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 “Ask any person who emigrated from the Middle East to Europe or the United States to escape suppression of freedom of speech and expression, and they will tell you: I am what I believe, and if I cannot express it clearly and unequivocally, I am no one.”
 MOHAMEDOU OULD SLAHI, AUTHOR OF GUANTANAMO DIARY
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Haarun leaned forward on the nylon camp stool, closer to the plastic easel and painting. Beautiful. A watercolor of Maritauqua Park. His head nodded up and down and his lips pursed. The landscape painting was peaceful and calm. Looking over the top of the canvas and into the park, he saw southern live oaks, picnic tables, and coastline—the same scene in the watercolor. He squinted and the details blurred. He closed his eyes and remembered another scene . . .
 
  My older brother and I … and his wife … sitting around a blanket … on the ground. A big colorful blanket. Not a picnic table. But we had plenty food and cold drinks. Crunchy fried makroud in honey syrup! Rose jallabs and limonanas! But then everything changed …

 Haarun suddenly opened his eyes, wide open. His right hand shot out and clenched the unframed canvas. His left hand gripped a stick of charcoal and he pressed his palm against the watercolor.
 He stared at the painting for a moment. Then his left shoulder began to move and guide his hand, and the side of the stick scratched across the watercolor. A woman appeared in the painting next to the picnic table, and soon she was surrounded by neighbors, and everyone was laughing and smiling and talking and watching the children at play among the live oaks.
 
  My brother’s wife. And her kind neighbors. And the children… 

 Haarun’s shoulder moved faster. His hand jumped from the picnic area and open spaces among the oaks to the edge of the watercolor, to the tree line and to the coastline. New figures appeared. Dark and threatening figures.
 
  Big hands with sharp teeth – rakes and hoes and shovels. And pointed sticks. And machetes.

