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  March 26th, 2003




   




  Lulu and I were safe. Our father was lying in a hospital somewhere and our country was in ruins. Regardless, we had each other. We had our aunt and our uncle. We had our lives, which was more than many could say. We would make it through this. We would find our father. We would survive the chaos to come. We would never lose hope.




  The Americans had officially arrived in Baghdad. They had come from the south, blazing their way towards the city. The news said that the Americans were coming with hundreds of vehicles, so many in fact that the line of tanks and Humvees stretched well over two kilometers. They were bringing what they hoped was an unstoppable force.




  I wasn’t as interested in the American invasion as I should have been at the time. All I wanted was to find our father, to find the hospital he was in and make sure he was OK. Lulu and I almost had a chance to go to the hospital the previous day, but we saw helicopters firing on a building and we decided to wait. Actually, I decided to wait. I knew better than to bring Lulu into a war zone, even if she already lived in one.




  ‘Sleep, Hassan…’ Lulu said. She was awake, her eyes shining in the early morning light. We were at our aunt and uncle’s home, where we had stayed for the last couple of days.




  ‘Trying…’ I said.




  ‘You are thinking.’ She yawned.




  ‘Sleep, Lulu.’




  ‘Do you think we will find Dad today?’ she asked. She rolled over and looked down at me. She was on the couch and I was on a mat on the floor. Above Lulu, I could see the verse from the Quran on the wall that our aunt had written the previous night. It was a prayer offering protection.




  ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘We will find him.’




  ‘Tomorrow?’




  ‘Soon, Lulu.’




  Several helicopters flew over our apartment. I heard the sound of a missile firing followed by an explosion somewhere in the distance.




  ‘That one wasn’t very close,’ Lulu said. ‘Don’t worry, Hassan.’




  ***




  A knock at the door startled me. It was the next morning, and I was sitting on the couch with Lulu watching a cartoon. Electricity came at strange times. It had been on since about six that morning, and there was no telling when it would go off.




  ‘I’ll get it.’




  ‘No.’ I grabbed her arm.




  ‘Hassan!’




  ‘We have to always be careful from now on.’




  ‘He’s right, Lulu.’ Aunt Zainab walked into the living room from the kitchen. I heard Uncle Sahir’s crutch scraping against the floor of their bedroom. He too was coming to see who was at the door.




  Aunt Zainab looked through the spyhole in the door. ‘It’s Al-Hakim!’




  ‘Let him in,’ our uncle said.




  Al-Hakim was the man who had helped Lulu and me to find our uncle a few days ago. He had also helped us to take our uncle to the hospital after we’d found him under the rubble. He greeted our aunt and stepped into the apartment. He wore the same black vest he’d worn when we first met him. The rip in his jeans had been repaired and his hair was combed over to the side. His face was a deep brown that contrasted with his white hair.




  ‘I’ll make some food,’ our aunt said, hurrying to the kitchen.




  Uncle Sahir hobbled into the living room and smiled. His smile was partially covered by the bandage on his face.




  ‘I’m glad to see you are OK,’ Al-Hakim said as he sat down on the couch next to me. Lulu ran into the kitchen to help our aunt make breakfast.




  ‘Just a broken leg and some scratches,’ Uncle Sahir said. ‘You?’




  ‘Just a cut.’ He pointed at the bandage on his face. ‘I was searching through the rubble after we took you to the hospital and something fell on my head.’




  ‘Well, I’m glad to see it didn’t hurt you too badly,’ our uncle said. ‘How are things out there?’




  It was an awkward question, yet it was a question that needed answering.




  ‘Police have stopped directing traffic,’ Al-Hakim said.




  ‘That’s not good.’




  ‘Oh, that is just the start, Sahir. As you know, there’s been looting.’




  ‘The Americans aren’t stopping it?’ Uncle Sahir asked.




