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For Eve, Elisa, Alexandra and Sarah.
And for my brave Arab friends who are living the struggle for human rights and democracy.


Here is a people turning

their very faces to the hoofs.

Here is a land humiliated

like a coward’s house.

Who shall

tender us a bird, just

a bird?

Just a tree?

Who shall teach us

the alphabet of air?

We wait

at the crossroads.

We watch the sand

submerge our beacons.

The sun

disintegrates within the wrinkles

of our hands.

O my country . . .

Your skin is a lizard’s.

Your perfume

is the stench of rubber scorched.

Your sunrise is a weeping bat.

You bring such holocausts

to birth.

You give your breasts

to vermin.

   —ADONIS (THE PEN NAME OF ALI AHMED SAID) FROM “REMEMBERING THE FIRST CENTURY,” COLLECTED IN THE PAGES OF DAY AND NIGHT, TRANSLATED FROM THE ARABIC BY SAMUEL HAZO; PUBLISHED 1994 BY THE MARLBORO PRESS


Prologue

The Coyote Investment building was a gray concrete block at the west end of Knightsbridge, with small, beady-eyed windows that shielded the interior from view. There was a revolving door at the front that was always locked, forcing people to use the narrow door that passed by the security desk. The only color on the facade was a rust-red stain that trickled down from the ledges and downspouts, so that, at a quick glance, it looked almost as if blood were seeping out from inside the walls. It was the sort of place most Londoners wouldn’t have entered unless they had some business there, and then only for the time required. Late one Saturday evening, a black Daimler limousine pulled up in front of this forbidding building. A gray-haired Arab gentleman in a tuxedo emerged from the backseat and took the elevator to his office on the fifth floor, where he began making phone calls. His name was Nasir Hammoud. He owned the building and a great deal else, besides. But on this particular evening in March, he had a problem. His first call was to his chief of security.

“There has been an accident,” Mr. Hammoud informed the security man when he arrived twenty minutes later. “At my house in the country. A woman got hurt.” He talked slowly, holding on to each word as if he could control its effect on the listener. He was not used to accidents. As he spoke, he brushed an invisible piece of lint off the silk lapel of his jacket.

The Arab gentleman’s face was as carefully contrived as his evening dress. The features in themselves were unmemorable: square cheeks, a broad nose with a slight hook toward the bottom, a weak chin. But the face had an unnatural glow, at once rosy and pale, as if he had just come off an embalming table. The skin was too smooth, as in a retouched photo. The teeth had a shiny, sharpened look, and the fingernails were freshly manicured. There were traces of a recent scar on one cheek, but it had been repaired so artfully that in the evening light, it was almost invisible. The only feature that appeared untouched by the cosmetic arts were the eyes, which focused down to sharp black points. It was this combination—of effete, almost feminine, grooming and the raw savagery that shined out from his eyes—that gave Nasir Hammoud an air of calculated cruelty.

“Ya sidi,” assented the chief of security. Oh, sir. He bowed ever so slightly.

“I have been here in London all day,” Hammoud continued. “The chauffeur brought me to the office. I heard about this . . . accident on the telephone.”

“Ya rayess!” said the chief of security. Oh, my president! He was an Iraqi-Armenian by the name of Sarkis, known to everyone but Mr. Hammoud as Professor Sarkis.

“I want you to do something for me, please,” said Hammoud.

“Ya amir!” answered Sarkis, approaching the desk. Oh, my prince! The chief of security was an angular man, with sallow cheeks and a huge nose that overwhelmed the rest of his face and made him look like a Levantine version of a tropical bird. He leaned toward Mr. Hammoud. “Should I call a doctor?” he asked.

“No!” said Hammoud. “No doctor.”

“Should I call an ambulance?”

“Phhh!” said Hammoud, gesturing with his hand as if he were brushing away another piece of lint.

“What would you like me to do, then, sidi?”

Hammoud walked to the safe behind him. He opened it and carefully counted out fifty thousand pounds from the cash drawer. When he was done, he put the money in a manila envelope, scribbled an address on it, and handed it to Sarkis.

“Tomorrow morning,” he said, “I want you to go to this man and give the envelope to him. Him only. He is a police chief. Tell him the money is for a reward. For information about who killed the woman. Tell him I am very sorry about the news. Tell him I was in London all weekend.”

Sarkis bowed and took the envelope. “She is dead, sidi?”

Hammoud didn’t answer. He had already picked up the phone to make another call. He was an immensely controlled man who had momentarily lost that control, and he wanted to reestablish it as quickly as possible. A few moments later he turned on the computer screen on his desk to begin sending messages to his traders around the world about the positions he wanted them to take when the markets opened on Monday. Professor Sarkis let himself out the door and headed to Berkshire to tidy things up.

*

Even in the small world of Arab London, Nasir Hammoud was something of a mystery. It was whispered among the Iraqi exiles that when he was a young man in Baghdad, he had killed a man by pounding nails into his head. But that was a long time ago, and nobody remembered the details. Now Nasir Hammoud owned a steel mill in Spain, and an electronics factory in Lyons, and a real estate company in New York, and a construction company in Turin. He was rich—famously rich, with assets worth billions of dollars. But no one seemed to know much about him or where his money came from.

Rumor had it that Mr. Hammoud was friendly with the Ruler in Baghdad, and that this was the real source of his riches. But people always said that about wealthy Arabs. They imagined that money fell from the sky into the hands of the Ruler and then into the hands of his friends. That made them envious—these jahal, as Mr. Hammoud called them—the ignorant ones who wanted money without earning it. So they made up stories about successful people such as Mr. Hammoud. It was envy, no more than that, Mr. Hammoud told his friends. Pure envy.

Like so many wealthy men of the East, Mr. Hammoud had come to London with the idea of settling down. It was messy back home in Baghdad. The Time of the Wars had passed, but the leaders there were still wearing military uniforms and commissioning heroic poems about themselves and pounding nails into the heads of their enemies. Mr. Hammoud had had enough of that. So he had made his way west, via France and Belgium and Switzerland, and with each move his bank account had grown larger and his origins more obscure.

