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			The realist in murder writes of a world in which gangsters can rule nations and almost rule cities.…

			—RAYMOND CHANDLER

		

	
		PROLOGUE

		Muhammad Bari eased out of his bedroom and opened the creaking front door just enough to make his way outside. His wife needed her sleep; she had to get up for work in an hour. Usually Bari’s best friend would be waiting for him in the alleyway and they would walk together to a nearby mosque for the dawn prayer. This morning, the alleyway was empty. Bari didn’t worry: sometimes his friend slept in until sunrise.

		It was December in Casablanca, Morocco’s sprawling economic capital on the Atlantic coast of North Africa. An ocean mist chilled the lingering darkness. Bari’s teeth chattered as he took off his shoes outside the mosque and placed them in an empty cubbyhole. He performed his ritual ablutions in the washroom and proceeded barefoot into the sanctuary warm with body heat: several hundred people had already lined up on the floor in long rows facing east. The sanctuary’s warmth was welcome, but the dawn prayer lasted only ten minutes.

		Ordinarily, Bari and his friend would repair from the mosque to a nearby café. If one or both of them had missed the dawn prayer, they would find each other inside. They would sit and talk for hours while people with jobs hurried in and out. This morning Bari arrived alone, and drank his coffee alone, and read the newspapers alone, and watched Al Jazeera alone, and worried about where his friend could be now. The place where he sleeps does not belong to him, he thought. He has to evacuate early so that the men who control the facility do not catch him.

		Could he have overslept? How could he possibly risk sleeping past sunrise?

		Bari finally felt driven from his familiar café chair to find out what was going on with his friend, why he had left Bari alone on this morning. He knew where to go. He knew the place well.

		The enormous warehouse is enclosed by a spiked metal wall that someone painted red a long time ago. At one end, the wall abuts a field of gravel and dirt bisected by the same train track that slices the city in half; people gather there at night to lie around and get drunk. Nobody ventures over that wall. Nobody is supposed to go inside except the people who work there. Silence ordinarily surrounded the place.

		But not this morning. When Bari reached the spiked front gate, it was surrounded by state security. A dozen uniformed police minded a perimeter of yellow ribbon. Auxiliary Forces troops in green fatigues stood guard by the entrance. Plainclothes detectives paced in and out.

		“Who are you? What do you want?” one of them barked.

		“I’m looking for a, a friend of mine,” Bari replied.

		The detective locked in on Bari’s eyes. He grabbed him by the forearm and pulled him in past the gate to a raucous crowd of cops, who were bending down and peering over and putting down markers and taking pictures and arguing with one another.

		There was a rusty smell in the air.

		“That was a friend of yours?” the detective demanded, pointing.

		Bari turned his head toward the stone steps leading up to the guard’s quarters, where his friend always slept. What he saw, he did not understand at first. The steps were drenched in red. There was a large thing lying on top of them. It had a blood-soaked beard, a couple of teeth, and clothes on. There was a head, but it was mutilated into a different shape. Bari began to feel a rising heat in his head and throat. His temples started pulsating. Now the rest of his body was in on it. He couldn’t breathe. He lost his balance.

		The detective steadied him by the forearm, which was still clasped tight in his muscular hand.

		The lieutenant who questioned Bari over the next three days wore jeans and a charcoal gray blazer. Lieutenant Jabri was genteel, more relaxed than the men at the warehouse, perhaps a little weary of his work. He rarely raised his voice, he never insulted Bari or the other detainee, and he phrased his questions thoughtfully. Rather than refer to the murder victim by name, for example, he always called him “al-Marhum,” Arabic for “he who has been granted mercy.”

		On the third day, he went through the same battery of questions he had asked the day before and the day before that.

		“You’re sure al-Marhum was never in any trouble?” the lieutenant asked.

		“Never,” Bari said.

		“How would you describe his character?”

		Bari combed his scraggly salt-and-pepper beard with his fingernails and shaped it with his knuckles. “I said yesterday he had a good reputation all over the neighborhood and he went to pray in the mosque every morning.”

		The detainee who sat next to Bari in the lieutenant’s office nodded vigorously.

		“The last time you saw him?”

		“The night before you found him,” Bari replied. “It was Sharif the book peddler and me and we had a bowl of harira with him.”

		“Was al-Marhum preoccupied, agitated?”

		“No, he was comfortable and maybe almost a little cheerful. He said he was going to do some small deal and he thought it was going to come through.”

		The lieutenant had been seated at his desk. Now he abruptly stood up and looked down at Bari, who had to crane his neck to meet the lieutenant’s eyes.

		“How long did al-Marhum sleep in that place? How long did he sleep there!”

		Bari twitched.

		“The truth.”

		“Five years.”

		“Five years,” Jabri repeated. “Did you ever visit him inside?”

		“Sometimes,” Bari replied.

		“A lot or a little?”

		“Not often. Very rarely.” That wasn’t true.

		“Did he have other visitors there? Was it common for him to bring people in there?”

		Bari could feel his own pulse. The lieutenant must notice the blood rushing to my face, he thought. “Yes, I do remember that sometimes I would come by and knock and he would say he had people inside and I should come back later.”

		The lieutenant moved slowly back to the chair behind his desk, fixing his eyes on the other detainee.

		The man who sat next to Bari, a man named Attar, was visibly frightened, increasingly so each day. The police had let Bari go around seven o’clock the night before with instructions to come back the following morning—but they had held on to Attar God knows how late. When Bari returned, he found Attar alone in the office waiting for the lieutenant to arrive. He was slumped over in his chair, asleep. Bari tapped him on the shoulder and Attar convulsed. He cried, There is no power or strength except in God! and looked frantically in several directions before setting his rose-pink eyes on Bari. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”

		The stars had come out on the third day of questioning by the time a distant tumult from the ground floor of the precinct drew louder and nearer, banging up the staircase on squeaky wet boots. There was yelling and a nasal, wordless plea. Into the room walked four detectives, all sweaty, and a young man between them in handcuffs. He limped and wore a bandage stained with blood around his left wrist. Eight hands were on his body.

