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The world believed the image.

The truth was buried underneath.
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NOGALES, SONORA — NOW

He had crossed borders his whole life. This was the first one that went straight down.

Under the desert, no one cared what he was worth. That was the first thing the heat told him when he stepped out of the Suburban and the door thumped shut behind him like a period at the end of a sentence he had not finished. A hundred and four degrees at six in the evening, the light gone the color of a struck match, and the air so dry it pulled the moisture off his eyes. Sami Najjar stood in a dirt lot behind a cinderblock house and understood, in the animal way the body understands before the mind agrees, that the rules he had lived by for ten years did not apply here.

Above ground, the image walked in first. It arrived before he did, in the rooms in Los Angeles and the closed dinners in New York, a warm rumor that had already decided he was somebody, so that all he had to do was be charming and let the belief do the lifting. Down here the rumor had come too. He could feel it in how the men watched him. But here the belief was not a door opening. It was a debt being assessed.

“They like you already,” Rafa said, low, walking him toward the house. The kid was maybe twenty-two, clean white sneakers absurd in all that dust, a gold chain thin as a thread. He had driven four hours barely speaking and now would not stop. “Big man from Hollywood. Tío told them. The jet, the cars. They like a man who moves at that level.”

“I move at a lot of levels,” Sami said, and gave him the smile, the one that had been photographed beside famous men, the one that said of course, naturally, you already know who I am. It cost him nothing and bought him everything, and he hated, in a flickering way he did not examine, how easily it still came.

Rafa grinned like he had been let in on something. He was the kind of young man, Sami thought, who collected proximity to important people the way other men collected watches, and would tell the story of this drive for years. He recognized the hunger because he had built a whole life out of it.

The drive in had been four hours of nothing turning slowly into somewhere. Off the highway, then off the road, then off the idea of roads entirely, the Suburban climbing a track of white grit between brush that scratched the doors like fingernails. Twice they had passed boys sitting on upturned buckets in the shade of nothing, phones up, not filming, just watching, and Rafa had lifted two fingers off the wheel and the boys had lifted two fingers back, and Sami had understood that they had been inside someone’s perimeter for longer than he had known. There had been no fence, no gate, no sign that they had crossed into another country’s country. There had only been the boys on the buckets, and the way Rafa’s talk had thinned each time they passed one.

The house had no sign and no number. Above ground, Sami had learned, the most important rooms never did. He almost laughed at the symmetry of it and did not, because two men had come around the side of the building, and they were not smiling, and one of them was holding a wand the size of a television remote and the other was holding nothing at all, which was somehow worse, his hands loose and empty and ready at his sides.

“Arms,” the first man said in English, then again in Spanish, as if to be fair.

Sami lifted his arms. The wand moved over him, under his jacket, along the inseam of the two-thousand-dollar trousers that were, he was now sharply aware, exactly the kind of detail that meant nothing down here and everything up there. The man took his phone. Took the spare phone. Took his watch, turned it over once in the dying light, a flicker of something crossing his face, recognition, appraisal, the same arithmetic the whole world had been doing on Sami for a decade, and handed it back. The watch was real. It was nearly the only thing on him that was.

“He keeps the watch,” the man said to Rafa, and it was not a courtesy. It was a message. We know what things cost. Do not lie to us about what things cost.

They went inside.

The house was almost empty. A table, two plastic chairs, a calendar two years old, a smell of cooked onions and cigarette smoke and underneath it something colder, mineral, that Sami would not place until later. A man rose from one of the chairs. Older, sixty maybe, silver at the temples, a guayabera pressed so crisply it seemed out of place in the dust, and eyes that did the thing the very powerful eyes always did, which was to look at you with total, unhurried patience, as if your entire life were a document he had already finished reading.

“Mr. Najjar.” The accent was soft, almost gentle. “I am Tío. We spoke through friends.” He did not offer his hand. He gestured instead at the empty chair, and the gesture was not an invitation, it was a seating chart. “You came a long way to look at a hole in the ground.”

“I came to look at an opportunity,” Sami said, sitting, keeping his spine easy, keeping the performance whole. “The hole in the ground is just the part you can photograph.”