 He sketched until his anxiety waned, and then he dropped the charcoal stick into the easel gutter. Tears streamed down his cheeks.
 He picked up a wad of toilet paper. He wiped, smudged, and blended his scratch marks until the figures became charcoal ghosts. He then wiped the tears from his face, leaving gray and black ash.
 “What the hell you doin’?!”
 Haarun sprang away from the voice behind him, and onto the easel and painting. Everything crashed to the ground. His body crushed and twisted the canvas and he heard a snap. A sharp pain stabbed his chest. He rose to his feet, clutching the painting like a football. The stretcher frame was broken. The canvas was limp but not torn.
 “That’s my painting!” Kurt shouted. “What’s the matter with you!”
 “I’m hurt,” Haarun said, looking at his chest. “I’m bleeding.” The broken frame had gouged him, splattering blood onto the charcoal sketches and watercolor. Bright red streaks now crossed the painting like a meteor shower.
 Kurt took a step forward. Haarun threw the painting underhand at him. It landed at Kurt’s feet.
 Kurt stared down at his watercolor. “Look what you’ve done.” He looked up and locked eyes with Haarun. “You’ve ruined it.” He raised his fist over his head and took another step forward.
 As Haarun flinched, turned, and began to run, he slammed into Liko, whose muscular frame was like a massive brick wall. Liko stood six feet three inches tall.
 Liko grabbed Haarun as he tottered and steadied him. His large hand held the side of Haarun’s neck and upper shoulder in a vice-like grip. Liko could feel Haarun’s Adam’s apple sliding up and down beneath his thumb, and he was careful not to apply pressure there. He considered repositioning his grip, but he was afraid the small man would slip away.
 Kurt stared at the logo on Liko’s brown uniform, SECURITY – MUSEUM HOTEL. “Security guard?”
 “Yeah.” The loose-fitting uniform failed to hide Liko’s broad chest and wide shoulders. “But I work for the hotel, not the park.”
 “You hold him. I’ll call the police. Okay?”
 Liko looked at Kurt. No fedora. No moustache. No paint on his immaculate white shirt that buttoned in the front. Khaki pants and a thin brown belt. Drab and dull, nothing remotely bohemian. Liko shook his head. A painter who dressed like an office worker.  “Is this yours?” Liko pointed at the painting on the ground at Kurt’s feet.
 “Of course it’s my painting.” Kurt’s face turned red with agitation.
 Liko turned to the short, emaciated man in his iron grip. Probably homeless. And pupule, crazy. Haarun was wearing a worn-out pair of leather sandals, someone else’s swim trunks—they were much too large for his emaciated frame—and a hat that read ‘Hugo.’ The hat looked jostled, off-kilter. His scrawny, exposed shoulders and back were sunbaked a reddish brown. He’s my age, early twenties. He’s dirty and he smells. And his breath is foul. Liko extended his arm to hold Haarun at arm’s length. I don’t want to catch anything. Liko’s gaze softened.  I had da kine sandals, though.
 Liko glanced down at the painting. Not my kuleana, not my responsibility. 
 Liko looked at Haarun again. I could turn you loose. Should I? What’s the right thing to do?
 He straightened Haarun’s hat so the name Hugo was once again level with the rest of the world, at least for the present. “Hugo? Is that your name? What did you do, Hugo?”
 Silence. Liko felt the tension in Haarun’s body: a scrawny marsh rabbit in the jaws of a wolf. Haarun said nothing, but Liko already knew the answer. He could have stopped this petite man. He’d watched him sit down in front of the unattended painting. He saw him pick up the charcoal stick. He watched him deface the watercolor. But it wasn’t his job to stop him, it wasn’t his responsibility, his kuleana.
 Haarun looked up and into Liko’s large black pupils. Several seconds passed. Liko relaxed his grip and Haarun’s small body also relaxed.
 “You defaced this man’s painting. Why?”
 Haarun remained silent.
 Liko released his grip on the small man’s neck. “Give me your hand, brah.”
 Haarun obeyed.
 Liko took Haarun’s hand in both of his and placed it against Haarun’s own gaunt chest.
 “Gently press, just enough pressure to stop the bleeding.” Liko pressed Haarun’s hand. “Understand?”
 Haarun nodded. His face expressed pain.
 “We need to get you help, brah.”
 By now Kurt had phoned the police, but not asked for medical help.
 A Maritauqua policeman arrived in less than five minutes. The policeman belonged to a mounted unit that patrolled the trails and streets in the park. Sometimes he rode a bicycle, sometimes a horse; since there was neither a parade nor a protest, he arrived on a Trek Mountain Bike.
 The officer called dispatch to send an ambulance. He then wrote down Kurt’s complaint and Liko’s witness statement. Liko said that he had been out for a lunch-time stroll in the park. He explained that he had begun work as security guard at the Museum Hotel, the building farther down the beach. This was his first week on the job. He said that he heard Kurt yell, and that he knew nothing about Hugo. He said Haarun’s hat was funny. The officer thought so too. Liko also thought the officer’s high-crowned and broad brimmed hat and heavy uniform looked ridiculous but was careful to appear respectful of the officer’s authority.
 The officer asked Hugo for his identification. Hugo had none. The officer asked Hugo for his name and address. Hugo told the officer that his name was Hugo Haarun and that he had no address. He was homeless. The officer had trouble spelling Hugo’s last name. What kind of name is Haarun? Liko wondered.  He recalled a Lebanese restaurant in Waikiki by that name.
 “Fucking Arab,” blurted Kurt. “That’s what happens when we can’t protect our borders. This land belongs to White Christians!” Kurt failed to notice that the policeman, while light-skinned, obviously had some African American ancestry and Liko was Hawaiian.
 Liko glared at Kurt. You idiot, my ancestors were in Hawaii before the white Christians and have a greater claim to the land! So do the Native Americans.
 The policeman coughed and looked sternly at Kurt, who mumbled, “Sorry.”
 In addition to the word Hugo, the hat sported the numbers 4, 8, 15, 16, 23, 42, which were popularized in Lost, an American drama television series that ended in 2010. Hugo “Hurley” Reyes was one of the stars of Lost. Is Hugo really the man’s name or something he made up after finding the hat?
 An ambulance arrived along an old bridle path, a single lane just wide enough for a car. Years earlier, the bridle paths in the park had closed to traffic, except for trucks carrying park maintenance and landscaping crews. A paramedic stepped out carrying an emergency bag. He walked briskly to where Haarun now sat on the ground, still holding his hand to his chest.
 “What happened?” the paramedic asked the policeman.
 “Stabbed himself with a painting,” the policeman said. “A painting stretched over plastic bars.”
 Cheap canvas, Liko thought. On his recent trip to Italy, all the artists he saw in the parks used only wooden bars to stretch their canvases. Who would stretch a canvas over plastic instead of wooden bars? He glanced at Kurt.
 “Off his meds?” the paramedic suggested.
 “Yeah, probably.” The policeman shrugged.
 “I’ve seen stranger things. Last week a kid stepped on a coat hanger and ended up in the emergency room. Imagine that. And a month ago an infant strangled on his mother’s purse handles.”
 The paramedic looked questioningly at the policeman. “There are red marks on his neck and shoulder. Know anything about that?”
 “No,” the policeman answered.
 The paramedic turned his gaze to Liko.
 Damn! Liko averted his eyes. I have to be more careful. Less physical.
 The paramedics placed Haarun on a gurney, rolled him the short distance to their ambulance, and drove away. No need for sirens.
 He’s not hurt that bad, Liko thought, but I hope they feed him.
 The policeman mounted his cross-country mountain bike. “See you in court,” he told Liko and Kurt.
 Not me, Liko thought. He had a multitude of reasons to avoid further contact with the police and the courts. He had taken the job as security guard at the Museum Hotel so he could keep a low profile, and now this. “Only if I get subpoenaed,” Liko quipped without thinking.
 The policeman looked at him for a moment, as if taking the measure of Liko, then he smiled and stifled a laugh.
 Liko forced a grin. I’m not joking . . . I killed a man in Rome and brutally assaulted a man in Honolulu. No way I’m going to court.
 “Well, I’ll be there.” Kurt exuded a cold anger. “I want to see that Arab bastard in jail or deported if he can’t prove his right to be here. Of course those swamp dwellers in Washington probably will let him back into the U.S. even if he is deported. That’s what is wrong with America!” Kurt shouted.  He angrily forced the painting into a green public trash bin. “I want justice. Make America great again!” His voice shimmered with hate.
 Liko stared at Kurt. What’s your problem? It was a cheap canvas wrapped around a cheap plastic frame, and it was an unfinished picture. No great loss. Why so hateful?
 After everyone left, Liko became curious and retrieved the painting. With some effort he worked it free from the trash bin, carefully.
 The plastic stretcher had snapped. A freak accident. It jutted out to the side, the jagged tip red with Hugo’s blood. The protruding plastic could have easily pierced through the canvas like a compound fracture, but the canvas was still intact. One in a million. One in ten million.
 As Liko studied the ruined watercolor, he ran his fingers through his thick, wavy, soft hair. He decided that he liked it. It was unique. He liked the dark ghosts emerging from the almost translucent landscape. And the splash of blood across the painting—that was better than anything Pollack had done. Liko smiled. He knew that wasn’t really true. Jackson Pollack was the master. Last year he’d seen some of his paintings in the Guggenheim Museum in Venice.
 Liko rubbed his broad, flat nose. Should I keep it? I could fix the frame. I could hang it in my room, on the bare wall. He lived alone in a dilapidated, one-room apartment outside the park, but within easy walking distance to the Museum Hotel and work. The landlord won’t care. He rescued the painting.
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As Liko watched the naked woman wade into the ocean, he recalled a quote from Kate Chopin’s The Awakening: “The voice of the sea speaks to the soul. The touch of the sea is sensuous, enfolding the body in its soft, close embrace.” Moonlight. A feminine silhouette. An erotic ocean.
 He walked to the shoreline and stood next to the woman’s neatly folded clothes. She’s skinny dipping. And she is beautiful . . . Istina was beautiful, too.
 Months earlier, in Venice, Liko and Istina had spent one night together before she was murdered the following morning as she returned to their hotel room from a pastry shop with croissants and coffee. His sadness at her loss filled him again.
 He watched the mystery woman swim directly out. Doesn’t she know swimming at night is dangerous?
 She continued to swim. Doesn’t she understand the ocean is unforgiving? 
 She swam further. Is she naïve, or fearless? 
 He glanced up and down the shore and behind him. No surfboard. No rescue-board. And no one to hear a cry for help.
 She swam toward the horizon. Is she crazy?
 His heart raced. Should I swim out to her? 
 She grew smaller. But once I am in the water, I will lose sight of her. I might lose her…
 He thought of his Uncle Keahi, who had rescued him off the coast of Kona during a night dive after Liko had become separated from their dive group and lost. Uncle Keahi risked his life to save me; should I do the same now?
 Liko took a deep breath and stepped over the mystery woman’s clothes toward the water’s edge. He gazed up and down the beach, as far as his eyes could see. He had walked the shoreline around Maritauqua Lake, in the center of the island, but not the coastline facing the Gulf of Mexico.
 For all Liko knew, a long, narrow rip could be offshore, right in front of him. Was she ripped out to sea by a current? But she’s swimming out, not struggling. Perhaps she doesn’t know…He had been caught in an unexpected rip current in Hawaii and almost drowned.
 
