawa.  In 2004, Japanese soldiers arrived to reconstruct existing buildings and build a sewer system; but in December Koichi Kato, a Japanese politician, told the New York Times, “They went there claiming that they will contribute to reconstruction, but they have hardly been able to get the work done . . . There is no reason for them to be there.  The place is not safe, and it is impossible to do reconstruction.”
Tasting his own blood, Karem cannot swallow.  Neither can he survey the property damage, let alone gauge his father’s health.  

His father, Abbas, age fifty-six, is barely alive.  

“Why haven’t you tried to help him?” we ask.

Karem offers, “He can’t see me like this.”

Abbas would be transfixed by Mariam’s disemboweled body, overwrought by misery and silenced by enmity, and only secondarily concerned about Karem, yet Karem insists, “He can’t know.”

He means Abbas must not know he was raped.  With pulsing eyes, Karem returns to his bedroom and steps into pants, hopping choppily, battering the doorframe.  

“Why won’t you even look at your father?” we demand.

Karem closes his eyes instead, standing with his head tipped toward his mother’s gruesome wound, and asks for Allah’s help in whispered mantra, until he futilely queries, “Oh, God, why?” before collapsing against the wall, hiding his face in his hand, favoring his left side.  Martyrs are free when they die for Islam, when they die for eternal life, when their blood is immaculate (meaning innocent), and when they are free of this sad world, but his mother is not a martyr.  She is a victim.

“Is she free now?” we ask.

“I . . . I don’t want to . . . to . . .” 

He does not want to say, “Goodbye” and repeats, “Why?” through tears and moans, deciding finally, “I won’t say it.”

Yet he will curse the murderers and avenge his mother’s murder, be unwise and remain in Samawa, kill insurgents and die, never marry and have children, but die along with his father and brothers, rudely and very soon.

“No.  My father and I will kill them,” he insists.

Lying three feet from a pillow, stiff, concussed and beckoning death, his father is too weak to kill anyone, whereas Karem, shaking his head no, no and cupping his chin, palms a slimy layer of mucous and tears.

“Your enemies have defeated you,” we say.  “Are you ashamed?”

“Yes,” he admits.

“Your enemies are hypocrites and worldly oppressors.  Which ones did this to you and your family?”

“They both did it.”

The leader of the Mahdi Army is Moktada al-Sadr; the leader of the Badr Organization is Hadi Al-Amiri.  Each militia is working with criminals as well as with the coalition and Iran.  

“Did the coalition target your family?” we ask Karem.  “Did criminals?  Did Iran?  Which Shiite militia did this?”

“All of them.”

“No one did this – no one you know or will ever find.”

“I swear by Allah . . .”

Beside his parents’ bedroom door is a stove with a rounded white border beneath wooden shelves supporting a basin, pots, cups and additional cooking paraphernalia.  The kitchen’s highest shelf, also its smallest, supports a decoratively upended basket displaying a woven green starburst.  A narrow white shelf, also undisturbed, displays postcard-sized photographs of his bearded father and brothers.  Surveying these, and now closing his eyes, he tries to determine who came to their home, literally the very men whose punitive, desirous sounds still burn his nostrils, ears, fingertips, anus and eyes.

He wants to stay here.  He wants what happened not to have happened.

“Can you stay here?” we ask him.  “Can your family stay, even with Allah’s protection?” 

“Yes . . . Yes!” he insists, but shakes his head no, no, dropping his hands and leaning forward, exchanging his chin for his mother’s: cupping it caringly while avoiding her bloody abaya; then, starkly, he finds his father’s youthful face amid her smile lines – her sole wrinkles – the jovial face his father would routinely summon upon seeing her.  In actuality, his father’s face is acutely weak, i.e. gaunt and non-authoritative.  

“Your father can’t help you,” we say.

“He will help me,” claims Karem.

When his mother was a girl, his father took her in.  Sayed and Hassan, ages thirty-four and thirty-three, are brothers by another wife who was murdered in 1991.  

“Your brothers didn’t avenge their own mother’s death,” we say.  “They won’t avenge your mother’s death.”

“They will,” maintains Karem.

More likely Karem’s brothers will console him, not risk their lives for a woman their junior.  Indeed, their limited love for Mariam is as functional now as the tiny table opposite her and Karem, with its dusty tablecloth and bucket for washing vegetables.  The Japanese will not help.  The British, Dutch and Australians will not help.  The U.S. will not help.  The coalition believes Iraq has nothing to offer but oil and military bases.  Islam is a religion of a defeated people.  Golden Age achievements were trumped by modernism and contemporary science and Iraqi Muslims now are worth no more than the dusty land they occupy.  

“Isn’t that right?” we ask Karem.

“There is no God but Allah,” he utters.  “There is no . . .”

An hour later, Capt. Nayef Jasem utters the same conviction, although sympathetically.  Capt. Jasem is a family friend and former Revolutionary Guard, now a policeman.  He questions Karem while three officers shroud Mariam’s body; then the officers carry Karem’s father to an ambulance.  Abbas will be admitted to the hospital and Karem’s brothers located and informed, whereas Mariam’s body will be taken to the morgue.  

