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  .1.




  March 21st, 2003




   




  Thousands of kilos of explosives were dropped on the city of Baghdad. Thunderous booms echoed through the city streets, and fires burned brightly. Bombs and missiles lit up the sky, destroying everything they came in contact with. America’s Shock and Awe campaign had begun.




  ‘Brother!’ Lulu screamed, running into my bedroom. ‘Hassan! Hassan!’




  ‘I hear it too!’ I yelled. We listened to more explosions near our home. The explosions seemed close and at the same time, far away, as if they were exploding in a dream. The explosions flashed like lightning across the ceiling and the house shook.




  ‘There’s no electricity, Hassan,’ she said. ‘Where’s Dad?’




  ‘I don’t know…’




  Our father, Raheem Mohammed Mosul, was a chemistry professor at Baghdad University. He usually worked late, especially after our mother had died from cancer. Another bomb shook the room.




  ‘That was loud!’ Lulu cried.




  No one was expecting an attack at this time. Most people assumed it would take the Americans a while to get here. There were some rumors that American forces were coming towards Baghdad from the south, but many people thought that it was just Western propaganda. No one was ready for what would soon come to pass.




  Lulu got into my bed and hugged me. ‘It’s OK, he’ll come,’ I told her. ‘I know he will.’




  ‘What do we do now?’ she asked. A sudden flash had frightened her. I could feel her tiny nails digging into my arm. ‘Hassan, I’m scared. Where’s Dad?’




  ‘Don’t worry, Lulu, he’ll come. Let’s go outside.’




  I put on my sandals and told Lulu to follow me. We walked through our hallway to the front door. ‘Don’t be scared,’ I told her as I opened the door. ‘Just stay behind me.’




  We both gasped at what we saw outside: the sky lit up every time an American jet fired anti-missile flares, turning the dark sky a blood red color. It was like fireworks, but there was no celebration, only destruction.




  I looked down at my little sister. She was holding a blanket our mother had made for her. I hadn’t noticed the blanket when she’d burst into my room earlier, but I saw it now. I wanted to hide in the blanket with her. I wanted to avoid the devastation of our city and our country. Everything was about to change.




   




  ***




  March 22nd, 2003




   




  ‘Do you think he will come back today?’ Lulu asked the next morning while I was frying two eggs for her.




  ‘I don’t know when Dad will return.’ I looked away from my sister. It had been hard to sleep the previous night because of the bombings. Every time I thought it would finally end, another loud explosion shook the house.




  ‘Where do you think he is?’




  ‘He’s probably at the university.’




  ‘Do you think he slept there?’ she asked. I brought the fried eggs over to her.




  ‘I don’t know, Lulu. Eat your eggs.’




  ‘I want to watch TV.’




  ‘Eat,’ I said sternly. ‘If we still have electricity later, you can watch TV then.’




  We ate in silence, mostly because I didn’t want to talk. I didn’t know where our father was, and I was worried about the American invasion. It was happening. Before Lulu woke up, I had listened to the radio. American forces would be in Baghdad within two weeks. Marines were coming from southern Iraq with tanks. They hoped to capture our president, Saddam Hussein, by the end of the week.




  Lulu finished her food and ran to the kitchen. She stood on a small stool near the sink and washed her plate. ‘Let’s go outside!’




  ‘We should just stay in here,’ I said. Lulu was eight years old and I was seventeen. It was my job to look after her.




  ‘Please, please, please Hassan! We went outside last night and it was OK. I just want to see the city.’




  I knew exactly what she meant. We used to climb onto the roof of our house a few years before. From the roof of our house, we could see the entire city of Baghdad.




  ‘Fine, let’s go.’




  ‘Yes!’ Lulu jumped down from her stool and ran to find her sandals. My sister was thin with curly hair. She was average height for an eight year old girl, but her skinny arms and legs made her look taller than she really was. She appeared moments later in her sandals.




  ‘Come on! Don’t forget the chair!’