  Maybe she’s a good swimmer . . . a strong swimmer. Or maybe she doesn’t need my help. It would be foolish to swim out if she’s a strong swimmer. I could drown. And for nothing. 

 Liko thrust his arms out and stomped the wet sand.
 
  Maybe she doesn’t want my help. Maybe she wants to drown. Maybe she has a reason to kill herself… should I let her?

 He stomped the hard, wet sand again. Damn it!
 She had neatly rolled up a towel and set it on top of her slippers. The white towel and black slippers were behind her neatly folded clothes. She’ll return. Why else bring a towel?
 He paced back and forth along the water’s edge, hoping she would reappear.
 As he waited, he thought again about Istina. I failed her. She was . . . and I… He still condemned himself, even though everyone, including his great-aunt, told him that her death was not his fault. He shuddered at the memory. After a brief stay in Hawaii, and more tragic events, including the death of his Uncle Keahi, he had flown to Maritauqua Island to clear his mind and to recover his sanity.
 The first two months on the island had gone better than expected. In fact, in the period of quiet he had written a short memoir titled Istina and the Apostate. He had sent a draft to his great-aunt in Hawaii for her review and comment. She replied that she was busy with some community projects, but she promised to read it. In the meantime, she recommended he keep busy: go to the gym, find a job.
 Liko had followed her advice, gladly. After several weeks’ effort, he had stumbled onto the security guard position at the Museum Hotel. Once hired, the simple, menial job paid his rent and groceries, but little else.
 In his spare time he lifted weights at a local sports club near his apartment. After a while, he had needed more of a challenge so he hired a professional to teach him boxing and Muay Thai. He practiced almost daily, and his practices were hard and focused. Last week his personal trainer had told him, “You pick up quickly. You are a natural fighter.”
 No, Liko had thought, I want to be a good security guard. I want to be prepared.
 And now the mystery woman’s moonlit silhouette reappeared. Is she struggling, struggling against a rip? Her figure grew larger. No. She’s okay. Liko sighed with relief.
 Tension drained from his body. He fought a desire to pick up her clothes, toss them up into the air, and yell “Yes!” Instead, he backed away from her clothes and forced himself to stand, unmoving, as if calm, as she swam closer and closer towards shore.
 
  She’s large, like a big-bodied Tahitian woman in one of those Gaugin paintings. But she’s not Tahitian, she’s white. And she reflects moonlight.

 Liko squinted as she swam closer to the shore. She’s nothing like Istina. Istina was svelte. This woman’s stout. Heavy. Yet otherwise a nice body.
 She also had a long, vertical scar from her bra line to her pubic area. Actually, several parallel scars. Multiple operations. She wore only a nylon belt and a mysterious form-fitting bag. A money pouch around her waist? A waterproof pouch for her driver’s license, money, and necklace?
 
  Should I leave? No. This is a public beach. Besides she just put me through some serious angst. Maybe I’ll give her a piece of my mind. Tell her how stupid, how irresponsible… I could be out there searching for her right now. Or drowning!

 She did not see him at first, perhaps because he had stepped away from her clothes. But as she pulled on her skimpy underpants she lost her footing and started hopping around in a semi-circle. When she regained her balance, she looked up and saw him staring at her. They were less than twenty feet apart.
 “What the hell!”
 
  She has a roundish face. A bit puffy. 

 Quickly pulling up her underpants, she stood staring back at him, sizing him up, instinctively, on an animal level—fight or flight. She was primed to explode. He guessed that her fear and instinct was like a match near gunpowder.
 Liko kept his eyes on her eyes. He didn’t dare move or speak.
 Without taking her eyes off him, she picked up her bra and T-shirt and covered her chest. She then backed up, all the while facing him, until she had doubled the distance between them. Only then did she turn around and quickly walk away.
 
