
    [image: ]

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “The rhythms of the dialogue are musical … but the emotions and passions are universal.”
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         “… Yahia rolls Baghdad around her tongue, savouring its suks, smells and sweetmeats (reading her makes one hungry).”
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         “The novel powerfully conveys the author’s outrage, as well as her nostalgia for her native land.”
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         “… rich in subtle, well-worth reading depictions of an earlier Baghdad.”
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            The  Seventh  Day
            

         
 
         —When the astrologers announced to Abu Ja’afar al-Mansour, in the year 145 AH of the hijrah,  that the stars were favourable to his scheme, the Abbasid Caliph laid the foundation stone for the planned city, on the right bank of the Tigris. The construction work lasted three years, from 762 till 765 AD. Can anyone tell me how it was built? Correct. It was laid out in concentric rings of walls, and pierced by four gates at the cardinal points. A few years later, al-Mansour struck coins, on which he engraved Dar  al-Salam,  the City of Peace, referring to his capital. However, Suq Baghdad, the name of an old Persian village on the site of the Tigris, somehow stuck. Now I really need not tell you about Baghdad’s grandeur during the Abbasid times, how it flourished and prospered in the golden prime of al-Mansour’s son, Haroun al-Rashid, the most celebrated of all caliphs, who erected palaces and mosques, archives, libraries and academies. Don’t forget that it was in these very academies that Aristotle and Socrates were translated into Arabic and eventually saved from destruction.
         
 
         Our teacher singles out some sleepy student to elaborate on the past glory of the Islamic empire. My watch tells me: still fifteen minutes to go. You may stuff dozens of decades into one hour, yet you will never make time move faster. My neighbour taps me on the shoulder, passes the note sent forward. I unfold the scrap of paper:
         
 
         “Is Haqqi ill, or has he deserted us for a better world?”
 
         Though the message is unsigned, I immediately recognise Selma’s large handwriting. I turn round, meet her inquiring look with disapproval. What if the note had fallen into the hands of our teacher? She should have encoded her question, or simply left the sentence unfinished. I would have understood instantly, the issue is haunting me no less than her. Unable to reproach her from my desk, I just shrug my shoulders. No, I have heard nothing. Selma thrusts out four fingers, points them to the vacant desk, two rows to my right. I know, I know. It is the fourth day that Haqqi has not shown up. 
         
 
         —It’s also in Baghdad that Madrasat al-Mustansiryah was founded, the first Islamic university, one of the oldest in the world. Yet don’t think that Baghdad was only a scientific centre, for it was no less a centre of trade and material affluence. Orchards and pleasure grounds sprang up, bazaars expanded and attracted merchants from all quarters of the Arab empire – an empire which extended from the Indus to the Mediterranean and from the Caspian Sea to the Arabian Gulf.
         
 
         I prop up my head on my fist, longing for Hulagu to storm our history with his hordes of savages, raze the great metropolis, pillage its palaces, set its gardens on fire. The massacre was so ruthless, they say, that within hours the streets were stained red, that within days they stank from the unburied remains of the thousands of slaughtered inhabitants. The Tigris was darker than the night itself, due to the ink dissolving from the mountains of manuscripts which the Mongols had flung into the water.
         
 
         The headmaster strides into the room, without knocking, without taking the trouble to shut the door either. We promptly stand up – our standard show of obedience which our teachers mistake for respect. The history teacher interrupts his description of the trade routes used during the Rashid’s reign to greet the headmaster. Then he retreats to the window, handing the stage over to him.
         
 
         —Class, your afternoon physics lesson has been called off!
         
 
         The familiar ringing rounds off his declaration, relieving us this time of two lessons simultaneously. One unrestrained shriek of joy is heard from the rear. Someone’s giggle escapes in response. Two manifestations too many, oblivious of the headmaster’s presence. The latter tucks his hands into his pockets, holds his head high, staring us down until silence has prevailed.
         
 
         —You may go home now, he says harshly, pointing to the open door.
         
 
         Yet his stiff, unrelenting posture detains us. Pupils from other years saunter past, make funny grimaces or derisive remarks. We wait for the verdict, our eyes frozen on him, the way they freeze when posing for some group portrait, only with smiles missing.
         
 
         —What’s wrong? Didn’t you hear the bell? I thought you were eager to go home?
         
 
         His grin sharpens his pointed features, narrows his small grey eyes into two vicious flickers. Our headmaster is the only person I know who looks more menacing when he smiles. The history teacher titters, out of sheer politeness. We persist in our safe meekness, until the headmaster has lost interest in his taunts. The two men nod to each other. Forty students rise to their feet. Teacher follows headmaster. Their wooden footfalls rend our silence with undisguised disdain.
         
 
         Out of sight, the two no longer exist.
 
         The students roar their hoorahs, their dirty words, repeatedly slam the lids of their desks, pack their satchels, run off, return to linger for last minute jokes. While the room gradually empties, one small group hangs round the entrance, whispering. Whispers signify tidings, inside stories, sometimes rumours which the school janitor, or the non-Jewish teachers should not overhear. I join the group of whisperers. Selma follows me. They validate our suspicions. In spite of the heavy snowfall in the north, the Shamashes reached Iran safely yesterday. Furthermore,  it seems that Sami, our physics teacher, has taken off, too, presumably with Haqqi’s family.
         
 
         For weeks now, no family has fled. The detention of eighty Jews during their failed escape in October has discouraged the rest of us from similar undertakings. Moreover, the icy winter in the northern Kurdish provinces seems to have paralysed illegal traffic with Iran. Seeing no prospects of departure in the near future, my parents purchased two low-priced rugs for the living-room, finally had the leaking tap in the toilet repaired, the fractured window pane in the kitchen replaced. Their deeds spoke for them. They had resigned themselves to the idea of spending one more winter here.
         
 
         When we have parted from the last students, Selma goes over to Haqqi’s desk.
         
 
         —Let’s see what treasures he’s left behind.
 
         She sits down, lifts up the lid.
 
         I return to my own desk, wanting no share in her intrusion. The news has thrown me into turmoil. Not only has it filled me with envy, it has stirred new, vain hopes – instead of letting them hibernate in peace.
         
 
         —An Arabic dictionary! That’s a book lucky Haqqi can now do without.
         
 
         I make my selection of the schoolbooks to take home.
 
         —No love letters, no banknotes, what a pity! she muses, riffling through the pages.
         
 
         I pack my satchel, fetch my overcoat from the rack.
 
         —The concise edition of al-Munjid,  fine lexicon, don’t you think?
         
 
         Selma tears out the fly leaf on which Haqqi’s name is written, scribbles her own on the inside of the dictionary.
         
 
         —I think your looting should wait! Perhaps they haven’t really fled. So many rumours go round nowadays.
         
 
         —Last time I waited, Tina pinched David’s fountain pen, she justifies herself while swinging the wooden lid.
         
 
         David was the first to make it, early this term. Laila followed two weeks later. Now it is Haqqi’s turn. David, Laila, Haqqi, our lucky prizewinners. Prizes they did not win for their remarkable school performances, or their good looks, or good manners, or even the good names of their families.
         
 
         —The hinge doesn’t creak, I’m moving! There’s no better place than the one behind this mass of Farouq. Besides, it’s two benches closer to you.
         
 
         —Don’t take me so much for granted! I let slip.
 
         Taking no notice of my remark or my wish to go home, Selma draws out her jackknife from her satchel,
         
 
         —Do me a favour, will you, fetch me the bin. I’ve got to clear up the mess and scrape off all the stale chewing-gum.
         
 
         I do her the favour. She removes the pistachio shells too, the pencil shavings, the pencil stubs, wipes the dust with tissue paper. Only then does she put in her own textbooks, grouping them in two stacks – Haqqi’s lexicon with the hardbacks. Finally satisfied with the order, Selma runs her palm over the wooden lid to detect splinters. Finding none, she picks up her jackknife once more, this time to score her name on the sloping lid.
         
 
         I watch the scene in wonder. Despite our transitory existence, Selma’s intimacy with her environment has remained intact. Neither detachment nor listlessness nor withdrawal, none of the symptoms which have taken possession of me over the last three years show in her.
         
 
         I draw near, look over her shoulder. Without dots or ornamental vowel points, Selma’s freshly scratched name sweeps the desk from right to left, dissecting other smaller, darker words – traces of previous occupants. To its right, two unnamed intertwining hearts hover frivolously near the edge. Inside the dry inkwell, Einstein’s equation of relativity is noted in tiny, greyed letters. To the left of the inkwell, under the hollow for the pens, one deeply engraved sentence reads: “On the Seventh Day, God created Memory.”
         
 
         Pulling the splinters out of the scored wood, Selma shifts the jackknife to her left hand, scratches her name for the second time, from left to right, in majuscule Latin letters. The two Selmas, identical in sound, foreign in looks, face each other without touching.
         