  ‘They just got here yesterday,’ Al-Hakim said, ‘but from what I’ve heard, they are just letting it happen.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘I don’t know. I heard on the radio that they have been instructed not to intervene with Iraqi affairs.’




  ‘But they have invaded the country,’ I said. ‘What about museums, factories and stores?’




  Al-Hakim waved his hands to indicate there was nothing he could do. ‘Looted. Maybe it was a good thing our places were destroyed in the attack.’ Al-Hakim had owned a notary shop and our uncle had owned a mechanic shop. Both were now in ruins.




  ‘Better forty years of dictatorship than one day of anarchy,’ Uncle Sahir said. It was an old Arab proverb.




  ‘People are stealing everything.’ Al-Hakim nodded his head in agreement. ‘I heard that some people broke into the Al-Rashad long-term psychiatric hospital and let six hundred patients out. They also took electroshock boxes and psychiatric drugs.’




  Aunt Zainab brought a plate of flat bread and sweets into the living room. She was followed by Lulu, who brought a cup of tea and set it in front of our guest. They returned to the kitchen together.




  ‘Chaos is contagious,’ Al-Hakim said.




  ‘I really need to check the hospitals near Baghdad University today,’ I said. ‘My dad...’




  ‘I agree, Hassan,’ Uncle Sahir said. ‘The chaos that Baghdad is experiencing now is just the start. We need to find him before the situation gets worse.’




  ‘I’m coming too!’ Lulu called from the kitchen. Our aunt shushed her.




  Uncle Sahir looked directly at me. ‘What do you think?’




  I thought for a moment. There really was no reason to bring Lulu, but at the same time, she didn’t get in the way. At least she hadn’t so far. ‘I’ll bring her today, but if things get worse, she will need to stay here.’




  Al-Hakim took a sip from his tea, savoring the flavor for a moment. He looked at our uncle and shrugged.




  ‘All right,’ Uncle Sahir finally said, ‘but you need to be extra careful. The police force is practically gone and the streets are…’ he sighed. ‘You know what I am saying, Hassan. Be careful.’




  Al-Hakim now had a very serious look on his face. ‘If the Americans don’t ruin this country, lawlessness will.’




  ‘I still have hope,’ Uncle Sahir admitted. ‘I think the chaos will temporarily increase, but everything will work out after the Americans have settled in and started rebuilding.’




  Al-Hakim took another sip from his cup of tea. ‘I wish I could share your optimism, Sahir.’
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  I tightened my scarf around my face to protect me from the dust. Lulu was behind me, in our mother’s hijab. She put her blue sunglasses on and clutched my sides with her hands. We were outside on my motorbike, ready to find our father.




  ‘All set?’ I asked her.




  ‘Ready!’ she said. ‘Let’s find Dad today, before chaos comes.’




  I laughed. ‘Where did you hear chaos was coming?’




  ‘Uncle Sahir and Al-Hakim were talking about it all morning…’




  I started my motorbike and rode onto the street. An orange taxi honked and zipped in front of us. The driver had his head sticking out of the window to escape the heat. An open window barely provided any relief in Baghdad – even travelling on a motorbike was excruciatingly hot.




  Lulu and I rode past a group of men carrying computers and other electronics. Some of the items were in their boxes, leading me to believe they had been stolen. One of the men made eye contact with me and I sped up. As I rode down the street, I noticed all the damage done by looting. Buildings had been completely gutted and glass windows destroyed. There were occasional splatters of blood on the ground, large enough that they were visible from the road. The traffic lights no longer worked and several of the power lines had fallen down.




  We took the same path we’d taken the previous day, Jordan Street heading north, under the Qadisaya Expressway, eventually circling around the Tigris River, the source of water that had nourished our country for thousands of years. Al-Hakim had mentioned earlier that Saddam’s men had set a few oil fields on fire to make it more difficult for American air attacks. I could now see what he meant, black smog floated above the Tigris, twisting its way to the northern parts of the city.
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