  Not a word. She didn’t say a word. Maybe I should have explained… 
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Liko sat on a hard, wooden bench in the front row of a courtroom inside the Maritauqua Island Courthouse. He had not been subpoenaed, but he had shown up because Kurt had pressured him, repeatedly. It turned out that the painter lived and worked at the Museum Hotel. They shared the same employer. Liko was the security guard, and Kurt was a graphic artist, who worked for the owner of the hotel. In fact, Kurt had reminded him again yesterday afternoon: “Don’t forget court. I want to nail this bastard! He destroyed my painting.”
 A heavy-set bailiff ushered Liko in and steered him to a seat in the front of the public gallery. Liko was not happy to be in court. Nevertheless, he smiled, thinking, Kurt, your painting is hanging in my apartment. If only you knew!
 Liko had come to the island to escape everything familiar, to keep a low profile, to heal. Being a security guard should have been a quiet, even dull, mostly uneventful job. Yet here he was, seated in a noisy, public courtroom.
 Outside it was sunny and the gulf breeze was blowing, but inside the courthouse, on the second floor, inside the brightly lit court room, it was hot and humid because the building air conditioning had failed. There were no ceiling fans, no windows. Bodies crowded elbow to elbow on wooden benches, everyone facing forward, everyone waiting for the magistrate to appear and take the place of honor behind a desk that had been raised like an altar in the center front of the room. Everyone was sweating and no one was happy. It was a typical summer day: hot and uncomfortable.
 Half the island must be here for one misdemeanor case or another. Hopefully Kurt’s case will start and end quickly.
 Liko shifted his weight on the bench. The wooden seat was already bothering him.
 When I testify should I tell the truth? He took one deep, long breath. I watched him deface the painting, but I didn’t stop him. I could have. Did I have a duty to act?
 
  What will happen if I tell the truth? That I saw a homeless man sit down in front of the painting. That I watched him study it. That I saw the delight in his face. He seemed to like the painting. I was that close to him…

 
  Should I tell them that his mood suddenly changed? Should I tell them that I saw his expression change from delight to melancholy and sadness? He connected with the painting. It was as if he fell into it. It seemed very personal, very private. 

 
  Is that why I didn’t stop him? I could have. I was right there. 

 
  Anyway, I just watched. I didn’t stop him when he picked up the charcoal sticks and began to draw. I was fascinated by the sudden joy on his face as he scratched the watercolor. His joy was so unfiltered, so uninhibited. Perhaps THAT is why I didn’t stop him. I had never witnessed something like that before. Such happiness in the moment.

 
  But then his mood changed yet again. What will happen if I tell them that I saw his joy change to fear and then to panic. It happened instantly. And yet, still, all I could do was stand and watch. 

 
  Then he put down the charcoal stick and started drawing with his fingers and thumbs. And then his fingernails. He emotionally attacked the painting. It was violent. Maybe I was thinking about stopping him at that point? Perhaps I thought he was going to start stabbing the painting or punching it or something. But he suddenly relaxed. His whole body suddenly relaxed. 

 
  When he first started rubbing the surface of the painting I thought he was trying to remove the damage that he inflicted, but then I could see that he was reshaping, reworking the charcoal figures. It was amazing. I’d never seen anything like that before.

 
  Should I tell them the other truth? That I didn’t want to get involved? That I wanted to keep a low profile? 

 
  I’m not sure what I’m going to say.

 Haarun entered the courtroom escorted by an overweight man in a wide-striped seersucker suit—an old-fashioned outfit complete with white-faced spectator shoes in need of a polish. Yellow socks matched the man’s yellow tie.
 He’s the caricature of a southern lawyer but he’s no Atticus Finch. He’s frumpy and disheveled. And his seersucker suit looks like a pair of pajamas.
 Haarun, on the other hand, was dressed in new streetwear. His hair had been cut and brushed, and he was clean shaven. Except for his Hundreds-brand T-shirt and his unlaced Nike shoes, Haarun was the caricature of the cleaned-up defendant. Showered, anyway.
 But what lawyer would let his client wear a T-shirt into court, especially a T-shirt that boasts a black cannonball, or bowling ball, or pool ball with big sad eyes and a lit fuse, or whatever it is? The black ball was being zapped by a yellow and red lightning bolt. The defendant might not know any better, but surely his lawyer does. I hope so, anyway.  
 And then a young woman with straight blue hair—actually, long black hair that had been dyed bright blue at the ends—entered the room. Liko found her attractive. She was leading a Newfoundland-Labrador mix on a leash, yet she was not seeing impaired.
 Haarun, his elderly lawyer, and the young woman sat down together at a table at the front of the courtroom facing the magistrate’s bench. As the lawyer sat down, his yellow tie slid to one side of his large stomach and hung limply. His white shirt was rumpled and unevenly tucked into pants that matched the stripes on his seersucker jacket. His belt, if he was wearing one, was now hidden beneath his overhanging stomach.
 The Labrador mix lay on the floor between Haarun and the young woman. Haarun seemed fascinated by the dog. From his chair, he reached down and patted the dog gently on the head. The dog looked up, they made eye contact, and Haarun smiled. The dog then quietly sat up and leaned his body against Haarun’s thigh and chair. Haarun gently stroked the large dog for a while and then rested his hand on its shiny black coat.
 And then the painter Kurt and the prosecutor entered and took their seats. The prosecutor wore a dark blue suit. Expensive. Brooks Brothers quality.
 Kurt was still wearing a white button-up shirt and khaki pants. The old curmudgeon, he’s probably wearing the same clothes he wore on the day of the incident except for a cheap-looking and ill-fitting navy-blue sports coat.Not a bohemian bone in his body, and still no paint on his clothes. His talent must come from his left brain. 
 Liko chuckled at his unspoken thought. His involuntary laugh caught the attention of the man sitting next to him on the hard wooden bench. The man asked, “Is something funny?”
 Liko turned to face the man. He was dressed in a brown, leisure sport coat. Nice coat. Tweed. But who wears a wool coat in this heat?
 “Oh, nothing,” Liko answered. “It’s just . . . the man up there sitting at the prosecutor’s table…” Liko tilted his head in that direction. “He’s a painter, but he looks like an accountant.”
 The man studied Liko a moment. His eyes traveled from Liko to Kurt and then back to Liko again. “Do you know him?”
 “The painter?” Liko asked.
 “Yes.”
 “Heavens no. Well, that’s not exactly correct. I met him in the park – Maritauqua Park – about a month ago. But I don’t really know him.”
 “A month ago?”
 “Yes. But the homeless man, the one in the T- shirt,” Liko pointed towards the defendant’s table, “he vandalized the painter’s watercolor.”
 “So are you here for that case or another one?”
 “For that case.”
 “On behalf of the painter or the homeless man?”
 Liko noted that the man spoke with proper enunciated English, like someone from Great Britain or the Caribbean.
 “Neither,” Liko answered. “I am here as a witness. To tell the truth, nothing more, nothing less. I’m not here on behalf of the painter or the homeless guy.”
 “I see.” There was a pause. “Well, I should introduce myself. I’m Zahi. I’m the homeless guy’s half-brother.”
 “Ohhhh!” Liko slowly nodded his head up and down. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 “Sorry? Why sorry?”
 “Well, your brother did vandalize the painting.”
 The man smiled weakly. “So I’ve been told.”
 “Your name is Zahi? Correct?”
 “Yes.”
 “Zahi, I’m Liko. I work as a security guard at a building in the park. I just happened to pass by when the incident happened.”
 “I’m pleased to meet you, Liko.” Zahi extended his hand.
 