		Bari had a son his age.

		“What I want to know is,” one of the detectives began to say.

		The lieutenant motioned him to stop talking.

		“Brothers,” the lieutenant said, “we would like to ask whether either of you has seen this young man before.”

		He looked at Attar, who shook his head.

		“Brother Muhammad Bari?”

		“I have never seen him before in my life, and he must not be from our area because I know I would have seen him at least once or twice if he were from here,” Bari declared, overdoing it a bit, he realized.

		The lieutenant snapped his fingers and an old typist from across the hall showed up with paper. Bari and Attar were made to sign affidavits to the effect that the young man was a stranger to them.

		“My brothers,” the lieutenant said, “you are free to go.”

		Attar darted out of the room with barely a God keep you.

		Bari didn’t move at first. He looked at the boy in handcuffs for as long as his eyes would let him. This man’s role in Bari’s simple life began to dawn on him. Bari stood up and steadied himself, making a tentative approach toward the lieutenant. He took a deep breath.

		“This is the man?” Bari asked.

		The lieutenant nodded.

		“Why did he—”

		“The important thing is we have caught him and he will confess.”

		Another deep breath.

		“That’s it?” Bari asked.

		“Brother Muhammad,” the lieutenant said, “try to move on.”

		Bari went to bed that night weeping and weeping at last.

		Because he had been detained, he had missed the funeral. So had Attar. In his tears, Bari could picture it, having lent a hand in the burial of indigent neighbors before. From the great city morgue off the interstate, the body would be thrown into a rickety red and white ambulance and driven 250 yards to the expansive Burial Grounds of Mercy. Down a long flowery lane where amputees and orphans confer blessings in exchange for charity, the dark sack would reach its pit. There are few family plots in Casablanca; lanes fill up with bodies in the order in which they are received. A cleric whom the victim had never met would go through Salat al-Janaza, a special prayer for funerals. The grave would be marked by a long number.

		Bari lay awake all night.

		When he ran out of tears, he started asking questions of his own.

	
		ONE

		It’s 9:30 P.M. in Casablanca, and the Al Jazeera sports channel blares off a corner wall to a rapt all-male crowd in the coffeehouse near precinct headquarters. A game is on, the score is tied with seconds to go, and the promise of victory for Widad, a local soccer team, looms like a ticking bomb. A thick cloud of cigarette smoke and sweat chokes the room. Most of the viewers are too engrossed to say a word, but four plainclothes police, hunched around one table sipping mint tea, have been trashing the rival Syrian team in Morocco’s distinctive dialect of Arabic.

		“Donkeys!” they call out, hissing. “Pigs! Go home to your sty!”

		My own clear view of the TV screen is obstructed suddenly by an explosion of frenzied men jumping, smacking, kicking, and hugging amid spontaneous cries of “Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar!” Every table becomes a war drum, every ashtray a rattling tambourine. One man grabs hold of a table between his arms and crashes it repeatedly against the linoleum floor. A Coke bottle smashes. The acrid cloud over our heads seems to yield a few drops of rain, and in the noise of shouting and cavorting I catch a glimpse of the instant replay: Widad just pulled off an upset victory, thanks to a long-shot goal by native son Muhammad Fallah. The athlete grew up in a shantytown family from the slums a few blocks east.

		All four cops join the celebration, banging tables with the rowdiest fans—until a shrill finger-whistle from outdoors cuts above the shouting of the crowd. Alerted by the cue, the policemen stand tall, pushing their way clear of the room and out the front door with the universal swagger of their profession.

		I march straight out of the coffeehouse with them—as we are formally joined at the hip.

		Just outside, a young woman in a brown hooded robe is heaving a wordless plea into the wiry frame of Abd al-Qadir Marzuq, the cops’ commanding officer. She squeezes both his wrists. “You have to get him and lock him up tonight or the man will kill me,” she says.

		Marzuq pries free an arm and points an index finger at each of his pale gray eyes—a North African sign of devotion to a task. “You are my sister,” he adds, though she is not.

		Three of his four men pile into the back cage of a white van marked NATIONAL SECURITY in blood-red paint. The fourth takes the steering wheel and Marzuq rides shotgun. With two days to go before the joyous Muslim festival of Eid al-Adha and the first big win for Casablanca’s home team in five long weeks, police citywide are energized by God and country—and it is a wretched night for any wanted man to wind up captured by the Moroccan security services.

		I climb in with the back cage crew and hear a sound like wood chips cracking under my sneakers. The light goes on briefly, and I see what litters the grooved metal floor: thousands of sunflower seed shells, spat out by cops and their prey over months, maybe years, of night raids into the city’s teeming slums. The van swerves off the main road and I tumble onto a cold metal bench.

		“You almost missed,” an officer says, punching me gently in the shoulder. We speed east into the darkening margins of the city.

		In the front seat, Marzuq cusses out an ex-wife over his mobile phone, something about their teenage daughter, until a different phone—the one informants dial him on—warbles the Moroccan national anthem out of his vest pocket, ending the chat with his ex.

		“Yes!” he shouts into the informant line. “God keep you! Where?”

		He nods his head and promises forceful action, with God as his witness.

		The van comes to a screeching halt and my benchmates tumble out the back. We emerge by the curb of a circular concrete embankment at an asphalt roundabout near the northeast tip of the city. A rooster crows in the distance; livestock faintly moo and bleat. Nestled among palm trees, a pair of crudely sculpted black lions stand guard. A thousand juicy clementines rolling home for the night on a wagon’s back sparkle under the glow of a flickering streetlamp. The man who hauls them averts his gaze at the sight of the white-and-red van.

		The police scuttle down a dingy road and into a derelict quarry where goats and sheep are nibbling at the edges of a giant trash heap. At length, they reach the mouth of a dark corridor hewn by parallel rows of corroded aluminum-roofed huts—the beginning of a vast shantytown. A mammoth barbecue somewhere inside lends a palatable after-aroma to the overwhelming stench of human waste.

		Marzuq huddles with his men. “Hit them tonight,” he says. “Even the small-timers. Hit them hard. We meet at Susu’s.”