He was a neat, compact man who, as he grew older, had become neater and more fastidious. When he moved to London a few years before, one of the first things he had done was visit a tailor and order a half-dozen suits, each with a pinched waist and a break in the trousers, just so. In his new clothes, he looked like any other wealthy international businessman. London, Paris, Hong Kong, Berlin—what did it matter? With a good tan and a new suit, everyone looked the same.

Although he was rumored to own a dozen or more subsidiaries, Mr. Hammoud operated through his holding company, Coyote Investment. The name led the few people who had heard of it to assume that it was an American concern, headquartered perhaps in Houston or Denver. But it was actually registered in Europe, and its money, to the extent anyone knew its origins, appeared to be Iraqi. The Arabs politely call this sort of deliberate deception taqqiyya. For Mr. Hammoud, it had become a management principle.

The layout of Coyote Investment’s offices on Knightsbridge reflected Mr. Hammoud’s passion for secrecy. He had, in effect, divided the company into two parts: one for the public and one that was real. Leaving the elevators on the fifth floor, a visitor would see a brightly lit reception area on his right and a large sign that said COYOTE, with a picture of a wolf-like animal drawn next to the name. This was the company’s public entrance, and through its double doors lay the offices of the vice presidents for investor relations, corporate communications and personnel. These executives were all British. Mr. Hammoud provided them with memberships in London clubs and Bentley sedans and paid them handsome salaries to represent him in the London financial world. They appeared to be powerful, but they were not. They were decoys.

The real power lay to the left of the elevator block, down a dimly lit passageway that led to the accounting department. It could be entered only by punching a special code into an electronic lock. This was the domain of the silent ones, the Iraqi “trusted employees” who made up the inner circle of the company. To visitors, the accounting department looked very modest indeed. The desks and file cabinets were simple gray metal, the drapes smelled of mildew and cigarette smoke, and the carpets were stained and threadbare. But it was here that the real business of Coyote Investment was done. The Arab employees embraced the corporate structure instinctively. In the East, it was understood that wealth and power were things to be hidden. What was visible usually was not real.

Mr. Hammoud’s large corner office straddled the two sides of his company, and the office had two doors. The public door opened onto a spacious waiting room and a bonny, big-breasted British secretary. The private door opened onto an ill-lit warren of paper occupied by Professor Sarkis, who doubled as the chief of the accounting department. He was the only person, other than Mr. Hammoud, who had a full grasp of the company’s operations. But it wasn’t clear that even he knew all the secrets.


Part 1
THE AGE OF IGNORANCE


1

Samuel Hoffman knew he had made a mistake the moment the man entered his office. The visitor was a Filipino in his mid-twenties, with bad teeth jutting out in different directions like a mislaid picket fence and eyes that darted back and forth, avoiding contact. He had a rosary clutched in one hand and a worn photograph in the other. And he was crying. Not a loud wail, but the suppressed sniffling of someone who seemed to feel unworthy even of his own tears. A man at the Philippine embassy had told him to come, he stammered. He needed help, please. Hoffman wished he had never let him upstairs.

“Five minutes,” said Hoffman, looking at his watch. “No more.”

Hoffman retreated to the bedroom behind his office and returned with a lit cigarette. He was a solidly built man in his early thirties, not quite six feet, with a narrow face and dark, intense eyes, and he moved about the room with the restlessness of a zoo animal that needed a bigger cage. He was dressed that day in his usual uniform of a gray suit and an open-necked blue shirt. That was his only eccentricity—the fact that he always wore a suit and never wore a tie. He seemed, as a result, to be perpetually overdressed, or under dressed, but never in between. It was part of what made him seem unfinished, a work in progress.

Hoffman stubbed his cigarette in the ashtray after two puffs and looked at the handwritten card the Filipino had given him when he arrived, with the words “Ramon Pinta” in neat block letters. There was no address or phone number. He wondered for a moment who at the Philippine embassy had sent him, and then remembered the businessman from Manila whose brother, a Roman Catholic priest, had disappeared in Saudi Arabia. Hoffman hadn’t found the priest, but he had tried. And now this little man with the handwritten card was sitting across the desk, looking as if he were about to implode from fear.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Pinta?” asked Hoffman, hoping the answer was “nothing.”

“Please,” said the Filipino, clearing his throat to give himself courage. He leaned toward Hoffman and offered him the picture he had been holding in his right hand. He held it outstretched, imploringly, until his hand began to shake.

Hoffman reluctantly took the photograph. It showed a Philippine woman in her early twenties, with large, watchful eyes, prominent cheekbones and neatly curled hair. She was wearing a uniform—black dress with a white apron—and looked like she might be a maid at a fancy West End hotel. It was like a First Communion picture. Her mouth was open slightly, expectantly. A small, gold crucifix hung from her neck.

“My wife,” the man said, pointing to the picture. He was sniffling more loudly. Hoffman handed him a box of Kleenex from atop his desk. The young man blew his nose and placed the tissue up his sleeve for later use. He stared at the floor for a moment, as if summoning strength for what he was about to do, and then looked Hoffman in the eye. He removed another photograph from his coat pocket and handed it across the desk, facedown.

The room was still. The London traffic outside was a hum, barely audible through the window. The cursor on Hoffman’s computer screen was blinking in perfect regularity, one pulse per second, waiting for him to resume the report he had been drafting for a client in New York. The law books sat at attention on the edge of his shelves: spines firm, pages crisp, ready for the next foray. It was a world of plans and expectations, frozen momentarily in time, in the instant before it collided with another world, previously unseen. Hoffman looked at his watch again. How could he get rid of this damned Filipino?

Hoffman turned the picture over carefully. When he saw the lurid, flash-lit color, he winced. It was a police photograph, taken at a crime scene, and it showed a woman’s body lying on the grass. She was naked, except for her brassiere. There were bruises on her face, and blood had crusted around her pubic hair and along her thigh. A pair of panties had been stuffed in her mouth. It appeared from the blue-brown hue of the body that she had been dead for some hours by the time the photograph had been taken. But the face was still recognizable. Hoffman shook his head. He wished, again and with greater conviction, that he hadn’t let the Filipino come upstairs. Now he would have to say something.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured, turning the photograph over to hide the woman’s nakedness and pushing it back across the desk. The young man let it lie there, as he struggled with his emotions. The sniffles became louder, and in a moment his head was buried in his hands. The rosary beads fell to the floor. They were the wretched of the earth, the Filipinos, thought Hoffman. The doormats on whom the rich and powerful scraped the mud from their shoes.

