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Chapter One
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A Man to Whom Nothing Happens

Munir Saleh al-Attar believed that life, if left alone, did no one any harm.

So he left it alone for thirty-four years. He never asked it for a promotion, never asked it for a wife, never even asked it for an air conditioner that worked in the archive room. And life, for its part, returned the courtesy: it passed by his desk every morning, glanced at him, and moved on to some other employee.

The archive room of the Directorate of Municipalities was in the basement, right under the stairs—the spot where people at home keep their brooms and shoe boxes. It held twelve thousand files, a ceiling fan that turned with the hesitation of a man thinking about resigning, and a small window high up on the wall that looked out onto the shoes of passers-by. Over the years Munir had learned to tell his colleagues apart by their shoes. The tired brown pair was Abu Tahseen from Accounts. The hurried high heels were Sitt Iman from Personnel. And the polished pair that walked as if the pavement belonged to its father was the Director General.

He loved his job, and that was the part no one understood. He loved the smell of old paper, which reminded him of stale bread, and he loved knowing where every single sheet was kept. If someone asked him about a land transaction in Kadhimiya from 1974, he would close his eyes for two seconds and say, “Ninth cabinet, third shelf, the green file with the corner the termites got.” And he was always right. No one ever thanked him for it, but he thanked himself, silently, and drank a glass of tea.

On that October morning, Jabbouri the office messenger came down the stairs panting. Jabbouri descended to the basement for only two reasons: news of a death, or a collection for news of a death.

“Ustadh Munir, who died in your family?”

Munir lifted his head from the file.

“Nobody died.”

“Impossible. You’ve got an envelope from a court. And courts only write to people about divorce and death—and you, God keep you, aren’t married.”

He set the envelope on the desk the way one sets down a bomb. It was a thick yellow envelope with a round red seal, addressed by hand in blue ink, in the slanted script of an age when people still learned calligraphy:

“To the Honourable Mr. Munir Saleh al-Attar — Baghdad — Directorate of Municipalities — To be delivered by hand.”

Munir turned it over. On the back was written: “Office of Lawyer Latif Shakir al-Naqqash — Sarwan — Clock Street.”

“Sarwan?” said Jabbouri, craning his neck. “Where’s that?”

“I don’t know.”

“You? You don’t know? You know the plot number of my grandfather’s house!”

This was a fact that bothered Munir more than the envelope itself. Here was a man who had spent twelve years among the municipal maps, who knew the names of villages of which nothing remained but a well and two palm trees. And he had never once come across “Sarwan.”

He slit the envelope open with a ruler, with the care of someone opening a thing he might have to return. Inside were two sheets. The first was a typewritten letter, in which the letter nun jumped slightly above the line:

Greetings,

We hereby inform you of the passing of the late Hajj Fadil Abd al-Ghani al-Hudhud, aged ninety-seven, in the town of Sarwan. Pursuant to his duly certified will, ownership of the property known as the ‘Hoopoe Hotel’—all three of its floors, together with its contents and its guests—has passed to you.

You are kindly requested to appear in person within thirty days of this date to complete the formalities, failing which the right shall lapse.

Note: It is advisable to bring a coat.

Latif Shakir al-Naqqash, Attorney at Law.

Munir read it three times. On the third reading he stopped at two words.

“‘And its guests’?”

“What about them?” said Jabbouri, who had been reading over his shoulder without the slightest embarrassment.

“People inherit furniture. They don’t inherit guests.”

“By God, Ustadh, some people inherit debts. Thank your Lord.”

The second sheet was a black-and-white photograph, yellowed at the edges. A three-storey building on a slope, with wrought-iron balconies, and above its door a sign in the shape of a bird with a crest like a crown. In front of the door stood a tall man in a light-coloured suit and a fez, smiling at the camera with the smile of someone who knows something you don’t. And on the back of the photograph, in the same blue ink: “The Hoopoe, spring 1962. Munir—trust none of them before dinner.”

Here Munir felt, for the first time in years, something stir in his stomach. It wasn’t hunger. It was that old, forgotten sensation that people call curiosity, and that he called “the beginning of trouble.”