 
         —Have you finished marking off your territory? I grumble, slipping into my overcoat. One would think you’re staying here forever.
         
 
         Selma examines her watch, refolds the jackknife.
 
         —No, no. I’ll carve it properly some other time. What are your plans for the afternoon?
         
 
         —Go home, what else? Walk home, I suppose.
 
         —I can give you a lift. Home, or elsewhere! she says, unable to hide her pride.
         
 
         Taking   my   speechlessness   for   misunderstanding,   Selma hastens to explain,
         
 
         —The Beetle’s at the gate!
 
         Selma’s father taught her to drive last summer. Since then, even though underage, she has often taken her mother’s Volkswagen to go shopping in the neighbourhood. I have frequently joined her on these short trips, enjoying them no end. Still, the thought of two sixteen-year-old girls racing through the turbulent streets in the heart of town gives me the shudders.
         
 
         While some other, unruly, voice is talking me into it.
 
         We pick up our satchels, walk out of the room, down the stairs.
         
 
         —You must have gone out of your mind! You’re underage, remember?
         
 
         —Come on, Lina, we’re only in Alwiyah, ten minutes away from home, perhaps fifteen. What catastrophe is likely to happen?
         
 
         —What if some traffic warden stops you? What if he wants to see your licence?
         
 
         —Why, for God’s sake, should a warden want to stop us? I’m a born driver, you say it yourself, and I’m easily taken for eighteen. Anyway, just to calm you down, Mama’s licence is in the car. I’ll show you the picture. It dates back thirty years: she’s exactly like me.
         
 
         Her face registers neither irony nor mockery. Selma is earnestly trying to reassure me with her recklessness. We pass through the school gate. The sight of the green Volkswagen, parked impeccably on the opposite side of the street, destroys my illusion that she was only joking. I stand still, unable to make up my mind. Selma explodes,
         
 
         —Listen, it’s a beautiful day, we have a car at our disposal, and we aren’t expected home before three o’clock. What more could we ask? It’s a unique opportunity, and who knows if it will ever repeat itself. Now take it or leave it. Either join me, or be a good girl and walk straight home. I’m off.
         
 
         —Not without me! Wait, Selma, wait for me.
 
         My spirits suddenly lifted, I skip to the Sudanese vendor, puchase his two last paper horns of hot peanuts. Selma starts the engine, shows off her smooth U-turn in one go. I jump into the passenger seat while the vehicle is on the move. Having verified that my door is properly shut, Selma puts her foot down.
         
 
         She works her way through side-roads to Shari’el-Nidhal, Struggle Street, then, without hesitation, signals right, the direction opposite to home. I swallow hard, trying not to imagine my parents’ opinion of this exploit. In no time we make it to the Square of the Unknown Soldier, where I expect to find hordes of traffic wardens waiting for us. The only uniformed man in view is the soldier on patrol, guarding the memorial fire under the parabolic monument. The muezzin in the nearby Martyr’s Mosque has just laid down his microphone, gathered the faithful under the gilded dome to launch with them into the third prayer of the day.
         
 
         —Let’s go to Abu-Nuwas, I love the river bank, even in winter, Selma suggests.
         
 
         She flicks the indicator once more, drives straight to the riverside.
         
 
         In spite of the sun, winter melancholy has taken over the promenade. The occasional strollers, the empty outdoor restaurants, have reduced this lively, well-frequented place to desolation. Selma seeks out one of the parking spaces overlooking the river. I roll down my window, inhale the thick tang of silt. Though its intensity varies from one season to the next, the odour stirs the same vague longings inside me. Some elderly man wearing the traditional zboun  is strolling, rapt in the river. Selma switches the engine off, stretches herself out,
         
 
         —Thank you so much for this golden afternoon, Sami, wherever you are!
         
 
         The sun strokes her profile through the window, emphasises her freckles, sets her ginger locks on fire. She undoes her paper horn, tosses the first peanuts into her mouth. Slowly, our moods quieten down, tune themselves to the steady flow of water. We watch the river in silence, munching, waiting for some swollen dead dog or donkey to drift past – the way our mothers must have entertained themselves in their youth, prior to the invention of television. My gaze hops to the opposite shore, to Karkh, wanders over lofty palms, dense orange trees, old oriental houses with lattice-work terraces jutting out over the water. The hue of their tall walls is so similar to that of the muddy river that they seem to have emerged from it.
         
 
         —I wonder why they mark rivers ultramarine on maps. I’ve never seen the Tigris ultramarine, I remark.
         
 
         —I’ll miss the Tigris, Selma responds, suddenly soft, sentimental.
 
         —The world’s full of great rivers: the Thames, the Seine, the Rhine, the Danube, the Mississippi. Just pick …
         
 
         —I’d still choose the Tigris. I’m sure no other water tastes as sweet, she replies decidedly, then shuts her eyes, warding off further discussion.
         
 
         I pursue Haqqi in my mind, keen to savour the sweet safety of his exile. If we hoorayed so merrily for two free hours, with what ecstasy must he have greeted his rebirth on the other side of the frontier! Dressed in some smart track suit, he is jogging in the snow, jumping up slopes, skipping over electric fences, escaping the shots of the frontier guards, running faster than their dogs. He shows no signs of fatigue, hunger, fear, or loneliness. I stay with him to witness the great moment, when he will set foot in the free world. Yet Haqqi seems permanently on the move, in no hurry to reach his destination. His spearmint gum never leaving his mouth, he sends kisses towards the horizon, to the giant lady, the Statue of Liberty, no less.
         
 
         —You’re living out of a suitcase, aren’t you? Selma shoots, her eyes suddenly wide open, roving over my face.
         
 
         —No more than the rest of us, I falter, sitting up, uncomfortable with her prying.
         
 
         —Except for Baba! He’s in no hurry to emigrate. He says we’ll never be able to live like this again: the spacious house, the garden, the two cars, the maid, and so much leisure. I bet he’ll be the last Jew in Baghdad. I wonder what he’ll do with all his leisure then. Chat with the pressure cooker? Play hide-and-seek with the cars?
         
 
         —Your father’s one of the very few Jews whose life has remained unchanged since the war. He was neither sacked from work, nor thrown into prison, nor roughed up, nor put under surveillance …
         
 
         Selma is not listening. She has shifted her focus to two men, dressed in modern suits, sauntering towards us, ogling us without inhibition. Security men? The older one grins, tilts his head, then turns up his palm, posing the tedious question. No, just men. I sigh in relief. Selma sighs in exasperation. We turn to each other once more, demonstrating our lack of interest in them. They stop several steps from us. I spot them motioning to us to join them out in the sun.
         
 
         —Let’s lock the doors, Selma suggests.
 
         I roll up my window too. She puts her seat upright, then picks up her thread,
         
 
         —It’s unsafe to flee nowadays, people say. They say the border is heavily guarded.
         
 
         —So what? Equally people say it’s no problem to grease the palms of the guards. What wouldn’t people say just to have something to say? The trouble is that nobody knows what the government is up to. One day they seem on the watch, the next day they pretend not to see. The only fact we have is that Haqqi has just made it.
         
 
         —A fact? How interesting! An hour ago you were arguing it was just a rumour.
         
 
         It is useless to discuss the subject with her. Selma is resolved to flick off every grain of hope I keep groping for, the way she used to knock out my marbles in the kindergarten.
         
 
         —Will you confide in me before you run off? she ventures, emptying the paper horn into her mouth.
         
 
         —Out of the question! The issue’s too delicate.
 
         —You love making it sound dangerous, far more dangerous than it really is.
         
 
         —That’s not fair! Eighty Jews were picked up in October on their way to the frontier, have you forgotten? They’re still detained. Nobody knows what lies in store for them.
         
 
         Selma puts her finger on her lips, signalling me to drop my voice.
         
 
         —Are you insinuating that you’ll just disappear one day, like Haqqi, Sami, Laila, David, and the rest?
         
 
         —Inshallah!  If we’re lucky enough, yes! That’s exactly how it will look, I snap, eager to end our exchange.
         
 
         —This winter? Selma persists.
 
         —No idea. My parents don’t discuss these matters openly with us. Yet even if I knew, I wouldn’t tell you. You’re satisfied now?
         
 
         —Not before you answer this one, please! Have you actually set your mind on this winter?
         
 
         —For   God’s   sake,   stop   this   interrogation.   I’m   not   even supposed to go into this with you. Father said nobody’s to know of …
         
 
         —But I’m not just anybody, and you’re appallingly straight and square! You’re all set to go. You gave yourself away, just an hour ago. Yes, back in the classroom, don’t feign innocence. You told me not to take you for granted, right? What did you …
         
 
         Selma starts up, looks into the rear-view mirror.
 
