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Also by Muhsin Al-Ramli in English translation


Scattered Crumbs


Dates On My Fingers




To the souls of my nine relatives
slaughtered on the third day of Ramadan, 2006


And to all the oppressed in Iraq:
May the deceased forgive our bitter grief and rest in peace.
May the living do their utmost for the sake of peace and tolerance




Chapter 1


Sons of the Earth Crack


In a land without bananas, the village awoke to nine banana crates, each containing the severed head of one of its sons. Along with each head was an I.D. card to identify the victim since some of the faces were completely disfigured, either by torture before the beheading or by something similar after the slaughter. The characteristic features by which they had been known through all the years of their bygone lives were no longer present to distinguish them.


The first person to notice these crates alongside the main street was the dull-witted herdsman, Isma’il. Curious, he approached without dismounting from his donkey. The donkey’s image was inextricably tied to Isma’il’s in the minds of the people because of how long he had ridden it – sidesaddle, both legs hanging down on the same side – as though the two of them shared one body. As soon as Isma’il saw the bloody heads inside the boxes, he slid off his donkey and bent close, poking at them with the end of his staff. He recognised some of the heads. All traces of sleep fled his eyes as he rubbed them to make sure he was not dreaming. Then he looked around to confirm he was in his own village and not somewhere else.


The last silver light of dawn was filling the street. The shops on either side were closed. The sleeping village was calm and still, apart from the crowing of a rooster and the barking of a distant dog, responding to another dog in some yet more distant corner. In that moment, Isma’il felt liberated from the ancient sense of guilt that had pursued him in nightmares ever since, as a boy, he cut out the tongue of a goat that had annoyed him with its bleating when he was braiding a wool belt for Hamida amid the solitary silence of Hyena Valley.


In that same moment, Isma’il’s tongue recovered from its paralysis, and he began screaming at the top of his lungs, causing his donkey to jump, his flock of sheep to freeze, and the pigeons and sparrows to launch from the treetops and rooftops. He kept yelling without realising what he was saying, and his cries seemed to resemble the bleating of that goat whose tongue he had cut out and grilled. He kept yelling until he saw people rushing towards him from some of the village houses – then all the people from all the houses, after the alarm was raised over the mosque’s loudspeakers.


And if Abdullah Kafka had spoken about this incident, he would have said, “It was on the third day of the month of Ramadan, 2006. According to ancient history, that was when a strange amorphous blob with a giant body and a small head, called America, came from across the oceans and occupied a country named Iraq. Historians make clear in some footnotes that the people of that time had hearts that were primitive in their cruelty, savage hearts, like beasts of prey. As a result, among the injurious relations they had with each other were such dishonourable deeds as assault, terrorism, wars, invasions and occupations. In those remote times, the heart of humanity was sunk in darkness. It wasn’t a darkness of intellect or vision, such that man was unable to cogitate upon the murder of his brother man. Rather, it was much worse, in that he might actually follow through with it.”


This is how Abdullah Kafka would see and speak about everything that happened, describing it all as ancient, lost, dead history. The present and the future did not exist at all for him. There was only the past, and all of it was black. Some of it died irrevocably and did not return, and the rest of it was repeated later, in a time that other people called the future.


So for all the years since his return from captivity in Iran, Abdullah Kafka, that prince of pessimists, had been content to sit at the same seat in the corner of the village café from the moment it opened its doors in the morning until it closed after midnight. Sipping cups of bitter coffee and glasses of tea black as ink, he would smoke a nargileh absent-mindedly or just listen in silence. He returned greetings with a nod of his head or a gesture with a hand that still gripped the smoking nozzle of the water pipe. If he spoke, or rather, if he was forced to speak, he would go on speaking interminably, or he would be satisfied with a comment of no more than a few words.


So it was one spring when they informed him that the river had flooded. It overflowed its banks and covered the fields and gardens, carrying off the nearby huts and mud houses and unearthing the hillside cemetery to scatter the bones and skulls of the dearly departed. Abdullah Kafka did not say a thing. Ignoring the alarm of those bringing the news, he continued puffing on his water pipe as people ran in every direction before him. He said nothing until Isma’il the herdsman came in, petrified and howling, because the flood had swept away his animal pen and carried off ten sheep and one of his goats. He was sobbing as he described how his goat had floated on the surface of the water, brown with flotsam and mud. It was bleating and looking at him, as though in supplication, and Isma’il could do nothing to save it because he did not know how to swim.


Isma’il’s despair filled the café: “The water is rising. It’s creeping towards the rest of the village! It’s the end! It’s the Day of Judgment and the end of the world!”


At this, Abdullah Kafka cleared his throat and asked him calmly, “And did the water rise so much that your goat’s back touched the sky above us?”


“No,” Isma’il said.


Abdullah said to him, “Then this is nothing. But would that the end had come and brought the heavens down to the earth.” And he turned deliberately back to his pipe and went on smoking.


As for this morning, when they informed him that the head of his lifelong companion Ibrahim was among the nine, Abdullah replied, “It is finished! He has attained his rest. For this time he has truly died, leaving us to the chaos of fate and the futility of waiting for our own deaths, we the living dead.”