“Get a grip on yourself,” he said, handing Pinta the box of Kleenex again. That didn’t work, so he walked over to the young man and put a hand on his shoulder. “Come on. I’m sorry about your wife. What do you want me to do?”

“Please, Mr. Hoffman,” said the Filipino. He had put his palms together prayerfully. “I want to hire you.”

“To do what?” asked Hoffman.

“To find the man who killed her.”

Hoffman shook his head. He was a rationalist. He lived in a world of books and reports. He was not in the redemption business.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “but I don’t do that kind of work. Whoever told you at the embassy that I work on homicides was mistaken. I’m a financial investigator. I investigate companies. Projects. Investors. Business. See?” He pointed to his bookshelves, stacked with law books, commercial codes, investment guides. “I don’t do murders.”

“But this will be easy for you to investigate, sir.” A glint of revenge was shining in his sad eyes. “Because I know who did it.”

“You do?”

“Yes, sir, I do. He is an Arab businessman. My wife and I worked for him. She was the maid. I was the cook.”

Hoffman arched his eyebrows. “You have any proof?”

“Myself only, sir. I was there when they found her body. It was in a field near his house in the country. He said he was away that weekend, and his friends lied for him. But I know he was there, because I saw him. He wanted a woman. . . .” He stopped, in shame and sadness, and then realized that he had forgotten the most important detail. “The name of this man is Nasir Hammoud.”

“I see,” said Hoffman. He had heard the name before, but he couldn’t remember where. He looked at his watch once again. A few more minutes and he would get rid of the poor man.

“He was always looking at my wife, sir,” the Filipino continued, “but she was always ignoring him. I think he got angry.” He turned away again.

Hoffman nodded. “What does this Nasir Hammoud do?” he asked.

“He is a very big businessman, sir. From Iraq. He is richer than anyone, and he doesn’t care what he does to other people. He has a company in London, which buys other companies. Perhaps you have heard of it?”

“What’s it called?”

“Coyote Investment, sir.” His eyes brightened as he sensed that Hoffman, despite himself, was becoming interested.

“Is that so?” Hoffman remembered now where he had heard Hammoud’s name. There had been a deal for a tire factory in Portugal a few months before. The factory had been sold for eighty million dollars, and the buyer turned out to be an Iraqi businessman nobody had ever heard of, named Hammoud. At the time, Hoffman had made a mental note that he should find out more about this new player in the Arab financial game, and then had forgotten about it.

“Yes, sir, Coyote Investment. And he has many other companies, everywhere. That’s why he doesn’t care what he does. He is too rich.”

The young man’s narrative was interrupted, suddenly, by the sound of a motorcycle roaring up North Audley Street, and a car honking its horn in protest. The noise burst the bubble that, for a moment, had enclosed the two men. Hoffman looked out the window. Across the street, two men in boxy suits were talking. One of them was looking up at Hoffman’s building. They looked bored. Hoffman turned back to his visitor.

“This is all very interesting, Mr. Pinta. But like I said, I don’t do murders. Tell the police. Let them investigate. That’s their job.”

“I told the police, sir,” he said quietly, “and they have done nothing. I told them two weeks ago, and they do not even want to talk to me. They say that Mr. Hammoud is not a suspect in the murder of my wife, and they are looking for clues, but so far they do not have anything, and they are very sorry but what can they do? They don’t care. He is a rich Arab, and I am a poor Filipino. So you see? That is why I have come to you.”

“Don’t be silly. The police will investigate. This is England. They have laws here.”

“Not for people like Mr. Hammoud. Like I told you, sir, the police don’t want to hear nothing about Mr. Hammoud. They keep telling me that he is a very important person, and a friend of this one and that one, and if I have any more questions I should go to the Philippine embassy. I tell you, sir, they are afraid of him. So you must help me to find some information to give the police. Otherwise, there is no hope.” He nodded toward the picture of his dead wife, still laying facedown atop the desk. “No hope.”

Hoffman looked at him scrunched up in the big chair across the desk, trying to take up as little space as possible. He reminded Hoffman of a pet guinea pig he had owned when he was a boy, whose only survival skill had been to hide. It was impossible not to feel sorry for this young widower or to want to do something to help him.

“I’ll tell you what,” said Hoffman. “Let me see if I can find anything about Hammoud’s business in one of my directories. It will only take a minute. But that’s all I can do, I’m afraid. Then I have to get back to work. Would that help?”

“Oh, yes, sir,” nodded the young man. “That would be very helpful, I think. If you find something bad about his business, then maybe the police will listen to me. Maybe so.”

Hoffman went to his bookshelves and pulled down a fat volume that listed all the companies that were registered in Britain. He opened it to the Cs and hunted for Coyote, turning the pages back and forth several times. “That’s odd,” he said. “It’s not listed.” He returned to the shelves and took another, even fatter volume that included all companies that had offices in Britain, regardless of where they were officially based.

“Here it is,” he said after a few moments. “Coyote Investment, Societe Anonyme. Registered in Geneva. Chairman and president, N. H. Hammoud. Four other directors, all with French names. Revenues, not available. Profits, not available. London office on Knightsbridge. Not a bad address for a company nobody has heard of. But it’s not much to go on, I’m afraid.”

“No?” The young man was still wide-eyed, expecting Hoffman to find some gem of knowledge among his investment guides and legal tomes that would crack the case.

“No,” said Hoffman. “This man Hammoud obviously works hard at keeping his business secret. I heard he bought a factory in Portugal a few months ago, but I’m not even sure about that. Sorry. I wish I could tell you more.”

“Nothing else in those books?”