         —Dogs, go fuck your sisters instead …
 
         —What!
 
         —The two men, they’re still here, she whispers.
 
         I spin round, spot them through the oval rear window, standing on either side of our vehicle, slightly leaning on it. Devouring me with their eyes, their hands keep shaking inside their trouser pockets, the way one grates nutmeg. Our Volkswagen is slightly rocking, or so I imagine. Drops of sweat have gathered over Selma’s top lip. She grabs the keys, tries to insert her door-key into the ignition.
         
 
         —Selma, that’s obnoxious! What’s the matter with them?
 
         She finally turns the ignition key. The Volkswagen jolts into reverse. It fails to startle them, or even spoil their pleasure. Quite the opposite, without moving place, they guffaw, make wild weird gesticulations. Selma gets into gear, speeding off. I watch them dwindle in my rear-view mirror, two neat young men  rearranging  their  trousers,   readjusting  their  neckties, merrily waving us farewell.
         
 
         —What were they doing, Selma?
 
         —Masturbating, baby. Rubbing their balls against our car. Green must have turned them on. The bastards! You noticed how amused they were at our panic? I swear it aroused them all the more.
         
 
         —Perverts!
 
         She raises her eyebrows,
 
         —Since when does a good girl like you use such language? Don’t tell me you’ve been looking through Playboy!
         
 
         I do not reply, used to her jibes. The incident, too everyday to waste words on, yet too upsetting to forget, hangs over us. Selma is enf nar,  enf duchan,  one nostril smoky, one on fire. She hoots, swears, makes rude gestures, overtakes every vehicle in front of her. My heart is fluttering. I would give the world to reach home safely. Having failed to overtake us from the left, two young motorcyclists try now to sneak past on the right. The speedometer moves up. If only Selma would keep her eyes on the road instead of picking on the taxi next to her. Yet I dare not speak up, for the last thing she is willing to hear right now is my opinion of her driving. The trees on the pavement fly past. We pass one square, two, three. Drawing near Hindiyah, our neighbourhood, Selma relaxes, reduces speed.
         
 
         —I’m sorry it turned out this way. Next time we won’t stop. But then we’ll go really far, as far as the Luna Park.
         
 
         —The Luna Park? You know your way that far? Selma you’re unique, the finest driver in town!
         
 
         —I’d love to drive across the border! With such heavy snowfall, they must be using chains nowadays. That would be quite a ride. Can’t you recommend me to your father?
         
 
         —Selma, your  father will never let you go on your own.
         
 
         —Who’d ask him!
         
 
         —You’re underage, my father won’t …
 
         —I know, I know, I was just kidding. Taxi’s at your door, young lady. Yallah,  don’t dream of perverts tonight, and remember, your Mama needn’t hear of our afternoon adventure. See you tomorrow, provided you haven’t fled by then.
         
 
         —Tomorrow’s Saturday.
         
 
         —Till Sunday then, so long.
 
         Selma drives off. I ring the doorbell. Mother’s head peeps through the window. She opens the door, lets me in. The smell of roast meat is wafting from the kitchen. Quite unusual for this hour of the day, for mother normally prepares our food in the morning. I drop my satchel, remove my overcoat. Mother has not greeted me yet. She is looking into my face, reading the full report of our last two hours. Hoping to take her mind off me, I quickly spill out the latest news,
         
 
         —Mama, the Shamashes made it this week! Sami Nathan too. You know who that is, our new physics teacher.
         
 
         —Good for them! she replies, sincere yet unconcerned, lacking the inquisitiveness such news usually elicits.
         
 
         Her look still fixed on me, she goes on,
 
         —I’ve got news myself: Curry is due for his chicken!
 
         Mother is referring to the tiger-striped red tomcat who frequents our garden. I once vowed that, prior to our departure, we would recompense our pet with some sumptuous farewell dinner.
         
 
         —What! Heavens, when? Why didn’t you tell me earlier?
 
         —Tonight! We were notified this very morning, shortly after you’d left for school!
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            First  Words
            

         
 
         Bellou and I are riding an arabana,  a  carriage pulled by two black horses. She is seated beside the driver. I jump from her lap, push the two of them apart, and sit between them. The driver has a thick moustache and hairy arms. He clicks his tongue and whips the horses to a gallop. For my sake, he says. We race with the cars along Sa’adoun Street and proceed as far as Bab-el-Sherji. Then we sprint around Tahrir Square and generate wind in the windless summer afternoon. The speed and the sound of the galloping hooves dazzle me. I stand up, clap my hands, and cry with joy. Bellou snatches me back to her lap. She says something to the driver, and we slow down.
         
 
         Bellou speaks Syriac with the driver. They are both Assyrians, descendants of the great ancient people, he says.
         
 
         —And you? What are you?
 
         Iraqi, I tell him.
 
         —What else?
 
         Iraqi, I repeat.
 
         The two glance at each other. He winks at her.
 
         —So am I, he says. But I’m also an Assyrian, and also a Christian. Now, what else are you beside being an Iraqi?
         
 
         I could tear him to pieces. I can tell exactly what he is after, what he already knows, and what, for some reason, I am resolved not to reveal.
         
 
         —I’m an Iraqi, and nothing else, I insist.
 
         Bellou pats him on the arm.
 
         —Leave the girl in peace, she says in Arabic.
         
 
         The carriage driver obeys. I stay in Bellou’s lap till the end of the ride.
         
 
         The horses halt before our gate. Bellou carries me down with one arm. I kiss her and call her my little mother. She guffaws. She is taller and stouter than mother. Her squinting eyes roll in all directions.
         
 
         Bellou is our live-in maid and my nanny. She washes me daily, cleans the house, and helps mother in the kitchen. She makes delicious salt cucumber and the largest Mossul kubbas  in the neighbourhood. As round and large as the plates themselves, yet they never break while cooking. Bellou’s daisy-patterned dress smells invariably of sweat and flour. Around her neck is a multi-coloured thread, darkened by wearing, from which hangs a wolf fang between her breasts. It is to ward off the evil eye, she says.
         
 
         I am walking barefoot in the courtyard in mid-summer. Soon the ground scorches my soles. I yell, run back to the shade. Bellou pours a bucket of water on my feet. Steam rises from the concrete ground.
         
 
         —We are living one floor above hell, she says.
 
         She is the strongest person in the house. When father does not manage it, he passes her the cleaver, and Bellou effortlessly chops the rock-hard hunk of Kurdish cheese. She alone can haul the Persian carpets to the courtyard in the spring, where they are to be beaten and rolled and dragged into the storeroom until next winter. Our carpets not only have beautiful designs but also exquisite names: Kashan, Kerman, Isfahan, Shiraz, Tabriz, Bidjar, Hamadan. Although she has never been to any of these towns, Bellou can give a vivid description of each one of them.
         
 
         —Hamadan is the abode of mighty Hercules, a town of harsh winters, haunted by hurricanes and hawks and houris who play the harp day and night. In Bidjar, waterfalls pour endlessly into bottomless jars. The sky of Tabriz, as of all Azerbaijan, the Land of Fire, is red, while the eyes and hair of its people are in permanent flames. In Shiraz reside Shirin and Scheherazade and other beautiful princesses. Isfahan is a city of saffron domes and sapphire minarets, where the sun bathes its rays in golden dust before it rises, and preserves them in silver powder after it sets.
         
 
         —And Kashan? And Kerman? I demand, tagging along after her.
 
         Bellou is squatting in the kitchen, sewing okra into a chain. I sit cross-legged beside her, scribbling in my drawing pad. She is telling mother about the Assyrian massacre in the north, one summer, a long time ago. Mother is rinsing rice. Bellou relates that Arab, Kurdish, and Yesidi tribes looted their village. Then the soldiers turned up and machine-gunned everyone. Even the women and the children. Even the dogs. Mother shuts her eyes while she is frying the rice. I sketch a woman with two black plaits. Bellou was a child then. She and her sister did not budge from their hideout for two days. Until no footfalls were heard. Until the last moans ceased. Until the village was finally silenced, except for their breathing under six mattresses and for the rustling of fig trees blown by the breeze. Mother pours boiling water into the rice pot. Bellou and her sister set off on foot. My Bellou is running, holding a small girl by the hand. Her two plaits are flying with the wind. The rice is cooking on a low fire. The okra chain is sewn. Bellou rises to her feet and hangs the chain in the courtyard.
         
 
         In winter the dried okra will be cooked with lamb and fresh tomato.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Father is carrying me in his arms, showing me a nest where a brick is missing in the wall. A pair of swallows. Sind-ou-hind,  we call them in Arabic, which means, those from the lands of Sind and India. They will spend the winter in our garden, and then fly away in the spring. Sind-ou-hind  keep coming and going, like guests in this world.
         