  Yeah, I bet you are. You must be thrilled to meet the man who is about to testify against your brother. Just my luck to sit next to you.

 Liko shook Zahi’s hand.
 “Are you from here?” Zahi asked.
 “No,” Liko said. “Hawaii. And before that Nevada.”
 “Hawaii? What brings you to the Gulf?”
 Liko smiled. He had chosen Maritauqua Island because it appeared isolated, off the grid. He had studied its location on an old National Geographic map of the United States. It was at the intersection of two imaginary lines: a line drawn between New Orleans, Louisiana and Apalachicola, Florida, and a second line drawn from the port city of Mobile, Alabama, directly south. The two lines intersected at Maritauqua Island, a barrier island belonging to the Deep South state of Alabama.
 One couldn’t drive onto the island, which was another thing that Liko liked. Access was limited to the Maritauqua Ferry at the dock off Fort Morgan Road, also known as US Route 180. A typical ferry, it operated year-round. The Mobile Bay Ferry, nearby, shuttled between the historic forts of Fort Morgan and Fort Gaines on Dauphin Island.
 The ferry ride—passing oil rigs, supertankers, crane vessels, and container ships stacked five stories high with cargo—took at least one and a half hours. Liko liked the isolation.
 He smiled. “I’m here because—“
 The clerk interrupted. “All rise.”
 And everyone did, including a mother holding a baby at her breast. And Haarun. And even the Newfoundland-Labrador mix.
 All eyes turned to the magistrate as she entered. She was petite, grey-haired, and dressed in a plain black robe. As she took her place at the raised desk in the front center of the room, she counter-ordered, “Good afternoon everyone. Please be seated.” Her voice was decisive and confident and matter-of-fact.
 Studying her solemn expression, Liko thought, She’s a ball buster, this magistrate. He watched her peer over her reading glasses, first at Mr. Kurdirtgeon, then at the defendant Mr. Haarun, and finally at the Newfoundland-Labrador mix. Maybe late sixties or early seventies. Maybe older . . . and Caucasian. A look of distaste mixed with resignation crossed her face. And then she pulled a Kleenex from a box on her desk and blew her nose—a preemptive strike against a sneeze.
 
  Uh ohh! A dog allergy? Not good. 