		He splits them up in two directions and I follow the boss.

		Down a main shantytown artery, electric lighting fades to black. The glow of kerosene lanterns inside shack windows casts a murky green light into alleyways, smoky from the outdoor liver and sausage grills. Almost everything that moves is male and hooded. The artery narrows into a vein. Marzuq snakes through, slowing occasionally to accept holiday greetings from men his age, stopping only to accost clusters of teenage boys. Any three or four hunched inward in silence meet with Marzuq’s skeletal fingertips on the neck.

		“What have you got?” he demands. Working necks, he shakes loose orange flame-tipped hashish cigarettes—kufta in Moroccan slang, meaning “cutlets”—and stamps them out with his boots.

		Two bearded men with holy books under their arms stop to cheer Marzuq by name as he spins left into an alleyway. “May every Eid find you well, brother Abd al-Qadir,” one says. “God bestow his blessings upon you a thousand times.”

		Marzuq spies four more kids loitering by a corner hill of rock and debris. He is about to nail them when a distant teenage voice twists his neck like a powerful magnet.

		“Hasan!” he calls out to the voice. “Hasan, come over here, you fucking pimp!”

		Four boys in the distance run off, leaving one.

		“Hasan!”

		The teen has a 2Pac baseball cap on backward and a trench coat over his black leather pants. Marzuq charges in his direction and plants two hands on Hasan’s shoulders, kneading the flesh.

		“What did I tell you?” he says with a rasp. Saliva thickens in his mouth, moistening the vowel-snipped Moroccan slang. “What did I tell you? Open it!”

		The boy just shakes his head slowly, eyes open wide.

		“Open it, you fucker!”

		The cop pulls apart Hasan’s trench coat and extracts three little clear plastic bags from an inner pocket. He smacks the kid hard on his neck. Hasan winces with only a clipped “Tsst” out of his mouth. Marzuq rips open the bags and spills a brownish powder out, grinding it into the dirt with his boots.

		“Fuck off!” the lieutenant cries.

		Hasan begins to move—but too slowly. Up the boy’s legs from behind comes a full-sole kick from Marzuq’s right boot, then a furious kneecap thrust into the small of the young man’s back. Hasan walks away fast, holding his back and limping.

		All these random hits are just targets of opportunity. Marzuq keeps speed-walking through the sinewy alleys, deeper into the dank shantytown toward his target. Along the way he turns his head toward me. “What do you think of our service?” he asks. “Do you understand?”

		These sound like rhetorical questions, so I keep quiet.

		At this writing, the shantytowns of Casablanca house half a million people, roughly a tenth of the city’s population. Some tin-roofed huts date back nearly a century, to the beginning of Morocco’s forty-year occupation by France. Most of the youth today are third- and fourth-generation squatters—deprived, like their great-grandparents, of basic human needs. Yet these ramshackle homes have spawned the country’s finest athletes, a handful of Arab movie stars, and some of the region’s best-loved vocalists—not to mention a few of the world’s most deadly al-Qaeda fighters. For cops, these areas are the beating heart of crime and vice. Thievery rings have a way of tracing back here, along with the drug trade’s urban foot soldiers, the lion’s share of murderers, and, perhaps predictably, the vast majority of their victims. Tonight’s expedition is part of an ongoing security effort, dubbed a “purification campaign” by its chief, to hunt wanted men in their hiding places on the strength of informants’ tips.

		Slowing down behind the lieutenant, I notice a door.

		Marzuq and his unit have converged on a two-room cabin of brick with crinkly tin rods dangling off the roof. Shoehorned into the façade’s oblong opening is an ornate blue door, from an old house, perhaps, with geometric and floral motifs carved orange and white into a ceramic tile laid over cedar wood in the distinctively Moroccan shape of a giant keyhole. I have seen doors like it on picture postcards, and in the wealthier sections of Casablanca. But they were to be expected there. Here it stands audacious, unnatural in its habitat—a vestige of defiance, perhaps, by whoever installed it; a proclamation of personality.

		Marzuq whispers something to his men, and three move off to either end of the portal. Ears against the bricks pick up voices of the family inside. Even I can hear them from a wind-whipped alley’s breadth away—arguing, laughing, putting away dishes. The police just stand there like sweaty statues.

		From down the lane a girl of about fourteen draws near the home with a knapsack over her shoulders—brown eyes, high cheekbones, jet-black hair. Her approach in the darkness slows, growing tentative as her eyes confirm the shadows of men flanking her entryway. She shrinks back. Marzuq lunges from the shadows and clasps her arm before she can flee. Strands of her flowing hair break ranks in the clammy breeze.

		“What do you want?” she demands.

		“Tell Mama to open up,” he whispers. “Don’t tell her we’re here. Talk softly!”

		“No,” she tries to say, pursing her lips. But only the first consonant of her reply meets the air; Marzuq’s spade-shaped palm buries her mouth in time to subdue the vowel. He clasps her arm tighter.

		“Do it, by the prophet!”

		The girl’s eyes widen and her chin quivers. “Mama?” she calls out unevenly.

		All the sounds inside the home stop. A woman comes to the door, jostling it diagonally off the ground to expose her veiled head.

		“Where is Susu!” Marzuq demands, pivoting his head to scan inside. “Where is your Susu!”

		“Not here,” she says. Her chin quivers, too, and tears slide down her cheek. “Not here, by God.”

		Marzuq elbows the door wide open.

		“Where is he?”

		“Please,” she says, affecting a gracious smile, “we don’t know.”

		“Bring him out to us or we’ll take you all in, by God,” he says.

		The fourth enforcer signals Marzuq from the shadows. He has noticed something just off the ground by a livestock shack a few feet away: the moonlit glimmer of an undershirt. A man in his early twenties lies there, concealed in part by the hybrid shadow of a worn-out satellite dish on the rooftop and a cow head bobbing out of the window beneath it. From where I stand, I can smell the booze sweating out of his pores.

		Marzuq returns the door to its slot and motions his men to surround the boy. The woman opens the door again.

