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AUTHOR’S FOREWORD


One day in late autumn of 1988, I got a call from a journalist friend working at the Kuwaiti newspaper Public Opinion. “One of the last times we met, you mentioned you come from a village south of Basra—”


“Sabiliyat,” I volunteered.


“Now listen to this,” he replied.


The story went as follows. A few weeks after the Iran-Iraq war wound to a close, the Iraqi authorities invited the press to take stock of the devastation the war had caused. His newspaper handed that assignment to him. They gathered the journalists—foreign and Arab—inside the only serving lounge of Basra-Ma’qil airport. There they split them into groups in three helicopters and flew them over the coastal strip to the west of Shatt al-Arab and down toward the Port of Al-Faw.


The reporters were stunned to see the groves of date palm trees. All withered, their leaves had everywhere turned a bright yellow. That’s war for you—eight long years had turned nature upside down. But then all of a sudden the yellow vanished. They found themselves flying over a strip of land bursting with green. It was like a lush oasis of some kind, no more than a couple of kilometers wide, beginning from the Shatt al-Arab and coming to a halt at the fringes of the western desert. After that, the yellow reasserted itself. Pointing to the green strip, my friend asked: “Why just this bit of land—?” The answers he received failed to satisfy him. All he got out of one of the conductors was, “That’s the village of Sabiliyat.”


Having finished his account, my journalist friend said to me, “Since you come from there, you should be the one to uncover the secret.”
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As the war between Iraq and Iran began to gather steam in the second half of 1980, the Iraqi authorities issued a directive.


“Out of regard for the safety of citizens residing in villages and towns adjacent to the areas of hostilities, we decree as follows...” Um Qasem recalls a military jeep fitted with a loudspeaker driving down the main road of the village. The voice was stern. “All inhabitants are requested to vacate their homes within seventy-two hours.” Whenever people asked where to, they were met with the answer, “Other provinces in the country have been given resources to accommodate evacuees coming from the Basra area.” This was always accompanied by a reassurance. “The present state of mobilization will not last more than three months. After that, everything will return to normal.”


Um Qasem racks her brain to remember more. She sees the first day drifting by in a daze. “How can we go, leaving all our ties to this place behind?” As well, an important question weighs on her mind, just as much as it does on the minds of her husband, her three sons, and two daughters—“What will happen to our nine donkeys?”


That night no one in the family could find a moment’s sleep. The next morning they were surprised to discover how the other villagers were reacting. Most of them had already started packing their bags. Everyone had acquaintances or relatives living somewhere or other in the country. Um Qasem’s family gathered together to confer. “What are we to do?”


“Our surviving relatives are in Al-Ahsa,” her husband said. “One thing that’s certain is that getting there requires crossing international borders, which means traveling papers for everyone. With all the fighting, there’s not much hope on that score. Our only option is to head north until we find land big enough for us and the donkeys.”


Her reply to her husband’s words drifts back to her. “I don’t think we’ll find a piece of land that suits us.” She recalls his acknowledgment, and the pained sigh that preceded it. “God’s land is big enough for everyone.”


The decision to depart for an indefinite destination took up the whole of the next day. The effort to determine which of their belongings to pack onto the donkeys and which to abandon to an unknown fate took up the whole of the third day. A little before sunset, they were surprised to see another military vehicle driving up and down the street announcing, “Anyone found in breach of the evacuation order will be subject to imprisonment and fines.” But Um Qasem says that her family were not the kind of people to disobey orders. They deliberated about which goods to take with them, picking out clothes, furnishings, cooking utensils, identity documents, and at dawn they set off with their packed-up donkeys, heading north.


Moving along, the first hour after their departure, Um Qasem remembers her eldest son Qasem’s remark as they were crossing the bridge at Hebaba River, approaching the dirt track that led to Sanqar village.


“If we hadn’t had the donkeys with us, we could have taken a taxi and everything would have been quicker.”


She recalls the reply her middle son Hameed had shot back.


“We’d never find a taxi willing to take us.”


“Why not?”


“Because we’re a mob of twenty-odd people.”


At the time, Um Qasem recoiled, amazed at her sons’ ability to make light banter when faced with a sudden turn of fortune that harbored unknown evil. She hears her husband’s reprimand, “There is no strength but in God,” and her heart leaps in her chest despite herself.