Hoffman shook his head. He was disappointed himself. Hammoud was the sort of person that interested him, an Arab businessman with lots of money and a fetish for privacy. Hoffman had built a modest busines penetrating the secrets of people like that. “Sorry,” he said again.

“But maybe you could find out some more, if you investigate.”

“Maybe. But you can’t afford to hire me, Mr. Pinta. Honestly. I do my work for big companies, not for cooks. I’m expensive.”

Ramon Pinta sat up in his chair and straightened his shoulders. He was offended by the reference to his profession. “Sir, whatever you cost, I will pay. They tell me at the embassy that you are the best man in London for this job, so I come here to hire you, and that is what I am going to do. Please.”

Hoffman laughed. He had to admire the little man’s persistence. “But they were wrong at the embassy, Mr. Pinta. As you can see, I’m useless. Try the police again.”

“Please, sir.” His palms were together again. Hoffman was afraid he would get down on his knees and beg if he didn’t do something. He had wasted too much time already with this Filipino houseboy. The only way to get rid of him was to say yes.

“Look,” said Hoffman. “I’ll ask a few questions about Hammoud. See what I can find out. Okay?”

Ramon’s mouth fell open as if he were about to sing for joy. “Yes, sir! Okay. How much money, please?”

“Nothing. It’s free. Whatever I find out about Hammoud will be helpful for me, too, so let’s forget about money. It’s the least I can do for your wife.”

“I want to pay, sir, like anyone else.” His dignity was still offended.

“We’ll talk about it later, all right? Now it’s time for you to go, because I have other work to do.” Hoffman rose from his chair. Ramon stared up worshipfully at his new friend and protector.

“We shake on it, then? No money. A handshake is enough, because this is England.”

Hoffman nodded. He extended his hand and thought, as he did so, that perhaps he should have taken some money. That way, Mr. Pinta would merely be another client. The young man shook Hoffman’s hand solemnly. Now it was official.

“One more thing,” said Hoffman. “Do you know anyone who works for Hammoud who might talk to me about how he does business? That would help. If I’m going to ask questions, I need someplace to start.”

“Not really, sir,” said Ramon. “The people who work for him are all Arabs, too. They would not help.” He stopped and thought a moment. “Except maybe for one person.”

“And who is that?”

“A woman who works at Coyote Investment. She was the only person who wrote to me after my wife died. I still have her letter. You want to see it?”

“Yes, please,” said Hoffman.

Ramon removed a crumpled piece of notepaper from his wallet and handed it over. It was a simple, two-sentence letter of condolence, expressing sorrow at the death of his wife. The writer said that she could sympathize because she had lost both of her parents. The letter was signed “Lina Alwan.” There was no return address. Hoffman wrote the name in a notebook and handed the letter back to Ramon.

“Thank you, sir,” said the young man.

“Wait a minute. How can I reach you if I find out anything?”

“I do not have a phone, sir. Or an address. I am sorry.”

“So how will we communicate?”

“I will call you, sir.”

Hoffman just nodded, with no sense that this might be the last time he would ever see the little man with the bad teeth. “Give me a few days, okay? And I’m not promising anything. Understand?”

“Thank you, sir,” repeated Ramon. He was still walking on air.

Enough! Hoffman put his hand on the little man’s shoulder and steered him toward the door. As they walked past the window, Hoffman saw the two men in boxy suits still standing across the street. This time, they were both looking up at his building. “Who the hell are they?” muttered Hoffman to himself. Ramon Pinta’s eyes followed Hoffman’s down to the street.

“Oh, sir!” he said sharply, reaching for Hoffman’s arm. “I know them.” He pointed down below to the two men. His hand was trembling.

“Who are they?” Hoffman repeated, studying the two men through the tinted glass.

“They work for Mr. Hammoud.”

“What are they doing here?” asked Hoffman. But he knew the answer.

“I think they are following me, sir.”

Hoffman shook his head. “Shit,” he said. Now he really would have to do something.

“I am frightened,” whispered Pinta. The skin on his round, brown face was drawn tight, like the surface of a drum.

“Listen to me,” said Hoffman. There was a subtle change in the tone of his voice, as if he had slipped into a different gear. “There’s no need to worry. They can’t see in through these windows, so they don’t know you came to see me. There are a lot of other offices in this building. There’s a dentist on the top floor, and a lawyer below him. If anybody asks, you went to see one of them. Understand?”

“Yes, please,” said the Filipino.

“Okay.” He put his hand on Pinta’s shoulder. “Now do exactly what I say. Take the stairs down to the basement. Not the elevator, but the stairs. When you get to the bottom, there’s a laundry room that’s shared by this building and the next one. Go through the laundry room and up the stairs to the lobby of the next building. Understand? The front door will let you out on Brook Street. They won’t even see you leave. All right?”

“Yes, sir.” But he just stood there, terrified.

“Now go,” said Hoffman, pushing him out the door. “Do what I said and you’ll be fine. Call me in a few days. I’ll do some checking on Hammoud. I promise. And if I find anything, I’ll go to the police.”

Pinta nodded. There were tears in his eyes. He took a few steps and then stopped in the hallway, just outside Hoffman’s door.

“Go!” Hoffman repeated. “Now!” He closed the door and then opened it a crack to make sure that Pinta was following instructions. The little man disappeared down the stairwell.

Hoffman went back to the window and watched the two men, still staring dumbly at the red-brick building. They had the bland muscular look of bodyguards. Who the hell was Nasir Hammoud? he wondered. It wasn’t simply that he had promised the Filipino; he really wanted to know. It was only when Hoffman returned to his chair that he noticed the picture of Pinta’s wife lying facedown on the desk. Evidently it belonged to him now.


2

Sam Hoffman stood on the sidewalk across from Nasir Hammoud’s headquarters the next morning. With his hands thrust in his pockets and his hair combed tight against his head, he looked like an off-duty cop. It was raining. He put on a pair of sunglasses and began walking toward the gray concrete office block. He had to wait a moment on the curb while a parade of black taxis whizzed by on their way to Mayfair; they looked like miniature spaceships, with cellular telephones and electronic meters and wordless cigarette advertisements along the side panels. Hoffman reached the building and pushed open the narrow door. A man in a uniform with moussed blond hair and large biceps was sitting just inside, guarding the elevators.