Karem, disclaiming tears, details the crime and omits the rape.  He affirms Capt. Jasem’s promise of justice.  Capt. Jasem plans to search for witnesses and detain suspects.

“Someone will know,” he assures Karem.

Capt. Jasem is sharp-nosed and round-faced, making him astutely handsome, with a close beard and even teeth, in contrast to Karem, whose oversized black eyes and head of loopy hair, and general slightness, make him topsy and frail.  During boyhood, Capt. Jasem played with Karem’s brothers, and Capt. Jasem’s family knew Mariam long before she married Abbas.  Wearing dark blue pants and a light blue shirt (the new uniform of the Iraqi police), Capt. Jasem puts on his beret and says that he will notify Mariam’s family, but first must speak with Sayed and Hassan.  He takes Karem along to the hospital.

Traversing Samawa, Karem senses the understanding of onlookers despite their ignorance of what happened.  The street is tinted blue, the palm trees and other trees either grouped or decoratively aligned and the slopes and breaks throughout the perimeter sidewalks dust-swept or dust-filled.  The hospital resembles a baked sandcastle set against the bluest of skies with narrative wall paintings both colorful and positive, but an unfinished Japanese matron offering sustenance to a juvenile Iraqi mother conveys the unfortunate stop-and-start pattern of the beautification project.  

Sayed and Hassan did not show up for work.  Capt. Jasem, suspecting the worst, thoroughly questions the painters, while Karem, off to the side, suffers what little hope he has to repeat on him like a vomit reflex.  His brothers are dead, or so he determines, and concludes, “We’re being punished.”

“You’re not being punished,” we state.  “You’re being victimized.”

“No.  No!” he cries.

He wants to avenge the crimes he witnessed, the crime he experienced and the crime he is now dreading.  The hospital’s unpainted walls replicate his vitality: facing them flattens him, such that he is ready to act.

“No one cares what you’ll do,” we insist.  “Even you don’t care.”

“I do care.  I do!” he shouts.

“You don’t, and you don’t know what to do.” 

“My father will help.”

“Your father’s unconscious.  He’s too old to help you or anyone – and he may not survive.  Where’re the murderers now?”

“I don’t know.  I don’t know!” 

“You’ll never find them.”  

“I will kill them!”

“Your mother’s dead.  Your brothers are probably dead and your father’s nearly dead.  Even you were viciously degraded.  You won’t do anything.”

He sniffles and fumes.

Capt. Jasem approaches.  “Stay with my family until I find the ones that did this,” he says.  “My family will be your family.  I swear to Allah.  I will take your brothers’ place.  I will be a good son to your father and you will be a good brother to me.”

“I want to find them,” says Karem.

“No, Karem, I’ll find them.”

“I want to come with you.”

“No.  My family will take care of you.  You’re part of my family now.”

Karem will not say yes.

Capt. Jasem says, “Go to my home.  Go.”

Karem will not go.

On the way to the police station, Capt. Jasem halts beside a tuft of grass flared toward the Euphrates River.  He tassels Karem’s head of loops with an embrace resembling a headlock and whispers endearments and pledges, begging him home, where Capt. Jasem’s wife, Fatima, will feed him, but Karem will not leave.  

Australian and Iraqi soldiers guard the police station.  Inside, officers in blue shirts and soldiers in fatigues jointly execute Iraq’s version of community policing: i.e. routing insurgents and protecting humanitarian projects.  Many officers here trained in Jordan in heavy arms and human rights, albeit vigilante justice, severely punishable, persists due to the frequent release of guilty prisoners (by the coalition).  For instance, photographs of police officers on cell phones recently sufficed as evidence of terrorism, such that police officers beat to death with donkey sticks three men and critically injured two more.  Even Capt. Jasem has killed insurgents and suspected insurgents.  Generally, Iraqis in Samawa trust the police, but infiltration by Iranian intelligence (cash payments to induce coalition withdrawal and enforce strict Islamic law), and securitization for the upcoming election (for a transitional government tasked with writing a constitution) are increasing altercations among the population, the police and insurgent groups, particularly Sunnis, who are being killed, displaced and oppressed.

Seated in a back room, facing an empty cell amid file cabinets serving Capt. Jasem and other officers, Karem falls asleep.  His dream of relief and denial domes his brain like a helmet, but soon voices tighten his breathing and awake him.   The voices belong to the murderers.  

“Have they’ve returned?” we wonder.

“No.  Please, no,” he begs.

“Or have you come to them?”

“What?”

“The murderers are in the front room, cavorting, possibly working, not locked in the cell, hopeless and meek, as would befit prisoners.  What’re you going to do?”

Karem is shaking.  “Is this . . . a dream?” 

“You’re not dreaming.  The murderers are police officers.  Why did they murder your mother?  Why did they beat your father?  Why did they murder your brothers – do you even know if your brothers were murdered?  Why did they abuse you?”

