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For Alyaa, Amjad, Mina, Daryoosh, and all those who did not survive the Iran-Iraq War to tell their stories


“Be certain that in the religion of Love there are no believers and unbelievers. Love embraces all.”


—Maulana Jalaluddin Rumi




For the first time, on the road north of Tampico,


I felt the life sliding out of me, a drum in the desert, harder and harder to hear.


I was seven, I lay in the car watching palm trees swirl a sickening pattern past the glass.


My stomach was a melon split wide inside my skin.


“How do you know if you are going to die?”


I begged my mother.


We had been traveling for days.


With strange confidence she answered,


“When you can no longer make a fist.”


Years later I smile to think of that journey, the borders we must cross separately, stamped with our unanswerable woes.


I who did not die, who am still living, still lying in the backseat behind all my questions, clenching and opening one small hand.


—Naomi Shihab Nye, “Making a Fist,” 1952





FOREWORD



by Pierre Razoux


The Iran-Iraq War was the longest and most brutal conventional war of the twentieth century, yet remarkably, many American and European history classrooms are silent on the subject. Firsthand accounts and books about this pivotal war are few, yet this eight-year conflict is the matrix of the geopolitical situation that prevails in the Persian Gulf today.


Only now, with witness testimonies like that of Zahed Haftlang and Najah Aboud, are we beginning to get a glimpse of this “forgotten war,” and to start to understand what lies behind the current firefights ravaging Aleppo, Mosul, and Raqqa.


The Iran-Iraq War, from 1980–1988, relied on national and religious ideology to sway civilians and soldiers alike, and its military strategy condensed the most violent tactics of previous wars. Like World War I, it was marked by large-scale trench combat and bayonet charges, and extensive use of chemical weapons, such as mustard gas, against Iranian troops and Kurdish civilians. It combined the massive use of armored vehicles and fighter jets common to World War II, and missiles and aerial duels over the desert like those of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Troops also fought in swampy marshes similar to what soldiers faced in Vietnam, and engaged in arid and snowy mountain battles in Kurdistan reminiscent of wars in Algeria and Afghanistan.


The death and destruction left in the wake of this ruthless war were colossal, with soldiers buried in mass battlefield graves and entire villages reduced to dust. No one was unscathed. Nearly 40 percent of the adult male population in the two countries was swept up in the fighting. Up to 700,000 lives were lost, among them 80,000 Iranian child soldiers who fought on the front lines. These boys were members of the volunteer Basij youth militia, which recruited from local mosques, schools, and workplaces. Most child soldiers joined the war at age twelve or thirteen, and some were used as human minesweepers to clear the fields in advance of the armed Islamic Revolutionary Guards. Another two million people were wounded or mutilated, and victims are still dying today from the long-term effects of poison gas attacks. Another one million were uprooted during the course of the bombings, which destroyed some 1,800 border villages and towns, most notably Khorramshahr and Adaban, where the world’s largest oil refinery was severely damaged. In Iraq, Basra was decimated.


The overall cost of the war is estimated at $1.1 trillion in 1988 dollars with Iran accounting for about 60 percent of the loss. Material damages added another combined $350 billion. Together, the belligerents lost 5,000 tanks and 500 combat aircraft. In the aftermath, the economies of both countries were plunged into multimillion dollar debt, economic development came to a standstill, and much of the oil industry throughout the region was decimated by air raids.


In the end, nothing changed. Both sides eventually wore down and agreed to a ceasefire that included no reparations or boundary changes. And, unlike any conflict before it, prisoners-of-war were held indefinitely by both sides; more than 115,000 broken and forgotten men slowly released over a ten-year period after the war.


But the permanent cost was a deepening of the complex power struggles, historical hatreds, and persistent fears that stem directly from this unforgiving war. These same complex forces persist today, fueling the ranks of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and animosities between Iran and Saudi Arabia, Russia and the United States.


The Iran-Iraq War ultimately was a battle of wills between Saddam Hussein and the Ayatollah Khomeini, the latest chapter in an ancient rivalry between neighboring countries that dates back to the Ottoman Turkish Empire and the Persian Empire of the 1500s. Then, as in the 1980s, the longtime enemies argued over religion, politics, and borders, in particular, a section of waterway where the Tigris and Euphrates rivers join and flow into the Persian Gulf. Control of that section of waterway meant power—and control of the tanker ships that exported oil through the area.


But the Iran-Iraq War was not just about territory—it was a violent manifestation of two opposing worldviews. Hussein believed Arab nationalism tied all the different religious sects together—Sunni and Shia, Christian and Muslim, Kurd and Arab. He positioned himself as the undisputed leader of a secular, pan-Arab empire that would replace Iran as the most powerful Persian Gulf state.


This ran contradictory to the religious ideology of Ayatollah Khomeini, who was swept into power during the 1979 Islamic Revolution that ousted the Shah. Backed by a large Shia following, Khomeini vowed to eradicate state nationalism, insisting there should be no division between religion and politics, because the highest unifying entity was Islam. He positioned himself as the leader of a borderless, Islamic empire that would encompass the entire Middle East.


Khomeini began radio broadcasts in Iraq aimed at the country’s long-suppressed Shia majority, encouraging the overthrow of Hussein’s regime and the takeover of Iraq’s holy Shia cities of Karbala and Najaf.


Hussein, whose Baathist Party was comprised of minority Sunnis, feared the Islamic Revolution would spill over into Iraq and encourage widespread Shia riots, a revival of the armed Kurdish secessionist movement, and ultimately civil war. He abruptly deported thousands of Iraqi Shia citizens. Then he attacked the source of Shia inspiration—the Khomeini regime.