  
 Soon the proceedings began and Kurt took the witness chair, to the side of the magistrate’s desk.
 “Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?” the prosecutor asked.
 “Yes, I do,” Kurt said, placing his hand on a bible held by the clerk.
 Waiting for the prosecutor’s first question, Kurt appeared overconfident, and Liko didn’t like him.
 “Good afternoon. Would you please introduce yourself to the court? Please state your name for the record.”
 “My name is Kurt Kurdirtgeon.”
 “Mr. Kurdirtgeon, how old are you?”
 “Fifty-three.”
 “Now Mr. Kurdirtgeon, please state your occupation?”
 “I am an animation system programmer.”
 “Where do you work?”
 “I have been employed by Cothrom Enterprises for the last thirteen years. I live and work at the Museum Hotel in Maritauqua Park.”
 Liko fidgeted in his seat. He had seen Kurdirtgeon come and go a dozen times from his guard position near the reception desk in the lobby. His duties included opening the front door for anyone who entered the building: tenants, employees, guests, everyone. Even old curmudgeons like Kurt.
 “Cothrom Enterprises produces popular computer game worlds.” Kurt spoke proudly. “My job is to make the interaction between game characters and their game world smooth.”
 Liko wasn’t sure what Kurt meant by that. Liko knew nothing about video games.
 “Mr. Kurdirtgeon, would you tell us why you are here today?”
 “I’m here because my painting was vandalized and destroyed.”
 “Before we get into the details of the vandalism, I would like to ask you a few questions about your painting. Can you describe it for us?”
 “It was a large canvas, 24 inches by 36 inches.”
 “It was a watercolor?”
 “Yes.”
 “What were you painting?”
 “I was painting the scenery in Maritauqua Park. The landscape.”
 “Mr. Kurdirtgeon, I know this is going to be difficult for you, but I want you to tell us about the day your painting was vandalized. Please tell us how you came to be painting in the park that day.”
 “I’ll never forget it. It was a beautiful day outside and I wanted to paint in the park. So early in the morning I went down to the lake and set up my easel and canvas. I painted until noon. And then I needed a lunch and restroom break, so I put my paints away and I went across the street for a sandwich.”
 “After you had a sandwich, what happened next?”
 “I returned to the park. That’s when I saw a man destroying my watercolor!”
 “What did you see first?”
 “I saw a man,” he turned in the direction of the defendant’s table and pointed his finger at Haarun. “That man there. He was sitting in front of my painting with his hands on it!”
 “You saw his hands on your painting?”
 “Yes. He was smearing my painting with a wad of dirty toilet paper. It was disgusting!”
 “What happened after that?” The counselor raised his voice to match Kurt’s excited pitch.
 “I yelled at him.”
 “And then?”
 “He jumped on the painting and knocked it to the ground. He smashed it into the ground.”
 “And then what happened?”
 “He stood up again. He still had the painting. He was twisting and tearing it, destroying it.”
 “I know this is difficult for you,” the prosecutor paused and looked at the magistrate, “but I want you to tell us what happened next.”
 Kurt turned to face the magistrate, too. “He tried to run away, but instead he ran right into a security guard. He literally ran into him. And then I called the police. The security guard held him until the police arrived.”
 “Mr. Kurdirtgeon, do you sell your paintings?”
 “Yes.”
 “Are any of your paintings for sale now?”
 “Yes. I have several paintings for sale locally. Several are in an art gallery. A few are on display in a restaurant, in the dining area.”
 “How much do your paintings sell for?”
 “My paintings sell for $3,000 to $18,000.”
 “You said as much as $18,000 each. Is that correct?”
 “Yes. Eighteen thousand dollars.”
 “Mr. Kurdirtgeon, after this man jumped on the painting, smashed it into the ground, twisted and tore it with his hands,” the prosecutor paused, “can you describe for us the condition of your painting?”
 “Yes, the frame was broken, the canvas ripped, the watercolor was scratched and covered with ash and charcoal—real charcoal from someone’s grill—the painting was smeared with grey and black ash. The watercolor was ruined.”
 “Where is the painting now?”
 “I threw it away. It was totally destroyed so I threw it into one of the outdoor trashcans in the park. I couldn’t bear the sight of it.”
 “Mr. Kurdirtgeon, thank you. I have no further questions.” The prosecutor sat down.
 It was now the seersucker lawyer’s opportunity to cross examine. Unlike the prosecutor, who was friendly, courteous, and well prepared, the seersucker lawyer stumbled from one question to the next, and kept glancing at his notes and a file that he carried. His cross examination was brief and ended when he asked Kurt, “Do all your paintings sell for so much money? I mean, really? $18,000?”
 “No,” Kurt replied. “I sometimes donate my paintings to charities and they auction them—sometimes for more than $18,000.”
 “Ohhhh!” The defense lawyer nodded. He was clearly impressed and unable to hide his admiration.
 Dumb, dumb, dumb. Liko braced himself to be called to the witness stand.
 Haarun’s lawyer began shambling back and forth in front of the magistrate, looking at her, and then the floor, and then his file, and then quickly glancing back at her again. Discombobulated, he shuffled back to his table, slowly. He placed his papers on the defendant’s table and then, as if confused, he picked them up again.
 He then called Haarun to take the witness stand.
 As Haarun took the chair an infant in the gallery began to cry. Haarun’s eyes tracked the distressed cry back to the rear of the gallery. He watched a young mother cover the infant with her loose shirt, reposition the small body, and begin breastfeeding.
 For several moments Haarun stared intently at the crowd of people surrounding the mother and infant. All the while, his fingers picked at the hair on his forearm.
 One by one the crowd stared back.
 “Please stand,” the bailiff said to Hugo, “and raise your right hand.”
 Hugo stood up, nervously.
 “Do you promise that the testimony you shall give before this court shall be the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?”
 Haarun looked up at the bailiff and smiled. A front tooth was missing and his remaining teeth were discolored and brown; some were broken and jagged. And then he laughed, a “gallows laugh” that cut to the bone, before saying loudly, “Yes!” with a genuine, though frightening smile.
 
  He’s crazy as a loon.