  Lulu and I went around to the back of our house. I set the chair on top of a stack of bricks. I held the chair so that she could climb up onto the roof of our house. She turned and looked down at me from the roof. The sun was very bright. Sweat rolled down my cheek and I wiped it away.




  ‘Be careful!’ she said.




  ‘I will. It’s not that high.’ I said. I climbed onto the chair and pulled myself up to the rooftop.




   




  ***




   




  Our neighborhood was called Adhamiya, which meant ‘Pearl of Rosafa’. Adhamiya was on the eastern side of the Tigris River, near a large highway. Our neighborhood’s main attraction was the Abu Hanifa Mosque, which was famous for its tall and beautiful minarets.




  ‘Look!’ Lulu said, pointing over at the city of Baghdad. We were about ten kilometres away from the city center.




  I took a deep breath to calm my nerves. Black clouds of smoke hung over the city. There were fires burning everywhere. Sometimes, an explosion sent fire and smoke into the air. Part of me wanted to scream and another part of me wanted to hide. My stomach turned over and my heart dropped when I thought that our father was somewhere in that burning hell. I sat down on the roof and pulled my knees to my chest. I didn’t want Lulu to see how worried I was.




  ‘Why are the Americans coming?’ Lulu asked. She lay down on the roof and crossed her arms behind her head.




  ‘It’s complicated.’ I thought about what my father had told me, that the Americans were coming for our oil. According to my father, America had convinced the world that they needed to liberate Iraq. They’d always been interested in our oil, and had tried for years to get to it somehow. The fact that Saddam Hussein was a cruel dictator only helped their cause. The Americans couldn’t have planned a better scenario for an invasion.




  ‘Tell me…’




  ‘I said it’s complicated.’ I looked down into her eyes. Suddenly, I heard an earth-shattering sound. Dust blew around our heads.




  ‘What is it?’ Lulu screamed. A sudden strong wind bent the trees near our house.




  A black helicopter appeared above us. I pulled my sister close and covered her ears. The helicopter hovered above us for a long time, its blades slicing through the air like knives. Everything around us trembled and shook. I held Lulu tightly and prayed as she buried her face into my chest.




  ‘Hassan, I’m scared!’ she screamed into my ear.




  ‘Don’t worry! I’m here, Lulu, I’m here!’




  The helicopter dipped left and flew away. The wind died down and a sense of calm returned.




  ‘They’ve gone,’ I whispered. ‘For now…’




   




  ***




   




  That afternoon, we went to our neighbor Ahmed’s house to see if he’d heard from our father. Ahmed’s eyes were watery, his hair was messy and a faint smell of alcohol drifted from his purple lips. His nose was red and his brow was more wrinkled than normal. He saw that I had noticed his wet eyes and told us that the sand was making his eyes itch.




  I knew the truth. Both of Ahmed’s sons were military guards at a government building in Basra, in southern Iraq. I used to play with his two sons when I was younger. When they joined the military, Ahmed had thrown a large party and invited practically the whole neighborhood. Now they were fighting American troops.




  ‘So, no word from our father?’ I asked.




  ‘No, and I haven’t heard from my sons either,’ Ahmed said. He wiped away a tear. ‘This is all so horrible…’




  Lulu grabbed my hand and told Ahmed that we would come back later. Before I could argue, she dragged me back towards our home.




  ‘Hassan,’ she said. ‘I have something to show you.’




  She led me through the front door and into the kitchen. From the drawer closest to the sink, she retrieved some letters. She smiled proudly, as if giving me the letters was part of some game we were playing. The top letter was dated from the previous week and addressed to me. I unfolded it and read it:




   




  Hassan,




  If you’re reading this letter, it is because the Americans have attacked Baghdad and I haven’t come home. Please take care of Lulu and wait for Uncle Sahir to come and get you. Do not try to find me. Do not go to the city. It’s too dangerous. I’ll see both of you soon. You must be strong, and you must look after Lulu.
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