		“No!” she cries, grabbing hold of the door for dear life. She is losing her balance in the slick wet blur of her tears.

		The police make a human chain around the boy.

		“Yyaaawww!” the boy wails. They haven’t even touched him yet.

		Marzuq strikes the first blow—your basic kick in the shins. It is a signal to his boys, just an opening salvo.

		Susu flails his arms.

		Motioning his men to pitch in, Marzuq lands a bare fist in the boy’s stomach, provoking a murmur of dissatisfaction and a halfhearted clench of his left fist.

		The other cops join in: Susu’s left breast meets the cracked plastic rim of a club; the edge of his neck catches the tip of a rubber boot.

		“Yyaaawww!” he wails again.

		What’s he trying to say? I wonder. He lies there motionless, taking the hits like heavy rain. Maybe he is too drunk to feel any pain. Time seems to slow. His smell, his dirt, the brutality of his tormentors are all making my stomach swirl. His helplessness pains me, and I want to throw up.

		Other doors begin to open now; neighbors emerge to watch. Three cops continue kicking at Susu’s lower body while Marzuq and his subordinate move to pick him up by his arms and legs. They shake him and drag him down the lane as the crowd swells—three dozen, six dozen, a hundred or so. As the numbers grow, the policemen tighten their grip and make haste. Their focus on Susu dissolves and they scan the faces of the crowd with apparent unease. Some onlookers appear to flash anger and solidarity, others satisfaction.

		Out of nowhere a little boy in jeans and an ocher sweater points an accusing finger at me. “Who are you?” he demands. “What do you want with us?”

		I feel my heart beating in my neck.

		As the detectives approach the edge of the shantytown, a large contingent follows along. It falls to two policemen—the ones with free hands—to push the crowd away. “Go home!” they say over and over. One of them has a crack in his voice. “This is a matter of state security!”

		“What state security?” someone calls, taunting him.

		The cop pulls out his knife and raises it in the air, and nearly everyone draws back.

		Our designated driver races ahead to the front seat of the van and starts it up. This is no orderly arrest; it’s a getaway. The police hastily unlock the backseat and flop Susu like a fresh-caught fish onto the floor of the cage between the benches. He cringes, evidently pricked from head to toe by shards of sunflower-seed shells. His stench arrests the air we breathe. Everybody is silent—until I open my mouth.

		“Who is Susu?” I demand. “What did he do?”

		There is no immediate response.

		Moroccan law calls for an arrestee with health trouble or signs of injury to undergo a series of medical tests before his arraignment. The van speeds down a minefield of potholes into a residential area of run-down concrete housing, rusty satellite dishes, and laundry lines along the sidewalk. We approach the neighborhood of Dar Laman, home to the King Muhammad V Emergency Ward.

		Eventually, through the banged-up Plexiglas window that walls off the front seat from the cage, Marzuq puts his right hand on my shoulder and leans into me, as if to push off into the upper register of his voice. “This is a very dangerous man,” he says. “An evil man. He has been stealing for months and evading capture. He stole from homes, he stole from market stalls. Then yesterday in broad daylight, Susu committed a crime of cosmic proportions.”

		We veer right into a short corridor formed by two white walls, then slow through a blue metal gate. A weary flower grove and a green and red Moroccan flag at half-mast adorn a stubby hexagonal building with a double door directly ahead of us. The guards inside seem to know that a National Security van calls for a stretcher. They wheel one out and bring in Susu strapped down, flanked by police.

		“What did he do?” I ask the cop behind the wheel.

		“It was in the livestock market,” he says. “A man was leading away his sheep for the holiday, just walking it across the street to drive it home. Susu unsheathed his knife, and in full view of a Muslim crowd, he cut a gash across the sheep’s stomach, spilling its blood in vain.”

		The walls of the emergency ward are white, and perhaps eighty people cry out for attention. Pregnant mothers are wailing. Wounded men cry out unintelligibly. Three lonely doctors work the crowd.

		“Do you understand what that means to Moroccans and Muslims?” the cop goes on. “It is a crime against the Moroccan people, a crime against Islam. A mass crime, truly—like a serial killer. It is as if we are all his victims. And have no doubt that we are going to deliver him to justice.”

		I watch Marzuq find the doctor in charge and talk him through what he is about to examine. I can’t make out his words from across the hall. The doctor is smiling, nodding his head.

		“So what do you think of our service to the nation?” the officer asks me, beaming.

		There is no way to evade the question this time. I eyeball Susu on the stretcher—scratched and bruised, breathing fast, drowning in booze—and wonder what he thinks. I wonder what possessed him to attack a living paschal lamb before its ritual slaughter on the holiday of Eid al-Adha.

		“You brothers are true patriots,” I tell the policeman. “God be with you.”

		His teeth catch a glint of the fluorescent light along the ceiling. He puts his hand gently on the back of my neck. “Thanks, brother.”

		The cops are no angels. Neither am I. But for now, we’re working together.

		Out of the 195 or so countries in the world today, a few dozen are liberal democracies that aspire to justice for all, personal freedoms, and individual rights for their citizens—though some deliver on these commitments better than others, and my country, the United States, probably does not top the list. The rest, where most of the world’s people live, are dictatorships, autocracies, or failing states. Some of these governments espouse the same ideals mine does but do not begin to deliver on them, while others make no pretext of supporting them at all. Nearly everyone agrees that liberty and justice are good and desirable things, and Martin Luther King Jr. taught us to be optimistic that “the arc of the universe bends toward justice.” But what should be done to help make that prophecy come true—and who should be doing it?

		Eight years after the American-led toppling of Saddam Hussein, regime change of a different sort happened two thousand miles west of Baghdad, in the North African country of Tunisia. There was no invading army—and in the days of rioting that precipitated the fall of the Tunisian dictator, there were no familiar opposition groups at the helm, Islamist or otherwise. A street vendor, angry at the authorities for confiscating his wares, lit himself on fire. As the tale of the man’s victimization by government officials spread across the country, it hit a nerve, and tens of thousands of Tunisians braved police batons and gunfire to end the rule of their oppressor. They confronted, head-on, the dreaded security apparatus that had controlled the country with an iron fist for decades. It was both a fractious movement of social protest and a unified struggle to honor the death of an individual. In a region dominated by foreign powers and transnational movements, the Tunisian revolution demonstrated that the most profound change comes from within, and that the story of a simple man can eviscerate a police state. This sort of justice is no guarantee of justice for all. As the initial aftermath of the revolution has shown, the path toward a free and fair society is not straightforward. Then again, neither is the process of state building that follows military occupation, the aftereffects of which have proved costlier and bloodier.