Abdullah fell silent and remained motionless apart from the rise and fall of his chest with each breath. He sat frozen there for several moments. Then he began to smoke and smoke. And for the first time, the people saw tears stream from his unblinking eyes. He did not wipe them away, and he did not stop smoking.


When the news reached the third member of their lifelong brotherhood, Sheikh Tariq, he felt faint and all but collapsed. He sat down quickly, propping up his spirit – so as not to kill himself – by reciting the many religious sayings he had learned by heart and which were always on the tip of his tongue. He wept and asked God’s forgiveness; he wept and cursed the devil so as not to be driven to despair; he wept and wept until the tears wet the edges of his red, henna-dyed beard.


Questions from the onlookers saved Tariq from succumbing to an even longer bout of sobbing. “What do we do, O sheikh? Do we bury the heads on their own, or do we wait until we come upon their bodies and bury them together? They were killed in Baghdad, or on the road to Baghdad, and now Baghdad is a chaos choking on anonymous corpses, buried explosives, car bombs, foreigners and deceit. It might be impossible to find their bodies.”


Tariq said, “It’s best to bury the heads, and if their bodies are discovered later on, it’s not a problem for them to be buried with the heads, or separately, or in the place where they are found. Our sons and brothers are not more venerable or better than the prince of martyrs, Hussein, grandson of the Prophet, whose head they buried in Egypt or Syria while his body stayed in Iraq. Make haste to bury the heads, for the way to honour the dead is to bury them.”


Only Qisma, the widow who became an orphan that early morning, opposed them and wanted to keep the head of her father Ibrahim unburied until his body was found. But she resisted in vain when the men refused and rebuked her, saying, “Hold your tongue, woman, and cease this madness! What do you know about such things?”


They pushed her away to where the women were gathered, many of whom were surprised at Qisma’s stance since they knew she had not always seen eye to eye with her father. Nevertheless, as was her wont, Qisma refused to give in and began planning her next steps. Only her fat neighbour Amira supported her and wanted to do the same thing, to preserve her husband’s head in the freezer until they located his body.


Each head had a story. Every one of these nine heads had a family and dreams and the horror of being slaughtered, just like the hundreds of thousands slain in a country stained with blood since its founding and until God inherits the earth and everyone on it. And if every victim had a book, Iraq in its entirety would become a huge library, impossible ever to catalogue.


Sheikh Tariq said, “Do not wash the heads, for they are martyrs. A martyr is not washed before being buried because he is purified just as he is. His wounds will exude the scent of musk on the Day of Resurrection.”


As the last rites were being performed for the heads, Tariq approached the head of Ibrahim and fell upon it, hugging it to his chest and kissing it so hard that his embrace scraped away the scabs formed by dirt and congealed blood that stopped up the wounds and the veins in the neck. The blood drained from it afresh and stained the front of the sheikh’s white robe, his hands, and his beard. They gently pulled him away and wrapped the head in a white burial shroud to match the others, which they buried together in a line. In the end, they dug complete graves the length of a normal man, not the size of children’s, even though they lowered only the heads into their depths.


Abdullah Kafka did not attend the funeral but stayed at the café, smoking. No-one blamed him, even though all the people of the village knew the strength of the bond that had existed between these three men since childhood, such that they were called by various epithets, all of which played on the idea of three – “the eternal triad”, “the happy threesome”, or even “the three butt cheeks in the same briefs” and “the triple balls” and so on – because they would almost never be seen apart from each other until destiny separated them in the days of the Iraq–Iran War. But the most widely used name was “sons of the earth crack”. That name had a story, which was itself a testament to the strength of their early alliance.


It went back to the early years of their boyhood, the days when they would swim in the Tigris during the burning heat of July afternoons, quarrel with the girls bathing and washing clothes near the shore, hunt at night for the sand grouse sleeping in the nearby deserts, root out snakes and jerboa from their holes to break off their teeth, and drive off the wolves and jackals. When the Bedouin herdsman Jad’an spotted them near his tent, he did not recognise them, even though he knew nearly all the villagers on account of his living there with his family and his flock of sheep for one month each year, right after the harvest. He asked Abdullah, “Whose son are you?” And because Abdullah did not know his real father, he was quiet for a moment and then said, “I’m the son of the earth crack.” Jad’an turned to Ibrahim and Tariq with the same question, and they gave the same answer out of solidarity with Abdullah. At that, the Bedouin fell silent for a while, stroking his beard as if in thought, and said, “Yes, we are all sons of the earth crack. The earth is our mother, all of us. Out of her we are born, and to her we return.”


Jad’an ruffled their hair affectionately and invited them to his tent to taste “the best butter in the world”, as he called it, which was the butter of his wife, Umm Fahda, and to drink some of the milk from her village. The invitation pleased them to the same degree as it filled their souls with fear and trembling, for this was an unexpected opportunity for Tariq to see Fahda, daughter of Jad’an and Umm Fahda, inside her tent, instead of making secret rendezvous with her between the sacks of harvested wheat and barley or among the flock of resting ewes. Did her father know what had been going on between them, and was his invitation nothing more than an ambush to trap them and do to them God knows what? Stories of Bedouin cruelty and betrayals were notorious, especially when connected to questions of honour.