Iraqi troops invaded Iran in September 1980. Hussein anticipated a quick fight, assuming his armies would meet little resistance from a disbanded and disorganized Iranian army that Khomeini had yet to rebuild after the Islamic Revolution. And it appeared that way at the outset, as Iraq quickly captured several border cities, including Khorramshahr. But, although Iraq had more firepower, Iranian troops had more patriotic fervor. While Hussein was fighting for power, Khomeini positioned Iran as fighting for Allah, and a holy war easily coalesced around a common enemy. Young Iranian men and boys were told not to fear death because as martyrs they would join the prophets in heaven, and their families would be given compensation, food rations, and access to better schools and jobs.


What the outside world saw was religious fanaticism taken to the extreme. Disturbing images of child soldiers thrown into frontline battle, bloodied trenches, refineries aflame, gassed corpses, and humiliated prisoners. Why would anyone join this war?


Najah and Zahed allow us to understand the reasons are more nuanced than they appear. Their stories show us that, contrary to popular prejudice that mixes all Muslims—Sunnis, Shiites, Arabs, Kurds, and Persians—into one extremist and violent religion, most Iraqi and Iranian soldiers did not form hordes of fanatic zombies, but battalions of poor citizens courageously carrying arms because they simply had no other choice. Desertion would have immediately earned them the firing squad. Like so many of his fellow Basij child soldiers who volunteered to serve as cannon fodder for the Islamic Revolutionary Guards, Zahed’s reasons have nothing to do with religious fervor, ideological indoctrination, or adoration of Ayatollah Khomeini. They are more prosaic: the taste for adventure, the will to escape the ferocity of a violent father and to assert himself as a man in the eyes of the family, the seduction of a girlfriend, and a kid’s ingrained attraction to weapons. And above all, a prevailing sense of duty to country and family—some of the very same reasons young people of all origins are joining the ranks of ISIS today.


Iraq and Iran gained nothing after eight years of bloodshed besides exhaustion and ruin. To this day, no peace treaty has ever been signed. And with each year that passes, there are fewer witnesses to tell the world what really happened.


Here are two.


PIERRE RAZOUX is Research Director at IRSEM (Institute for Strategic Research) in Paris and author of The Iran-Iraq War (Harvard University Press/Belknap), which was awarded as the Best Book of the Year by the Military History Society in 2016.





PROLOGUE



KHORRAMSHAHR, IRAN, MAY 1982—Crawling on my belly in the sand, I felt it before it happened: a low rumble like the moment before an earthquake, or maybe it was Satan himself howling from below. Then a massive boom and I was airborne. Grains of sand needled into my pores, and for the briefest moment, I was suspended above the battlefield. All sound stopped, all the shelling, all the screaming for Allah, all of it was silenced, and the orange flashes of mortar fire looked almost pretty in the darkness. Like candles flickering above the desert.


When I crashed back to earth, I had no more faith in anything. I didn’t believe in God, in humanity, or in Saddam’s war. There was no time for such devotions, as blood seeped from my forehead and chest, and all around me men were being executed as they begged for their lives. There was only one truth left: I was going to rot in a mass grave with hundreds of other forgotten Iraqi soldiers.


It’s true what they say about your whole life flashing by as you wait for death to come sit next to you. It happens fast, like Kodachrome slides snapping into view—all these images of yourself in moments of pure joy. I closed my eyes and saw my brothers and me climbing trees to pick dates. I felt my fingers close around the fur of our big German shepherd as we wrestled in the family courtyard, and heard my mother’s voice singing from the kitchen. I tasted the falafel my sister and I fried in our restaurant, and I saw my fiancée’s abaya fluttering in the wind as she held our newborn son. The last thing I saw was my family together, celebrating the thirtieth birthday I would never have.


Then I felt a presence near me. I opened my eyes and saw a child soldier pointing a rifle at my temple. He was so small that he had to roll up the sleeves and pant legs of his uniform. This Persian boy had been brainwashed to hate me. I spoke as softly as I could.


“Please,” I said, “I’m a Muslim, just like you.”


He backed up a step and cocked the rifle. He either couldn’t understand Arabic or he didn’t care to chat before pulling the trigger.


“Muslim! Muslim!” I pleaded.


The boy took aim.


I reached into my jacket pocket to show him my Koran, and the boy lunged, grabbing it from me. He rustled through the pages, stopping when he discovered the photo of my fiancée holding our baby. He studied the image, as if he recognized them. He glanced at me and back to the photo again. I think I saw him gently touch her face with his finger.


He snapped the book shut and turned toward me with an expression of utter blankness. I silently said good-bye to everyone I loved. Then the boy slid the Koran back into my pocket. He knelt down and gave me water from his canteen. Then he leaned in close and put his finger to his lips.


“Shhhhhh.”




ONE


ZAHED


Most kids in Masjed Soleyman had bicycles, even the slum kids who lived on the ugly side of town inside crumbling mud houses all stacked on top of each other. But we lived in a real brick house with a corrugated tin roof built for the oil company workers, so I should have had a bicycle, at least. Your own set of wheels meant you always had a way to escape the kind of heat that sinks down into your bones. You could pedal away from the dusty roads to the relief of the Karun River, say, or up a red dirt path in the Zagros Mountains and look over practically all of western Iran to clear your head from the clang of too many neighbors stirring up trouble in everybody else’s business.


But Baba said I didn’t deserve a bicycle. I was not sure why, other than I sometimes got in trouble at school for shoving the boys or chasing the girls, but I thought it had to do with my ten brothers and sisters. My father could easily have bought one bike because he had money from his mechanic job at the British Petroleum company. But I suppose if Baba had bought me a bicycle, he’d have had to buy ten more, and he for sure couldn’t afford that. He always reminded us how much it cost to put food in eleven mouths—twelve, if you counted Maman. Liquor made him more likely to demonstrate how bad our money problems were by shoving the person closest to him. So on the days he stopped for a drink on his way home from work, we all rushed to the dinner table in the courtyard; no one wanted to be last and have to sit next to him.