“Jabbouri, I don’t know anyone called Fadil al-Hudhud.”

“Maybe a distant relative.”

“My father had one brother, and he sold broad beans in the Shorja market until he died. And my mother comes from a family whose men all died poor and content. Nobody in our family owns a hotel. We barely own our house.”

“Then it’s a mistake.”

“Of course it’s a mistake.”

“So what will you do?”

“I’ll write them an official letter informing them of the error, enclose a copy of my ID, and send it by registered mail.”

Jabbouri gave him a long look, full of genuine pity.

“Ustadh Munir. A man you don’t know has left you a hotel, and you want to answer him by registered mail?”

“That’s the correct procedure.”

“That’s the procedure that’s kept you twelve years under the stairs.”

And Jabbouri went back up, leaving the sentence hanging behind him in the basement air like the dust of the files.

Munir tried to return to work. He opened the file in front of him—a request to pave an alley in Adhamiya—and read the first line four times without understanding it. Then he did something he had never done in his entire career: he got up in the middle of working hours and went to the map cabinet.

He took out the Atlas of Cities and Townships, 1957 edition, the heavy volume that needed two hands. He searched the index under S. Samarra. Sinjar. Suq al-Shuyukh. No Sarwan. He took out the 1978 edition. No Sarwan. He took out the register of newly created administrative units. Nothing.

Then an idea came to him. He went down to the bottom shelf, where the files lived that no one ever requested, and pulled out a ledger bound in black cloth, titled Miscellaneous Correspondence — Unclassified. For fifty years this ledger had been the state’s wastepaper basket, and Munir was the only person who had ever read it from cover to cover, one summer when the power was cut and he had nothing else to do.

He turned the pages. And on page 214 he found it. A four-line telegram dated March 1986:

“From Sarwan Municipality to the General Directorate. Please be advised that the Hoopoe Hotel has closed its doors to new customers, being full. Kindly send no delegates. The current guests have no intention of leaving.”

And beneath it, in pencil, the comment of some anonymous clerk of that era: “Meaning what? To be filed.”

Munir sat down on the floor between the cabinets, the ledger in his lap.

Forty years. A hotel that filled up in 1986, whose guests had no intention of leaving. And now he—Munir al-Attar, who had never left the basement except to go home, and never left home except to go to the basement—was invited to inherit them.

That night, in his small house in the Waziriya district, his mother set dinner in front of him and stood waiting, as she always did, for him to take the first bite so she could be at ease.

“Yumma, did we ever have a relative called Fadil al-Hudhud?”

“Hudhud? A hoopoe?” She laughed. “We had an uncle they used to call the Nightingale because he never shut up. But a hoopoe, no.”

“He left me a hotel.”

His mother stopped laughing. She sat down. She looked at him the way she looked at the thermometer when he was ill.

“Your face is yellow. Did you eat something from the office canteen?”

“Yumma, I’m serious.”

He handed her the letter. She read it, moving her lips, then read the back of the photograph, then laid the two sheets on the table and smoothed them with her palm, the way she smoothed a bedspread.

“And what did you tell them?”

“I’m going to write and tell them it’s a mistake.”

“Munir.”

“Yes.”

“Your father, God rest him, once found a wallet on the bus with a whole month’s salary in it. He went around with it for three days until he found the owner. And the owner didn’t even say thank you—he counted the money right in front of him.”

“I know that story.”

“You don’t know how it ends. Afterwards your father said to me: ‘If I could live those days again, I’d return it again—but first I’d buy you a dress out of it.’ Go, my son. Go and look at the hotel. Then tell them it’s a mistake.”

“And if it isn’t a mistake?”

His mother gave a smile he hadn’t seen in a long time, and pushed the plate of dolma towards him.

“If it isn’t a mistake, I want the room with the balcony.”

Munir didn’t sleep that night. He lay staring at the ceiling, counting the reasons that prevented him from travelling. He counted eleven sound reasons. Then he got up before dawn, took down from the top of the wardrobe his father’s leather suitcase, which had not been opened since the funeral, and packed three shirts, a pair of pyjamas, a tin of tea, and a new notebook.