Tío smiled, and the smile reached nothing above his cheekbones. “A man who understands the difference between the thing and the picture of the thing. Good. That is rarer than money.” He let the word money sit in the room for a moment, a coin spinning on a table, before he stilled it. “You know what I find, Mr. Najjar, in my business? Everybody up there is a picture of a man. The banker is a picture. The politician, a picture. The famous singer your friends say you make videos for, a beautiful picture. They spend their whole lives painting it and then they are afraid all the time that someone will see behind it.” He leaned forward an inch. “Down here we do not have that problem. Down here there is no behind. There is only the man. Come. Before it is dark. The dark changes how it feels, and I want you to feel it correctly the first time.”

They went out the back, across a second lot, into a low shed that held nothing but a chest freezer and the cold mineral smell, stronger now. Two men slid the freezer aside on hidden casters, and where the floor had been there was a square of deeper black, and a ladder going down into it, and the breath of the earth came up out of the dark, cool and damp and ancient, the temperature of a different world entirely.

Sami looked at it.

Above ground, behind him, was everything the image had built: the closed rooms, the reposts, the tiger, the lists, the warm certainty of strangers that he was a man worth knowing. None of it had ever required him to be real. That was the secret no one told you about being believed. It was the easiest thing in the world, right up until it wasn’t.

The ladder went the other way.

“After you,” Tío said.

He climbed down.

The shaft was tight, his shoulders nearly brushing both walls, the rungs cool and gritty under his palms, and then it opened. The tunnel ran level, taller than he expected, shored with timber and, in places, with the kind of poured concrete that cost real engineering. A string of bare bulbs ran along the ceiling on a black wire, each one a small hard sun, and between them pools of dark, and his own footsteps came back to him off the walls, doubled, so that for a disoriented second it sounded like someone was walking behind him in step.

It was, he understood, an enormous amount of work. Months of it. Maybe years. A second border beneath the first one, invisible from every satellite and every speech, the place where the actual traffic of the actual world moved while the surface argued about it. He had spent ten years believing he had reached the inside of things. He had reached, he saw now, only the inside of the picture.

The air smelled of wet clay and diesel and, faintly, of the men who had dug it. Every twenty feet a length of PVC pipe ran along the wall at knee height, and a thin electrical conduit, and once, bizarrely, a child’s drawing taped to a beam, a yellow sun with a smile, the kind of thing a man pins up to remember why he goes down a hole each morning. Sami looked at it longer than he meant to.

He thought, walking, of the morning he had left. Lina in the cool of the kitchen, the light not up yet, taking his face in her two hands the way she did, holding it a beat too long. Come back to me the same. He had laughed and said same or better, the easy thing, the deflection, and she had not laughed. She had looked at him with the steady reading look she had given him the night they met, and she had said, quietly, I mean it. Whatever this is, whatever’s down there in Mexico that you won’t tell me about, it isn’t worth what it’s going to take. I can feel you deciding to go. I just want you to hear one person say don’t, before you do. And he had kissed her forehead and gone anyway, because the wound where the deference used to be wanted to be shown the realer room more than it wanted to be safe, more, even, than it wanted her. He could feel that now, a hundred feet underground, the precise weight of what he had chosen over the one face that had never once needed him to be a legend. He had traded come back to me the same for a hole in the ground. He did not yet know whether he would get the chance to apologize for it, or whether the chambered round behind him was the answer.

“You are quiet,” Tío observed, ahead of him, not turning. “Most men your size talk down here. Nerves. They tell me about other tunnels they have seen, other men they know. They name names.” A pause, the bulbs sliding over his silver hair. “You do not name names.”

“I don’t know any other tunnels,” Sami said, which was true, and felt like the first true thing he had said in a year.

Tío stopped. Turned. In the bulb-light his eyes were very calm and very awake, and Sami felt the whole weight of the man’s attention settle on him the way it had not above ground, where the image had stood between them. Down here there was nothing between them. Down here he was just a man in expensive trousers, two thousand miles from anyone who loved him, at the bottom of a hole that belonged to someone else.

“Here is what I have learned in my life, Mr. Najjar.” Tío’s voice did not rise. It did not have to. “Up there, a man can be whatever people say he is. The newspaper says it, the telephone says it, the famous friend stands beside him and the camera makes it true. Up there, the picture is enough.” He tapped the timber wall once with two fingers, almost affectionate. “Down here, the picture is nothing. Down here there is only what a man actually has, and what he is actually willing to do, and whether he is actually who he came in as. I brought you down here for the same reason I bring everyone down here. Not to show you the tunnel.” His gaze did not move. “To see which man came with me.”