 
         When I am a good girl, the swallows leave me a small present, in summer or in winter. Father and I are scouring the room for it. We look above the cupboard, under the bed, on top of the lamp-shade. It is father who finally finds a Kit Kat on the window sill.
         
 
         —It’s not the bird, it’s Baba who’s putting on a show for you, brother reveals.
         
 
         Similarly he claims that it is only a fabrication of father’s, that apples and bananas get offended when I refuse to eat them, that Wonderland is a fairy tale, just like Sindbad, Aladdin and Ali Baba.
         
 
         One afternoon, father returns home driving a car. Dusk falls and he is still parking it, in spite of Zeki’s directives and hand signals. Zeki is father’s colleague and friend. He speaks the Moslem dialect.
         
 
         The first car father ever saw was in 1914. He was a boy of six then. The Ottoman commander-in-chief sat in the back and let himself be driven through Urfa. The townspeople crowded to watch. Some trailed behind the mysterious vehicle which was propelled without an animal.
         
 
         One of father’s first memories is the Armenian holocaust. He witnessed Ottoman soldiers forcing families out of the Armenian Quarter in Urfa, and marching them out of town. Bath tubs stood before some houses, filled with water to quench the thirst of the condemned, on their way to be shot.
         
 
         Everyone seems to drag one massacre or another along in their memory.
         
 
         By the time the Allies occupied the whole of the Ottoman Empire in the First World War, father’s family had moved to Mossul. The British barracks stood next to their house. Father could not take his eyes off the soldiers, playing football at their leisure. He had never seen a ball before.
         
 
         Four years later, he received a scholarship and set off for Oxford. He travelled by train from Mossul to Basra, and from Basra sailed on a cargo ship to Portsmouth. They docked for ten days in India. In Karachi, he tasted bananas for the first time.
         
 
         Every year, father’s old friends send him English stamps and a Christmas cake from Oxford. Recently, I received a present myself, a record, Alice  in  Wonderland.  Father and I listened to it together while he told me everything about Alice falling into a hole and growing very tall and very short and talking with white rabbits and quarrelling with flowers. But father does not have the patience to listen to the record as many times as I do, and he is astonished, weeks later, to find out that I have learned the songs by heart. I want us to go to Wonderland. Not before you have learned English properly, he says, because in Wonderland, everybody speaks English, even mice and oysters.
         
 
         —Let her learn Arabic first, mother says.
 
         I have no idea why she is saying this, because I have been speaking Arabic ever since I can remember. In fact, I understand most of what is being said, except, of course, for the stuff that does not make sense. Like shutting one’s face or losing it. When I ask where can a face be lost, and if somebody else can find it and keep it, brother says my stupidity knows no limits. Mother has already explained that these expressions are metaphors and, therefore, are not to be taken literally. But I do not know what metaphors are. So I still do not understand what it means when mother asks Bellou not to pull a long face, while Bellou’s face is as round as ever. Blood too has other qualities apart from being red. People can be hot or cold blooded, while Baghdadi blood can boil any moment. A tongue can be as long as a slipper, a mouth as foul as the sewers, and not because it has not been properly rinsed. Milk teeth do not smell like ice cream, and wisdom teeth do not speak. Bellou keeps telling me that my eyes are hungry, bigger than my stomach, which is rubbish, only go and explain such things to Bellou who cannot read or write anyway. The evil eye is, thank God, real, not a metaphor, that is why it is easier for me to envisage it.
         
 
         May your hands live, father wishes mother, when he likes her cooking.
         
 
         I refuse to eat until Bellou has fetched me a fork instead of the spoon they keep laying beside my plate, as if I were still a baby.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         We are boating down the Tigris. Zeki is pulling a good oar. Father and brother dive into the water. Zeki’s daughters jump after them. Only I, the youngest of all, must wait for the shore. I fidget inside my red and yellow life-belt and urge Zeki to speed up. The boat bounces up and down and tosses me from side to side.
         
 
         We’ve reached the shore, I tell mother. She is absorbed in Dunia’s account of somebody’s breast being devoured by small cancers. I tap her shoulder. Not yet, she says, not bothering to check up on my words. Brother is floating on his back. The two girls are splashing and playing in the water. Move your legs, Zeki cries after them. I wish he would concentrate on rowing.
         
 
         We’re at the shore, I repeat. The cancers are cut out of the breast on the operating table. I pull the tail of mother’s shirt. Stop nagging, she grumbles. I slip out of my life-belt and fling it into the water. Nobody takes notice. I climb up the gunwale. My legs are shivering.
         
 
         —The girl! Watch the girl behind you! Zeki cries out.
 
         Mother gives a start, turns around.
 
         —Don’t … she quavers.
 
         Is she imploring or is she threatening?
 
         I throw myself into the river, plunge headlong underwater. My legs paddle. My body recognises the prenatal element. I can hear the roar above the water. Although mother cannot swim, her voice still pursues me. I sink further to defy her fright, avenge it, punish it, drown it.
         
 
         I fall on a muddy bed, the source of the river’s colour. Now that I have been to the bottom of the Tigris, what I will have to see next is the edge of the Earth. My legs kick river and earth away and push me upwards. I float up to the surface. Air! My head emerges at the side of the boat. I did not swim so far away after all! Everybody is looking at me as if I have popped up from the underworld. Mother’s face is as wet as mine.
         
 
         —Mama, I saw little cancers down there.
 
         —We’ll never take you on a boat again!
 
         
             

         
 
         In the summer, we sleep on the roof at night. I keep turning in my crib. Sucking my thumb does not relax me. The stars hang in the sky, like street-lights without lamp-posts. There are as many trees in the woods as stars in the sky, they say. My eyes close. Dark, as if in the woods, where trees crowd beside each other, like people in the suq. The wolf has devoured Laila’s granny, and is now after Laila. The farmer slashes his belly open, and out springs granny, looking quite wolfish herself. I open my eyes. The stars reassure me.
         
 
         Mother is restlessly pacing about the roof, instead of going to bed. It has to do with her two sisters, I believe, who emigrated long ago to America. Sometimes they write, but mother never got over their departure.
         
 
         I will leave the pogrom buried in my mother’s memory for another occasion.
         
 
         They say that our night is day in America, and their day is night here. Which one is the correct time? I ask. They laugh, as they always do when they are short of an answer. They tell me that while I am asleep, my aunts in New York are having lunch. Probably that is why mother is upset at night. She must be longing to join the faraway meal.
         
 
         Pacing the roof will not take her to America though.
 
         
             

         
 
         I am sitting on my potty chair in the corridor, and spinning the wooden abacus balls on the arm rest. Suddenly I spot yellow fluid streaming along the floor. Only when it reaches the end of the corridor, and is about to cascade down the stairs do I realise that the pot inside the stool has been removed. In fact, I am not supposed to use the potty any more. Mother has practised it with me several times. We would sit back to back on the wooden toilet seat, giggling, our buttocks pushed together. Then we would release our pee, in turn, and giggle again at the sound of the trickling. It was great fun, and I begged her to repeat the lesson every day. But mother stopped it as soon as she noticed that I had forgotten my fear of falling inside the bowl.
         
 
         I hitch up my trousers and go and play in my room. I want to have nothing to do with the mess in the corridor. A while later, Bellou shows up and tells me off. It was brother, I retort. She knits her brows. So small and such a big liar, she bellows and goes off.
         
 
         Mother soon appears and scolds me again. Bellou has told on me. The bitch. So what if it is not the first time. I burst out crying. They do not care. I hug my new teddy bear and creep under the bed, determined not to come out ever again.
         
 
         It must be winter, for the scent of orange peel singeing on the stove wafts in the house. Teddy-Pasha’s tummy is wet with my tears. I turn him over and bury my face in the fur of his back. From the back, Pasha still smells like a visitor. The odours of Orosdi-Back, the department store, also cling to his head and to his feet.
         
 
         I pull my foot up to my nostrils. The woollen sock stinks slightly. I remove it, sniff my toes, and sniff the sock again. My nose detects a third ingredient. I pick up my bootie, and plunge my face inside. It’s leather, I knew it. Leather, wool, and foot sweat have mingled their smells on the web of my socks. If only Bellou does not find out, and I can keep my feet unwashed and my socks unchanged a while longer, then the odours will grow pungent, and blend into one dark heavy mass.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         Again I have mixed blue and green and yellow and red. Again they have yielded a lump of grey. I knead the plasticine into a ball, then roll it into a cylinder, a fat worm, a piece of dung. Soon it lengthens into a cigar, a candle, a hose, a snake. The snake coils itself and sleeps. While it sleeps, I make a ball of it again. Did someone tell it to go to sleep? From the ball I shape an egg, then a bulb, then a bottle. The bottle falls and breaks its neck. Now it’s a fat worm again.
         