		Tunisia, in turn, inspired waves of mass protest from Algeria to Yemen—notably in Egypt, the most populous Arab country and a center of the region’s politics and culture, ruled by a staunch (and notoriously corrupt) ally of the United States. In Cairo, as in Tunis, the groundswell of indignation was not engineered by proponents of an ideology. It stemmed from something messier: millions of personal stories of disaffection, each too humble to have ever been heard alone; an enraged population, conspiring to drown out the official narrative of the state. Every country this trend has reached, in one way or another, now faces the problem of renegotiating the relationship between the authority and its subjects.

		For the past few years I have been interested in the intersection of authoritarian states and the masses they patrol. The most poignant site of that intersection is a police precinct, where ordinary people viscerally encounter the power of their government. How cops treat citizens is a reflection of norms set by the upper echelons of their chain of command. How individual citizens respond to their treatment, or mistreatment, speaks to the capacity of the society to press its demands on the state. I decided to observe that interplay in order to see, from the ground, whether there might be a new way of achieving change from within—whether a government and its people, rather than strive to defeat each other, can somehow conspire to become a society. So I went to Morocco, a thousand miles due west of Tunisia, where social disaffection has also long been smoldering. Morocco is governed by a centuries-old monarchy, sturdier than the young military dictatorships that rule some of its neighbors. But of course, no regime is unbreakable.

		I arranged a meeting with a senior member of the domestic intelligence service known as the Directorate of Territorial Surveillance. He agreed to permit me embed-style access to a precinct of the Moroccan police for a period of four months in 2008. The arrangement was handled informally, which is not unusual in the Arab world. What is unusual—and remarkable—is that no stipulations were imposed on me, nor did the government ask to see what I wrote before its publication.

		Perhaps the Moroccan officials agreed to my request because they felt that in their policing they had something to show off. Or perhaps they felt they were showing off just by inviting a writer in, in the sense that no Arab state had ever before shown the openness to usher a writer into the midst of its security services over a sustained period of time. Either of those possibilities suited me well. I would have been very happy to find in the Moroccan police a model worth emulating by other developing countries and a benign attitude toward the population. At the same time, I was prepared for anything.

	
		TWO

		In bed that night after Susu’s arrest, I dream a police van is slicing through shantytown alleys too narrow for a donkey cart. Marzuq and his team leap out and smack slum youth with zeal. They finish off all the roughnecks in their precinct and still have enough pep left to drive across town and hunt a new culprit: me. Parking by a row of Lego-brick apartment houses, they shuffle out the back of the van to surround the building where I live. They drag me by the legs into the backseat cage, angry about some unspecified crime, and work me over with their fists. “What you did was unforgivable!” they yell.

		After a while the punches stop.

		“Now you’re going to pay.”

		The clubs are about to come down when I jump up from bed and catch my breath.

		Blinding sunlight glares off the mirror I face when I wake up in the morning. The window is open. The sounds of construction and rush-hour traffic mix in the distance, and I can hear Arabic briskly spoken by hard hats along the sidewalk a floor below me. I traipse into the kitchenette and switch on the electric water heater. I wash the peanut butter off one of the spoons in the sink and dump some sugar and instant coffee into a dark brown mug.

		It was no great joy to look a policeman in the eye and praise his service while a docile prisoner lay beaten up and writhing on a hospital stretcher. The cop had seemed so eager for my approval, so innocent in his presumption that I would flash a thumbs-up, I felt the need to give him what he wanted. I didn’t know what else to do. If instead I’d chastised him for the team’s abuse, he and his colleagues might start covering up in my presence—like Adam and Eve after biting from the apple. So I praised the man’s service to his kingdom, and he thanked me. But now I worry that my words of flattery will embolden him to behave even worse. I’m spinning in circles. Maybe the mundane brutality of an obscure shantytown arrest does not amount to a hill of beans in the grand scheme of Arab and Islamic affairs—unless of course your name is Susu, or you know enough about him to care about his wounds.

		I’m slightly underdressed in the sidewalk café near my apartment in the west Casablanca neighborhood of Ma’arif. My table is surrounded by men in button-down shirts sipping espresso shots in hot milk and puffing cigarettes together over the daily press, which they read with an air of detachment. I peer over my croissant and orange juice at my copy of Al-Sabah:

		CASABLANCA MAN KILLS STOREKEEPER WHO REFUSED TO LEND HIM A PACK OF CIGARETTES crows one headline in Arabic.

		‘HOLLYWOOD-STYLE’ BANK ROBBERIES ROIL CASABLANCA WITH DISTINCTIVE PROFESSIONALISM AND COORDINATION—A CHALLENGE TO THE SECURITY SERVICES says another.

		The front page isn’t only about crime. Martin Scorsese just accepted an honorary award at the Marrakesh Film Festival. The price of a paschal lamb is up this holiday season—a boon for rural farmers in the provinces, a crisis for rural migrants to the big city. The enemies of Morocco are reported to be beating the drums of war again on the Saharan front. I continue reading below the crease, however, and there it is again:

		POLICE ACCUSE A BARBER IN FEZ OF KIDNAPPING AND RAPE OF FIVE-YEAR-OLD BOY IN HIS OWN HAIR SALON.

		DETECTIVES LEARN IDENTITY OF KILLER OF MAN WHOSE BODY WAS DISCOVERED IN A LARGE BAG NEAR NIGHTCLUB ON CASABLANCA HIGHWAY.