Jad’an later told the story to the village elders as they sat together, drinking their morning coffee. They all burst out laughing and praised the boys’ solidarity and fidelity to the ideal of true friendship. The story circulated widely, just as everything said in the village reached every ear, even when whispered in confidence. From that time the name “sons of the earth crack” became commonplace.


Abdullah wasn’t lying when he said that he was the son of the earth crack, for that is what he knew at the time, as did everyone else. But now, nearly fifty years old, he was the only one who knew the origin of the story. The mayor’s wife, who had tarried in life until he returned from the long years of his captivity in Iran, had told him the truth of the matter.


He alone knew that she was his grandmother, and that the dull-witted herdsman Isma’il was his maternal uncle. His story was like something out of the old melodramas from India, so it was no surprise that he was known for defining life as “a Hindi movie”.


About himself he would say, “I am a victim and the son of victims. I am the son of the murdered going back to Abel, and I’m surprised not to have been killed yet.” Then he would add, “The logic of my ancestors’ history stipulates that my death be connected with love. Perhaps my failure to bind myself to the one I loved is what has come between me and my death. Or else that failure itself is my true downfall . . . Perhaps I am the final sentence in this volume containing the family tree of the murdered.”


Abdullah did not clarify to anyone the true secret behind his allusions. And no-one asked him for any explanation since they were used to such pronouncements, which they called his “philosophising”. The inscrutability of these sayings usually baffled them, and people would interpret them as they pleased or else forget about them entirely. Abdullah did not disclose the secret even to his lifelong friends despite their implicit mutual pledge to secrecy. In turn, they too carried secrets in their breasts that they resolved would remain confined unto death. Everybody has a secret, maybe more than one, which they decide not to reveal to anyone. Sometimes because it is shameful, embarrassing, or painful. Sometimes because they do not find the right opportunity to announce it: the secret’s time hasn’t come, or else it has passed, and its revelation no longer carries any meaning or importance.


Abdullah was raised at the hands of good parents who loved him as though he were the fruit of their loins. If he had been a girl, they would have named him Hadiya, “gift”, because they believed he was “a gift from above”. Abdullah’s parents said that repeatedly throughout their lives.


Salih and Maryam’s small mud house was at the very edge of the village, on the side of the hill by the river. One spring dawn, when the white of the first approaching light scattered the last remnants of the retreating darkness, Maryam awoke as usual and went out to the square mud stall that rose as high as the shoulder of someone standing beside it. At a distance of sixty steps from the door, it was situated in the furthest part of the dwelling’s courtyard, right above a deep crack in the side of the hill. This crack had been made by a torrential rain many long years before, and Salih had put it to good use as a toilet, which they called “the pit”.


Previously, Salih and Maryam, like everyone living on the outskirts of the village, used to do their business in the river valley, the thickets, or out in the open after nightfall. With the crack, Salih did nothing more than construct the mud wall, and since it cost him nothing, he chalked it up to his own ingenuity. You only had to spread your legs to either side of the crack and squat down, then expel your excretions into the mouth of the dark opening, waiting to hear the sound of its fall, hidden in the depths far below.


Some suggested this crack was an old well, reopened by the rain. Others said that perhaps the hill contained ancient ruins, for when digging wells or kneading mud to build their houses or make a bread oven, people often found urns, bracelets, earrings, tablets, belts, swords, and armour made from brass, gold and silver. They would give anything made for women as gifts to their own wives and keep anything made for men as ornaments to put on the walls of their reception rooms. They used the urns – after pouring out the bones and washing them – to cool water or pickle vegetables. As for the ceramic tablets, which had drawings and inscriptions scratched upon them, these they used as doorsteps, or to reinforce door frames, or as part of a window, or under the legs of beds or wardrobes to fix their balance.


That morning, before Maryam went into “the pit”, she saw a bundle of cloth propped up against the wall next to the entrance, near the outer opening of the crack. She was startled and put her hand to her mouth, then to her breast. As she calmed down and took a deep breath, she reached her hand out cautiously to the top of the bundle and slowly drew back the edges of the cloth. She was terrified to see the face of a suckling babe, asleep. She ran back to the house and shook Salih until the entire bed shook with him. He woke up and asked what the matter was. Maryam stuttered as she pointed outside, “A baby – a baby – the pit – a baby!” And if it were not the case that Salih had never before seen his wife in such a state of bewilderment, he would not have hurried out barefoot and in his pyjamas.


They carried the bundle inside and set it down. They kept looking at each other in silence, their unspoken thoughts hanging in the air. “Salih,” Maryam said at last, “do you think it is a gift from God in return for our patience? Is it an answer to our prayers?”


He said, “I don’t know. But what could have brought it here? I’ll go to dawn prayers at the mosque and ask if anyone has lost a baby.”


He got up and made his way to “the pit” in order to perform the ritual purification. He walked around the structure twice as though looking for something – perhaps another baby. He squatted inside and strained but only gas came out. He washed and went back to put on his clean robe. He stared at the face of the child and said, “Please check – is it a boy or a girl?”


Maryam uncovered the infant with trembling fingers and burst into tears. “It’s a boy!”


Salih went out as though a wind were at his back – and a second wind pulling him from the front. As soon as he arrived at the mosque, he told Sheikh Zahir, the imam, what had happened so that he could inform the congregation. Contrary to Salih’s expectations, Zahir wasn’t surprised, a response Salih put down to the sheikh’s sophistication, the breadth of his knowledge, his equanimity and the firmness of his faith.