Money troubles were the reason why, in our family, playing was a sin. As soon as my brothers and sisters and I could walk, Baba put a rag in our hands and gave us jobs in his garage. That’s where he worked on cars for extra cash. It wasn’t a real auto shop with a lift or anything, and he barely had any tools besides what anyone else would have in their house—pliers and scissors and screwdrivers and a hammer. But he managed with salvaged parts from junked cars and by borrowing a real tool when he could, so neighbors came to him because he charged less than real shops and he could get the work done fast because of his free labor force.


One day my job was to grind the valves on an eight-cylinder carburetor head. Baba handed me a stiff wire and a piece of thin plastic, and told me to cover the wire tip with the plastic and scrape the valves clean with it. Normally, this is done with a power tool, but we did everything by hand. Before me was a pile of thirty-two valves crusted with who knows how many years of calcium crud. Of all us kids I was the only one who really did want to be a mechanic, so before I was even old enough to work, I used to watch and memorize Baba’s movements around a car. He taught me that when the valves get dirty, they don’t form a tight seal in the carburetor, so the engine will leak.


“The customer is coming for his car this evening, so every valve needs to be smooth by the time I get home,” he said.


The heat inside the garage was like a snake charmer, coaxing vapor out of the oil spills on the floor. The sweet smell of grease hung in the air and sweat trickled between my shoulder blades as I stared out the door at the neighborhood kids on their bicycles. I didn’t need a thermometer to know it was the hottest day of the year so far; all I had to do was squint my eyes to see waves ripple up from the earth, making my friends look like they were pedaling underwater.


The gunk on the valve stems was stubborn, and I couldn’t get all of it off. I turned the tubes over and over, working each one, and in no time I had the hands of an old person, full of cramps. I could tell by the sun that half the afternoon was already gone and there was no way I would be able to finish by the time Baba returned. My only option was to use what little money I had from customer tips to hire some of the kids outside to help me. For the price of a gaz nougat candy each, I hired three helpers, but they were useless, wandering off when their hands started to ache. By the time Baba’s shadow stretched from the doorway over to me, I had only cleaned half of the valves.


His dark eyes turned to pinpoints, and I could hear the breath coming out of his nose.


“This? This is it?”


“My hands hurt, Baba. And it’s too hard with just this wire. I need a real tool.”


He turned away from me and grabbed a grooved radiator belt from a peg in the wall.


“How about this tool?” he said, lifting it over his head.


At first I didn’t understand what he meant. You can’t clean a valve with a strip of rubber. Then he brought his arm down and the belt made a ripping noise through the air. When it laced across my back, it sounded like a wet fish slapping on the table. I inhaled sharply and for the first few seconds felt absolutely nothing, as if time had frozen in place. Then the pain, like a wolf scratching its claws across my back, woke my body, and a scream tore from my throat.


“Baba, no!”


“Is this tool good enough for you?”


I scrambled to my feet and ran for the door, but not fast enough. The belt sliced my back a second time. Baba followed me into the courtyard, his weapon a lasso now. The black loop whirled toward me again, and this time I reached for it, stopping it just before it lashed my head. I yanked back, and suddenly I was the one with the whip in my hands. I threw it with all my might onto the roof of the garage, out of his reach.


“You little . . .”


Baba ran toward me, and stupidly, I just stood there. When he kicked me square in the tailbone, the pain shot straight to my molars. I crumpled to the ground, unable to hold myself up on legs that no longer had any sensation. I could hear my mother’s screams, but it sounded like she was deep at the bottom of a well. Or maybe I was in the well and she was high above, screaming for someone to get me out, but there was nobody to hear her. She was so tiny, and Baba was mightier than Godzilla and John Wayne put together. He walked right past her and picked up a wooden four-by-four to finish me off.


As I closed my eyes to wait for the impact, I heard someone running and shouting. It was Mostafa, the truck driver who lived next door, who wrapped his muscled arms around my father.


“What are you doing? He’s just a twelve-year-old kid!” Mostafa hollered.


“Teaching him to be a man,” Baba panted.


By now a crowd of neighbors had gathered. The last thing I saw before everything went black was my friend Ghaffor, standing near the water tank, pretending not to look.


That night when Maman rolled out the sleeping cots, I took my usual place between my two older sisters but asked them to please sleep close like books on a shelf so I wouldn’t roll onto my back. Every time my tailbone touched anything, it felt like I had been kicked again. Sleep wouldn’t come. But then I was overtaken by a floating feeling like being in a boat. Somewhere on this journey to nowhere, a beautiful girl joined me. She had a pleated white dress, and her golden hair caught the moonbeams and turned them into diamonds.


“What is your name?” I asked.


“I don’t need one,” she said.


She reached for my hands, and I could feel a message in her fingertips, a promise that she would protect me. I told her my name was Zahed.


“I’d like to call you Dadna,” I said.


She didn’t answer; she kissed me on the forehead and flew away.


When the swelling and bruises had gone down enough that I looked mostly like myself again, I ventured outside. I wanted Ghaffor to tell me what he had seen of the fight. I found him in his usual spot, sprawled out on a rug watching a Hollywood action movie on a TV that was buried in a cave of VHS tapes. Ghaffor was three years younger than me and still sucked his thumb. That was the only clean part of his body; the rest of him was always covered in a layer of dirt. Probably all that dust settled on him because he so rarely moved from his position in front of the TV’s glow.


“You’re not dead,” he said, removing his thumb from his mouth.


“Maybe I’m back from the dead,” I said, gingerly taking a seat next to him on the thick carpet. Ghaffor was adopted, and his new parents never hit him, not once. He didn’t have to work on cars, and he knew all the names of the American celebrities because he studied movies all day. Ghaffor was smart; he had the kind of mind that could come up with ideas no one else had. From all those movies, he had learned many ways to kill someone and get away with it.