		The sensational prose under each headline evokes the kind of black-and-white broadsheets that used to spin around and freeze-frame in old American gangster movies and creates the distinct impression that Casablanca, if not the whole of Morocco, is in the midst of a crime wave. I look up from the paper. The incongruous voice of Edith Piaf floats through the steamy smoke-filled air. A waiter in a bow tie winds his way toward me with a silver tray.

		“Journalist?” the waiter asks in French, pointing at my recording device.

		I nod.

		“Where you off to?”

		“Ayn Sabaa–Al-Hay al-Muhammadi,” I reply, naming the hyphenated precinct to which I have been attached.

		“Ah,” he says, “the other side of the world.”

		It is barely fifteen minutes due east, but he’s right: last night’s shantytown squalor and the humble neighborhoods that surround it feel an ocean away. So do the tortured expressions of the slum dwellers, the roughhousing of the sports fans, and the violence of my “embed” hosts—though to judge from complexion and features alone, any man in this breakfast café could be Susu the sheep slasher’s uncle. There is bitter conflict east of here, among the malcontents of a beleaguered population and between them and the agents of the state. The dapper waiter’s almond eyes burn golden, and I’m pinned by his knowing glare. What is he trying to tell me? He places a croissant on the table and drifts away. Maybe I need to relax. I’ve been in Morocco fifteen days.

		Casablanca was a tiny, plague-ravaged port town of a few thousand inhabitants, frequented by pirates, when around 1912 French forces designated it the economic capital of a new imperial Morocco. The army settled tens of thousands of Europeans behind the old stone walls they found here, and once space ran out, they extended the colony westward into new Parisian-style housing. Indigenous Jews, crammed in their historic ghetto in the center, were deemed useful to the empire as civil servants and interpreters. The empire needed manual labor, too: men to crush rocks in recently discovered phosphate mines, work the nascent food and textile factories, and build a railroad to move product to the port. For these responsibilities, they turned to the vast Arab Muslim population in rural areas to the east. They imported them to the city and settled them as close to their new jobs as possible, in tin-roofed shantytowns like the scene of last night’s hunt. For security reasons, between the workers’ squalid lodgings and the homes of their imperial taskmasters the French devised an invisible line.

		A century later, Casablanca is a vast metropolis. The French are all but gone, replaced in the economic hierarchy by new elite classes of Moroccans. But the shantytowns are still here, and so is the line. I’ve been all over the developing world, and no matter what other unique features distinguish the city I’m in, the line is always clearly marked. For now I’m living on the right side of it, to the west, but my work with the police will naturally bring me to its other side.

		In Morocco, you know you are driving west of the line when you see homes flatten out and spread in four directions and imperial palm trees shoot up pencil-thin, in perfect parallel rows, toward the cloud-flecked sky. Girls in miniskirts and sharp-dressed boys hold hands by eucalyptus groves at the fringes of enchanting public parks and make out in the shadow of nightclub lights that color the Atlantic shore. There is a neighborhood of majestic villas called “California” a short walk from the place I’m staying, named for its climate by the American troops who landed with General Patton in 1942. The Muhammad V Sports Complex where last night’s soccer match was played lies manicured and brightly lit each night, just down the street from my breakfast café. Art galleries and a five-screen surround-sound “Megarama” greet the crashing waves along the coast. Moving east toward the city center through the ritzy neighborhood of Anfa, five-star hotels and eateries spill into a broad commercial hub. White buildings thicken and grow a dozen stories tall, the logos of foreign companies strewn against the emerging skyline. Across the street from a line of rambling office buildings and sidewalk cafés, a coffee-colored stone clock tower built by the former occupiers looms over the medieval city’s heavy stone wall. Historic keyhole-shaped Marrakesh Gate, which used to lock in the Jewish ghetto, leaks beggars and hustlers now, prostitutes and pushers, in green, orange, and brown robes. You have come to the border.

		The line is a thick physical and psychological buffer zone of forbidding structures: a bleak civil prison, three cemeteries, a municipal butchery and livestock market, and a sprawling, razor-wire-tipped military base named Jankeer, Moroccan slang for a demon, on either side of the railroad tracks that slice the city roughly down the middle. A long industrial strip of factories and warehouses shields west from east behind a maze of iron gates and noisy machinery, shrouded at times in thick black smoke.

		Just beyond the smoke lies the other side of the world.

		Here, the air is literally harder to breathe. It is policed, like the rest of urban Morocco, by myriad security and intelligence services—their names, uniforms, and division of labor a further bequest of the state’s European forebears. The General Police, who wear blue and white, are supposed to manage vehicular and animal traffic, break up street fights, and deter muggers and carjackers during their daily neighborhood patrols. The Auxiliary Forces wear green fatigues and share responsibility for the security of some government installations as well as the teeming open-air markets, where a rigged scale or a turf war among butchers has been known to send meat cleavers flying. Neither of these police divisions has much to do with violent crime of a political or religious nature, unless it happens to erupt in plain sight. Neither division, for that matter, has any investigative capacity whatever. On the other side of the security spectrum, by contrast, the plainclothes Public Intelligence Police have a free hand to infiltrate mosques, political parties, student groups, and gangs—and to build files on the citizenry, one ideologue at a time. The PIP, in turn, is but a poor man’s cousin to the more powerful Directorate of Territorial Surveillance, a full-on domestic intelligence agency, reputedly with spies inside slums and government offices, beyond the borders of the kingdom, and within the security services themselves.

		Beneath the lofty realm of intelligence agents and above the small-time patrols of the uniformed police lies the large, plainclothes detective cadre to which I have been affixed: the Judiciary Police. Like the American FBI, they gather evidence, interrogate witnesses, apprehend suspects, and arraign the alleged perpetrators of “grand crimes.” That is a loose designation, roughly equivalent to a felony, which theoretically crams terrorism, drug offenses, and illegal immigration into a file cabinet with robbery, rape, and murder. Their jurisdiction spans the kingdom, though in practice all but the elite units are linked to the terrain of one precinct each. I use the word “precinct,” though in the case of Casablanca it denotes a larger territory than, say, an American urban precinct, and the very concept of a precinct bears refining before it can be neatly grafted onto an Arab city. My precinct, the fifth of seven citywide, has a reputation for packing the entire range of Moroccan criminality into a few square miles.