And at the last moment, without knowing why, he packed the coat.
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A Town Off the Map

At the Allawi bus station, Munir asked seven drivers about Sarwan.

The first laughed. The second said it was in Turkey. The third said it was a brand of cigarettes. The fourth offered to take him there for fifty thousand dinars, and when Munir asked where it was, said, “You show me the way and I’ll get you there.” The fifth and sixth were asleep. The seventh was an old man sitting on a plastic chair beside a minibus whose colour lay somewhere between blue and regret, peeling an orange with a small knife and looking at no one.

“Sarwan,” said the old man without raising his head. “Who died?”

“Why does everyone ask me that?”

“Because nobody goes to Sarwan except for a funeral. Get in. We leave when it’s full.”

“And when will it be full?”

The old man looked at the empty minibus, then at Munir, then at the orange.

“It’s full.”

The driver’s name was Ammu Shakir, and his minibus was of the kind that factories had stopped making out of respect for the passengers’ feelings. The seats were upholstered in a flowered fabric that had been curtains in a previous life. On the dashboard sat a string of prayer beads, a small fan that didn’t work, and a photograph of a football team in which every player had a moustache. The radio picked up a single station that broadcast a single song, which seemed to have been stuck in the set since the seventies.

Munir took the second seat, put the suitcase on his knees, and held on to it with both hands the way a frightened passenger holds on to a prayer.

They left Baghdad heading north. In the first hour Munir knew the road. In the second hour he began recognising the village names from the files rather than from the window. In the third hour Ammu Shakir turned right at an abandoned petrol station, onto a road that bore no sign at all.

“Ammu, this road doesn’t exist on the maps.”

“Maps!” said the old man, like someone mentioning a relative who had disappointed him. “Back in sixty-six an engineer came to us from the Survey Department. A clean young man, with a machine on three legs. He measured the town for a whole week. Then he fell in love with the baker’s daughter, married her, and opened a bakery with her. The papers are still in the bakery. They wrap the bread in them.”

“And after that? Didn’t they send anyone else?”

“They did. The second one fell in love with the baker’s daughter’s sister.”

Munir thought of the telegram in his ledger: Kindly send no delegates. And he began to understand that this town had its own particular way of dealing with the state.

The land began to change. The yellow plain he knew ended suddenly, the way a page ends, and low hills began, covered in autumn grass the colour of milky tea. Then trees appeared. Not palms. Tall, dark trees with pointed tops, standing on either side of the road in two straight rows, like schoolchildren at morning assembly.

“Cypress,” said Ammu Shakir. “Hajj Fadil planted every one of them. A tree for every guest who ever stayed at the hotel. He used to say: whoever sleeps under my roof for one night grows a root in this soil.”

“You knew Hajj Fadil?”

“All of Sarwan knew Hajj Fadil. Half of it loved him, half of it owed him money, and the rest were his relatives.”

“That’s more than two halves.”

“That’s Sarwan. There’s always more in it than it has room for.”

The old man fell silent for a while, then looked at Munir in the mirror—a long, appraising look, the look of a butcher estimating the weight of a sheep.

“And you? How are you related to him?”

During the night Munir had decided to tell the truth to anyone who asked. The truth was simpler, and it didn’t require a good memory.

“I’m not. I received a letter saying he left me the hotel. I think there’s been a mistake with the name.”

Ammu Shakir hit the brakes.

There was no reason to. The road was empty. The minibus shuddered to a halt in the middle of it, and the only song repeated its only verse. The old man turned around with his whole body.

“He left you the Hoopoe?”

“That’s what the letter says.”

“You?”

“I didn’t ask for anything.”

The old man stared at him. Then his shoulders began to shake. Then a sound came out of him that Munir at first took for a cough, and then realised was laughter. Ammu Shakir laughed until his eyes watered, until he had to rest his forehead on the steering wheel, and the horn rang out across the empty wilderness, long and mournful, like a ship’s siren.