After the prayers, the imam addressed the people, asking them about the matter. Given that no-one there had lost a baby or heard about anyone losing a baby, Zahir said, “Let those who are present inform those who are absent. Tell all the people of the village. And if no-one claims the child and establishes his paternity within three days, then the infant belongs to Salih and Maryam. It is undoubtedly a gift from the Lord of Creation for their patience, their goodness and their faith.”


Everyone agreed, and indeed, it warmed their hearts on account of their affection for Salih. At first they hoped, then they said, and in the end they believed that the matter truly was a miracle, God’s recompense to the good and patient couple.


Salih’s face couldn’t hide the tears gleaming in his eyes. And as soon as he found himself outside, he hurried home, carried along by the same gale at his back. Beaming, he came in to where Maryam was waiting and said, “It really is a gift, Maryam, just as you said! And if it had been a girl, we would have named her that, ‘Hadiya’. But now, we’ll name him . . . we’ll name him Abdullah, after my father, who died dreaming of a grandson to carry his name.”


Maryam was about to trill with joy, but Salih stopped her, even though the force of his own exultation would have made him trill had he known how. “Not now,” he said. “Wait another two days, and at that time we’ll slaughter our bull and hold a huge feast for everyone. A party with dancing, just like a wedding. Then you can trill all you want.”


And so it was.




Chapter 2


The Lives of the Ancestors, or, A Secret Understanding


Tariq, son of Zahir, the imam of the mosque; Abdullah, son of the earth crack, who became Abdullah, son of Salih; and Ibrahim, son of Suhayl the Damascene: these three were born in successive months in the year 1959. Ever since they first crawled and played with naked bottoms in the dirt near their mothers – who gathered together in the evenings around the bread ovens or in front of their homes to chat and exchange gossip, which they regarded as a science – they were inseparable, parting only to sleep under their parents’ roofs. Even then, they would sometimes spend the night in each other’s home if they had stayed up too late or if one of them was angry with his parents.


Together they came down with the measles, and together they got better. Together they learned to walk, swim, hunt sparrows, train pigeons, steal watermelons and pomegranates, practise their aim with arrows and with rocks, play football and hide-and-seek, and compete at the high jump. Together they entered school, defended each other against bullies, and studied for exams out in the fields or at night in one of their bedrooms.


Beyond the common name by which the people knew them, “the sons of the earth crack”, these three gave each other nicknames to use among themselves, names adopted from some characteristic behaviour or trait. These names quickly spread among the people, just like everything else that was said in the village, even if the original source or reasons were unknown.


Tariq was the most meticulous with regards to his appearance, and the most passionate about reading and girls alike. They called Tariq “the Befuddled” because he would always show childlike amazement upon encountering any new thing or idea, no matter how banal, and he enthusiastically embraced any idea or ideology, even if he forgot that enthusiasm the next day. It was no surprise, therefore, that contradictory inclinations roiled within him until in the end he became devoutly religious. It was Abdullah who gave him that epithet, always calling attention to Tariq’s passionate reactions. “Take it easy!” he would say. “What’s wrong with you, always so befuddled like a dimwit?”


For his own part, it was Tariq who gave the name “Kafka” to Abdullah in the days when he was amazed to discover Franz Kafka and burned through everything written by and about him. That was because Abdullah was typically attuned to the blackest side of any idea or situation, and even when he laughed, a deep and firmly rooted sadness appeared in his eyes. There is no question that uncertainty about his real parents played a part in that. And if Tariq had kept reading foreign authors his whole life instead of being diverted to the religious books his father had left to him, he would have named him Abdullah Beckett, given that Abdullah’s face started to resemble the fiercest photographs of Samuel Beckett in all his creased dejection. Sharp wrinkles covered him until he resembled the crumpled skin of a flayed animal, or the ground when the water has receded, and it dries and cracks. But Abdullah liked the nickname Kafka very much, especially after Tariq told him about this literary man’s melancholy and his obscure relationship with his father, and Abdullah took the name with him throughout life.


As for Ibrahim, who had the strongest body of the three and was the kindest and calmest, they called him Ibrahim Qisma, “Ibrahim the Fated”, because he accepted every report and every accident with an astonishing equanimity, always repeating afterwards, “Everything is fate and decree,” or simply, “It’s my fate.” In the same way, for the sake of variety, they gave him the nickname Abu Qisma, or “the father of fate”. And he actually did give his daughter this name later on. If he had fathered a boy instead of his daughter Qisma, it would not have been out of the question to choose a related masculine word, Naseeb, meaning “decree”, as Ibrahim himself explained one bantering evening, happy in the presence of his two closest friends as they reminisced. It was Ibrahim’s fate to be his parents’ firstborn son and the oldest brother to a crowd of siblings, a fact which demanded sacrifices that redirected the course of his entire life.


Their fathers had been friends too, even if their friendship had involved an element of collusion and an acceptance of the need to coexist, however possible, in a small village. Hajji Zahir, father of Tariq the Befuddled, was remarkably intelligent and clever, always smiling, and the only blond-haired man who lived there. Stout around the middle, his belly and his beard both shook whenever he laughed. He had studied at a Qur’an school in Mosul and afterwards returned to become the teacher in their school and the mosque imam. He liked food, women and jokes.