		Before I left for Morocco, I got the lay of the land from a friend who studies global trends in violence for a living. While the government here is a moderate, constructive player in the politics of North Africa and the Middle East, the country is also an international hub for terrorists and drug cartels.

		The criminals who garner the most attention, Moroccan jihadists, have proved themselves to pose a lethal threat both within the country and beyond its borders. The Moroccan Islamic Combatant Group, an al-Qaeda affiliate established by Moroccan veterans of the jihad in Afghanistan, took credit for serial suicide bombings in Casablanca in 2003 that claimed forty-five lives. A year later, the organization struck in the Spanish capital of Madrid, in subway bombings that left two hundred people dead and a thousand wounded. It is an elusive and murky organization, composed of autonomous cells in Morocco, Europe, and various Muslim countries, each with a local leadership that has been difficult to identify and thwart. The group aims to topple the government in Morocco by undermining domestic security and damaging its Western allies—with the ultimate goal of supplanting the kingdom with an Islamist regime. It has drawn foot soldiers not only from the ranks of the urban poor but also from among the gainfully employed. It is responsible for dispatching dozens of suicide bombers to Iraq, Afghanistan, and other places where the fight is on against American or Western troops. And it is only one of several jihadist groups operating inside the kingdom today.

		Meanwhile, the northern tip of the country between the Rif mountains and the Mediterranean Sea is the home base of a massive industry for the cultivation and export of cannabis resin, commonly known as hashish. At this writing, 760,000 Moroccans in the region’s villages live off cannabis cultivation—yielding $13 billion in revenues annually and making Morocco the largest producer and exporter of cannabis resin on earth. Using Spain as a key transfer point for illegal shipments of drugs, the product is moved via speedboats, fishing boats, yachts, and trucks into Belgium, France, Italy, the Netherlands, and numerous other destinations across the European continent. These well-established trafficking routes have caught the attention of Latin American drug cartels, which have begun to smuggle cocaine and heroin into Europe via Morocco as well. Romanian and Russian crime organizations have also been traced to Moroccan soil, making the kingdom both a point of origin and a significant transit point for the global drug trade.

		When organized crime and terrorism come together, the potential to destabilize a country is enormous. Witness Ansar al-Mahdi, a local jihadist organization independent of al-Qaeda. The group’s charismatic leader met with drug barons in the country’s north and made plans to open an explosives factory and a training camp for firearms with their support. Drug barons apparently found it appealing to use Islam as a cover for their crime operations; the chaos of an insurgency would create the perfect environment for them to run their business. For the leader of Ansar al-Mahdi, the alliance with drug lords fit into his broader scheme of combining his ideological ambitions with criminal activity. He had previously hatched a plot to rob banks and armored transport vehicles to help fund his movement, and when he was busted, he made use of his two-year stint in prison to recruit hardened criminals to assist him after their release.

		He was not alone among Moroccan jihadists in devising such strategies. An even more ambitious group of criminal Islamists was the Belliraj organization, a broad-based conspiracy broken up in 2008. Belliraj funded its operations using professional thieves all over the world. Its supporters robbed an armored truck in Luxembourg, making off with 17.5 million euros; they stole gold jewelry in Belgium and melted it in Morocco for resale. Most disturbingly, the Belliraj network arranged a quid pro quo with Latin American cocaine traffickers to provide security for its drug operations in Morocco in exchange for money.

		In other words, terrorism has gotten complicated. The anger and frustration of urban poverty still spawns jihadist operations, but so do a host of other factors—some ideological, some purely criminal. According to Morocco’s interior ministry, the Belliraj organization drew its recruits from all levels of Moroccan society. The secretaries general of two political parties were implicated in the conspiracy, as well as successful businessmen, a university professor, pharmacists, travel agents—and, of greatest concern, a police captain. The Ansar al-Mahdi group managed to lure into its network several women who lived in the upscale Casablanca neighborhood of Anfa. Two were married to pilots in the national airline—an alarming potential threat for obvious reasons. At least five members of the armed forces had joined the organization. For Morocco’s kingdom, which survived two bloody coup attempts by military officers in 1971 and 1972, the infiltration of the armed forces by jihadists is a big deal. Nor are terrorists the only criminal element to have penetrated the security establishment in Morocco. In 2006, authorities arrested the head of security at Morocco’s royal palaces. He was tried and convicted of colluding with a drug lord during his seven-year stint as head of the Judiciary Police in Tangier. Several high-ranking military officials have also been imprisoned for their collaboration with the cannabis underworld.

		Moroccan security is a vexing undertaking—more complex for the commingling of terrorism and drugs, and more dangerous for the fact that the security services themselves have been compromised. The problems are emblematic of new battles being fought in developing countries around the world—from Latin America and the Caribbean, where drug cartels flourish, to jihadi battlegrounds to the east, where the gravest threats no longer come from enemy states, but from nonstate actors that thrive on weakness and chaos. The security services are battling not invaders, but factions of their own populations whose allegiance lies elsewhere, people who would love nothing more than for the state to fail and anarchy to be unleashed. Common homicide, to judge from the screaming headlines I read this morning, may also be on the rise—but the Directorate of National Security has other, more pressing concerns.

		Late December rain is pouring outside the glass windows of the sidewalk café, and palm tree shadows sail gray over diesel traffic. I hail a fire-engine red Peugeot “petit taxi” and, once inside, watch the city hide its skyline behind block after block of white concrete apartment buildings. Satellite dishes lie prostrate in clusters on every rooftop, now hosed down by the cold rain.

		“My Iraqi brother!” cries the man behind the wheel, smiling broadly into the rearview mirror. “Brother in God, brother in blood!”

		He has noticed that I speak Arabic with an Iraqi accent and figures he knows the rest. I wasn’t exactly born with this accent, but it’s strong enough that he wouldn’t be able to guess that.