“God rest you, Hajj Fadil,” he said, wiping his eyes with his sleeve. “Even dead, he knows how to entertain us.”

“I don’t see what’s funny.”

“You will at dinner.”

And he started the engine, and kept laughing at intervals, like a man remembering the joke all over again, until they arrived.

Sarwan appeared in the late afternoon, all at once, around a bend.

It was a small town built on the side of a hill, its houses made of honey-coloured stone with sloping roofs of red tile—something Munir had never seen in his own country except on the calendars hanging in government offices. At its centre stood a square clock tower whose hands pointed to ten past three. Munir looked at his watch. It was a quarter to five.

“Is the clock stopped?”

“No, it’s running. But it runs on Sarwan time.”

“And what is Sarwan time?”

“Ten past three.”

The main street was paved with smooth stones and lined with shops whose doors were of green-painted wood. A barber was shaving a customer on the pavement. A boy was driving three geese along with a stick. A woman was hanging washing on a rooftop and talking to another woman on a rooftop across the whole width of the street, in an ordinary voice, as if there were only a table between them. And Munir noticed something: wherever the minibus passed, people stopped what they were doing. The barber raised his scissors. The boy stood still, and the geese stood still with him. The two women fell silent.

They were looking at him. At him—the only face in the minibus window.

“Why are they staring like that?”

“The last stranger to come to Sarwan was the electricity inspector, four years ago.”

“And what happened to him?”

“He coaches the under-twelves now.”

The minibus groaned its way up the street to the last house, and then past the last house. And there, at the top of the slope, where the two rows of cypresses came to an end, stood the Hoopoe Hotel.

It was bigger than the photograph, and more tired. Three storeys of stone, climbed by ivy until it covered half the façade, so that the building looked like an old man who hadn’t shaved in a month. The wrought-iron balconies were still there, but each one held something different: one had a birdcage on it; another, a washing line from which hung a complete man’s suit, tie and all; and from a third dangled a basket on a rope long enough to reach the ground. The sign above the door—the crested bird—had lost half its gold paint, and its one remaining eye regarded newcomers with a sidelong, suspicious glance.

On the wide wooden door, a sheet of paper was pinned with four drawing pins, written in an elegant female hand:

“Hotel full since 1986. Please don’t embarrass us.”

Ammu Shakir set down the suitcase and refused to take the fare.

“Pay me on your way back. If you go back.”

“I’ll be going back the day after tomorrow.”

“The electricity inspector said the same thing.”

Before climbing back into his minibus, the old man paused, scratched his chin, and seemed torn between saying something and keeping it to himself.

“Listen, son. You have a kind face, and I don’t like laughing at a man with a kind face. There are seven people in this hotel. Every one of them will tell you the Hajj promised them the hotel. And every one of them has a piece of paper.”

“A piece of paper?”

“In the Hajj’s handwriting, with his signature. Seven papers. And now you’re the eighth.”

“But that makes no sense. Why would a man promise seven people the same thing?”

Ammu Shakir smiled, and pointed with his chin at the two rows of cypresses running down towards the town—hundreds of trees, every one of them straight, every one of them green in autumn.

“Because he couldn’t bear to see anyone leave.”

Then he climbed in, swung the minibus round in a wide arc, and drove off down the street, the song following him.

Munir was left alone before the door, suitcase in hand, a light, cold wind coming down from the top of the hill. He felt it slip in through the collar of his shirt, so he opened the suitcase and put on the coat.

Then he raised his hand to knock.

He didn’t knock. Because the door swung open before his hand reached it, and out came a woman’s voice—loud, theatrical, with the huskiness of someone who had sung a great deal and smoked even more:

“You’re forty years late, Ustadh. Come in—the tea’s gone cold.”
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Hotel Full

The woman who had opened the door was seventy, or fifty, or whatever age she chose to be that morning.

Her hair was dyed a red that does not occur in nature, piled high and held in place with a great many pins. Around her shoulders lay a shawl of green silk, and from her ears hung long earrings that chimed whenever she moved her head—and she moved her head a great deal. In her hand was a long ivory cigarette holder with no cigarette in it.