The bulbs hummed. Somewhere ahead, water dripped onto concrete with the patience of a clock. And then, behind Sami, close, he heard the small oiled sound of a slide being racked, a round chambered, the most articulate sentence anyone had spoken since he came down the ladder, and he understood that the empty-handed man from the lot had followed them down, and that the conversation had a second half he had not been shown the agenda for.

“Easy,” Tío said, to the man, not to Sami, and the word was almost bored. “He has not done anything yet.” Then, to Sami, with the same flat patience: “But you understand the arithmetic now. Down here, a wrong answer does not cost you a deal. It costs you the only thing you did not rent.” He began to walk again, and far down the tunnel, where the string of lights dwindled to a single distant point, a figure stepped out of one of the dark pools and stood in the light, waiting, the way a man waits at the end of a corridor he owns.

“Victor would like to meet the man we have heard so much about,” Tío said softly. “He has put real money toward you already, on the strength of what people say. He is curious to see if it stands up.” He walked toward the distant figure, unhurried. “I hope, for your sake, that you are not only a picture. Victor does not take well to discovering he has paid for a frame with nothing inside it.”

Sami Najjar, who had built a fortune entirely out of being believed, stood in the one place on earth where belief was worth nothing, with a round chambered behind him and a buyer waiting ahead, and felt something he had not felt since he was a boy on a rooftop in another desert, a lifetime and three countries ago, the specific, clarifying fear of being looked at by someone who could not be fooled.

He had come down here as the legend.

He was going to have to climb back out as himself, or not at all.

He made his feet move. He walked toward the figure in the light, and the man’s face began, slowly, to resolve out of the dark, and there was a question already forming in the set of his eyes, a question Sami had spent ten years and three countries outrunning, the only one that had ever really mattered, the one the whole glittering world above had been too dazzled to ask.

Who are you, really?

Above him, through a hundred feet of timber and earth and the lie of the lit world, the sun finished going down on the border, and the lights came on, and the image went on shining for everyone who needed to believe in it.

Down in the dark, for the first time in ten years, there was no one to believe in but the man.

And before the world ever decided what Sami Najjar was worth, before the number, before the tiger, before the cameras and the courtrooms, he had been a boy on a rooftop in Jerusalem, watching his father look out over a building with their name on it, learning the first and most expensive lesson of his life.

That a name is the only thing a man truly owns.

And the only thing the world will take everything to take away.

❦

CHAPTER TWO

The Name on the Building

JERUSALEM — BEFORE

The first time Sami understood that his name could do things, he was seven, and a butcher gave him a fistful of money for nothing.

He had been sent for lamb, a coin pressed in his palm and a list in his head, and the butcher, a vast sweating man with forearms like the lamb he sold, had taken one look at the boy and said the name before Sami could. “Najjar,” the butcher said, the way you say the name of a street everyone knows, and waved the coin away, and wrapped the meat, and then, astonishingly, pressed coins of his own into the boy’s hand, folded the small fingers over them. “For your father. Tell him Abu Khalil says the rent can wait till the feast. Tell him I said it with respect.” Sami walked home through the Old City with the lamb warm against his chest and the strange coins burning in his fist, and he did not understand the transaction, but he understood the temperature of it, the way the butcher’s whole face had rearranged itself around four syllables, and he understood, in the wordless way a child understands weather, that he was carrying something that made grown men behave.

He tested it after that, the way children test a loose tooth. He learned that the name walked into shops ahead of him. He learned which teachers seated him near the front and which shopkeepers waved away his coins, and he learned, too, the other face of it, the men who looked at him a half-second too long, the ones whose smiles did not warm, and he filed that away without knowing he was filing it. He was a landmark, the way the building was a landmark. People gave you directions by him. Past the Najjar boy. He thought every child was a landmark. He did not yet know that a landmark is also a thing you can find in the dark.

His grandfather was the one who had built the name, and Sami knew him only as a photograph in the stairwell and a story his father told the way other men recite scripture. The old man had raised the building out of a war and his own two hands, and then he had done the thing the family told and retold: he had put a cinema in its belly when the old men of the quarter swore no one would pay to sit in the dark and watch a wall. They had laughed at him. And then the whole city had come, Muslim and Christian and Jew, the imam in his white turban and the priest in his black robe sitting a few rows apart in the same darkness, waiting for the same light, and the laughter had stopped. He did not build a cinema, Sami’s father would say, tapping the photograph in the stairwell with one finger. He built a place where the whole city forgot, for two hours, to be afraid of each other. That is what the name means. Not money. That. Sami, small, had nodded as though he understood, and had not understood, and would spend a fortune and a lifetime learning that the difference between his grandfather and himself was the difference between a man who built a thing that gathered people in the light and a man who built only the light, the glow, the picture of a thing, with nothing underneath it to sit down inside. The grandfather had been worth the name. Sami would only ever be believed worth it, and the believing, he would learn, gathers no one and warms no one and survives no fire.