“The one who needs to be dead,” I whispered, “is Baba.”


He lowered his voice and looked at me sideways. His eyes were the color of honey.


“You can’t kill anyone.” He laughed. “You’re too scrawny.”


I stood in front of the TV so Ghaffor had to pay attention to me. I may have been small, but my mind was fierce, especially when I had decided to do something.


“What makes you think I won’t steal a knife from the kitchen, wait until he falls asleep, and then stab him in the chest?”


“Beee-cause you are scrawny. And also, apparently, deaf and retarded.”


I pounced on Ghaffor and we wrestled like tumbleweeds in a cowboy movie, rolling from wall to wall. I was about to win the match and force him to kiss my feet in apology, when he sank his teeth into my shoulder.


“Ow! That’s not playing fair!” I shouted, hopping off him.


Ghaffor turned the TV volume up extra loud to hide our voices. Then he leaned in close and asked, “You really want to kill your dad?”


“God willing,” I said, rubbing my shoulder.


“Scorpion tails boiled in his tea.”


The plan was so smart, so simple, that I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it. Scorpions were everywhere in Masjed Soleyman, hiding in the cracks of mud walls and holes in the ground. I nicked a pair of needle-nose pliers from Baba’s workshop and spent the next couple days hunting at the dump pile. There was a curve in the road that was out of sight of the homes, and that’s where people tossed all sorts of stuff they didn’t want—old blankets and tires and rusty pieces of metal. The junk pile made for a nice, protected cave for scorpions, but when the sun went down and it started to cool down, the scorpions came skittering out to hunt. When the first black scorpion emerged, I clamped the pliers over its head and squeezed. When its body stopped moving and I was certain it was dead, I used the pliers to separate the tail, being careful not to touch it as I dropped it into a jar. After a couple hours, I had collected three tails. When I put them in boiling water, they came alive again, wriggling and bumping into each other, looking for their bodies. I added some tea, closed the lid, and let it stew.


It couldn’t have been more than ten minutes, but the wait seemed endless. I thought of all the things I didn’t say when Baba hit me, how all of us were living in fear of him, and that as the oldest boy in the family, it was my job to do something. He was getting older, weaker, and one day I would be too big for him to push around anymore. But I couldn’t wait any longer. I was going to save my whole family from this misery now, because I was braver than Baba could ever imagine. Once he was gone, we were going to be a happy family like Ghaffor’s. I’d free all of us from work so we could watch movies and play after school like normal kids.


I lifted the lid off the teapot and wrinkled my nose. The tails had turned a milky white, and the tea was cloudy. I strained the brew into a cup, put in a lump of sugar to mask any strange taste, and dumped the tails behind the fence. I arranged the pot and teacup on a tray, next to a small plate with sugar cubes, and delivered it like an English butler to my father as he bent over the open hood of a car. He stood up when he heard me approach and wiped his hands on a rag. His shoulders relaxed when he saw me with what he thought was a peace offering.


“Ah, I see you are ready to learn the proper way to grind a valve,” he said, blowing his nose into the greasy rag.


He took one sip of the tea and frowned. “Tastes bad,” he said, setting it down.


“Try more sugar,” I suggested, dropping in another piece.


He swallowed a few more times and then returned the cup with a little bit of tea left in the bottom. “Still don’t like it.”


Baba turned his attention back to the car. I watched him tinker for a few minutes, and eventually he dropped his wrench. He cursed, bent over to pick it up, and then lost his balance, grabbing the bumper to break his fall. He swore again, and then put both hands on the engine to steady himself. Until this moment, my murder plan had been just a fantasy, like one of Ghaffor’s movies. I didn’t really think it would work, but fighting back against evil made me feel so good, like a superhero, that I didn’t give much thought to what would happen if Baba actually died. But now that it was real, I wanted to rewind the tape. I needed more time to think about this. All of a sudden I could see there was a world of difference between being angry and being a murderer. When Baba turned to face me, his cheeks were an ashy color, like the tea, and he was sweating. He opened his mouth to say something, then collapsed. I screamed and ran to get Ghaffor.


“I changed my mind! Come quick, I changed my mind!”


Ghaffor and I raced to Baba’s side, and Ghaffor put his ear to Baba’s chest. Baba’s breath was coming out in little wheezes, like it did when he was sleeping off too many beers.


“He’s not dead yet.”


I wanted to take everything back. Saving him would mean more beatings, but letting him die would mean my brothers and sisters would have no one to take care of them. I might not like Baba, but maybe some of my siblings did. It wasn’t right for me to make this choice for them.


“What am I going to do?”


“Go get your mother,” Ghaffor said.


“Are you crazy? Tell her that I poisoned Baba?”


“No, stupid. You leave that part out. Tell her he got bit by a scorpion. Hurry.”


We were lucky that the hospital was only a five-minute drive away, because the doctor said Baba could have died if we’d waited much longer. They gave him medicine that stopped the venom, and he had to stay in the hospital for a month while they changed all his blood. While he was recovering, I would steal away to the top of the hill behind our house, where I had found a den dug by stray dogs. I crawled down into the dirt hole and cried as loud as I wanted, asking Baba to forgive me for my wickedness. I still didn’t like Baba, but I liked the idea of being a boy without a father even less.


I tried to be good after that. At school, I stopped pulling the girls’ hair so much and tried to pay more attention in class. When I raised my hand to answer the teacher’s question once, she looked stunned, as if I had suddenly turned into a chicken.


One day my class let out early after morning tests, and as I neared the house, I saw Baba scurry out of the storage shed and into his car, the tires kicking up pebbles as he stepped on the gas. I crept into the shed to see if I could tell what he had been doing. I scanned the shelves and my gaze stopped on the gramophone, with its brass speaker shaped like a trumpet. It had been moved from its usual spot two shelves lower. Upon further examination, I saw that the screws holding it together were loose—another sign that some guiding force was directing me to take it apart.