“Hold on, then,” said the guard. “You have an appointment?” He looked like a reformed London street tough, the kind who stood on the terraces at Highbury and pissed on his neighbors rather than walk to the lavatory. Hoffman ignored him and scanned the directory on the far wall until he found what he was looking for. In small type, near the bottom of the list of tenants, were the words “Coyote Investment Ltd.—Fifth Floor.”

The guard moved toward him and asked to see his identification, but Hoffman pretended he didn’t hear. He strode into the open elevator, pushed “5” and waited for the doors to close. But they didn’t, and in an instant the guard was standing next to him, with the slightest trace of a smirk on his face.

“Sorry, squire,” he said. “You need a key. Or an appointment.”

Hoffman thought a moment and decided, What the hell? “I’m here to see Miss Alwan,” he said. “Is she in?”

“And who are you?”

“Mr. White. I have a message for her from a friend.”

The guard repaired to his kiosk and phoned upstairs. When he returned, the smirk had become a sneer. “She never heard of you, mate,” he said. “You’ve been rumbled.”

Hoffman mumbled something about having the wrong address and retreated quickly toward the door before the guard had a chance to ask any more questions. So Hammoud really did have an office on Knightsbridge, and there really was someone named Lina Alwan who worked for him. He knew that much, at least.

Hoffman reclaimed his spot on the sidewalk and pondered what to do next. The rain was coming down harder now. He removed his sunglasses and put them back in his pocket. His father had once observed that a man should always wear sunglasses on surveillance, regardless of the weather. But Hoffman had concluded that on this issue, like so many others, his father was an unreliable guide. He turned away from the gray building and began walking along Knightsbridge, looking for an alleyway. He had one more gambit to try before leaving.

“Oh, Jesus,” muttered Hoffman as he neared the corner. One of his clients, a garrulous Nigerian by the name of Onono, was walking toward him. Mr. Onono had once hired Hoffman to investigate a rival in Lagos who had been trying to steal his commissions on oil sales. He was dressed today in a blue cashmere overcoat and smoking a big cigar. Walking just behind him was his English bodyguard, carrying an umbrella. “Hello, there, old boy!” said Mr. Onono jauntily. Hoffman said nothing and stared at the pavement until the great man had passed. “Cheerio!” said the Nigerian, continuing on his way.

The truth about modern-day London, Hoffman suspected, was that it represented the revenge of the colonized. It was evident in the magisterial gait of Mr. Onono, in the condescending faces of the Asian businessmen who gazed out from the backseats of the limousines that cruised the West End, in the Arabic signs that graced the windows of the jewelry shops and art galleries in Mayfair. Even stately Harrods, which loomed over the neighborhood like a red-brick battleship of commerce, was owned by an Egyptian now. They were all in on the joke: the high-toned Pakistani grocers, the sweet-tongued Lebanese pastry sellers, the polysyllabic Indian video merchants. They all understood that the world’s polarity had been reversed. Hoffman had begun to comprehend it the day he wandered into the Charles Jourdan boutique on Knightsbridge, reputedly the finest ladies’ shoe store in the world, and encountered a Saudi grandmother dressed head to toe in black. She was trying unsuccessfully to communicate with the sales clerk, and Hoffman had offered to translate for her. “How much is this one?” she asked, holding up a black stiletto heel. “Two hundred pounds,” answered Hoffman in Arabic. “Offer him one hundred,” she said slyly. And Hoffman did. Fuck Charles Jourdan. The Arabs had the money, and they could do what they liked. The juice ran the other way now.

Everyone seemed to get it, in fact, except for poor Mr. Pinta, who had a dead wife and nobody to help him, other than Sam Hoffman.

*

Around the corner, Hoffman found what he was looking for. It was a small alleyway, just wide enough for a trash truck, that led to the rear entrance of the gray office block. Atop a loading dock at the bottom of the alley stood a large Dumpster. Hoffman walked quickly toward it. As he neared the Dumpster, he felt a pleasurable surge of fear. He hoisted himself up on the metal frame and gingerly stepped in, pulling the lid down behind him but leaving it open just enough to illuminate the debris.

The trash had been gathered into green plastic bags, each secured with a wire band. Hoffman opened the bag closest to him and pawed through the contents. He found cigarette butts, old newspapers and magazines, indecipherable phone messages and a few wadded-up balls of scrap paper bearing the logo “Swami to the Stars.” He studied each item but found nothing he could connect to Coyote Investment. A second bag contained a similar agglomeration of trash, plus used tea bags and coffee filters. A third bag was full of computer printouts, which looked promising but turned out, on examination, to be the accounts receivable of a Finnish import-export firm located on the ninth floor. A fourth bag smelled of rotting melons, and a fifth was full of wet paper towels. But the sixth bag contained the jackpot Hoffman had been looking for.

Uncrumpling one of the pieces of paper near the top of the bag, Hoffman saw the name “Coyote,” and below that the words “From the desk of N. H. Hammoud.” It was a memo to the travel department, asking them to make arrangements for his cousin, Hussein, who would be arriving soon from Baghdad. It was signed “Hammoud,” and below that the secretary had typed “Chairman of the Board.” Hoffman smiled. So the owner of the mysterious Coyote Investment was indeed an Iraqi. That was something.

The rest of the bag was mostly trash. But near the bottom, in a smaller plastic bag, Hoffman found a treasure. He almost didn’t open it, it had so little weight. But when he held the bag up to the light, he saw that it contained tiny strips of paper. It was a shredder bag! Hoffman formed his lips into a kiss against the plastic. That was enough for one afternoon. Clutching Hammoud’s memo and the bag, he extricated himself from the Dumpster and retraced his steps down the alley, eager to escape before the janitor arrived with the next load.

Hoffman carried his discoveries across Hyde Park to his office on North Audley Street. His enthusiasm grew as he began assembling the shredded paper on the floor—laying out the strips one by one and lining up the bits of type like a jigsaw puzzle. Matching them up proved easier than he had expected, and it occurred to him suddenly that it was too easy. Except for a few lines of type at one end, the strips were all blank.