Her husband suffered from a serious illness that doctors called “cardiac insufficiency.” They had warned him years ago.


“The choice is yours—either you give up smoking or make up your mind that death will come as a bolt from the blue.”


He chose the first option, but a serious illness of this type requires ongoing treatment, which comes at a price. Three months before that, he had stopped buying the medication.


“It’s no use.”


Hearing him say these words was like watching him throw away the means to go on living.


Once she had asked him what the pain was like, and he had flashed her a bitter smile.


“Like being crushed between two massive rocks.”


Even though she hadn’t quite understood, she’d nodded in comprehension and listened attentively.


“Pain is one of the faces of death. When it takes hold of a person, he prays to his Lord to reclaim what’s His, hoping to be relieved from suffering.”


“You think nothing of leaving me on my own?” she had reproached him.


“You have children and grandchildren to take my place,” was his answer.


It grated on her soul that he had died on the third night of their journey north. It angered her just as much as it pained her that he had been affectionate with her that night, laughing with pleasure and embracing life with all its limitations. He had gone to sleep, and when he was late getting out of bed at sunrise she chided him for his laziness, and he was unresponsive.


In order to be able to identify his grave, they buried him between two wild date palms growing right next to each other by the international highway on the northern outskirts of the city of Nasiriya.


“In times of trouble, things usually forbidden are permitted,” her eldest son Qasem said to her. “Given our circumstances, you aren’t obliged to observe the period of ritual seclusion,” he added.


That question had never crossed her mind, but the pain was too heavy to bear. She reproached her husband for leaving her without a word of goodbye. Her eyes and heart followed her sons and daughters, her sons’ wives and her daughters’ husbands, her grandsons and granddaughters, and all she saw was a flash of sorrow and a transient sense of loss. The living have a right to go on living, and the dead must go to the mercy of their Lord. But things were different for Um Qasem. For her it was about losing something intimate. When you lose a person you felt at home with and there’s no way of making up for it, your pain thickens before you know it. It becomes a heavy lump sitting at the bottom of your throat. The man she belonged with was no longer by her side.


A few days into their journey, the men reached a consensus. They would put up on the southern side of the main graveyard at Najaf, the news being that some of those who had traveled from Basra had settled in that area. “As this is temporary, there’s no harm setting up a few shacks any which way, just to put a roof over everyone’s head,” one of the men said.


They provided her a relatively spacious shack all to herself. She didn’t say to them that Bu Qasem wasn’t there and this was no time for luxuries. While he was alive, she took pains for his comfort. One time when he visited her dreams, he asked her plaintively, “When will we be reunited?”


Three weeks after their arrival, someone turned up asking to hire their donkeys to haul some bricks from a kiln near their living quarters to a construction site a few kilometers away. “It’s through work that God sustains his creatures.” The sons and the daughters’ husbands sprang into action. “We won’t quarrel about the price.” Requests to hire their donkeys began to pour in. With their financial circumstances improving, her sons began to settle into the place. The three months specified in the evacuation order that had been issued to the villages and cities south of Basra came and went, and still no word on when it would be time to return.


The war in full swing, six months roll by. Children and grandchildren busily get on with their lives. Um Qasem’s sense of time begins to follow a different rhythm, unrelated to the presence of her sons and grandchildren all around her. Time almost grinds to a halt. And this constant feeling presses down on her ribs, the feeling she’s gasping for air every breath she takes. Longing for the place she was before, her mind perpetually crowded with memories, all of them connected to there—her childhood, being a young girl, Bu Qasem coming to ask for her hand...


One afternoon, her son Hameed had brought her an orange from the Najaf souk. Her heart skipped a beat. She remembered a time long before any of her sons had been born, she had come down with something, and she was astonished to see her husband entering the house with four oranges in his hands.


“Where did you get these?”


“From the Pasha’s orchard,” he replied.


She gave him an anxious look.


“Nothing dishonest,” he reassured her. “They’re a gift from Makki, the gardener at the Pasha’s orchard.”