Inside was more money than I had ever seen, a pile of purple bills—rials—with the face of Mohammad Reza Shah and his father on them. Each rial note was worth about one and a half American dollars. And there were more than I could count, maybe more than a thousand of them. Underneath the bills I found gold rings, a watch, and a fistful of coins. My mouth watered at the idea of finally being able to buy sugar crystal candy sticks after school with the other kids. But if I took too much, Baba would surely notice, so I just took one bill. I put everything back just as it was, stashed the money in my pocket, and walked toward town, my brain beginning to work on the delicious problem of how to spend it.


I knew I couldn’t buy myself a gift, because as soon as anything new came into the house, the whole family had to inspect and discuss it. I needed a temporary luxury. I wandered with the bounce of freedom in my stride until I reached the cinema, where I stopped in front of a movie poster. They were showing Sholay, the Indian action film about a sheriff who seeks revenge against the bandit who murdered his family by hiring two petty criminals to kill him.


“I heard the girl in that movie does a belly dance.”


I turned around and saw Ali, my friend from school.


“Oh yeah?” I asked.


“Yeah. She does it barefoot. On broken glass.”


She was on the poster: A dark-haired beauty with her hands crossed above her head and dozens of bracelets tracing her arms. She was flanked by the two heroes, one in a white suit and the other in a black muscle T-shirt, both brandishing rifles. Behind them was a wall of roaring orange flames.


I peeled the bill from my front pocket and let Ali get a good, long look. “You coming inside?” I asked.


After purchasing our tickets, we strode to the snack counter.


“Give us four shawarmas and four Coca-Colas,” I said, acting like I said these sorts of things all the time. It was a little disappointing when the clerk didn’t even blink.


We went to our seats, and I sank back into the seat cushions and inhaled the steam coming off our lamb sandwiches, letting the cinema lull me with color and music and the promise that for the next three hours, I was a boy with zero problems. After the first showing, we hid in the bathroom and returned to the theater to watch it again. Right in the middle of one of the best scenes, the gunfight on top of a moving train, the volume suddenly went up and the gunfire got louder. I looked at Ali to see if he had noticed anything, but he was absorbed in the shootout.


“Did you feel that?” I asked.


“What?”


“My seat. It’s shaking.”


Suddenly a slice of yellow light interrupted the dark of the theater, and everyone started shouting at once and running for the doors. Ali and I ran with the crowd, gathering more runners as we went. I heard someone say that the Iraqi planes had been aiming for the oil refinery but missed and hit my elementary school next door instead. Parents called out the names of their children as they ran, and begged Allah to spare them. It was about three in the afternoon, and school was already out for the day, but often kids stayed to do homework or play soccer. Was there a soccer match today? I tried to remember, but my mind wasn’t working. In my panic, I couldn’t even recall what day of the week it was.


We made it to the edge of the soccer field, and then we saw it. From this distance it looked like ants were crawling over a burning hill, there were so many people running in all directions. My school was smashed, with flames shooting out of it. Some kids were rolling on the ground to get the fire off them; others were walking around dazed. I looked closer and saw that some of my classmates would never be getting up off the ground again.


The Iraqis had been dropping bombs on Masjed Soleyman for about a year, and I was getting used to seeing buildings broken into pieces, hearing the ambulances and the women wailing. I had learned to step around puddles of blood. But now it seemed as if Saddam Hussein was aiming his guns right at me.


“A curse on you and all the Arabs!” I shouted.


Ali tugged at my elbow and said, “C’mon, let’s go home. Your curses won’t help anybody.”


I ran to my street and was relieved to find Ghaffor and Mostafa’s son Omid out on their bicycles. Maman saw me first, and she came running out the door and collected me in her arms, as if I was a baby. I tried to squirm out, not wanting my friends to see her smoothing my hair and kissing me on the cheeks. But I’m embarrassed to say that I almost started crying with her. Something about being held that way made me think of how easily it could have been my body that was blown apart. Some of my classmates would never feel their mother’s breath on their faces again. I stopped wriggling and let myself go limp into the softness of her embrace. For the briefest of moments, my racing brain paused.


“Thank you, blessed Allah, you are safe,” she said, whisking me into the house. “We were so worried; we looked for you at the school. Where were you?”


She set me down, and the coins jangled in my pants pocket. In the panic of the afternoon, I’d forgotten to get rid of the evidence.


“I was j-just out walking,” I stammered.


“Well, go wash up. Dinner is almost ready. We’re all accounted for, so we might as well eat.”


Baba gave me a look that let me know I’d hear more about this later, and gestured for me to sit down. Maman poured me a glass of doogh, and the carbonated water and yogurt soothed my throat, which was dry from sprinting home. She set a plate of lamb, grilled tomatoes, and rice before me, and I pretended I was ravenous. My sister Leyla eyed me suspiciously, the beginnings of a smile pulling at the corners of her mouth.


“So, Zahed, if you weren’t in school today, where were you living it up?” she asked.


“Swallow your tongue!” Maman hissed.


But Leyla wouldn’t let it go.


“I’m surprised you still have an appetite, after eating so much at the cinema,” Leyla said, her eyes triumphant. The neighborhood kids must have told her already, and she was obviously jealous that I hadn’t invited her. You could never keep a secret in Masjed Soleyman, not even if you tied a rock to it and threw it deep into the bottom of the Karun River. I shot her hot daggers with my eyes.


Before I could stop her, Leyla reached into my pants pocket and tossed the coins I’d stolen on the table. They landed with a sickening clunk.


Baba jumped to his feet and slapped me, and my fork went flying. At the same instant, I wet my pants.


“Tell me where this came from, right now,” he boomed. “And if you lie, I’ll brand you.”


I pleaded with my eyes to Maman, but to her, thieves were lower than worms.


