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  Lullaby




  By Patrick Kennedy




  Part One




  My grandfather loved telling me bedtime stories. I used to go to bed early just so that I could hear a longer story. He would look up at the moon, then down at his ancient silver watch that he kept in his trouser pocket, then calculate how long he had. If he had more than twenty minutes, he would take off his jacket, roll it up and put it on the end of my bed. I can still smell the mixture of tobacco and cinnamon that stayed on my bedclothes for days afterwards. Then he would lean back in the rocking chair next to my bed and think for a few seconds. I never knew if he was deciding which story to tell, or if he was actually writing it in his head.




  He had fought in two world wars, but he didn’t like to tell stories about that. Whenever I asked him what had happened during the wars, his face would darken and he would just shake his head. ‘Let’s talk about something else, pumpkin,’ he used to say, smiling down at me.




  I was his favourite grandchild. He had nine in all, but I was the youngest, and the most like him. I think he recognised himself in me: we were both quiet and introspective; we both loved butterflies and running; and, most of all, we both adored stories. I remember when we finally got a television; it was 1963, so I was about eight years old. I used to watch it all day long. My mother thought that I was just being lazy, but my grandfather knew that it was the power of a good story that captivated me.




  One hot July evening, even for Cairo, my grandfather put me to bed as he always did. I was feeling unwell because I had drunk some water from the well at the back of our house, even though my mother had warned me not to a hundred times. I had gone to bed very early. I was secretly feeling a little better, but I wanted an especially long story because I was still feeling sorry for myself. My grandfather opened the windows wide to let as much air into the small room as possible. I remember the crickets singing loudly in the cedar tree outside my window.




  My grandfather breathed in the air and smiled. He always said that Cairo was the greatest city in the world. I always agreed with him because it was the only city I had ever been to, but he had travelled all around the world. He had been to South Africa, Australia, Great Britain (twice) and even Argentina. He still said that Cairo beat all of those places easily. When I asked him why, he would always say the same thing: the people. Now I am an adult, I understand what he was saying: that your home is always the best place to be. The people you love make a place magical - not buildings, beaches or riches.




  When my grandfather looked at his watch, took off his jacket, rolled it up and put it on the end of my bed, I knew that I was going to get a long and interesting story. He told all sorts of stories: tales of knights and crusades, Egyptian myths, and magical poems about princes and princesses. All of them were wonderful. He had a way with words that made even the simplest sentence utterly mesmerising and beautiful. But the story he told me on that hot July night, with my belly still aching and my brow hot and sweaty with fever, was the story that I’ll never forget.




   




  Part Two




  It was the one and only time that he talked about his war experiences. It was 1918. The Great War was over; Germany and the Ottoman Empire had finally surrendered. But they had put up such a fight that millions of men were dead. A whole generation of fathers, brothers and sons had been wiped out.




  My grandfather was in a military hospital in Alexandria in northern Egypt, on the Mediterranean Sea. He had been shot in the leg on the very last day of the war. His friends had laughed at first, saying it was the worst luck they had seen in the whole four years of the war. It was only a minor wound, so my grandfather laughed with them. ‘At least I’ll spend a week in a nice comfortable hospital bed,’ he’d said.




  After a week, the doctors came and took the bandages off my grandfather’s leg. He knew that it wasn’t healing well because of the pain, but he wasn’t prepared for what he saw: the leg had become infected and was red and swollen. The doctor lightly touched the area around the wound with his finger. My grandfather screamed in agony.




  The doctor looked at the wound and shook his head. ‘This doesn’t look good, Sergeant Aziz,’ he said.




  ‘I’m sure it will get better with time,’ said my grandfather, hopefully. He looked at the other men that were sharing his room, but none of them looked back at him.




  ‘I don’t think so, Aziz,’ said the doctor, ‘but we’ll give it a couple of days. We’re going to move you to a private room.’




  ‘Really? Why?’




  ‘Because your screaming is keeping the other patients awake at night.’




  My grandfather looked at the man in the bed next to him.




  ‘Is that true, Ibrahim?’ he asked, confused.




  ‘Yes, Ali, I’m afraid it is,’ said the man, looking down at his bandaged hands.




  ‘But why didn’t you say anything?’ asked my grandfather, upset that he had kept his fellow soldiers awake and robbed them of the sleep that they so desperately needed.




  ‘You were already in so much pain. We didn’t want to make you feel any worse,’ said Ibrahim.




  ‘Thank you, my friend,’ said my grandfather. A tear rolled down his cheek as he told me this part of the story. He had obviously been deeply touched by the other men’s care for him.




  He was moved to his own room. It was a new part of the hospital, it still smelled of paint and some of the rooms were yet to be finished. The room had a window that looked out onto the sea. The other room had been dark and damp from sweat. It was no surprise that the six men crammed in there were healing so slowly. My grandfather felt the sting of guilt in his chest when he thought of his fellow soldiers in the other room.




  He hoped that the move would mean that his leg would start getting better, but after twenty-four hours, it seemed to be getting worse; the pain was almost unbearable. The doctors came and examined it; they shook their heads and looked serious. My grandfather didn’t want to lose his leg; he was only twenty-two years old and had been his school’s star athlete before the war.




  ‘Just give it two more days,’ said my grandfather. ‘I’m begging you.’