Zahir married three times. Tariq was the son of his second wife, whom Zahir had met during a visit to a neighbouring village to attend a wedding that ended before it began when the groom was killed by the revolver of the bride’s cousin, who had wanted her for himself. Zahir came through that bloody night the clear winner, for the cousin, after killing the groom, put the pistol to his temple and pulled the trigger. Thus, before the consummation of the marriage, the bride became a widow on her wedding night.


The parents clamoured around the bride, and the gathered assembly erupted in turmoil amid overpowering perfume and dinner tables piled high with meat, rice and stew. The bride clawed her fingernails into her face as she lamented her ill fortune. Her father was about to kill his brother, the father of the murderous cousin, while the father of the murdered groom was about to kill the dead murderer’s brother-in-law. Bloody intentions mixed with the blood already shed in the marriage courtyard until the people imagined they would soon be up to their knees in it.


No-one knows how Zahir magically calmed the opposing sides and dissolved the strife with quick handshakes mediated by Qur’anic verses, sayings of the Prophet, and decrees of the imams, which pacified the raging souls and satisfied everyone. It may have been that all of them, deep down, hoped to arrive at any solution that would prevent them from being swept along by their rage to uncertain ends, in which they too were either killer, killed, or fugitive. Zahir convinced them that the solution lay in the sister of the murderous cousin paying the blood debt by marrying the brother of the murdered groom. As for the bride, who was widowed, and whom it was likely no-one would ever marry again on account of her being an ill-fated omen of calamity, Zahir declared, “I will marry her.”


So on that night, Zahir returned from his visit to that village with a bride of his own having been invited to her wedding. He married her and brought her home, still in her gold necklaces and perfumed wedding gown – even if her face was scratched and the dress was stained with drops of her blood. And that same night, Zahir was able to make her forget everything that had happened, such that she awoke the next morning happy and smiling. He employed an abundant supply of caresses and kept her laughing with witticisms and amusing stories that sprang from his expertise in the comings and goings of men – and even more, those of women. And she bore him sons and daughters, including Tariq the Befuddled and his sister Sameeha.


Zahir loved feasts. He loved being alive, and in all things he lived a charmed life. The only exception was his excruciating death, after he and his friend the mayor were struck down by a strange disease. They suffered horrible pain for an entire year. They watched festering ulcers cover their bodies as the illness peeled away their skin and ate their flesh down to the bone. They died on the same day, disintegrating in their putrid sickbeds.


Tariq resembled his father in many ways, but according to the testimony of everyone from his father’s generation, Tariq had the kinder heart. He studied at the same school as his father, after it had been changed to an institute of Islamic law. His father, Zahir, was one of only four people who knew the identity of Abdullah Kafka’s real parents.


As for Suhayl, the father of Ibrahim Qisma, he seemed to come straight out of one of the tales of the ancestors: slender, short, strong – or “strong-boned”, as they put it – missing his nose, always smiling, playing, or cracking a joke, with a sharp eye and a sharp tongue, passionate about smoking. He preferred the cigarettes he rolled himself with such remarkable speed that no-one could beat him in a cigarette-rolling race. After a challenge and an entire night dedicated to this activity, Suhayl reached the point where he was able to roll seventeen in a single minute. He never failed to offer his cigarettes to anyone who sat and talked with him, even if that person did not smoke. When they were younger, Zahir had given him a silver cigarette box, but Suhayl seldom used it. He had no need for it as long as he could roll a cigarette in the same time it took to remove the box from his pocket, open it, and take one out.


Although cigarettes were Suhayl’s greatest pleasure, he had other pleasures and other abilities that the women would whisper about. Some of the reports originated with Suhayl’s blind wife, who used to think that all men had what hers had, a member as long as her forearm. She would have gone on thinking that had one of the women not surprised her with an amazed groan, first out of envy, then out of amusement, and commented, “So that’s what made you blind, Umm Ibrahim!”


The woman said it as a joke, obviously, for Umm Ibrahim had been blind since birth. It was perhaps precisely because of her blindness that Suhayl the Damascene had married her, since no woman with the power of sight would ever have consented to marry him, given his small stature and a noseless face with its two yawning holes. The rest of the nose had been eaten away, leaving behind mere traces like the foundations of a collapsed mud house. The sight of smoke coming out of those holes was extremely amusing, and if the village had not got used to this sight, they would have split their sides and died laughing. Likewise, the story Zahir invented for Suhayl had a sobering effect, transforming this strange nose from something ugly into a source of pride, a badge of honour and bravery reminding everyone of Suhayl’s participation in the War of Palestine in 1948.


He and Zahir had been young men, part of the Iraqi armed forces who passed through Damascus and crossed the south of Lebanon to Palestine. They were travelling together in the same army unit and standing in the same spot when an artillery shell exploded behind them. Zahir wet his pants, and Suhayl fell down from laughing so hard at him. Meanwhile, in his violent fear, Zahir lay flat on his stomach and couldn’t stop trembling and crying hysterically. This made the Turkish commanding officer pour upon him the harshest epithets of abuse and contempt before relegating him to the rear.