“Did you hear that?” she shouted. “We’ll brand you!”


I opened my mouth . . . and lied. It was the weakest, most half-hearted, unoriginal thing I could muster: “Leyla is lying.”


I felt myself being dragged to the kitchen by the back of my shirt and heard the gas stove ignite. While Baba held me down, he ordered Maman to bring him a kebab skewer. He held it in the flame until it glowed red, as I thrashed, trying to break free. But I was a fly caught in a jar, frantically slamming into the glass with no chance of escape.


“You stupid idiot! You think you can lie to me? Where did you steal this? You know what happens to thieves? They get their hands cut off!”


I screamed as he brought the skewer toward me and Maman begged him to stop, but Baba was so mad his ears had shut down. The burn was coming, I knew that, so I covered my face with my hands and clenched my teeth. Then I heard the sizzle and felt a sharp sting on the outside of my left ankle, and I let out a howl like a desert jackal’s. That’s the last thing I remember—that my voice sounded not like mine but like an animal’s.


When I awoke, I was in a strange bed. Not a hospital bed, but someone else’s. I stood on my good foot and hopped over to the wall to look at the framed photos. I was in our neighbor Mostafa’s house. I hopped back to bed and passed out from the pain. I don’t know how long I was asleep—minutes, days, weeks—when the door jostled and I ducked under the covers, terrified it might be Baba.


“Zahed.”


A woman’s voice. I peeked out to find Mostafa’s wife, Fatemah, and Omid with a tray of food. The kindness made me embarrassed, and my tears came before I could hide them.


“You did a bad thing, but your mother and father did something worse,” she said, laying a warm hand on my shoulder. “Your parents and I have discussed it, and we think you should live with us for a while.”


She was pretty, like Raquel Welch times a thousand. My mouth was so dry, but I managed a raspy “Thank you.” My wish to be safe was stronger than my wish not to be pitied. Omid stayed behind as I nibbled at the rice.


“That was stupid to steal from your father,” he said. I shrugged my shoulders. There was nothing to say, anyway. Everyone knew what went on in my house. I gave up on the rice, and Omid took my tray and then turned back in the door frame. “Don’t worry. If you are lonely, tell me, and I will bring my mattress and sleep in this room with you.”


When my foot eventually healed, Mostafa asked if I’d like to help him make deliveries in his truck. School was still closed because of the bombing, so I had nothing better to do. His trips sometimes were as long as three weeks, hauling produce and construction supplies between the ports and the major cities. I always wondered what adventures he was having on the road in his red Mack truck and what it would be like to sleep in the bunk beds in the cabin behind the driver’s seat. I could hear that truck’s rumble coming from way down the street, and loved watching Mostafa part the sea of kids with it, its radiator grille gleaming like shark teeth.


Mostafa tugged at his mustache as he waited for me to speak. He had tanned skin and a rough beard, yet eyes that were kind and welcoming. He kept his hair long, and started each morning before the mirror carefully combing it to the side with oil that smelled like mangoes. I always thought he would make a good judge, because he had a face that people automatically trusted. I told him that I wanted to see what there was in the world beyond Masjed Soleyman. That I would do anything to put distance between my father and me.


We left the next day for Bandar Abbas, a port city on the Strait of Hormuz, fourteen hours away. We stopped in several cities along the way to pick up and deliver water pipes and concrete and shipping containers. My job was to help Mostafa tie our cargo down with straps, to change the cassette tapes, and to fry onions and meat on a camp stove propped between my feet on the passenger side. That first night, after I ran out of jobs and darkness took away the view, I lulled myself to sleep watching a silver necklace with the word Allah sway from the rearview mirror. I only woke when the truck grumbled to a halt. When I opened my eyes, Mostafa was pouring bottled water over his face, arms, and feet and scrubbing with a towel.


“Where are we?”


“Time to pray,” he said.


“What?”


He went to the sleeping cabin and unrolled a small rectangular carpet, kneeled down on it, and indicated for me to do the same next to him.


“That’s the doorway to Allah’s house in Mecca,” he said, pointing to an archway woven into the silk fibers. “Your head goes there.”


“That’s OK; you go ahead,” I said. I watched him recite Arabic verses from the Koran and kneel forward, placing his head on a small, round piece of clay. We had never prayed in my house, and I didn’t understand a word he was saying, but whatever he was doing, he looked like he really meant it. In the distance, I heard a wolf howl. The night was so, so black, and I said my own secret prayer for Mostafa to hurry up so we could get back on the road. My prayer was answered in about ten minutes.


“Talk to me so I can stay awake,” Mostafa said as he accelerated through the gears.


“OK,” I said, but I couldn’t think of a thing to say. Instead I just fiddled with my slingshot. “Why do you pray like that?” I asked finally.


“I was not always a good Muslim, Zahed.”


“Mmmm?”


“I was a man without God. So I know things that, if I tell you, will save you a lot of trouble. Listen to me; I never want to see you smoking, doing drugs, or gambling. I do not want you to do anything wrong, so you must pray.”


I wasn’t so sure about religion, but I respected Mostafa. He bought me clothes and shoes. And he gave me a small salary for helping him with deliveries. He treated me like a son, so I listened to his stories from the Koran and from the Bible. Mostly they were boring, but I did like the ones about the Prophet Solomon because that guy could speak to animals and control the wind.


“Zahed, if somebody steals from you, you should forgive them because they might have been in need. If someone speaks behind your back, say nothing because you must be the bigger person. When you fall in love, give all your heart to your beloved and don’t ever doubt.”


Maybe he was trying to tell me that he understood why I stole from Baba. I wasn’t sure, but I nodded anyway.


“But if someone hurts your feelings intentionally, be merciless!” he said.


“Merciless!” I shouted, pulling the rubber back on my slingshot and pretending to aim at his temple. In one swift move he whisked my weapon from my grasp and hid it under his enormous thigh.