 
         I stretch the worm and smooth one side with my thumb. Then I fix a triangle of a head, attach a looping tail, and add four bits for the limbs. The lizard is ready. I place it on my parents’ bedpost.
         
 
         Mother will turn frantic at the sight of a lizard.
 
         I call her to the bedroom, point my finger at the framed picture standing on her night table. Two girls are sitting cross-legged in a courtyard. Their faces in the picture have been smeared. A plate of watermelon segments is placed in front of them. A smaller girl stands between the two. Her features are clear. My mother. She is smiling.
         
 
         —Tell me about your sisters and the watermelon, Mama, I say, and lie on her pillow.
         
 
         She seats herself on the bed and relates the story I know by heart. That the elder sisters wanted to be photographed without her. That they used all kinds of threats and stratagems to keep her away from the camera. That she, nevertheless, would not budge … I lean on the bedpost and suck my thumb, waiting for her to detach her eyes from the photograph, scheming how to manoeuvre them to the lizard above me.
         
 
         —And in the end I appear in the picture, between my two sisters. But in real life, they’re gone, and all I’m left with is the watermelon.
         
 
         To hell with the watermelon! How many times did I remind Mama that she was not alone, that she had me and father and brother, ten times worthier than faraway sisters. I creep towards her, hold her face in my two hands, and turn it in the direction of the bedpost. Mother jumps up, retreats a few steps, and begins to yell. A laugh escapes me. She thinks my model is real.
         
 
         She stands as if trapped, staring at the reptile and shouting. If father were here, he would have chased the lizard with a broomstick. But father is at work, and the deaf creature refuses to move away. Mother now slaps her face in helplessness. The scene disturbs me. I hasten to pacify her. I even give away my secret. It’s not a lizard, only a toy. Plasticine, believe me, Mama, don’t be upset, please.
         
 
         It is too late. My words will not deliver her from her fit.
 
         I pick up the plaything. Look, Mama, it’s not real. Seeing it in my hand, she lets out a long shriek of horror. Her voice runs through my body, and blows breath into the lizard in my hand. Repelled, I fling the reptile on the floor. Now mother and daughter yell together, bound by the same fright.
         
 
         A while later, mother gains control over herself. She tramples and disfigures the animal, flattens it into inanimate matter again. I fetch a broom and sweep the lump away, down the stairs, along the courtyard, and out to the street. A hungry cat might smell the lizard hidden in the plasticine. The sheer memory of its touch between my fingers sickens me. It is mother who is now in tears of laughter. She resembles the smiling girl in the photograph.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I am flicking through a Semir  comic on the balcony. Semir is an Egyptian schoolboy who keeps getting into trouble because of his stupid friend Tihtih. Mother is sewing in her room. Bellou is singing in her incomprehensible language in the kitchen. From time to time I stick my head out between the rails of the balustrade. We are waiting for father to come to lunch. For the twentieth time I ask mother where father is and when he will at last show up. And for the twentieth time I hear one and the same answer. Father is at the suq, he should be here any minute.
         
 
         Any minute is getting as unreliable as a metaphor. I announce that I am going to fetch father from the suq myself. Mother hums something while cutting a thread with her teeth. It does not sound like an objection. I slip Semir  under my arm and take off.
         
 
         The next moment, I am at Suq al-Hamidiyah. I do not remember how I got there. Only the pride I felt on reaching the neighbourhood market all by myself.
         
 
         Two Bedouin women, with ringed noses and tattooed blue dots on their foreheads, squat at the edge of the suq. One is plucking dead hens. The younger is selling eggs in a basket. A snivelling toddler is tied to her back. A baby sleeps in her arms. Its mouth clings to her nipple, pulling her breast halfway to her belly.
         
 
         The ice-man, with the hairy chest and the stained undershirt, is forever chopping pieces off a huge block of ice. Behind him, the pomegranate and tamarind sherbets trickle down into glass containers.
         
 
         I sniff the bakery. Father always lifts me up to watch the discs of bread crusting on the inner walls of the clay oven.
         
 
         Father! I have forgotten about him. Where is father?
 
         The scales clink. A bespectacled client, dressed in pyjamas, is examining the iron weights with mistrust. The grocer grumbles, and tosses a few more loquats into the pan.
         
 
         Watermelons huddle together in the next store. Oval and as tall as myself, they stand in rows, supporting each other. Halves recline lengthwise outside, their red flesh glowing. My mouth waters. If only I can stimulate mother’s appetite for watermelon again.
         
 
         I walk by the confectioner’s shop. Trays of baklawa,  halawa, malfouf,  kanafa  … and a horde of flies hovering like a black cloud about the stand. I accelerate my pace. I do not like sweet things anyway.
         
 
         Steam carries the whiff of broad beans from the cooking pot. The vendor is pushing his three-wheeler in my direction. I scrabble through my pockets for a coin in vain. Where is father?
         
 
         The aroma of coffee and the click of dice call my eyes to the coffee shop slightly above ground level. Two men are playing tawla  on the veranda. A third customer, with a checked black and white kaffiyah, is sitting at their table, holding the nargilah tube, the water pipe, in one hand and a fly swat in the other. His gaze is glued to the butcher’s shop across the street.
         
 
         Skinned and beheaded carcasses of sheep are hung on hooks. Their heads, swarming with flies, are nailed above them, like hats above matching suits.
         
 
         In the shade of the coffee shop veranda, the hammal,  porter, prostrates himself on a prayer rug. His lips move in a soundless recital of prayers. The hubbub of the suq does not reach his ears. Nor will any fly dream of accosting him.
         
 
         A few steps away from the butcher’s I spot the shoeblack. The Kurd with the grey beard and embroidered skullcap is sitting on his stool, sipping tea from a stikan,  tea glass. I always run to the gate when he rings our bell, and cast a heap of shoes at his feet. Then he allows me to remove his skullcap and marvel at his shining bald head.
         
 
         As I cross the street towards my shoeblack, a herd of sheep sweeps along and shuts me in. They block my sight. Their wool scorches my skin. They bleat. They stink. They almost hurl me to the ground. I drop my comic strip. Its pages disperse under their hooves. I cry out for father and realise that I am all on my own.
         
 
         I burst into tears.
 
         The shoeblack is advancing in my direction. The herd passes by. A woman in a black abaya collects the pages from the ground. I am still sobbing. The Kurd stretches his arms to me. I recoil from his touch.  The black abaya hands me back a rumpled Semir,  soiled with hoof marks. I push her hand away. They all terrify me. I want to go home. I am not certain that I remember the way back.
         
 
         She’s lost, I hear a man say.
 
         I find myself at a cross-roads. The sight of Bellou and mother striding from a side-street calms me down. They have spotted me, my two dear mothers, the real and the little, the small and the tall. The one smiles, the other frowns, and then vice versa. This time, I will be spanked, I can smell it.
         
 
         —Next time I’ll go farther still, as far as Sind and India, as far as Wonderland … I grumble later, sucking my thumb in bed.
         
 
         Bellou tells me the story of a little girl, who, like me, is again and again tempted by unknown faraway worlds. Yet each time she sets out, the little girl loses her way and cannot return, like a cat who has climbed up a tree and fails to climb down. Gradually, she learns that no way back is possible, that her only option is to move onwards. Or upwards, in the case of the cat.
         
 
         And then? What happens then?
 
         And then an angel turns up, and meets her halfway.
 
         
             

         
 
         In autumn, a carriage pulled by two black horses halts before our gate. The horses are wearing garlands around their necks. Bellou’s suitcase lies in the backseat. She presses me to her breast with a vigour that almost squashes me, and pokes something into my hand. She smells of laurel soap. The horses look foolish, I say. As if they were the ones getting married.
         
 
         Bellou and the coachman wave goodbye. I open my hand and find her amulet! The wolf fang will have to wait until my breasts grow big enough, so that it can fall between them.
         
 
         Mother says that Bellou will be happier with him than she used to be with us.
         
 
         But why?
 
         Because from now on, she will be washing her own children, cleaning her own house, and preparing plate-sized Mossul kubbas  for her own family.
         
 
         In her empty room, the mattress is folded in two. My drawing of her, running away with her sister is pinned on the door. Bellou did not take it with her. After tomorrow, I am going to nursery school. No maid will sleep at our place any more.
         
 
         What is after tomorrow?
 
         —After tomorrow is going to bed and waking up, then going to sleep again and waking up again, father says.
         
 
         After tomorrow is an indefinite time, any time after tomorrow, brother says.
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            First  Day  at  School
            

         
 
         Small children are crowded in front of the nursery. The door is closed. Boys and girls are standing stiff, like pawns removed from a chess-board. It is their first day. Half of them are crying.
         
 
         A long bell rings. The door unlocks. An obese woman appears. Her hair is arranged in a heavy chignon. Smiling, she leads the children inside. A young assistant makes the children sit at tables for two, lined up in five rows. The nursery teacher takes her place behind them, at the back of the room.
         