It was the first time in her life she’d eaten an orange. Its taste was bewitching, unlike any other orange she ever tasted after that. She remembers the orchard. It faced the spot on the river where some of the village women would get together to wash their cooking utensils or clothes. They were separated from the orchard by Chouma River, which led out from the Shatt al-Arab.


Oh, my foolish heart, why this scattering? Her imagination rises into the air to take form there. The place where she’d lived is the taste and savor in her mouth, the image in her mind’s eye. She feels herself drifting away. If only she could go back there. She shuts her eyes and sees her husband moving back and forth between their conjugal room and the Hilawi date tree, before heading for the donkeys’ pen. She hears his voice inviting her, “Come here, my love.” Whenever they were alone, he always insisted on calling her “my love.” She opens her eyes.


Back in the present, everyone is busy with their lives. When they were still living in Sabiliyat, she used to look forward to the Day of Ashura so she could travel to Najaf and visit the holy shrines. But it’s one thing to specially put aside a few days for a visit, and another to find yourself forced to live indefinitely in the precincts of these shrines, leaving behind the place where you used to be.


With the beginning of the following school year, the adults took steps to enroll the children in the schools of Najaf. Once they had disappeared into their schools, Um Qasem’s loneliness set in more deeply. Two years had gone by since their departure. She gathered her sons and daughters around her and spoke to them openly.


“I can’t stay here.”


“What do you mean?”


“I feel like I’m suffocating.”


“If you want, we can take you to a doctor who’ll get to the bottom of your fatigue.”


She didn’t say to them, It’s not that kind of illness. Those listening to her were incapable of grasping what was turning over in her spirit.


“I’ll wait a couple more days and then decide.”


Two days later they asked her, “Shall we take you to a doctor?”


No need to be concerned, she’d said. She felt better already. She knew them well. None of them took the homesickness she was suffering from seriously. She had made up her mind to make the long jouney home independently. They had their lives to live, and she had to look after hers.


Covering the distance from Najaf to Sabiliyat would be no small feat. She had to think long and hard about the means, as well as about the preparations required, while keeping everything under wraps for fear that her grandchildren and children would gang up on her to stop her. “We won’t let you go through with this crazy stunt,” they’d say. She conceded it was a crazy, foolhardy thing to do, and they could say her mind had grown feeble with age, if they wanted to. But at heart she was unable to reconcile herself with the prospect of remaining where she was for an indefinite duration with no end in sight. The thought of spending the remaining years of her life in Sabiliyat had taken hold of her and wouldn’t let go.


She weighed the options. Many of her personal belongings she could do without, she had plenty of things back home. Still, the hardship of the journey remained. The idea of taking a taxi didn’t cross her mind—civilian vehicles weren’t allowed to enter areas evacuated on military grounds. She’d have to return home the same way she left, taking one of the donkeys and trusting it to lead the way. Donkeys have the sense to retrace their route back to where they came from.


She fell to thinking. She knew each and every one of her donkeys like the back of her hand. She knew their temperaments, their stamina, and also the way some of them could be surly and stubborn. Reflection led her to settle on a donkey that her husband had named “Good Omen” the day it was born.


There was one time when opportunities for work had dried up for several weeks on end. Worry had begun to eat away at her husband.


“If things continue this way, we’ll be forced to borrow,” he’d said.


The day their donkey gave birth, someone came knocking at the door in the morning. Any chance he could hire their donkey? Her husband’s lips parted in a joyous grin.


“This little donkey is good luck.” The decision came to him. “We’ll call him ‘Good Omen.’” That was five years ago. Their little donkey was now fully grown.


“Oh, Good Omen.” Seizing the opportunity when the donkeys were all alone in the pen, Um Qasem began her whispering conversation with him. “You have the mettle to endure the hardships of the road, you have the perseverance, but you can also be peevish at times.” She gazed deep into his eyes and continued in the same whisper. “Do you promise to look after me until we make it home to Sabiliyat?” Her words sank into Good Omen. He wasn’t used to being addressed by any member of the family other than his old master, and he had disappeared. His senses went on high alert. What was Um Qasem proposing? Whatever she might have in mind, he was at her disposal. He flicked away a couple of flies with his tail and held out his head to her. She reached out and kneaded his neck with her hand. “I’ll take you with me on condition that you don’t bray.”