“Be careful with that thing,” he said.


Over the next year, I watched him pray several times a day. I wasn’t sure if I would keep my promise to pray, but I was certain of this: I felt happy with Mostafa and wanted to be with him. And where else was I going to go? It didn’t look like my school was coming back anytime soon, unless you counted the tent where students were now supposed to pick up math and grammar worksheets and do them on their own. No classmates I knew even bothered. My life was better now, traveling with Mostafa, but how much longer could I keep saying thank you—for the meals, for the clothes, and for the lessons from the Koran? Eventually I would need a future that was my own. How would I ever become a man if I was always somebody’s sidekick?


One day our route took us to a military camp near Darkhovin, close to the Iran-Iraq border, where soldiers were fighting. I still didn’t understand why Saddam Hussein and Ayatollah Khomeini had started the war almost eighteen months before. Khomeini said we were in a jihad against Iraq to save Islam, but I didn’t have much use for a holy war. The battle was something adults talked about into the night, but to me it was something out there, something make-believe, like Sholay. Now I was going to see it for myself. We were going to visit a real battle zone to deliver produce and bullets to the Basij, a militia of volunteer boy soldiers, some of whom were thirteen, the same age as me.


I had no idea they’d be carrying Kalashnikovs, semiautomatic pistols, and even machine guns, but there they were, walking as casually as if they were carrying a book. I felt like a little boy next to them. They had hard jaws already, but when one looked me in the eye as I handed him a box of ammunition, I tried to start a conversation by asking his name.


“What do you want from me?” he replied. His voice was fast and direct, like a boxer landing punches.


“How did you come to the front?” I asked.


“I forged a permission letter from my father.”


“That’s it?”


He nodded.


“In the village, I was nothing. This,” he said, sweeping his hand over the cluster of barracks encircled by barbed wire, “this is where my life finally started.”


I couldn’t get that soldier out of my mind after that. It took Mostafa and me almost a week to get back, and when we finally reached the house, I practically flung myself out of the passenger-side door. Omid was eagerly awaiting my report from the front lines. I told him about the rows of tents and campfires, the hundreds of boys who already had muscles and mean stares, and described the guns in fearsome detail. For good measure, I threw in a few explosions that didn’t actually happen.


His eyes widened, and he admitted that he already had a secret plan to run away and join the Basij. It was all I needed to hear. I leaned toward Omid and lowered my voice: “Why don’t we leave tomorrow?”




TWO


NAJAH


I didn’t need an alarm clock to wake me up at four in the morning; the army trained me to sleep with one eye open, at the ready. At least I could thank the military for that. Oh, and the relentless jogging in formation and hiking into the mountains of Kurdistan had turned my body into something I could count on. Otherwise, eight tedious years patrolling the Iraqi border for opium smugglers was a duty that was finally, joyfully receding into my past.


I was a free man now, at twenty-six. And my kingdom was Shula, one of the crummiest neighborhoods of Baghdad, where in 1979 cars were still brought to a standstill by muddy potholes in the rainy season and family wealth was determined by which households could afford shoes. But in the predawn before you could really see it, Shula was almost beautiful.


Guided by moonlight, I walked down the middle of the dirt road, my arms wrapped around a fifty-pound bowl of uncooked falafel paste my sister Samera had prepared the night before. By now, I knew the way to her husband’s restaurant by sound and smell. I followed the incense wafting from the homes toward the low murmurings of the men bowing inside the mosque for the predawn prayer, then took a left at the scent of fish-shaped samoon loaves baking, then a right at the sound of the trickling wastewater in the open trenches lining the street. The shushing of the date palm fronds in the breeze told me I was near the bus stop, which meant only a few more steps to reach my castle.


The metal retracting door clacked as I pushed it up, and with a flick of a switch the outdoor floodlight lit up the deserted street like a theater stage. That sudden explosion of light was the best part of my daily routine, like an invisible emcee promoting a show to an audience that had yet to arrive: “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Najah Aboud and his Bruce Lee Restaurant!”


There was no name on the awning, but customers had started calling it that after I redecorated the walls with Bruce Lee movie posters. Men and schoolboys alike were taken with the martial arts hero, and the posters of him twirling nunchucks and flexing his abs were good for business. Long after they finished their falafel sandwiches, people stayed late into the night drinking rivers of tea and rehashing the plots of Fist of Fury or Enter the Dragon. Having seen all of Bruce Lee’s movies, I was only too happy to join in.


That wasn’t the only change I made since my brother-in-law handed me the keys and offered me half the profits if I would save this albatross on a dead-end street. All this place needed was a few fresh ideas—and breakfast.


I set the falafel down in the kitchen and turned on the propane burners to heat water for tea. I slid a tape in the cassette player, and the speakers crackled with the lulling sound of a man’s voice reciting the Koran. This cheap tape was my fishing lure, drawing the hungry faithful out of the mosques after their early morning prayer. It also worked on people waiting at the bus stop, soldiers on their way to duty, and the insomniacs. It didn’t take long before even the classier people from the side of town with paved streets began crossing the park to pick up a few sandwiches before they caught their shuttle bus to jobs at the airport and government offices downtown.


“Hey, Basrawi, need some help?”


I looked over my shoulder and saw one of my regulars—a neighborhood boy who sometimes helped me prepare breakfast in exchange for a meal. Nobody knew my real name; I was just “the guy from Basra.”


“You’d be a great help, son, if you pulled the tables outside,” I said. “The village woman should be here any minute.”


The baker came in next, asking me how many loaves of samoon I’d need that day. I’d doubled the bread order since I took over a couple months before, but I was starting to run out again before closing time.


“Give me a thousand.”


He cocked an eyebrow and put his hands on his hips.


“I can give you all I’ve got now, but I’ll have to bake more.”


“How about if I pay you in advance, for your trouble?” I offered.