“Badriya,” she said, extending her hand with the back of it turned upward. “Badriya Nour. You must have heard of me.”

Munir had not heard of her. Nor did he know what to do with a hand offered in that manner. He shook it by the fingertips, cautiously.

“An honour.”

“‘O Night of Love’? ‘Your Eyes Are My Exile’? Radio Baghdad, 1977, every Thursday after the news?”

“I was born in 1992.”

Badriya gave him the look of a woman who had been personally insulted, then decided to forgive him.

“Never mind. Ignorance can be cured. Come in.”

Munir went in, and stopped at the threshold.

The lobby was wide and high, with a carved wooden ceiling from which hung a brass chandelier, half its bulbs dark. The floor was laid in black and white tiles like a chessboard. A broad staircase of dark wood rose and then divided into two branches. There was a long reception desk, and behind it a key rack with thirty hooks, only seven of which held keys on heavy brass fobs.

All of this was to be expected of an old hotel. What was not to be expected was the rest.

In the right-hand corner of the lobby stood a black sewing machine, surrounded by heaps of fabric and a headless mannequin wearing half a jacket. In the left-hand corner, at the farthest possible point from it, stood a second sewing machine, exactly identical, and a second mannequin wearing the other half of the jacket. On the wall hung a green school blackboard covered in figures and names written in chalk, headed ACCOUNTS OWED — UPDATED. By the window stood a small football goal—a real one, net and all. And in the middle of everything, on a red rug, a fat grey cat lay asleep on its back, wearing a collar with a folded piece of paper tucked into it.

“Don’t touch the cat,” said Badriya. “He’s on duty.”

“The cat is... an employee?”

“The postman. His name is Stamp.”

Before Munir could ask, a door at the far end of the lobby opened and out came a short, plump woman in a housedress, sleeves rolled up to the elbows and flour on her hands. She walked the way a woman walks when she owns the ground beneath her.

“Is this him?” she said, without a greeting.

“This is him,” said Badriya.

The woman walked a full circle around Munir. She looked at his shoes. She looked at his shirt collar. She took hold of his arm with two fingers and squeezed, the way one tests a tomato at the market.

“Weak.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You don’t eat. Obviously. Is your mother alive?”

“She is, thank God.”

“And she lets you go around like this? Anyway. I’m Umm Ghayib. The kitchen is mine. Breakfast at seven, lunch at one, dinner at eight. Whoever’s late eats it cold, and whoever complains doesn’t eat at all. Nobody comes into my kitchen. Nobody lifts the lids of my pots. And I decide the salt.”

“Understood.”

“You’ll sleep in room 12. It’s the only one I’ve cleaned.”

“But the sign says the hotel is full.”

“Full of people. The rooms are another story.”

She went back into her kitchen and shut the door, and from behind it Munir heard a knife coming down on a wooden board in quick, decisive strokes.

“She likes you,” said Badriya.

“How can you tell?”

“She didn’t throw anything at you.”

At the reception desk Badriya opened a large leather-bound register whose pages were the colour of milky coffee, and turned it to face him.

“Sign. Tradition.”

Munir looked at the page. The last line written on it was dated 9 March 1986. Above it were six lines bearing more or less the same date, in different hands. Below it was blank space. Forty years of blank space.

This kind of thing shook Munir somewhere deep inside. An official register left open for forty years—never stamped, never closed, never marked END at the bottom. In his directorate, this would have called for a committee of inquiry.

He took the pen and wrote, in his small, tidy hand: “Munir Saleh al-Attar — Baghdad — 11 October 2026.” And in the column headed Length of Stay, he wrote: “Two nights.”

Badriya read the entry, and her earrings chimed.

“We all wrote something charming in that column.”

Munir turned the page back, with an archivist’s curiosity. Sitt Badriya Nour, 1986, length of stay: “One week, until the journalists calm down.” Ustadh Abd al-Wadud Yasin, length of stay: “Three working days.” Hamdi and Rushdi al-Khayyat, on two consecutive lines in two handwritings so alike they looked like one signature written twice: “One night.” Dr. Nu’man Farid: “Until the end of the conference.” Captain Jabbar Idan: “Until after the match.”