The decision made, she began to make preparations. Um Qasem couldn’t say for sure what the attitude of the army would be if they met her along the way or as she approached her destination. She knew she would do her utmost to convince them to allow her to return. Everyone dies when their time comes, be it in the midst of war or lying in their own bed. The effort to get ready for what the future might have in store had energized her. Getting hold of a bit of money for contingencies, thinking about a few provisions for the road, some dry dates and tahini pastries with oil and sugar, a can of drinking water. She didn’t neglect to pack a sickle in case it came in handy. It would take her a week to reach Sabiliyat, maybe longer. She began paying daily visits to the donkeys’ pen to make sure Good Omen understood what they were in for.


February came and went, only three weeks left till the Nowruz festival. Her hope was that when that day arrived, it would find her there. She decided that Friday would be the day of her departure. Everyone in her extended family took advantage of Fridays to sleep in, so she’d have a head start before they noticed she was missing.


Getting things ready, then setting out. She was gratified by the solidarity the donkeys showed her. They didn’t start braying when she entered their pen at two in the morning, making do with only a few muffled snorts. She strapped her few supplies onto Good Omen’s back, pulled her cloak tight around herself, and cast a final glance at the other donkeys. “I’ll be seeing you,” she whispered.


She thought it best not to mount Good Omen at the start. “I think you know the way,” she said to him. She let him walk along in front of her. In a few minutes they had left behind the alleys that ran through the shanties of the evacuees, and they confronted an empty land that stretched out as far as the eye could see. Um Qasem noticed the palm tree groves standing a few minutes’ walk to her left. If she happened to need drinking water, she could head over to them. All of a sudden she realized that Good Omen had come to a halt and was nodding toward her with his head. “I can still walk,” she said to him. “The moment I feel tired I’ll get on your back,” she added. He refused to budge. She drew up to him and ran her hand over his neck.


“If you insist.” She climbed onto his back and he instantly broke into a brisk trot. Had Um Qasem thought it over, she would have realized that with her small frame she was hardly a burden for Good Omen, compared with the stack of bricks weighing almost a quarter of a ton that crushed him as he wobbled his way from the kiln to the construction site several miles away through the crowded streets of Najaf.


After her husband died, she hadn’t felt like touching food for days on end, provoking her children’s and grandchildren’s anxiety and pleas.


“If you go on with this hunger strike—”


“It’s not a hunger strike.”


They begged, they scolded her. “You look like someone who’s decided to starve to death.”


She relented and went back to taking her meals as usual. She knew how much they worried about her health. She remembers what Bu Qasem used to say to her.


“You have the figure of a gazelle.”


She used to laugh. “A bag of bones.”


The day of Nowruz. She remembers what her mother used to tell her. “I gave birth to you on the morning of Nowruz.” Some people like to celebrate when their birthday comes around. For her part, the only thing that concerned her was her husband, then her sons and daughters.


She wasn’t yet twenty when she gave birth to her firstborn, Qasem. She saw his face before her and felt a stab of pain in her breast. Even though he had not yet turned thirty-five, he had gone bald before his time, and in the last three years his face had been taken over by wrinkles making him look twenty years older. Her second son, Hameed, was three years younger than his brother. Unlike his brother, he had stuck to his studies and managed to finish secondary school before he was taken away for military service. He had spent two and a half years away from home. The same thing had happened with her youngest son, Saleh. It was a solace to her that all three of them were fortunate to marry women of the right sort, and grandchildren had sprung up all around her. The same went for her daughters Zahra and Hasna, whose husbands had joined the family.


Good Omen trots along at a lively pace. “Whenever you feel hungry or thirsty we can head to the fields,” she tells him. Perhaps the swing of his head indicates he’s understood. She takes some time to listen to the silence within herself. Her husband had died before he was yet sixty. Some men live to see eighty, others ninety. Her sorrow spreads inside her chest. She wishes she could make him hear her. “Why did you abandon me?” It occurs to her to alert Good Omen. “Don’t forget...” She stays still for a few seconds, as if to make sure he was listening closely. “We go to Bu Qasem’s resting place between the two palm trees, before continuing on to Sabiliyat.”