Like clockwork, the old woman appeared at four fifteen, carrying a huge bowl of clotted water buffalo cream. My young helper stacked a pyramid of flaky kahi pastry next to her geymar cream and then fetched a jar of honey and the teapot. My breakfast menu followed one simple rule: give the people what they want. And everybody loves geymar and kahi, the comfort food they grew up eating. The boy barely had time to get the teacups on the table before hands began grabbing breakfast.


I hustled back to the kitchen to brew more tea, and while it was heating, I brought a falafel sandwich to the village woman to thank her for the geymar. She always tried to refuse, but I never let her. She had a beautiful daughter, after all.


After the breakfast rush, I turned on the radio news, just in time for the retirees who were waking up and wanting to find out the latest reports about the Iranian Revolution. There were a lot of hot words flying between Iraq and Iran these days, now that Saddam Hussein and Ayatollah Khomeini were each in charge of their own country. Like all the rulers who came before them, they were arguing about their shared border or, more precisely, over control of the Shatt al-Arab waterway, where the Tigris and the Euphrates came together and flowed as one down to the Persian Gulf. Whoever controlled that joint flow controlled the ships that carried Middle East oil to the rest of the world. And oil was power, and power was money. Now the two lifetime enemies were stirring up ancient ethnic and religious rivalries to try to intimidate the other into giving up claims to that precious waterway.


The war of words consumed my customers, but I tried my best to ignore it. I’d done my time in the military and was trying to enjoy life as an apolitical civilian. When the talk got too political, I took refuge in the kitchen. The Baathists had spies everywhere, and you never knew who was listening. Saddam made this perfectly clear just days after he became president. He called a televised meeting of several hundred of the most senior government people in Iraq, then announced he’d uncovered a plot against his regime. He ordered an informant to take the podium, and the man read aloud the names of the conspirators who were sitting in the audience. One by one, the accused were led, shaking and sweating, out of the room by the secret police, while Saddam chuckled. I don’t know if those men are alive or dead, and I don’t want to know. But everyone saw the video, and the implication of it was loud enough to silence a culture that used to revel in political debate. Fear was the cement that held people together now. I’d even heard stories of children turning in their own parents for treason.


I was pulling a sack of chickpea flour out of the storage closet when my older sister Samera arrived for her shift.


“Your produce girl is here,” she said.


I dropped the sack right where I stood and brushed the dust from my shirt.


“Do I look OK?” I whispered.


She rolled her eyes and went back to chopping cucumbers. I grabbed a falafel sandwich from the counter and smoothed my hair. This time the produce girl had a box of eggplants, and I could tell she chose them carefully. Not one was bruised or wrinkled.


“These were the rejects; my father was just going to throw them away,” she said, pushing the box toward me. “Take them.”


“I must give you something,” I said, brushing my fingertips against hers as I handed her the sandwich.


Her smile faded quickly. Something was wrong.


“I overheard some girls at the marketplace,” she whispered. “Are you seeing other girls besides me?”


I had to think quickly. There were several girls who flirted with me, and they were all pretty; it was hard to choose only one. I talked to many girls, and yes, sometimes I held their hands or touched their hair in the privacy of the supply closet. But nothing more. I knew not to ruin their reputations or put them in danger with their male relatives. Women were not allowed to talk to men outside the family, but as a shopkeeper I could get around that somewhat. I was pushing the boundaries, sure, but I had been in the military so long that I had missed out on some things like the scent of a woman. I was doing my best to catch up quickly.


“That sounds like a pretty big story,” I said. “I’m perfectly happy talking to you.”


“Only me?”


“Only, only,” I said. A line was starting to form behind her. I winked at her, and she blushed and scurried out the front door. Crisis averted, I retreated to the safety of the kitchen with the box of eggplants. But it wasn’t a true sanctuary—Samera was waiting for me with accusation in her eyes.


“Don’t mess this up, Najah,” she said, pointing the knife at me. “That girl is our secret ingredient.”


The falafel at Bruce Lee Restaurant had a purple hue and a smoky flavor that customers said they couldn’t find anywhere else. That’s because one day I thought I could stretch the product by chopping the eggplant skins and putting them in the falafel instead of the trash. I wasn’t trying for a new culinary twist on falafel, but suddenly I had a secret ingredient that added a dash of mystique to my sandwiches and helped me save a little money. Samera was right; it was good to keep the produce girl happy.


Nobody was more surprised than me that I had a natural talent for business. Of all eight kids, I was the one who didn’t walk or talk until age three. I skipped class to go fishing or to play soccer so often that my parents finally gave up and let me drop out after elementary school. Now, to everyone’s utter shock, I was supporting the family. I kept two big plastic containers under the counter, one for bills and the other for coins. After we closed the restaurant at midnight, Samera and I used cups to scoop all the money into two equal piles. We cleared nearly eight hundred dollars a day. It was more money than I’d ever known, and when I looked at it, I had that same sensation of total protection I felt as a child holding my father’s hand as we crossed the street, like I had an invisible force field surrounding me. Even after paying for rent and supplies, there was enough to send to my divorced father in Basra to clothe and feed my five younger siblings, to hire four employees, and to buy myself suits and a Rolex watch. Then I did something I’d only dreamed about. I took my first vacation.

OEBPS/images/9781682450123.jpg
JGorgan

it

kmamshahr

. . SUREEPING STORY OF LOSS,
. REDEMPTION, AND FATE

DID NOT

. ZAHED HAFTLANG ‘& NAJAH ABOUD

W I T-HesME R ESDRITAH e =M A Y

” 'K“D | E
- 2 pon oo E





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
l,
WHO

A SWEEPING STORY OF LOSS,
REDEMPTION, AND FATE

DID NOT

ZAHED HAFTLANG & NAJAH ABOUD

WITH MEREDITH MAY

DIE

Regan Arts.
NEW YORK