Ten days later, a boil appeared on Suhayl’s nose. It grew quite large and began to fester on account of the filthy conditions, the infrequency of washing, and the absence of any medical attention, which, even if it were readily available, would have been dedicated to the wounded and not to treating the boil of a midget soldier who was no larger than his boil, as one of the male nurses observed. It itched, so Suhayl kept scratching it, and both skin and soft flesh peeled away under his fingers. In the end, the nose had festered so much that when they got back to Damascus, the medics there were unable to do much besides amputating the dangling remnants and disinfecting the nose socket to prevent the mangy inflammation from eating away the rest of his face.


Zahir kept Suhayl company in the hospital through all this. Afterwards, in the markets, Zahir would gaze, sighing, at every local Levantine woman who passed by, while Suhayl wrapped his face up to his eyes, embarrassed about his calamity and mourning his lost nose. Zahir made fun of him in the café when he found him lifting the veil to insert his glass of tea to drink. “With that face veil,” he said, “the people will think you are a woman. They’ll think you’re my wife!”


Suhayl was furious and dragged Zahir by the collar out of the café and into a deserted side alley, swearing he would kill him if he did not stop making jokes and laughing. Zahir reminded him that it was Suhayl who laughed at him when he wet his pants and was humiliated by the officer in front of everyone, mocked as a weakling, more cowardly than a woman. “Maybe God cut off your nose as a punishment for making fun of me at the lowest point in my entire life.”


They both fell silent until they calmed down and went back inside the café where they finished sipping their tea side by side without a word. Then they made their way back to the camp.


They had no choice but to agree on what they would say when they returned to their village. Zahir was the more eager about this, for the humiliation of a man wetting his pants out of cowardice was more severe than losing a nose to a boil amidst army camp conditions. So he racked his brain on the desert road heading home until the solution crystallised in his mind. As they stopped to camp for the second night, he took Suhayl aside by the arm under the shade of a solitary tree. Without even noticing what type of tree it was, he said, “Listen, Suhayl. We have to make a solemn and eternal covenant between men that each of us will protect the other and take his friend’s secret with him to the grave.”


Suhayl nearly made a biting comment at the mention of the word “men” in Zahir’s statement, connecting it to his pants-wetting when the shell exploded. He thought it best to overlook that and asked, “How?”


“We’ll tell the villagers that your bravery was the main reason Damascus was saved from falling into the hands of the enemy.”


These words knocked Suhayl back a step in surprise. “What!? What is this nonsense?”


“Listen, Zahir,” Suhayl continued. “This is the second and final time I will warn you not to mock me. And if you do, I swear to God Almighty I’ll slit your throat and leave your corpse to rot in the desert.”


In other circumstances, Zahir might have commented on the word “rot”, making reference to the decay of Suhayl’s nose. But as it was, he was eager to calm Suhayl down and make him understand what he was thinking. “Oh no, Suhayl! Just a minute, brother. I’m being serious, believe me!”


“How so?”


“We’ll tell them that the officer chose you on account of your bravery and your small, light body, which perhaps wouldn’t set off the landmines. He sent you on a reconnaissance mission at night to spy on the enemy’s front lines. You performed the mission expertly by slipping through and listening in just as a Syrian spy was explaining to the Israeli general that, by following secret and little defended paths, he would be able to cross over to Damascus with minimal losses and surprise the Arab armies from behind. And because you couldn’t bear this spy’s treachery, you lost control of yourself and opened fire, killing him. As you were making your escape, they sent a volley of gunfire after you, and one of the bullets carried away your nose.”


“Hmm, no. No. Let’s leave out the story about killing the spy and find something else.”


“Fine. We can say that their guards discovered you. You fought them hand to hand, blades flashing in the dark, and one of their bayonets sliced off your nose. But you were able to escape and get back, making them realise that sneaking up on Damascus was no longer possible because the Arabs would reinforce the paths.”


“No . . . no! Who would believe a story like that? And how in good conscience could we claim for ourselves a fake heroism after we’ve seen with our own eyes men fighting like lions and becoming martyrs through the real thing? What’s more, surely the people will know the truth from the radio reports.”


“Listen to me – what matters as far as we are concerned is that that they are simple villagers. I’m certain that they’ll believe the story. Leave it all to me. You’ll see. What’s more, we’ll tell them that the Syrians called you ‘the Damascene’ as a way of showing you gratitude and honour, bestowing upon you the name of the city that was saved thanks to you.”


“Do you really think that would pull the wool over their eyes?”


“Of course! Trust me – you’ll see. Then, if someone asks us why they didn’t hear anything like this on the radio, we’ll tell them that delicate political matters and military secrets like these are not announced publicly. And that’s not all! Indeed, we’ll also say that the governor of Damascus asked to meet you and threw a magnificent party in your honour. He offered you any house in Damascus you wanted to live in, granted you Syrian citizenship, and promised whichever girl you desired to be your wife. But you humbly refused all that, saying you were just doing your duty. You said you’d be content to receive the title ‘the Damascene’ as a memento of the honour, and that you preferred to live in your own village among its people, who are your people.”


“Oh, you devil! Where do you come up with all these ghastly ideas?! Well, yes, O.K. But let’s drop this business about the house and the wife.”