		“O Iraq, land of Saddam, land of manhood! Your martyred leader Saddam is our hero, brother, God have mercy on his soul! God destroy the enemies of Iraq, enemies of the Arab and Islamic nation: the Americans, the Jews, the effeminate among the Arabs! God make Iraq a graveyard for their children!”

		He rockets northeast off a shopping strip on Gandhi Boulevard, windshield wipers squeaking, then slows into the mire of traffic that swells the neighborhood of Anfa.

		“They said they came to bring democracy to Iraq,” the driver goes on. “See the rivers of blood they brought with their false democracy, brother. And they killed Saddam, the only man fit to rule Iraq since the days of al-Hajjaj!” He proceeds to quote a poem attributed to the latter, a bloodthirsty eighth-century governor in Baghdad. It rhymes in Arabic: “O people of Iraq, people of treachery and hypocrisy … I can see ambitious eyes, long necks, and ripened heads, so it is time to harvest them. Indeed, it is I who will cut them off!”

		The Arabic language, as spoken today by rich and poor alike, brims with poetic references and poignant tropes from a bygone age. Most of them are beautiful and wise, but more than a few speak to a vision of the world that is torturous and stark.

		“Am I right about this world, brother?” he asks. “A strong people need a strong ruler, do they not?”

		There is only one acceptable answer—the one I always give, from North Africa clear across to the balmy waters of the Persian Gulf: “Of course, my brother. I know that you are right.”

		“Don’t worry, my dear one,” the driver assures me. He goes on to quote the prophet Muhammad: “On the hour of judgment the Muslims will fight the Jews and kill them, until the Jews will hide behind the stone and the tree, and even the stone and the tree will say, ‘O Muslim! O servant of God! There is a Jew behind me, come and kill him!’ ”

		I am numb, by now, to this golden oldie. I ask the man to turn on his radio.

		At length, beyond a gas station and a row of oil-stained body shops on Émile Zola Street, we reach an angular gray and white three-story building with long, narrow slits for windows. A bilingual sign hangs over the second floor, French script in green, Arabic in red: GREATER CASABLANCA SECURITY SECTOR—JUDICIARY POLICE DIVISION.

		I count out the man’s fare and make off out the door and up nine concrete steps into a pasty-white first-floor landing. An Auxiliary Forces private in green fatigues salutes, guarding the entryway from behind a white linoleum bar. He asks for an ID card. On a long linoleum bench built into the side wall, an elderly woman sits weeping softly.

		I am just about to hand the guard my passport when a handsome man in his early forties pops his head out the leather-cushion-padded door of the frontmost office. He is clean shaven, hair slicked back, and wears a snazzy yellow leather jacket over a half-unbuttoned dress shirt. The woman half-rises to approach him, only to sit down again when he fails to meet her eye.

		“Welcome home!” he tells me, putting his arm around the uniformed private’s shoulders. “So he asked you for ID, eh? Come on in.”

		Lieutenant Mustafa Sharqawi, the chief of the Judiciary Police Precinct 5, motions me to follow behind him.

		An oversized desk at the far end of his office sits beneath two regulation portraits hanging overhead: King Muhammad VI sipping mint tea, and his late father, Hasan II, peering inscrutably off-camera. There is a refrigerator with sodas in one corner, a telex machine with screaming instructions from central command in the other. I take my seat next to a small adjoining table where a box of Romeo and Juliet Havanas sits next to a yellow porcelain ashtray with three grooved cigar rests, shining spotless.

		Three hundred middle-aged pounds with a bald head extends his hand from across the table, beaming at me already.

		“Lieutenant Abd al-Jabbar,” Sharqawi says, “my esteemed deputy.”

		A mobile phone on the desk rings. The chief nixes it with his thumb. “So how many pages of material you think you have so far?” he asks, and grins into his phone, scanning text messages.

		My mouth malfunctions and nothing much comes out.

		“You know,” Abd al-Jabbar volunteers, “all of us here at Precinct Five, all of us work for a hero.”

		“God have mercy on your parents, brother Abd al-Jabbar!” the chief cuts in, raising his voice. “God have mercy on your parents!”

		“Don’t let him stop me from telling you,” the deputy insists. “Don’t let him stop me! He’s the hero of Hay Farah!”

		Sharqawi dribbles the air beneath his right hand to tone the lieutenant down, and it seems to work. Somebody knocks at the door. It’s the elderly woman from out front. The chief waves the petitioner off with the back of his left hand. Granted a moment of peace, he gives me a long hard stare. “So what do you think of Casablanca?” he asks. “Is it safe from crime or what?”

		“Well,” I begin to say, “I do love Casablanca, but you know—”

		“Stick around here and months from now, I guarantee you will not have found the sort of crime you see in Western cities, or most Arab countries. For one thing, we have gun control, so already you know that the murder rate is going to be lower. Second of all, we have very simple people here, with very simple needs. Simple, poor, uncomplicated people.”

		“Some of them are Islamist militants, no?” I ask him.

		“Very rare!” he nearly shouts. “Very rare!”

		“That whole issue is exaggerated,” the deputy adds.

		“When a man kills somebody around here,” the chief says, “usually either he is drunk or on drugs or he has worked very, very hard to make that man dead because he had to do it with a rock or a stick or something. A knife. Last week down the road, for example.”

		“It was a stick,” Abd al-Jabbar interjects.

		Sharqawi clenches the space between his eyebrows and aims it straight at the deputy’s big mouth. My mind’s eye, meanwhile, conjures a bloody stick, the primal weapon.

		“Not only do we work to deny the criminal the essential weapons of his craft,” he goes on, “but the knights of law enforcement are very strong, very patriotic, and we have informants everywhere. Also”—he pats his hand on a small pile of thick paperback books—“now we have the rule of law. You know what is the rule of law, I think.”

		I can make out the Arabic titles along each spine. They are in fact books of law: a new edition of the Moroccan penal code, a slimmer volume about the laws governing media and reporting, and a book on the security services and their prescribed powers.

		“We have the rule of law, and we have human rights. Human rights is something that we in the Judiciary Police cherish very highly.”

		“You were saying a murder happened down the road last week?” I ask.

		He waves the back of his
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