They follow their route alongside the palm tree groves while giving them some berth. In the early morning of the first day, she walked for four hours without a break before pausing to rest for an hour next to a grassy patch, which afforded Good Omen a delicious meal. She continued her progress for another four hours, and then she decided to rest for two hours and took a little nap. She divided up the evening of her first day into two shifts, three hours each. After the darkness had enveloped everything, she settled down for the night on a grassy hill overlooking the Euphrates.
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“What do you think, Good Omen?” Good Omen was busy chewing at some of the juicy grasses in the vicinity. He raised his head a little. Had he heard her?


“Will we make it to Bu Qasem’s grave tomorrow?” At that moment, Good Omen felt a powerful urge to lift his head high, stretch out his neck, and deliver an unchecked bray. But remembering her warning, he let out a controlled snort, which Um Qasem interpreted her own way. “That’s what I thought,” she said with satisfaction.


Bu Qasem had visited her dreams that night. “I’m happy you’ve decided to visit my grave,” he told her. She rejoiced in her heart. “This won’t be a short visit.” Bu Qasem considered her words. “I don’t follow.” The decision came to her. “I will do anything not to leave you out there on your own.” Without pausing he complained, “You returning to Sabiliyat worries me.” “You have no reason to worry,” she insisted. “The place isn’t safe.” “What place is?” she found herself asking antagonistically. “It’s an area of military operations and civilians are not allowed to enter—” “This is the first time I hear you taking the government line,” she interrupted him. His mouth opened as if he were about to speak, but nothing came out. A strange sound filtered inside her that seemed to be coming from behind her somewhere. She turned around to look. The rest of her dream faded away as she woke up to the sound of braying coming from far off.


The lights of dawn were beginning to spread in the east. She turned around in every direction, trying to spot Good Omen. He was nowhere in sight. Her heart began to thump. Had she made the biggest mistake of all when she neglected to tie him up by her side? A heavy wave of sadness washed over her, accompanied by a sudden sense of having fallen short. She slumped down helplessly. What should she do now? For a moment she was at a loss. The next moment she heard his snorting, as if he was telling her, “I’m here.” Joy flooded over her. “So it was you braying,” she answered, putting two and two together. Good Omen made no reply. Instead, he bent over the grass to sniff around, perhaps he’d find something tasty. A sense of vitality coursed through her, and she sprang to her feet. “We must keep going.”


As they made their way briskly toward the South, she confided apologetically, “Sometimes suspicion is a sin.” Had he understood her? “I woke up and didn’t see you there and got it in my head you’d run away.” A little while later she told him, “Bu Qasem visited me in my dreams.” Hearing the name of his absent caretaker, Good Omen gave a snort and tossed his head. “He said he wasn’t happy being where he was, in that grave in the middle of nowhere, and I promised not to leave him there.” She was silent for a brief moment, and then she mused out loud, “What can be done about that, I wonder?”


A little before sunset on the second day, she noticed a dirt track slicing through the fields. Following it, she came across a young farmer weeding his field. She climbed off the donkey and called out a greeting. The young man lifted his head, gazing up at the stranger.


“How much longer is it to Nasiriya?”


The farmer reflected for a moment.


“If you keep going another ten minutes, you’ll reach the edge of the international highway.”


She listened attentively.


“If you were to take a taxi you’d be in Nasiriya in an hour.” She didn’t say, What if I didn’t take a taxi?—figuring he’d noticed the donkey.


“In your situation now...” his voice trailed off, “you’ll need a whole day.”


She was thinking she might make her way alongside the international highway, but she worried what would happen if she ran into a military patrol or reconnaissance unit who might question her: “Where are you heading?...”


“Where will you be spending the night?” the young man asked sympathetically.


A deep sigh escaped her, and her husband’s words came back to her—“God’s land is big enough for everyone, my son.”


“You can spend the night in my house.”


She was startled by the young man’s offer.


He pointed in the distance. “Our village is only a few minutes away. My wife would be pleased to have you as her guest.” Um Qasem was at a loss how to respond. Her entire life she had never been in this kind of situation before. Did she have a right to decline his invitation? Her body went numb all over. She remembered she was in need of a wash, having slept on the ground the night before. It flashed through her mind that she should reply with a heartfelt I don’t wish to be a burden. But instead, she accepted his offer.
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