“No, Suhayl! Adding that will heighten your position in the eyes of the villagers – especially the women – when they know that you preferred a mud house among them to a palace in Damascus, and that you preferred to take a wife from among the daughters of the village rather than the most gorgeous beauty of the Levant. Believe me, I know what I’m talking about! Trust me, brother.”


“And what will we say about you?”


“About me we’ll say – and of course, the lion’s share of this is on you – that I would ignite the zeal of the soldiers with my orations. I was the first to shout ‘Allahu akbar’ at the beginning of each attack, and I would lead the charge, waving the Iraqi flag, or the Palestinian one. What do you think?”


“No! No, let’s leave out this business of the flag and be content with the rest.”


“Fine. We’re agreed?”


“Yes, agreed.”


They shook hands and embraced, but that was not enough for Zahir, who said, “Come, let’s swear on the Qur’an to confirm what we’ve promised each other.”


“But we have no Qur’an!”


Zahir took a piece of paper and a pen out of his pocket and wrote the short sura about God’s oneness – only four verses long – three times. He said, “The prophet said this sura is equal to a third of the Qur’an. So repeating it three times is equal to the whole thing. Put your hand on it and swear.”


So Suhayl put his hand on the paper and took the oath, followed by Zahir. They spent the rest of the journey home and their three days in the camp in Mosul reviewing and modifying the details, weaving them together, memorising them, and practising their recitation until it all became a real part of their memories and they almost believed the story themselves.




Chapter 3


Ibrahim and his Qisma


Qisma wavered a long time: one step forward, two steps back. But in the end, she decided to go to the house of Abdullah Kafka. He was the only one who could help her carry out her intention of searching for her father’s body. He was her father’s closest friend, and to him alone had Ibrahim revealed the secret of those days when everything was crashing down around them. She remembered what her father said to her one time: “Tariq and Abdullah are my closest friends, but I love Abdullah more.” Abdullah also had no family or work to hold him back, and he was not afraid of anything, not even of death itself.


In these ways, Qisma shored up her conviction that the decision to approach him was sound, despite the doubts and rumours, followed by scandal, that would result if a young widow were seen entering the house of an unmarried man in the furthest corner of the village. But she had not wanted to broach the issue with him in front of the villagers, the very people who had dragged her away on the burial day and rebuked her, together with fat Amira. And given that Abdullah sat at the café most of the time, from when it first opened in the morning until it closed after midnight, she had no choice but to seek him out at dawn. It was not easy for her to take such a risky decision. But, in any case, it was not the first of its kind in her life.


She passed bitter nights of broken sleep, when hot tears of sorrow for her father alternated with racing thoughts of what she wanted to do. Then she made up her mind to proceed. She was not sure why she carried her baby with her, still sound asleep. He stirred uneasily but did not wake up as she pressed his head into her shoulder as though tucking in a corner of her shawl. Perhaps it occurred to her that bringing him would dispel doubts should someone happen to see her, or that she could somehow protect herself with him. Or maybe she thought Abdullah would feel more sympathetic when he saw the little sleeper, even though she knew his wrath at the name of the baby. Her husband, a native of Baghdad, had wanted his son to bear the name of the President out of admiration for him. At the same time, the name was a type of insurance against any doubts regarding his own loyalty to the Leader. Or maybe he chose the name as a way to ingratiate himself with his superiors, a method adopted by many other strivers. For what else could he do, being an officer who truly loved his military identity and was sincerely devoted to his superiors, from the generals to the government officials? He admired the President, with whom, about whom, and for whom he dreamed, fantasising that he himself would one day become president, with all that power in his hands.


Would Abdullah agree to go with her to the burning city of Baghdad to search for one corpse amid thousands, when he was the one who had not stirred from his seat in the café to attend the burial? Would he tell her what she wanted to know, more about her father, when he was the one who remained silent nearly all the time? She kept returning to these questions as she tossed and turned in bed, recalling everything she could about her father and suffering pangs of guilt for having fought with him and abandoned him for many years even though she was his only daughter.


At the same time, she was impelled by the challenge to prove to everyone that a daughter, too, is worthy of carrying her father’s name and can defend his memory; that it is not only the male child who bears the father’s name and continues his line, as those people thought who said, “He who fathers only daughters is no father at all!”


She realised now, more than ever before, the extent to which her father Ibrahim had suffered on behalf of his parents and his siblings. And also for her and because of her, especially now that she was a mother and a widow, like him, who, as a father and a widower, had refused to marry again after the passing of her mother, both to spare her a stepmother who would harass her – and for the sake of the secret.


Ibrahim had wanted to talk with her about everything, but her young suitor had swept her away. And her desire for a different life, to be like the others, and her egotistical preoccupation with herself and nothing more, had prevented what she heard from being preserved in memory. Intentionally or not, she had avoided hearing the details he told her about his life. She had not wanted her memory to serve as a new storehouse for the contents of his – she wished to have no memory at all. During the years of living, studying, and getting married in Baghdad, she had wished to expunge every recollection of childhood and bury the truth that her parents were poor, simple villagers.