After he had assembled several of them, Hoffman could see that they were all blank pieces of stationery. At the top of each was an identical letterhead that read, “Oscar Trading Co., S.A.,” followed by a postal box number in Panama City, Panama. Below that were two phone numbers—one in Tunis, the other in Geneva. And then, nothing. He pieced together a sample sheet with Scotch tape and put it in a desk drawer. He was so disappointed that it didn’t occur to him to wonder, until much later, why anyone would bother to shred blank pages of stationery.
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Lina Alwan was one of the silent ones. Her office was a small room in the accounting department of Coyote Investment, down the hall from where they kept the computers. A lamp stood atop the gray metal desk, along with pictures of her parents in silver-plated frames, which she polished once a week. Otherwise, the office was as worn and spartan as those of the other “trusted employees” of Coyote Investment. She waited silently at her desk until six-thirty that evening, wondering if “Mr. White” would return. She had no idea who he was or why he had come calling, but she was intrigued by the very idea of a visitor. That had never happened before. People simply didn’t visit the Iraqis who worked at Coyote Investment.

Professor Sarkis, the chief of the accounting department, stuck his head in the door at six-fifteen and asked why she was still at work. Though he was always addressed as “Professor,” his only known teaching experience had been at a night school in Baghdad, where he had briefly taught accounting. In one ear he wore a hearing aid that never seemed to work adequately, so that he was forever thumping at it with the palm of his hand.

Lina mumbled something about getting an early start on the monthly audit. She could tell, from the look in his eyes, that Sarkis knew about the unauthorized visitor. As he hovered over her, his huge nose sniffing for trouble, Lina wished that he would just come out and ask—“Do you know anyone named Mr. White?”—so that she could answer, no, she had never heard of him and had no idea why he’d called. But Professor Sarkis didn’t ask. He just looked at her dubiously and shook his head, which was a bad sign, because it meant that she was under suspicion.

Don’t think about it, Lina told herself. That was her method for dealing with most of the peculiarities at Coyote Investment, and it was the same for most of her Arab friends. Keep your head down; cash your check; spend your money. That was how the silent ones lived. Lina had joined the accounting department three years before, initially as a bookkeeper and later as head of data processing, and she had learned to ask as few questions as possible. She had no idea where Nasir Hammoud’s fortune came from and no interest in finding out. Like most of Hammoud’s “trusted employees,” she was frightened of him. She remained with Coyote Investment for the same reason as most of the other Iraqis: The pay was good, and she was too scared to leave.

A young Iraqi named Youssef stopped by after Professor Sarkis had left. He had recently joined the accounting department and, within a few weeks of his arrival, had developed a chronic infatuation for Lina. He sent her flowers and boxes of dates and Arabic love poems and stayed late at the office to ask her out to dinner. He was a pest. Tonight he was wearing a pungent cologne, which was a bad omen. He propped himself on Lina’s desk and, with a look of perfect, unwarranted male confidence, informed her that he had made a reservation for that evening at Blake’s, which he boasted was the most expensive restaurant in London.

“I’m busy,” said Lina. She didn’t even bother to look at him.

Youssef looked shaken. “You are busy every night?”

“Yes, every night.” God, he was a pest. She could tell, by the look of him, that he was the sort of Arab man who pretended to be modern but would do everything in his power to turn his beloved into a pregnant house slave as soon as he got the chance. They were all like that, more or less. That was why Lina would never marry. She locked up the file cabinets, ignoring the despondent suitor who was still parked on her desk.

Lina had learned to put up with this sort of moon-eyed Arab nonsense long ago. She was attractive, with the kind of face and figure that made people notice her even when she was trying to stay out of the way. She had lustrous black hair cut tight against her head, so that it bristled like animal fur; it was matched by black eyebrows that looked as if they had been drawn twice with a sharp crayon; completing the face were high cheekbones and a prominent nose. It was the face of a Muslim princess, and so, inevitably, Lina compensated by wearing the shortest skirts and tightest sweaters the Occident had to offer. That was a form of taqqiyya, too. But Lina could not escape the reality that she was in both worlds at once; that she was at once a woman of the East and the West, a creature of fate and free will. That was another trait that was typical of the silent ones. They did not know who they were.

*

Lina Alwan was an Iraqi exile, too, although from a different vintage than Mr. Hammoud. She was descended from the old aristocracy, from the people who had once looked with disdain on newly rich men like Hammoud but had learned, in recent years, to make a grudging peace with them. The family had left Baghdad in 1968, when the Ruler came to power, fleeing first to Amman and later to London. Her father had become in exile a sort of Arab version of Ashley Wilkes: a gentle patrician who tried his best to adjust to changed circumstances but had never entirely succeeded. His wife had died soon after the family moved to England, and he had raised his only child to be strong and independent—and fully a part of her new surroundings—in a way that he could never be. Lina was Daddy’s girl, and all the intensity of Arab family life was compressed into that one relationship.

Growing up, she had been all the things an only child can be: petulant, manipulative, uncertain—a willful young girl who was indulged by her gentle, confused father. But there was a seriousness to her too, from the beginning. Her father had assumed, from the moment they had left Iraq, that she would eventually go to college and get a job. That was the way people did things in the West, and he was determined to be a modern and enlightened Arab, even if it killed him. It was fortunate that he had never lived to see Nasir Hammoud.

Lina was five years old when they left Baghdad, and what she chiefly remembered about the city were its smells, which were so much more varied than those of London: the musty odor of her grandfather’s vast house in the Waziriyah district; the sweet smell on her fingers when she touched the bags of nutmeg and cardamom in the spice bazaar of the old souk; the aroma of grilled masgouf fish at the restaurant on Abu Nawas Street, along the Tigris River, where her father took the family on Thursday nights.