The rooftop was where his father went to be alone, which is why Sami went there too.

He came up the back stairs barefoot so they would not give him away, past the apartment where his seven sisters made their bright noise, and out onto the flat white roof, and there was his father, Izzat, at the parapet with his hands clasped behind him, looking out over the city the way a captain looks at a sea he does not trust. Below them Jerusalem went gold and then rose and then violet, the great dome catching the last light, the stone glowing as if lit from inside, and directly beneath their feet, four storeys of it, was the building, the family name carved deep into the lintel in letters that held shadow at noon.

“Come here,” his father said, without turning. He always knew. “Stand with me.”

Sami crossed the warm roof and his father put a heavy hand on the back of his neck, not gripping, an anchor, and they looked out together.

“What do you see,” Izzat asked.

“The city,” Sami said. “Ours. The dome. Our building. Our name on it.”

“Our name on it.” His father was quiet a moment. Down in the street a man stopped under the lintel, looked up at the carved letters, and walked on, and Izzat watched the man the whole way. “A man can lose his money and earn it again. He can lose his house and build another. His name he carries through all of it. It is the one thing that is still his when everything else is taken.” He turned Sami by the shoulder. “But it is also the thing that makes men want to take everything. You understand? A name like ours, on a building like ours, in a city like this, is not only a gift. It is a target. There are men who look at that lintel and do not see your grandfather’s work. They see a thing that should be theirs.”

“Then why don’t we sell it,” the boy asked, the simple terrible question only a child would ask. “If men want it so much. If it makes them angry.”

And here his father’s face did something the boy had never seen it do, hardened, the gentleness going out of it like a light switched off, and for the first time Sami glimpsed the other thing in his father, under the dignity, the iron, the pride that would one day cost them everything. “Sell it.” Izzat said the words as though tasting something spoiled. “Your grandfather raised this building out of a war with his own hands. He put a cinema in its belly when this city had never seen a moving picture. Men have offered me sums that would shame you to hear, and every year the sum is larger, and every year I say no, and I will say no when I am dust, and you will say no after me.” He caught himself, the heat surprising even him, and softened, but only partly. “Forgive me. But a man who would sell his name for safety has already lost the only thing worth keeping safe. Better to live in danger as a Najjar than in comfort as no one.”

Sami did not understand then that he had just heard both halves of his father at once, the nobility and the stubbornness welded so tight you could not say where one ended, the refusal that was principle and the refusal that was pride, and that he would spend his life unable to tell them apart in himself either. He understood only the warm hand on his neck and the glowing city and the certainty that his father was a wall.

He leaned into his father’s side and felt entirely safe, which is the particular cruelty of being a child: you can stand in the exact center of danger and, with a father’s arm around you, feel nothing can reach you. He believed the name was armor. He did not yet know that in a city like this a great name is not a wall but a light, that it does not hide you, that it shows the whole world exactly where you are.

That night the telephone rang in the dark.

Sami woke to it, and to his father’s voice answering low and fast in the next room, and then to a silence that had a shape, a silence that stood up and walked through the apartment and stopped outside the children’s door. He lay very still and listened to his fearless father be afraid, and through the wall, faint, he heard his mother’s voice, and one word in it, again, and he understood that the lightness with which the family slept had a reason, and that the reason had a telephone number, and that the carved letters over the door that made the butcher fold coins into a boy’s hand were the same letters that made a telephone ring in the dark.

In the morning there was a new lock on the cinema’s side door, and no one explained it, and no one needed to.

❦

CHAPTER THREE

The Believers

BEVERLY HILLS — THREE WEEKS BEFORE THE TUNNEL

The morning the article came out, a man who had not returned Sami’s calls in two years called him twice before nine.

His name was Hollis, a producer with a corner office and a reputation for never being the one who called first, and Sami stood in his kitchen in Los Angeles and watched the phone light up with the name and felt, in real time, the thing happen that he had spent a decade learning to feel. He let it ring once, twice, a third time, not because he was busy but because he wanted to watch himself do it, wanted to feel the exact weight of
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