Meanwhile, Ibrahim’s sole consolation was telling things. Specifically to her, for she was his only daughter, the extension of his own memories and the memory of him. Otherwise, all that he was would dissolve and vanish, and nothing frightens a man more than that. He would eagerly seize every opportunity to tell her stories. Sometimes he would repeat the same ones and go into detail, occasionally even crying or laughing as though he were reliving that which he related.


This earnest desire, visible in his eyes, had forcibly left a part of his memory within hers, even though it was in the form of scattered pictures. Anointed by a sense of regret, she began trying, after his death, to gather these stories, to recall them, to repeat them to herself and to hear them in her own memory this time. She realised there were many holes in her father’s biography, many gaps in her knowledge of him, which she needed to fill with the help of others if it were to be complete, or at least as complete it could be.


And deep down, she decided to tell her son, too, when he got older, about his grandfather. She now saw him as a hero, even if heroism was no longer esteemed in a country where heroes and traitors, humanity and savagery, sacrifice and exploitation were intertwined, and everything mixed together amid battle smoke, chaos, blood and destruction. True heroism lay hidden in self-denial, and that is primarily what her father Ibrahim had practised throughout his life with a remarkable patience and submission. She had found those qualities so detestable that she searched for the exact opposite in her husband. But now, as a widowed mother in her mid-twenties who had returned to the village, she began to see things in a different light. “With all its blows,” she said to her neighbour Amira, “life teaches a person to understand the meaning of life better.”


As soon as Ibrahim had finished primary school his father put a stop to his education and the dreams Ibrahim held for it. Ibrahim never forgot that morning, when he had not yet reached the age of fifteen. After the diplomas were awarded in the school courtyard amid the clapping of some students and the crying of others, Ibrahim embraced his friends Tariq and Abdullah, overjoyed at their results.


Then Ibrahim took off, running home to show his diploma to his father. Or rather, to share the good news of his success, as his father could not read or write. As usual, he would stare at the piece of paper, uncomprehending, looking for red lines under numbers that he would be told were the official grades. Then he would point a finger at his name and say, “This is my name . . . isn’t it?” He knew by heart the shape of his written name from the days of military service when he had recognised it as a drawing and wrote it as a drawing, without understanding the letters or knowing how to pronounce them.


Ibrahim’s father said to him, “Congratulations, my son.” He handed back the diploma and said, “Sit. Well, you have become a man, and we must talk together like men.”


Ibrahim sat down in front of his father, confused at his tone, in which he sensed a blend of reverence and earnest affection that he had never before observed in him.


His father cleared his throat and lit a cigarette from the butt of the one he just finished, exhaling its smoke up through his nostril holes as he said, “Listen, Ibrahim. You’ve now learned to read and write, and that’s enough. So it’s time to leave school and start working. I need you, for as you know, the burdens of providing for the family weigh heavily upon my shoulders, out there on my own, and you are the eldest of your brothers. You have to help me. Sowing the field and tending the livestock is more than my energy allows, so I need you with me. At the same time, we also need to think about getting you married next season, or the one after. Just like every man, I too want to see my grandchildren before I die.”


Ibrahim said nothing, so his father asked, “What do you say?”


Ibrahim still said nothing. He just inclined his head and gave a little nod as a sign of assent, or rather, a sign of obedience. Then he went off in a very different state from before. Moving slowly and dragging his feet, he left the house, the square, and the village. He went off towards the hillside overlooking Hyena Valley, looking for his friends there, where they usually sat. He found Abdullah alone, trying to bore through a small, snow-white stone, from which he said he would fashion a necklace to give his future beloved. Ibrahim sat beside him without a word. Abdullah felt the weight of his silence, and he tried to break it by showing him the stone and saying, “I’m trying to file it away a little on this side to make it look like a heart. What do you think?”


“My father wants me to abandon my studies.”


“What did you tell him?”


“I can’t refuse his wishes.”


“So it goes.”


“But I had hoped to keep going until the end. Now you and Tariq will be in school while I’m in the field or with the animals. I don’t like to be separated from you.”


“Don’t worry. I’ll quit school with you.”


“What! What about your parents?”


“They won’t refuse anything I ask.”


When they told Tariq what was going on, he too wanted to leave school to be with them, but his father would not allow it. This made his subsequent studies merely a formality insofar as he cheated in his exams and skipped lessons to keep the other two company, going out to look for them in the pastures with the cattle or in the fields where they sat on the edge of the irrigation canal to eat watermelon and talk.


In Tariq’s eyes, as Abdullah and Ibrahim carried their hoes, sickles and shovels – cigarettes in the corners of their mouths, turbans wrapped around their heads, the edges of their robes tucked into their broad leather belts to reveal powerful legs sinking in the mud – they did what men did, and it all provoked envy in his soul. As a way of compensating and expressing his manhood in the face of their manly appearance, he would talk all the more about women and his adventures with girls. He would sometimes goad them into races to see who could come the fastest. They would hide themselves in the thickets, facing each other in a circle, and then spread their legs and uncover their penises (or their “sparrows”, as they called them) and “One . . . two . . . three!” they would start jerking themselves off until they saw someone’s sperm spurting out, and he would be the winner. Usually, Tariq was the fastest, but as he lay in bed he would envy the size of their cocks, Abdullah’s in particular, which was the biggest and blackest on account of his dark skin. Abdullah was also the first to grow pubic hair, beating them to that sign of manhood.
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