 Haarun’s court appointed lawyer was visibly shaken. He adjusted his rumpled suit.
 The court recorder asked, “Will you please spell your first and last name for the record?”
 Haarun looked directly at his lawyer and said, “Haarun. H-A-A-R-U-N.”
 “And your last name, please?” the court recorder repeated.
 No answer.
 “Sir, can you please state your full name for the court?”
 Again, no answer.
 Hugo’s lawyer shuffled from the witness stand back to the defendant’s table and picked up a narrow file. He turned the folder so he could read the label: Hugo Haarun. “May it please the court,” he said, “my client’s full name is H-U-G-O, H-A-A-R-U-N.”
 “You may be seated,” the bailiff told Hugo.
 The lawyer cleared his throat. “Mr. Haarun, according to the police report you were in Maritauqua Park the day of the incident. Please tell the court your version of what happened that day.”
 “I damaged the painting, didn’t I? That’s why I’m here?” Haarun looked at his lawyer. “That’s what you said, right?”
 His lawyer’s mouth dropped open as he looked to the magistrate for reaction or feedback.
 She glanced back at him with disdain and weary resignation.
 The lawyer again consulted his file as if there was an explanation buried within for Haarun’s guileless behavior. A long pause followed as he shuffled through the documents.
 He’s either incompetent or he has too many cases, Liko thought. Or both.
 “Mr. Haarun?” the magistrate interjected. She took a tissue from the box in front of her and wiped her nose.
 “Yes?” Hugo said.
 “You said that you damaged the painting?” She crushed the tissue and set it aside.
 “I sketched it up?”
 “You ‘sketched it up.’” The magistrate looked intently at him. “Why, Mr. Haarun? Please explain for the court, why did you sketch it up?”
 Haarun fell silent.
 The magistrate asked another question. Again Hugo failed to answer.
 Not good, Liko thought.
 The magistrate asked another question, and again Hugo didn’t respond. Is he too nervous? What’s his problem? The magistrate pulled the last tissue from the box and blew her nose, loud and dramatically. Everyone in the courtroom, even the dog, looked her way. She then stuffed the used tissues into the empty box and threw it into a trash can.
 “Mr. Haarun, you may return to your seat,” the magistrate said.
 After Haarun took his seat at the defendant’s table, the man seated next to Liko, Hugo’s half-brother, was called to the witness stand.
 He insisted on being sworn in on a Koran, which the magistrate approved. After being sworn in he began his testimony. “My name is Zahi ibn Haaruun ibn Ajam Ab al-Naqad. I have a PhD in economics from the London School of Economics. I teach economics at George Mason University in Arlington, Virginia. The defendant is my younger half-brother. I learned yesterday that he was appearing in court this morning. I arrived on the overnight flight from Reagan International Airport earlier this morning.”
 Haarun’s attorney asked Zahi one inept question after another, providing him only a marginal opportunity to help his brother. Nevertheless, Zahi tried to elicit the magistrate’s sympathy.
 He began by describing his own situation. “It was very difficult for me to get away from my research to testify today. I have research and graduate students who depend on me. As you might imagine, it is expensive to fly cross-country on such short notice, especially on a professor’s salary, and there is the cost of the hotel and rental car. But I am here. For my brother. I want you to understand that he suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder and I hope that you will consider this when you judge him.”
 Liko looked around the courtroom. No windows and no natural light. All seats were taken and people were beginning to stand at the back of the gallery. It was warm and growing warmer. It’s too dark, too crowded, and too warm in here, he thought. I need fresh air.
 Forcing himself to control his breathing, he searched the room for bright colors. He needed something bright to focus on. The floor, walls, and furniture were all wood tones. The magistrate wore a black robe. The prosecutor sported a dark navy blue suit. The seersucker suit didn’t help, either, but . . . Hugo’s lawyer had worn yellow socks. Liko focused on the bright socks. His breathing slowed and his feelings of claustrophobia ebbed. He then returned his attention to the courtroom drama.
 After yet another series of inept questions, Zahi tried to describe Haarun’s situation. “My brother was born in Hawaii. His mother is Middle Eastern-American. She met my father in Washington, D.C. while he was studying at American University and she was working at the State Department. They moved together to Hawaii, where my brother was born. Yes, like President Obama, Hugo was born in Hawaii. And just like President Obama’s father, our father was not American. He was born in Aramea, now called the Republican Democracy of the Middle East. Our father never became a US citizen. He moved back to the Republican Democracy many years ago and took his young son with him. Our father moved a lot, so my brother grew up in many different countries, mostly in what Americans call ‘the developing world.’”
 So, Hugo was born in Hawaii, Liko thought to himself. So was I. We have something in common.
 “I brought my brother to the United States after the civil war in my country ended. I set him up in a studio apartment here on Maritauqua Island. The weather here is semi-tropical, so my brother can be outdoors most of the year. He does not like to be inside or to even sleep inside. My brother suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder – PTSD. During the civil war my brother witnessed horrific violence, including murder and abuse of women and children. Later, he survived the genocide of our people. He has never talked about it. The trauma is like a poison in his mind.
 Zahi began to address the magistrate. “Your Honor, I have not had an opportunity to sit down with my brother. I arrived this morning on the earliest flight to Mobile and took the first ferry to Maritauqua Island. But I think that my brother has stopped taking his medications. He is medicated with antidepressants such as Paxil and Zoloft, and an antipsychotic to help him sleep.”
 “Is your brother a US citizen?” the magistrate asked Zahi.
 “Yes, your Honor, my brother was born in Hawaii and therefore he is a US citizen.”
 Kurt rolled his eyes in disbelief and muttered “Prove it!”
 “Silence!” ordered the magistrate. “Is he employed?” she asked.
 “No, Your Honor. My brother is unemployed and homeless. Before his PTSD, he was an artist. He drew cartoons and caricatures. He sold his work on the street. To my knowledge, my brother has never hurt anyone. My brother is a gentle person.”
 “Thank you, Mr. Haarun.” The magistrate fired a look at the prosecuting attorney that said ‘Let’s wrap this up.’ “Does the prosecuting attorney have any questions for the witness?”
 The prosecuting attorney hesitated but then said, “No questions at this time, Your Honor.”
 “Seeing that there are no further questions, Mr. Haarun, you may step down.”
 Liko made way for Zahi as he returned to the bench and sat down. They made brief eye contact. He’s not happy. But it’s not his fault, his brother’s lawyer sucks.
 Liko returned his attention to the magistrate. She was tapping her right hand impatiently on her desk. She motioned for the bailiff. He walked over and she said something to him. He then walked over to the defendant’s table, picked up the tissue box that was sitting in front of the seersucker lawyer, and carried it back to the magistrate. She pulled a tissue and blew her nose, forcefully.
 The magistrate continued, “I believe that sufficient evidence has been provided by a family member, Mr. Zahi Haarun, to support the request for examination of the defendant, Mr. Hugo Haarun, with respect to physical or mental disease, disorder, or defect. Therefore, the court orders that Mr. Hugo Haarun be referred to our Medical Services Division for a medical evaluation.
 “Also, the court orders that a copy of Mr. Hugo Haarun’s birth certificate be obtained and provided to the court.”
 “I don’t see why a birth certificate is necessary, Your Honor,” Hugo’s lawyer said.
 The magistrate stared at Hugo’s lawyer for a moment. “In addition to the birth certificate, the court shall obtain all existing medical, mental health, social, police, and juvenile records, including those expunged, and all other pertinent records in the custody of public agencies, and shall make them available—”
 “I object, Your Honor. It is not—”
 Haarun’s lawyer was cut off mid-sentence by the glare of the magistrate, who continued, “All such records shall be made available to both the prosecuting attorney and counsel for the defendant.”
 “Yes, Your Honor.” Hugo’s lawyer looked at his client and shook his head.
 The magistrate followed the seersucker lawyer’s gaze and looked at Hugo, too. He had left his chair to kneel and hug the courtroom dog. The dog had nuzzled his large head into Hugo’s armpit.
 As if reconsidering her court order, the magistrate added, “The right to bail, however, is not suspended.”
 The court recessed. As Liko left the courtroom he found himself walking alongside Zahi.
 “You did not testify today,” Zahi said.
 “No. I wasn’t called.”
 “Perhaps next time.”
 Liko shrugged.
 “My brother is a good kid.”
 “Sounds like he has some issues.”
 Zahi smiled. “Don’t we all?”
 Liko agreed. He too had some issues, and it hadn’t been easy to sit quietly in the courtroom. After all, he had viciously assaulted a man in Hawaii, and he had killed a man in Rome—both actions committed without any remorse. If either crime was found out, he’d be sitting in a courtroom too, but for much more serious crimes: assault and murder. Destroying a painting seemed tame compared to his own crimes. And the man walking next to him, Zahi. What were his issues? His secrets?
 As they exited, Zahi turned left into the long hallway, just as Liko did, so they continued down the hallway together. Liko asked, “I noticed that you never referred to your brother as Hugo. Is that his real first name?”
 Zahi smiled. “No, but it’s as good a name as any.”
 “Last year Hugo participated in an experimental therapy for his PTSD.”
 Must not have been successful.
 “A cutting-edge therapy.”
 