Lina also remembered the smell of fear. It was everywhere in the city that summer, after the Ruler’s tanks seized the presidential palace, and the fine old families of Baghdad panicked and fled for their lives. Lina remembered the suitcases lined up in the hall, and the car racing along the desert road to Jordan before the border was closed, and the empty look of grief in her mother’s eyes as they left Baghdad for the last time. The Ruler had already established his interrogation center in a Baghdad suburb. It was called the Qasr al-Nihayyah, the “Palace of the End.” Within a few months, a new kind of code had developed among the exiles. When one of their friends or relatives was arrested, they would say, “nayem jawah”—“He is asleep, inside.” By the time Lina was in her late teens, nearly every adult male Iraqi she knew had been “asleep,” or killed.

Iraqis had become used to the smell of fear in the years since then, in the way that people living near a refuse dump can become used to the smell of garbage. It was the damp, acrid smell of something trapped deep in the body that was rotting from the inside out. You could feel it: a sudden tightness in the throat, an involuntary tremor in the neck, a palm that was always moist with perspiration. It was the hollow look of shame and surrender among the men who were arrested and tortured that first summer, and every summer thereafter. For them, and for their mothers and sisters and nieces, the fear was never far away.

Lina’s introduction to Mr. Hammoud had come about in a typically grisly Iraqi way, and it was something she never discussed. Not long after her father had died, at the time she was completing her degree in computer science at London University, she had been visited by a man who worked at the Ministry of Foreign Trade in Baghdad. He claimed to be a friend of Lina’s Aunt Soha, who worked at the same ministry, and to prove it he brought a letter from her. Lina read it with apprehension. Her father had always described Soha as a kind of family hostage, who had been given a job in government—forced to take a job, would be more accurate—after the rest of the family had fled the country.

At the end of the letter, after several paragraphs of too-cheery news about life in Baghdad, Soha had suggested that Lina should contact a businessman named Nasir Hammoud about a job when she graduated from university. Hammoud needed people with technical skills, she said, and it would be a patriotic thing to do. Even in her youth, Lina had understood the essence of that letter. Her aunt was frightened. If Lina didn’t do what she asked, Soha would suffer for it. And so, like a generation of Iraqis, Lina did her duty, cashed her check, covered her eyes.

Because Lina was marked by this imprint of fear, she was quickly embraced by Mr. Hammoud as a “trusted employee.” He assumed that anyone with roots in Baghdad would be afraid of him, do what he said, not ask questions. He never made explicit threats, but he never needed to. Everyone understood. That was the hidden web that held enterprises like Coyote Investment together and made them almost impenetrable to outsiders. The London exiles were bound to a place a thousand miles away, distant in time and space but immanent in the imagination, where a man was holding a hammer and nails over the head of someone beloved. The terror was inescapable. It held an entire nation hostage; they were all asleep together.
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Sam Hoffman’s phone rang the morning after his foray to the Dumpster. It was his father calling from Athens. The loud, careening voice suggested that, as was so often the case lately, Frank Hoffman was drunk. “Sammy,” he shouted into the phone. “How the hell are you?”

Sam braced himself. This was a part of young adulthood that he had not anticipated, dealing with a father who was out of control. “Okay, Pop,” he said. “How are you?”

“Fan-fucking-tastic, that’s how I am. I just made five million bucks.” He was almost screaming, so loudly that Sam had to hold the phone away from his ear. Hoffman senior had retired a few years before, and he now played at making money the way other retirees played at golf. The old man began recounting his latest triumph, which seemed to involve buying up Libyan letters of credit at a discount in Malta and selling them at an enormous profit in Rome. Or something like that. Sam tried to follow what he was saying, but when his father got to the part about the sea of money, he knew it was time to get off the phone.

“This whole world is floating on a sea of money, sonny boy,” Frank Hoffman sputtered into the phone. “You can suck it up with a straw if you’re not too stupid, or scared!” The s words were all coming out slurred.

“I’d love to hear about it another time, Pop. But I have to go. I’m just starting work on a new case.”

“Oh, yeah? Big deal.”

“Maybe you’ve heard of the company. It’s run by an Iraqi.”

“Stay away from the Iraqis, son. They’re nuts. Always killing each other. Completely nuts.”

“Okay, Pop. Whatever you say.”

“Fuck the Iraqis, anyway. Don’t get me started on the goddamn Iraqis. And don’t give me that busy-busy crap. You always say that. Wake up and smell the coffee.”

“I am awake, Pop. I really have to go.”

“That sea of money is all around you, son. If you would open your fucking eyes. You just have to lean overboard and take a big gulp. Because it’s out there. Billions of dollars, bubbling up out of the ground like water, and it doesn’t stop. Ever! There’s so much dough, the banks can’t hold it. It just goes splashing over the walls and into that big old sea of money. And some of it is waiting for you. Listen to your old man, for once. Just find yourself a straw, and lean over the side, and suck it up. You get me?”

“Absolutely, Pop. Definitely.”

“Right now, son. No bullshit. Today. You follow me?”

“I follow you, Pop. I’ll get a straw today. I promise.”

“No, you won’t, you teetotaling little prick! You don’t listen to me. You could be making a fortune if you weren’t such a tight ass. You know that?”

“Sorry, Pop. I hate to be rude. But I have to go.”

“You think I’m just an old drunk, don’t you? Admit it. Don’t lie to me, boy.” He was getting maudlin now. In the next part, he would start talking about how nobody appreciated him at the CIA.

“I have to go, Pop. Really.”

“Fuck you, son. You, you . . .” He searched for the word and then began sniffling. It sounded like he was weeping.

“Sorry, Pop. Gotta go. I have work to do.”

There was a new bark of noise from the phone. Sam hung up. He knew from experience that his father would keep talking regardless of what he said. When he put the phone down, Sam realized that his hand was shaking. He was not so uninvolved in his father’s world as he liked to imagine. The old man could still overwhelm his defenses with something as simple as a phone call.

*

Like many sons, Sam Hoffman had defined his life partly in reaction to that of his father. If his father was a drunk, he would be sober. If his father had been a CIA officer, he would stay as far away from the agency as possible. If his father was matter, he would be antimatter. But in the end, this very process of reaction had only tied him to his father more.