  ‘All right, Sergeant Aziz, but if it hasn’t improved after two days, we will have to amputate it. If not, your blood will become infected and you’ll die. Do you understand?’ The doctor looked into my grandfather’s eyes to see if he understood the seriousness of the situation.




  ‘I understand.’ My grandfather nodded and lay his head back down on the pillow.




  After the doctors had left, he lay awake for a few hours. It was early evening and the sun was casting long shadows across the floor. He didn’t feel like sleeping. He stared up at the white ceiling and listened to the crickets outside. He could feel hope draining from him. He started to imagine life with just one leg, but he found it too hard. He started to cry.




   




  Part Three




  ‘Why are you crying?’




  My grandfather turned to see who was speaking to him. A nurse was standing in the doorway. She was dressed in the uniform that all the nurses wore, a long grey dress with a white headscarf. She smiled at my grandfather.




  ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ said my grandfather, trying to sit up. ‘I didn’t see you there.’




  The nurse came into the room. My grandfather could see her face now. She was about twenty years old and probably the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. The early evening sun made her skin glow. She walked slowly over to the bed.




  ‘Don’t try to move,’ she said, resting a cool hand on my grandfather’s shoulder and gently pushing him back down on the bed.




  ‘Are you new?’ asked my grandfather. He knew most of the nurses in the hospital, but he had never seen this woman before.




  ‘Not really,’ said the nurse with a smile, ‘I’ve always worked in this part of the hospital.’




  ‘Oh, that’s probably why I’ve never seen you before.’ My grandfather felt himself blushing; he felt like a schoolboy.




  ‘Probably,’ said the nurse. ‘Let’s take a look at your leg.’ She pulled up the wooden chair that was next to the bed and sat down.




  ‘The doctors say that I might lose my leg.’ My grandfather sat up to watch as the nurse removed the bandages. ‘I would hate to lose my leg. I’m a very talented athlete, you see.’




  The nurse smiled. ‘Really?’




  ‘Well… I mean… I’m not bad.’ My grandfather’s face grew redder as he tried to make it sound less like he was trying to impress the nurse.




  ‘I’m sure your leg will be fine and that you will run far and fast,’ said the nurse, removing the last bandage to reveal the wound.




  ‘How does it look?’ asked my grandfather, peering down at his leg.




  ‘It needs air.’ The nurse stood up and opened the windows wide. ‘Sickness hates fresh air.’




  ‘Are you going to leave the bandages off? Won’t it get infected?’




  ‘It needs to dry.’ The nurse came back to the bed and put the chair back where it had been. ‘The salt in the air will help it to heal more quickly.’




  ‘Thank you,’ said my grandfather, ‘you’ve been very kind.’




  ‘I’m just doing my job,’ said the nurse. ‘I’ll come back a little later to see how you are. Here is a book of poems for you to read if you wake up. Try to get some sleep.’




  The nurse put a small brown leather book on the chair. After she had left the room, her presence stayed behind, making my grandfather feel strangely safe and secure. He breathed a huge lungful of sea air, turned his pillow over so that it was cool on his face, and went to sleep.




   




  Part Four




  ‘Good morning, sergeant.’




  My grandfather blinked and turned over in bed. He looked up to see the doctor looking down at him. ‘Good morning, doctor. What time is it?’




  ‘It’s nearly midday.’




  ‘Midday? Are you sure? But that means that I’ve been asleep for seventeen hours.’




  ‘Yes, it’s good,’ said the doctor looking down at my grandfather’s leg. ‘Why did you remove your bandages?’




  ‘It was the…’ my grandfather started to say, but then thought of the young nurse, he didn’t want to get her in any trouble. ‘I just thought that the sea air might help it to heal more quickly... you know... the salt.’




  ‘Well, you were right.’ The doctor touched the wound with his fingers, ‘the infection has definitely improved.’




  ‘Do you think I’ll keep my leg?’ asked my grandfather.




  ‘Let’s see how it is tomorrow,’ said the doctor, turning to leave.




  ‘All right, thank you… will…’ My grandfather stopped.




  ‘Will what, Aziz?’ asked the doctor, stopping in the doorway.




  ‘Will the same nurse be on duty this evening, doctor?’ My grandfather’s throat went dry with anticipation. He willed the doctor to say ‘yes’.




  ‘I have no idea, Aziz,’ said the doctor, smiling. ‘Have you fallen in love?’




  ‘No, no, not at all,’ laughed my grandfather. ‘Thank you, doctor.’




  My grandfather spent the day sleeping and reading the poems that the nurse had given to him. They were beautiful, ancient poems of heroes and mysterious creatures, set in a time when things were still magical. He could feel his skin tingle when he read them.




  As the sun started to set, he checked his silver pocket watch every five minutes. He couldn’t take his eyes from the door. The hands of the watch kept turning and the sun got lower and lower in the sky, but the nurse didn’t come.




  Eventually, my grandfather fell into a restless sleep. He started to dream. He dreamed of castles and kings, a beautiful princess with glowing skin and long black hair. He was a prince and she was his love. They sat by a river, listening to the birds singing in the cedar trees above them, with the warm sun on their brown skin. The princess sang a beautiful song, a soft and gentle lullaby. The prince fell asleep with the glow of the sun on his eyelids and the sound of the lullaby in his ears.
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