  Not interested, brah. 

 “He was given MDMA. I don’t know if you’ve heard about MDMA, but it’s a psychedelic drug.”
 “Does the prosecutor know?”
 “No.” Zahi paused, taken aback by Liko’s question. “MDMA is known on the street as Ecstasy.”
 Liko stopped suddenly and turned to face Zahi. “Why are you telling me this? What do you want from me?”
 “Hugo and the other volunteers didn’t receive the street drug. Their drug contained no impurities and nothing harmful.”
 “Did it work for his PTSD?”
 “Hugo was showing progress.”
 “How so?”
 “Fewer stressful moments.”
 “Is he still taking it?”
 “No. The funding dried up and the research was cut back.”
 They started walking again. “Hugo meant no harm. He just loves to sketch! You might even say that Hugo lives to sketch.”
 Then buy him some canvases. Keep him out of trouble!
 “He’s a natural talent. A wonderful sketch artist. I hope you get to see his drawings.”
 I already own one, Liko thought. And yes, it’s more than wonderful. It’s amazing! It fills your head and won’t let you sleep at night. It’s a nightmare—his nightmare, though. Not mine. Not yours. But so similar…
 Zahi stopped near the courthouse entrance. Liko stood with him, while Hugo, his lawyer, and the girl handling the dog walked down the hallway and joined them.
 Liko acknowledged Hugo with a nod. After introducing himself to the girl, Liko bent down and rubbed the hair on the dog’s head. Soft. A gentle and calm personality. Liko had no interest in being introduced to the lawyer.
 “What is the dog’s name?” Liko asked.
 “Ho’omaha,” the girl with the blue-tinged hair answered. “It is Hawaiian. It means ‘rest.’”
 “I’m surprised to see a dog in court.”
 “Ho’omaha is a courthouse dog. He calms and comforts child victims, nervous witnesses and, today, Hugo.”
 “It’s good to see you again, brother.” Zahi reached out to hug Hugo, but he pulled away.
 Maybe he doesn’t like to be touched? Liko thought.
 “How are you?”
 No answer.
 “Hugo, I came as soon as I got word. I arrived this morning.”
 Still no answer. The silence between the brothers was palpable.
 Liko looked down the long hallway. Kurt had emerged from the courtroom. He stood outside the huge wooden doors in front of the Maritauqua Island’s crest.
 Liko had noticed the crest earlier and had Googled it. At the top of the crest was a public pavilion, where the founders of Maritauqua had once auctioned thousands of West Africans and Native Americans. In 1950, Hurricane Baker had destroyed the pavilion, and now the site held a covered amphitheater. Symphonies, operas, ballets, theater, and even comedies were now performed where slaves had once been auctioned. The shield displayed four images: the battle flag of the Confederate States of America, a cotton boll floral spray, an offshore oil rig, and a cargo container ship. The Confederate flag had been copied from the Coat of Arms of Alabama. The cotton boll floral spray could just as well have been a tobacco plant; it represented not only the cotton plantations in Alabama, but also the wave of wealthy sons and daughters of Virginia and Carolina plantation owners who had moved to the island in the early 1800s and again after the Civil War. The oil rig and container ship represented the island’s nouveau riche. The island’s enigmatic motto—Expergiscimini Non veniet, Latin for “We shall come awake”—was depicted across the bottom of the crest.
 Kurt stood next to the large crest, staring down the long hallway.
 
  Damn! He’s watching Hugo… and Zahi… and me. Where do we go from here?
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