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There was a time when the land where I was born was called Persia. Yet, I do not belong to the Persian breed, nor to any other breed. I am not a crossbred, and unlike all the other cats in the world, I don’t even have a name. Just as well really, rather than those silly names like Fluffy, Snowball or Ginger. For my little friend Mustapha, I was simply “The Soldier’s Cat”. 
 
    Mustapha and I had met at school. His father accompanied him every day, holding his hand until the gate. Mustapha’s father was tall and thin. He always wore a dark jacket, which was too short in the sleeves. Mustapha was small, olive-skinned, and his tiny hands were always gesticulating nervously; he was a brawny little chap, all twitches and shorts. His black eyes shone every time he entered the classroom, knowing he would find his schoolmates. His favourites were Sultan, Mohammed, Kadim, Ismaeel and Ali.  
 
    One day, Shajida the teacher was telling them an extraordinary story. Her young oval face was framed by her hijab. The silence of the classroom echoed with the melodic flow of her voice. Everybody listened in awe as if it were the Friday prayers. 
 
    It was the first time that Mustapha had heard somebody speaking that way about his city. He had never thought it could have ever been any different from how he had always known it. All the different populations who had inhabited it – Sumerians, Akkadians, Amorites, Assyrians, Persians – Wow! They had loved it too.  
 
    Shajida the teacher evoked many wonderful things: Babylon, the Hanging Gardens, Hammurabi’s Code, the Abbasid Caliphs, the Thousand and One Nights, Medinet el Salam which is the ancient name of Baghdad, meaning the City-of-Peace. Mustapha listened and daydreamed. Shajida the teacher told them about a genie of the magic lantern with his flying carpet, travelling through time and space. The journey transfigures him, wearing out both his body and his clothes, corroding the lamp’s power and reducing it to scrap. The magic lantern was Baghdad, and the genie was its spirit. 
 
    – Tamerlane will triumph again, – said Shajida the teacher. – It is the fate of these lands. The City-of-Peace will be razed to the ground for the umpteenth time, and a piece of human history will disappear with it. 
 
    Mustapha was stunned: 
 
    – Will cats disappear too? – He asked, as his sparkling black eyes widened.  
 
    Shajida the teacher’ smiled sadly revealing two rows of pearly white teeth: 
 
    – Yes, – she said. – Even cats. 
 
    Suddenly a group of soldiers broke into the school. American, or maybe Europeans, there wasn’t much difference for Mustapha.  
 
    Armed breastplates, lobster like heads, camouflage uniforms, backpacks like camel humps. Flasks and light machine-guns were hanging from their slings. They forced the doors open with violent kicks. One of them had dark skin, although the palms of his hands were white. They pushed Shajida the teacher against the wall and ripped off her hijab, unfurling a crown of raven hair. Shajida the teacher remained silent. Another soldier, whose face was speckled with freckles, nervously started giving orders, and assembled everybody in a corner. Both he and the dark skinned soldier seemed scared to death. Through the open door, Mustapha could see the school attendant Abu and the school director walking along the corridor. They had their arms behind their backs. Some soldiers were prodding them roughly with the tips of their rifles. Abu the school attendant and the school director suffered silently. The dark skinned soldier was threatening Shajida the teacher and forced her to her knees. The other soldier with freckles, beckoned towards Mustapha and his companions and hushed them to be quiet. With a sleight of his hand, the freckled soldier pulled some candies from his pocket. Mustapha’s companions rushed to get them, but Mustapha declined. The soldier then rummaged in his backpack and pulled out a red tin with incomprehensible white writing. Mustaf’s companions tasted it, Kadim said it was very sweet but Sultan said it tasted of metal. Mustapha screwed up his nose. Mustapha didn’t like the taste of metal. The soldier approached him and smiled. His eyes were of a transparent blue. He took a small notebook and a pencil out of his pocket… It was then that he drew me. As if he had already known that Mustapha liked cats. 
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