 
         I sit in the first row, nearest to the door, sobbing. The girl beside me has two carroty plaits. Her eyes are dry. She grins at me, almost motherly, and promises to tell me a secret if I stop weeping. I quieten down, start sucking my thumb. She says her name is Selma. That’s all? Her fish-like lips approach my ear and whisper. Sit  Sarah, the obese teacher, steals the children’s lunch. What? I swear it, by Baba’s life! The sit  exchanges red apples for yellow ones, big bananas for rotten ones, drinks half our Coca-Cola and dilutes the rest of the bottle with water. My eyes are wet again. Selma reassures me. Sit  Sarah would never lay hands on hot pickles, or non-kosher food.
         
 
         —Pass it on to your Mama. It’s the only way out.
 
         Mariam, the assistant, distributes wooden cubes. Selma builds towers, not stopping until they collapse. With my free hand, I help her pick them up.
         
 
         —You’ll come tomorrow, won’t you? she asks.
 
         I nod, sucking my thumb.
 
         Tomorrow, next year, and for many years to come, I will still be sucking it. But it is not only my thumb I do not easily relinquish, it is infancy I am clinging to, our doctor friend claims, the way I clung to mother’s womb four years back. After several days of labour, the poor woman gave up, and I thought I had got my own way and would be left in peace, forever inside. But soon a blinding light assailed me. They had cut mother’s tummy open, and out they dragged me – screaming and kicking out at the world.
         
 
         For a whole year, each morning, the same struggle recommences. I exhaust all methods of manipulation to avoid the social programme imposed on me: I cannot dress myself, mess up the soft egg, have stomach ache, cough, snivel, throw up. I tell stories about the witch who is starving us, about the boy who urinates on my patent leather shoes, about the dirty words they are teaching us, about cockroaches in the toilets and worms in the water. Mother is exasperated. The school bus honks. Brother rushes out. She will either yield to my pressure and let me stay at home, or lose her temper and haul me into the bus. The chances are fifty-fifty. It is worth the trouble.
         
 
         In my absence Selma watches over my bench, next to hers. Though she was born three weeks after me, she is a head taller already. Because unlike me, Selma drinks milk, finishes her breakfast, and goes regularly to nursery. She has barely any eyelashes though, and is the only red-haired child in the class. King David was red-haired, she tells everybody. Her skin is freckled, translucent, her fingers are pink. Next to hers mine look yellowish, like those of a chain smoker. Her nipples are red, her buttocks square, her earlobes fleshy, and her nostrils, large and round. Her small white teeth easily vanish from sight when she is devouring a hot pickled sandwich. Her tongue can reach the tip of her nose. Her left ear can wave hello. Her eyes are honey-coloured. With the passing years, they will deepen into brown. Her forearms are less hairy than mine, but then she has this graceful line of hair running down her back. Those above her lip gather beads of sweat at midday. Her navel sinks inwards while mine sticks out. Her genitals are surprisingly smaller than mine. Our bellies are similar, both puffed up, as if we have swallowed a basket ball.
         
 
         Her mother has packed two lollipops in the shape of bottles in Selma’s lunch box. One for her, and one for me. We hide them in our pockets, away from sit  Sarah’s goggling hungry eyes. Selma’s lollipop is red, mine is yellow. In the break, we undo the cellophane wrappers and start to lick. As our bottles grow slim and shiny, Selma’s lips and tongue become red. Mine yellow, she says. Let’s exchange them and see whether our mouths will both turn orange! Selma agrees, but we should wash the lollipops first.
         
 
         Selma and I are holding hands and bounding down the stairs into the courtyard with the drinking-fountain. We count each step out loud as we jump. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Only eight steps? But we can count to ten! We leap up again, counting in English this time. It is the only courtyard where the nursery children are allowed to play. In two years, when we will be in primary school, we will be free to play everywhere.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The school premises consist of two colonnaded lengthy galleries on to which the classrooms open. Two-storeyed and equally long, they join at a right-angle, drawing a square space between them, in which is assembled a maze of courtyards and additional classrooms. Yards and building are surrounded by gardens, which, in their turn, are encompassed by tall walls, to shut out chaotic, unpredictable Baghdad. The solidity of the architecture gives the place a fortress-like feel. A sports club nearby is linked to our school. It has several ping-pong tables, four tennis courts, a basket-and volley-ball court, and a huge lawn for the smaller children to run about in. Our club is open only during the summer holidays. Both school and club premises belong to the Jewish community, but there is no nameplate at either entrance.
         
 
         About 600 girls and boys, aged between four and eighteen, receive pre-school, elementary and secondary education here.
         
 
         At five, they play hide-and-seek behind the bulky columns. At six, they scour the premises for the Rat Room. At seven, they scrape their elbows against the rough plaster, playing seven tiles. At eight, they steal flowers from the garden. At nine, they carve their names on the desks. At ten, they borrow books from the library. At eleven, they steal tubes from the chemistry lab. At twelve, they complain at the lack of mirrors in the toilets. At thirteen, secondary school begins. They move upstairs, to the first floor.
         
 
         At thirteen, the Six Day War breaks out.
 
         Ten years after the war, the Jewish community will cease to be. Only some elderly individuals will stay in Baghdad, and a few families. The school will be appropriated by the state. The new name will stand on a big plate, hung at the gate. To its right, a wall poster will read: “One Arab Nation, with an Eternal Message”. It will be an elementary school for boys. They will pee standing, even in the girls’ toilets. They will speak Arabic in the Moslem dialect. They will convert the small synagogue into a storeroom. They will dispose of the foreign books in the library. The eight steps will remain intact, but all the same, I would have lost my way in the new landscape.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         We have moved on to kindergarten, which is one year above the nursery. We are no longer the youngest class in the school. You are grown-up children now, they tell us, but still inspect our nails everyday and fumble through our hair for lice once a week. We carry wooden pencil boxes, reading and exercise books in our satchels.
         
 
         We are learning the alphabet.
         
 
         Three women teachers are in charge of our class. All three are very fat, yet none is interested in our lunch boxes. Each demands a separate exercise book. Each teaches a different type of alphabet.
         
 
         A wooden rule hangs beside the blackboard, for the lazy fingers.
         
 
         The Arabic alif  is easy. It consists of a vertical, straight line. Any child of five can draw it. The hamza  above requires some practice though. Three zig-zag lines, like a step, slightly slanting.
         
 
         In English, there is one big ay  and one small ay.  The small is not the miniature of the big. In fact they do not even resemble each other. The small ay  is written differently from the printed one. My curved lines are shabby. My straight lines curve in the middle. I am incapable of making edges touch. I would rather draw houses.
         
 
         Hebrew has two alefs,  one for writing, one for printing. I can manage none. I will never learn to write.
         
 
         And why so many alphabets?
 
         Arabic is your language, Hebrew is the language of your ancestors, and English is your future.
         
 
         In five years, we will be learning French too. More future, I guess.
         
 
         The double-lined exercise books give us spatial and dimensional orientation. Yet my small ays  still look more like cracked eggs, and the printed alef,  at its best, a crooked branch. I rub out the eggs and the branches, again and again, until the first page is torn. I will end up a shoeblack or a porter, the fate of the stupid and the lazy, so our teachers say. But before that, they will send me to the Rat Room.
         
 
         The Rat Room is a dark and squalid cell, where the lazy, the stupid, and the disobedient are dispatched for punishment. The rats gnaw their finger-nails and chew their earlobes. Everyone at school has heard of this room. Yet even those who swear they have seen it cannot indicate its exact location.
         
 
         I suck my pencil, waiting for the school bell to end the lesson, dreaming: again, the Tigris has overflowed its banks and drowned Baghdad. Mud-brick houses dissolve and bridges twist and break. The flat city sinks, together with its suqs and casinos, coffee shops, and parks and military bases and no-longer-royal palaces. Those agile among the Baghdadis clamber up minarets and palm trees. The rest use car tyres as life-buoys. Thumbing their amber worry-beads, they slump inside the black tyres and drift in the water amid red double-deckers and khaki jeeps.
         
 
         In spite of its stable foundations, our fortress of a school is instantly uprooted. Classrooms break apart and travel aimlessly in the water. Water knows no boundaries. The Tigris and the Euphrates have joined hands to inundate the land between them. We are sailing. Our exercise books are floating, like cream in a milk pot. It is fun to be on board. It looks like a journey without an end. Faraway land comes into view. Fair children are speaking English on the shore. They are a bunch of fools, their teacher says dismissively. Our teachers rush us back to the benches, and assault us with bee  and cee  and dee  even if we are not through with ay  yet.
         