Sam had grown up in Beirut, where his father had been chief of the large and active CIA station during the late 1960s. He was an only child, which meant that he had faced his father’s gale-force personality alone. Frank’s idea of a good time was taking his ten-year-old son on a stroll down Hamra Street, stopping at one of the gamier bars to chat with the clientele and guffawing as his son watched, wide-eyed, while the Egyptian strippers disrobed. Things got worse after his father left the agency in the early 1970s, following a quarrel with headquarters. Frank had started a secu rity business in Saudi Arabia, but things had gone badly with his Saudi partner, and his marriage, never a happy one, had finally ruptured. After listening to one tirade too many from Frank, Gladys Hoffman had packed the bags. “You can take care of me now, little man,” she told Sam. They took the next flight out of Dhahran. From that point, the father had begun a slow decline into irascibility and dipsomania, and the son had tried, in various ways, to escape the debris.

At first, his father’s emotional decay had given Sam a perverse pleasure. He had located an A. A. chapter in Athens and lectured his father about attending meetings and sent him regular bundles of self-help books. He had even urged his short, fat and famously inactive father to join a health club. But none of it had worked. Drinking was a lifestyle for CIA officers of his generation. Sam had decided, eventually, that the problem didn’t interest him. The CIA old boys had turned their children—and the entire nation, for that matter—into codependents for forty years, but it was over. The Cold War was finished. The great binge had ended. Nobody drank anything harder than iced tea now, and Frank Hoffman would have to fend for himself. But, of course, it wasn’t that easy for Sam to cut himself loose. Father and son were bound head and toe, and the harder they worked to free themselves, the tighter the knots became.

It was clear to everyone but Sam Hoffman that the career he had ulimately chosen—as a private financial investigator—was as close to that of CIA officer as you could get without actually being one. What Sam provided his clients amounted to a kind of private intelligence service. He knew the details that were never included in the chamber of commerce handbooks. He knew which Saudi princes were clean and which ones were dirty; which ones would pay their bills and which ones always held back 10 percent. He knew which Lebanese middlemen would deliver and which ones would disappear to Brazil. He knew which Arab banks were real financial institutions and which ones were made of paper. He knew, in short, how to do business in the land of liars.

What made Sam especially useful to clients was the fact that, for all his suspicions about individual Arabs, he had a deep affection for the people and their culture. The fascination had begun when he was a boy in Beirut—in the embrace of his Moroccan nanny, in the long lunches with his father’s friends in the Lebanese mountains, in the bonds and rivalries he formed with his Arab schoolmates—and it was an itch he could never quite scratch. He still loved the courtly manners of the Arabs, the intimacy of their friendships, the self-mocking laughter of their dinner conversation, even the intensity of their feuds. He kept up with Arab political gossip the way some people keep up with baseball statistics; he knew, without asking, who were the leading presidential candidates among Lebanon’s Maronite Christians, and what the Druze Muslim leadership thought of them; he knew which Saudi prince was buying which London newspaper, and why. He loved the Arabs. That was part of Sam’s problem. If he had liked them less, he wouldn’t have minded so much the cruelty and corruption in which they had ensnared themselves. He would simply have gone along, and gotten along. Instead, he had become a free-lance meddler, motivated by a cynicism and idealism that were so tightly intertwined they were inseparable.

Sam Hoffman had initially embarked on a more traditional career. He had joined a big New York bank after graduating from college and gone to work in its private-banking division. Because he spoke Arabic, and because his father seemed to know every prince and bagman in Araby, the bank had decided that young Hoffman should cultivate clients in the Persian Gulf. It was fertile ground, especially for the children of American foreign-service officers. One ambassador’s daughter had set herself up in Geneva as a private banker to the young women of Saudi Arabia and Kuwait; she now managed hundreds of millions of dollars. Another well-heeled private banker in Geneva claimed to have just five accounts, each worth more than five hundred million dollars. He carried a cellular telephone everywhere he went—to the movies, to play tennis, to dinner. The phone number was known only to the five clients, but a call from any one of them and he would be on his way to the airport.

Hoffman had tried this line of work for three years. He had made a real effort: wearing suits with ties, opening his mail regularly, even carrying a cellular phone. But one problem had proved insurmountable: He loathed nearly all the people whose money he managed. With few exceptions, they were corrupt and dishonest men whose chief goal was to hide their wealth from those who quite properly wanted to take it away. The breaking point had come when one of those clients, a young Saudi prince, had tried to involve him in a deal that was so thoroughly and shamelessly corrupt that Sam winced to remember it. The worst of it was that the Saudi had assumed, as a matter of course, that he would say yes.

But Sam Hoffman had said no. He had quit the bank and started his own financial consulting firm whose specialty, as it evolved, was to investigate the very people whose money he had previously been soliciting. It was a more comfortable fit. But even in this new job, Sam could not escape the people who were forever telling him that they had known his father in the old days in Beirut, and giving him a wink. They all seemed convinced that whatever ideals he professed, Sam knew how the world worked and would, in the end, do what was necessary.
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Framed on the wall behind Sam Hoffman’s desk was a quotation from Oscar Wilde: “The mystery of the world is the visible, not the invisible.” It was a precept for life—to know what was knowable and not worry about the rest. It was also, for Hoffman, a sensible business plan. Begin by investigating the facts that were available—espe-cially, in this modern age, the ones that were available electronically. That was the way he always started an investigation. And yet, for all his belief in the surface of things, there was something in Sam Hoffman that was pulling him down deeper, to where it was murkier and harder to discern visible from invisible, truth from falsehood. This week, the cement block tied to his waist was a Filipino cook named Ramon Pinta.

Hoffman sat down at his desk and scowled at the computer. An extension of the visible. He logged on to the network he used to search databases. He began with the United States, instructing the computer to search the names Coyote Investment, Hammoud, Nasir and Hammoud, N. H. in the abstracts of state corporate and partnership records. Eventually, the computer regurgitated two matches: N. H. Hammoud was listed as chairman of a Nevada cor poration called NH Holdings, whose business was described simply as “investments.” He was also listed as a partner in a New York real estate venture called 442 Madison Avenue Partnership, which owned an office building at that address and certain other properties, all
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