The seventh line, the last one, had no name. Only the room number, 13, and in the length-of-stay column two words in red ink: “We’ll see.”

“Who’s this?”

“That,” said Badriya, closing the register, “is a subject we don’t open before dinner.”

“Why is everything here after dinner?”

“Because a hungry man, my dear, can’t bear the truth.”

She led him up the stairs. She climbed slowly, one hand on the banister, explaining like a guide in a museum.

“First floor. I’m in seven, the corner room, because the acoustics are better. Ustadh Abd al-Wadud is in five. Don’t shake his hand—he’ll put it on your account. The twins are in three and four. Don’t ask either of them about the other. Don’t say the word ‘brother’ in front of either of them. Don’t say the word ‘button.’”

“Button?”

“Twenty-two years they haven’t spoken a word to each other, because of a button. They correspond through the cat.”

“And why doesn’t one of them leave?”

Badriya stopped on the stair, turned, and looked at him as if he had asked why fish don’t leave the water.

“And leave the hotel to the other one?”

Second floor. A long corridor with a faded red carpet worn through down the middle by years of walking. Green doors with brass numbers.

“The doctor is in nine. If you fall ill, don’t tell him. The captain is in ten, and if you hear a noise in the night like someone throwing himself on the floor, don’t be alarmed—that’s his training. Eleven is a storeroom. And this is your room.”

She opened the door of room 12. A tall iron bed with an embroidered quilt, a wardrobe with a long mirror, a porcelain washbasin in the corner, and a glass door opening onto a balcony. The room was clean and smelled of laurel soap, and on the pillow sat a towel folded into the shape of a bird. Someone had tried to make it a hoopoe; it had come out closer to a chicken, but the effort touched Munir’s heart.

“Thank you. That’s very kind.”

“Don’t thank me. I don’t fold towels. That’s Shahd.”

“Who’s Shahd?”

“Umm Ghayib’s granddaughter. The only one of us with a real job. You’ll see her. Or you won’t. She decides.”

Badriya paused at the door. Something theatrical fell away from her all at once, and her voice dropped.

“Ustadh Munir. You seem a well-mannered man, and I like well-mannered men—they always clapped for me the longest. So I’ll tell you something before someone else does. Hajj Fadil, God rest him, sat with me on that very balcony on the night of 14 July 1991, under a full moon, and said to me, word for word: ‘Badriya, this hotel is fit for no one but you.’ And he wrote me a paper. And I have it.”

“Sitt Badriya, I actually believe there’s been a mistake.”

“Of course there’s been a mistake. The mistake is that he wrote your name instead of mine. The man was ninety-seven. We forgive him.”

And she gave him a radiant smile, a record-sleeve smile, and closed the door.

Munir stood alone in the middle of the room. Then he opened the glass door and stepped out onto the balcony.

All of Sarwan lay beneath him. The tiled roofs, the clock tower stopped at ten past three, the two rows of cypresses, and the smoke rising from the chimneys straight up into windless air. The sun was sinking behind the hill, dyeing the honey-coloured stone the colour of oranges.

Never in his life had Munir seen anything so beautiful from a window of his own. From his window in the basement, he saw shoes.

And he told himself, firmly: Two nights. Then an official letter. Then home.

That was when he sensed something. It wasn’t a sound exactly. It was the feeling known to anyone who works alone in a basement, when someone comes in without knocking.

He turned to his right.

The neighbouring balcony, the balcony of room 13, adjoined his own, separated from it by a low iron railing. Its glass door was closed, a heavy curtain drawn behind it. On the floor of the balcony stood a tray, and on the tray a clean, empty plate and a tea glass turned upside down on its saucer.

And the curtain was moving. Slightly. The way a curtain moves when a hand has only just let go of it.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
D)

REEM SAUD AB





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
A Novei

REEM SAUD ABD





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