 
         Selma is going through harder times than me. She is left-handed, but the teachers, all three, compel her to use her right. After weeks of clashes a compromise is reached: she may use her left, provided it is the right which eventually carries out the task. Left is allowed to begin. It attempts to reproduce what the eyes report. After some fairly good lines, the pencil passes to Right. Right emulates the gesture performed by Left, reruns the route which Left initiated. Selma’s upper lip is sweating. Her right will always linger behind her left. Whatever the class does, Selma must do twice. It’s her fate, she says, to lead a double life.
         
 
         With the blue ballpoint she has found in the garden, Selma draws a circle on her right wrist. Then she adds a few dashes inside, and a thin strap around the wrist to buckle the watch. Now I’ll know when the school bell will ring, she says. I borrow her ballpoint and copy her watch on my left wrist. Now I’ll know when cartoons are on TV. Selma snatches back her pen and marks, with her right hand, another watch, a clumsier one, on her left wrist. When the teacher discovers our drawings, she immediately reaches for the wooden rule. Are we Bedouins to tattoo ourselves left and right? She calls us filthy girls and confiscates our ballpoint. I open my right hand to receive my punishment. Selma is hit on both hands.
         
 
         We rub out our distorted letters, again and again. At the end of each day, shreds of rubber are heaped on our desks. Selma has a recipe for plasticine: add some spittle to the shreds of rubber, knead them together, and let the mixture dry in the sun. We try this for two years. The shreds do not fuse into dough. We rub away white and pink and green rubbers against the bench. Selma swears that at home the operation always succeeds. With her chewing gum, Selma can blow the largest bubbles in the class. She can coil herself like the Melwiyah,  the spiral minaret of Samarra, and I believe every word she says.
         
 
         Bee,  ba’a,  and bet  are more difficult to sketch than ay,  alif,  and alef.  If every new letter is more complex than the preceding one, what a toilsome childhood is awaiting us!
         
 
         Arabic has three  ba’as.  One is put at the beginning of the word, one in the middle, and one at the end. Alif  and  ba’a  form words together: ab,  father, bob,  door, baba,  dad. I can write! I am writing! Soon I will decipher the signs in the street, and read out those blinking neon ads. Soon I will learn to write my name, Lina, in three languages. And when all three alphabets are acquired, I will already know more than any of our three teachers.
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         A yellow balloon lands on my nose and kisses it. It is the side on which Abd al-Karim’s face is printed which has touched me. I tap the balloon back into the air. Abd al-Karim, our leader, spins and somersaults in the blue sky. I chase him around our backyard, longing for his smell of warm rubber. The balloon falls again, this time into my arms. I hold Abd al-Karim by his thick head of hair, and after making sure that nobody is watching, press my lips on his dry mouth to apply a long, thirsty kiss, the way lovers do in foreign films.
         
 
         His portrait hangs in every store and coffee house in Baghdad. It is printed on banknotes, exercise books, chewing-gum cards, calendars. In our classroom, we have al-Zaim,  the leader, framed above the blackboard, in uniform, down to the chest, smiling, waving us hello. During the break, we play musical chairs as we sing:
         
 
         
            
               Long live al-Zaim,  long live Abd al-Karim.
               
 
               Stand up, stand up and salute him.
 
               Back to your seats, all of you,
 
               except for the odd man out, ha, ha, ha.

            

         
 
         It does not really work in English.
 
         Father teaches me to arrange postage stamps in sets and to insert them behind the transparent film in the album. I handle them with care, these delicate perforated squares and rectangles in assorted colour combinations, illustrating landscapes and animals from other countries, and introducing me to famous personalities. Queen Elizabeth II. The Shah of Iran. The Greek royal family. Madame Curie. Abraham Lincoln. I am particularly keen on those in which Abd al-Karim appears. He is saluting the new republican flag on the second anniversary of the July Revolution. He is reviewing a file of troopers on Army Day. His profile watches over Medinat  al-Thawra,  Revolution City he built to house the squatters. He is shaking hands with farmers, on a set of four stamps commemorating the Agrarian Reforms.
         
 
         Every corner of Baghdad urges me to love the leader of the Revolution. He, and he alone, has put an end to the monarchy and to the corrupt Ahd  al-Ba’id,  the Old Regime which had served the British rather than our people. He has wiped out feudalism and established social justice. He will bring about peace with the Kurds. Even father, who had lost his heart to the British, retains a soft spot for Abd al-Karim. He calls him the ugly duckling, the pauper who has grown into a torchbearer, the daring brigadier who played at revolution and won – soaring very high that glorious 14th of July.
         
 
         Every year in July helicopters would shower Baghdad with colourful leaflets, celebrating the Revolution and its hero. Until the glorious 14th skipped to another month, reserved for another hero.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Ramadan has fallen in winter this year. Around nine in the morning, we are reciting classical Arabic poetry in the class, when we suddenly hear shellfire. They issue from more than one direction. In no time textbooks are closed and tucked into our satchels. School buses are sent for to drive us home. Father, too, returns early from work. We switch on the radio. A shrill female voice blesses the Revolution of the 14th of Ramadan and barks out proclamations on behalf of the National Council for the Revolutionary Command. She is accusing Abd al-Karim  of having betrayed the goals of the Revolution of the 14th of July.
         
 
         The station has fallen to the rebels. Explosions are heard in stereo, from the radio and live.
         
 
         A curfew is imposed. We cannot go to school the next day, that is certain. Neighbours are sauntering outside, men in pyjamas, transistor radio in hand, paying informal visits to each other. Children are cycling in the middle of the street. As long as vehicles are banned, no pedestrian restricts himself to the pavement. I chalk hopscotch squares on the roadway. Wafa’, our neighbour, keeps skating in and out of them. Next to us, the two boys playing Red Indians have knelt down and pressed their ears against the ground to eavesdrop on children’s doings in the entire neighbourhood. A few miles away fierce street fights are taking place between pro-Abd al-Karim July Revolution troopers and soldiers backing the Ramadan counter-revolution.
         
 
         The shelling stops at sunset, the time when Moslems break their fast. The radio claims that good has conquered evil and that with the help of Allah, Abd al-Karim’s resistance has collapsed.
         
 
         I wake up late the next morning. Artillery fire tells me that battles continue. My parents and brother have already breakfasted, and are listening to the radio in the living-room. The sight of father unshaved, in his bathrobe, astonishes me. He always shaves first thing in the morning and never stays in his pyjamas once out of bed. Not even on holidays. It is his eleventh commandment. The one which only the revolution could tempt him to break.
         
 
         Neighbours come in and out. The friend of somebody’s brother has seen tanks and armoured cars in Rashid Street. Someone’s father-in-law has heard planes strafing the Ministry of Defence, where al-Zaim’s  headquarters are located.
         
 
         —Abd al-Karim has accumulated too much power. Such corruption could not last.
         
 
         —But who are the new boys? Will they do it better?
         
 
         —Their proclamations repeat the same stuff: struggle against imperialism, liberation of Palestine, Arab unity, democracy, Arab–Kurdish brotherhood …
         
 
         —Big words! Nobody surpasses us when it comes to words.
 
         Zeki has come all the way from Battawin to Alwiyah on foot, together with his dog. He says the Ba’ath’s National Guards are patrolling every neighbourhood he has crossed, hunting for Communists – Abd al-Karim’s allies. Bored by their constant talk, I go out to the garden, turn on the hose for the black mongrel. He drinks eagerly, wagging his tail, then licks my hand in gratitude. He has never done this before!
         
 
         —What about us? mother wonders, after all our guests are gone.
         
 
         For no ruler in Iraq, since King Faisal I in the 1920s, has granted the Jews equal rights the way al-Zaim  has done.
         
 
         At noon the firing stops. Abd al-Karim has surrendered. The National Council of the Revolution appoints Abd al-Salam as President. Abd al-Salam, Abd al-Karim’s former protégé, his friend and collaborator in the July Revolution, has overthrown him. Worse. He has stolen the Revolution from him.
         
 
         A new public holiday is added to the calendar. The Ramadan Revolution, loyal to the principles of the July Revolution, will now correct the deviations of Abd al-Karim’s regime.
         
 
         In the evening I am reluctant to watch TV, lest they show Abd al-Karim dishevelled, humiliated, bruised perhaps. Although nobody has told me, I know that the hero with the boyish gaze, bushy eyebrows and timid smile under the greying moustache is gone for good. I fear the worst for him. That he will be dragged through the streets – like the Crown Prince, Abd al-Ilah, at the time of the July Revolution. So I was told. When the army delivered Abd al-Ilah’s corpse to the mob, they dragged it along the bridge to the west side of the capital and hanged it at the gate of the Ministry of Defence.
         