“It’s . . . it’s not them.”

The voices of the murderers match the voices of the police officers: identical grunts and guffaws, cryptic repartee.  Crouched, Karem peers between the door and its frame.  The station’s activity is ordinary.  He recognizes only the three officers who accompanied Capt. Jasem, while his pain, worsening, further tightens his breathing.  His next breath is shallow.  Soon he will be panting.

“Where’re the murderers?” we demand.

“It’s not them,” Karem decides.

“Where’s Capt. Jasem?”

“I don’t see him.”

“Maybe he’s with the murderers – maybe they’re all patrolling – or maybe you’re hearing voices that don’t exist.”

“They’re somewhere.  They’re somewhere and we’ll find them.”

“Your brothers have disappeared.  Capt. Jasem’s busy with other operations.  Who’s ‘we?’”

“Saafa will help.”

“Your friend Saafa won’t do anything.  His father will keep him home.”

“And Ahmed.”

“The same goes for your friend Ahmed.”  

Karem sits on the floor.  An officer enters the back room and files paperwork before spotting him.  The officer is young and stout with two moles on his cheek.  He closes a filing cabinet and lowers his arms; his shirt’s black buttons remain taut and, between these buttons, his shirt’s diamond-gaps reveal his stomach.

“Do you recognize his moles?” we ask Karem.

“I couldn’t see their faces,” he admits.

The officer asks if Karem is all right.  

“Do you recognize his voice?” we ask Karem.

“No,” admits Karem; then tells the officer, “I’m all right.”

Doubtful, the officer pauses; then thinks better and walks out.  Karem follows him and exits the police station.  He will return to the hospital, see his father and solicit his advice.  The street is busy, but the sudden crackling of gunshots instantly clears it.  Leaving his sandals in the street, Karem hides behind a gate.  He wants to return to the police station – for the gunshots to be his, directed throughout the station.  Pressing his crown against the gate enables him to focus on the head-sized hexagonal stone directly between his feet: chipped, pale and mud-packed.  He wants to be dead, if being dead means being with his mother, and he wants the murderers dead, too, even if such will entail his death – and if the murderers are somehow to live, he does not want to live.

“Why did you leave the police station?” we ask.

“Because . . . because they won’t ever . . .”

He means they will never rape him again.  Pressing his crown and closing his eyes, he considers the hollow clang the gate would emit if he butted it or fell back and kicked it and kicked it, and even absent such actions, the hollow clang reverberates beneath his neck, such that he realizes, finally, not the gate, but his heart is clanging.  He holds his breath, muting his heartbeat, and believes he can die.  Hatred, indignity and absence should break the spell of love, but love is the sole ordinate withstanding his confusion, yet he does not know what to do.

“I know what to do,” he insists.

“You’re doing nothing and still feel love,” we say.  “Do you want to stop feeling love?”

“No . . . no!” he cries, but rubs his head yes, yes, against the gate.  His mother, only yesterday afternoon, checked a water bucket’s level.  The bucket, in the bathtub, contained seventeen minutes of trickle, requiring boiling, but now she is dead.  She lit a candle last night (there were only two hours of electricity), pursing her lips due to the match’s heat, but now she is dead.  He hears his father compiling complaints just as his father had last night, but his father is dying and soon will be dead.  He feels his brothers lift him by his arms, just as jocularly as they always would, but his brothers . . . and his home . . . He no longer has a home.

“What’s your love worth now?” we ask.

“I don’t know, but it won’t stop.”

Karem’s love exceeds his hunger and shame, betrayal, bereavement and hatred.  He wants too much to happen; yet is aimless.

“Who will help you?” we ask.

“I . . . I have no one,” he admits.

Karem was attending school and working part-time at the cement factory.  Now he will neither work nor return to school.  His family barely exists.  The hexagonal stone between his feet buttresses an identical stone.  Were he to follow the stones back toward the house, he would note their dip and disappearance in dark mud.  

“Is this path your past or your future?” we ask.

Karem decides: “I know what I’m going to do.”

He does not know.  The Badr Organization, in the guise of the police, killed his mother for adultery: she was maintaining a relationship with another man, perhaps Capt. Jasem.  Karem knows she loved someone else, not Abbas, but he does not want to know more.  

In lieu of the hospital, he returns to his house, where he sleeps in his parents’ bed.  The murder of his brothers – his sole dream – replays with each brother dying in the other’s arms.  Soon, Iraqis will celebrate Eid al-Adha, when submission to Allah is affirmed and an animal sacrificed.  When Karem awakes, he cleans up what the police left untouched; then stands in the doorway of his house, where he is invaded by shame.  By now, everyone knows what was done to his family, and the rape – the rape has escalated into a murder of sorts, in that rape is the murder of someone that lives with a diminished desire to participate in life, someone who will be shunned and ultimately have to accept communal inconsequence.  

The succeeding days are merely days, but the nights – the nights are fearsome, for their insomnia, tears, isolation and hopelessness – for their torture. 