 
         The body of Nuri al-Said, the Prime Minister, resented for his pro-Western policy, did not receive any better treatment. On the morning of the 14th of July, the elderly statesman scuttled along the banks of the Tigris, disguised as a woman, seeking a hiding place. But the woman soon aroused the suspicion of passers-by. Her black abaya and black veil were ill-matched with the men’s pyjama bottoms underneath, which the fleeing Prime Minister had had no time to remove. When he was recognised, General Nuri shot himself on the spot. He was buried by the army, but two days later, the masses dug up the grave and virtually swept the streets with the Prime Minister’s corpse.
         
 
         Abd al-Karim is neither tortured nor dragged through the streets. On the day of his surrender, a court martial sentences him to death. He is shot that same day.
         
 
         The next day, the curfew is lifted and we are back at school. Above the blackboard a pale patch stands out from the white wall. A black nail protrudes on its upper margin. For five years the wall behind Abd al-Karim’s portrait has not been painted. When the classroom undergoes its annual whitewash, the pale patch will vanish. But, lacking the five layers from Abd al-Karim’s time, its outline will still be traceable.
         
 
         During the break Selma pulls me into the back garden, and indicates a window overlooking the cellar. It is the same cellar that, as smaller children, we suspected to be the Rat Room. I peep inside. Scores of framed pictures lean against the wall. In each, al-Zaim  smiles behind glass, waves us goodbye.
         
 
         Selma says that very late last night Abd al-Karim was shown on television. He was seated on a chair, with bullet holes all over his body. The programme was lengthy with repetitive scenes of the Ramadan Revolution and dead generals. Just as she was about to go to bed, a soldier grabbed Abd al-Karim’s head by the hair and spat into his lifeless face.
         
 
         The television programme was rich with corpses last night. Colonel Mahdawi, too, was displayed, lying at Abd al-Karim’s side. Mahdawi presided over the People’s Court in Abd al-Karim’s era. The function of the People’s Court was to try the enemies of the people and punish the conspirators against the country. The trials were broadcast on radio and television and were followed in every café in the country.
         
 
         “Mahkamah”,  a hoarse voice cries out, announcing the opening of the session. Mahdawi enters the court. The audience greets him with long applause. The Colonel opens with a wise maxim, followed by his opinion on matters of the day. His tone changes as he turns to the defendants and bombards them with insults and rhetorical abuse. We hear laughter from the audience. A chuckle escapes mother. Immediately she corrects herself and calls him vulgar, arrogant. Mahdawi is now reciting some poem which supposedly echoes the present case. His voice, deepened by the eloquence of its inflection, impresses me. I do not catch the moral though. If only his achievements in military college were half as good as his distinction in Arabic poetry, our neighbour comments, cracking pumpkin seeds. Several spectators leave their seats and dance a dabka  in the middle of the court. The audience claps hands to the rhythm of the dance. Mahdawi looks pleased with himself. Some judge! mother says. Would you be sitting there at all if you weren’t Abd al-Karim’s cousin? The officer next to him whispers something in the Colonel’s ear. Mahdawi stops the dance with a gesture, and embarks at last on the proceedings of the court. I flit to the kitchen, fetch myself a packet of potato crisps. Mahdawi points at the man in the brown dishdasha,  who is standing among the defendants at the dock. Those to his left are sentenced to five years in prison. The brown dishdasha  and those to his right are to be set free.
         
 
         Sometimes, the trials would end with capital punishment. But, as in a film, the convicts were not, in reality, put to death. Or only seldom. Abd al-Salam himself, for instance, had once been sentenced to death by the Mahdawi Court, charged with the attempted assassination of Abd al-Karim. He was released after three years’ imprisonment.
         
 
         Father, a passionate philatelist, transfers his mint sheets of Abd al-Karim stamps over to another drawer, stacked with older sheets of King Faisal I in Bedouin attire, King Faisal I in a European suit, King Ghasi in profile, King Faisal II as a child, a youth, a young man. What a shock it would have been for Abd al-Karim had he known that his revolutionary icon would be stored in royal company – a bunch of disgraced celebrities.
         
 
         National anthems, flags, stamps, currencies, street names, and other state emblems do not last long in Baghdad. They do not age, wear out, or fall apart. They abruptly burst in and out of history, at a pace no individual memory can adapt to. Even now mother calls the first modern bridge in the city by its original name, Maude, after the British General who captured Baghdad in the First World War. It was the boundary her family forbade her to cross without the escort of a male relative. By the time my mother was a young girl, however, the British army had left Iraq and the bridge had been renamed after King Ghazi. When the monarchy was overthrown, and the statues of both General Maude and King Faisal I were torn down by angry crowds, while the corpse of Abd al-Ilah was dragged from one side of the capital to the other over this bridge, it became the Shuhada’,  Martyrs Bridge, adjusting itself, like a linguistic chameleon, to the vocabulary of the latest supremacy.
         
 
         Nine months later, in November, we are sent home early again. Abd al-Salam has initiated another coup. He expels the Ba’ath, his Ramadan fellow revolutionaries, dissolves their National Guard, and forms a new government.
         
 
         On the next anniversary of the Ramadan Revolution, helicopters whirr in the skies of Baghdad, dropping small nylon bags filled with sweets. Although faster than paper, the little gifts still take their time, swinging and hovering, indifferent to our cries of impatience. One such bag is toppling above my head, about to land on our roof. Just when it appears within reach, the bag changes its mind and drifts away. I dart downstairs to follow it from the street. A puff of wind drives it further south, towards the river. From a side-street a striped dishdasha  rushes in the same direction. The serifa  girl, smaller than me and barefoot, soon overtakes me. I try it her way – take off my shoes, and sprint along. In no time, a sharp stone grazes my sole. I stop to examine it. Only scraped, not bleeding, but my chances of winning have been crushed. I put on my shoes again and walk back, slowly recovering my breath. The sky is quiet and clear, devoid of surprises. I have been deprived of the sweets of the Revolution. When I reach home, a bag of toffee is awaiting me in the garden! I rip it open and try the first candy. It turns out to be of the worst quality. The serifa  girl passes by, a similar bag in her hand. Nestala,  she says, flaunting it proudly. Nestala  is the slang for chocolate, a corruption of Nestlé – a brand so expensive that I doubt the girl has ever tasted it. I smile back. She gathers the hem of her dishdasha,  and seats herself at the threshhold of our house. I join her. We have never been so close before, although the Bedouin clan has been living for years in serifa,  squatter huts on the bare piece of land behind our house. A blue spot is tattooed on her forehead. A golden ring pierces her nose. Her skin is ebony, dark as her own shadow. Her soles are callous, asphalt black. Mucus is about to run down from her nostril. A sniff calls it up again. A bronze anklet adorns her left foot. I offer her my pair of shoes for the one anklet. No way. She shakes her head, slurping and sucking the sweets strewn in memory of Abd al-Karim’s fall.
         
 
         Three years after the Ramadan coup, we are sent home early again. It is now Abd al-Salam’s turn to give his life for a day off. On its way from Qurna to Basra, his helicopter explodes. The event is reported as a tragic accident. Nobody in Baghdad believes such reports. Abd, our bus driver, a loyal fan of Abd al-Karim, is mostly enthusiastic about the news. It inspires his imagination and, by nature, Abd verbalises. At each gate where he lets a child out, his pleasure regenerates as he conveys the account to the concerned mother.
         
 
         —Don’t worry Sister, it’s only Abd al-Salam. Al-Mushir,  the Guide, has just exploded in the air. Boom, like a balloon. See the black cloud up there, that’s the victor of three revolutions, July, Ramadan, and November. One was not enough, he had to grab three, and all for himself. Now they’ll drop carbon paper from the sky, some mourning leaflets for our charred hero, don’t you think?
         
 
         The cautious mother draws her child quickly inside, before any neighbour or passer-by associates her with the big-mouthed driver.
         
 
         In spite of the rigid and demanding education we are subjected to, the school authorities take no chances as far as our safety is concerned. We are sent home at the slightest unrest. Even a demonstration about domestic politics can, at any moment, be twisted into agitated support for the Palestinian cause, and wind up at the gate of our Jewish school.
         
 
         —The whole year, chirri  mirri,  goings and comings, Abd says one day. How can one learn anything under such conditions? Your headmaster’s overdoing it with his safety precautions. There’s no need to tremble whenever a cracker explodes.
         
 
         It is 10 o’clock in the morning. A restive crowd, roaring and catcalling only a few streets away, is advancing in our direction. Not even shellfire, and our tyrants of teachers are acting like guardian angels. No time to assign homework. The maths problem can wait till next week. The premises are to be evacuated as soon as possible. Upon my arrival home, mother switches on the radio. The local station does not report any unrest in the capital. Not even in the evening. Only the next morning does it appear in the papers. An inflamed crowd of impassioned men was babbling and whistling, chasing after an Egyptian female singer, who made her mistake of the day by wearing trousers and exploring, on foot, the city of The Thousand  and  One  Nights.
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