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Chapter 1    Late Afternoon of 27 April 1863 

  
  
  
 

ome of the stones missed us, but the words hit their mark. 

“Stupid donkeys!” “Rat faces!” I recognized the voices of Hasan and 

Farouk, the biggest boys in school. I did not recognize the third voice—

probably one of the street boys. “Your father’s a dog!” he shouted.  

It was not so much the street stones and the words hurled at our 

backs that scared me; it was because the alley was empty, except for the 
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boys. I saw none of the men and women who usually took the shortcut 

through the alley in the evening on their way to and from the bazaar. It felt 

like only eyes, not real people, watching us from behind the cracked brick 

walls lining both sides of the narrow alley. A stone hit Afshin’s back hard. 

He jumped, but he did not cry out. I felt the sting of another stone on my 

leg. They were coming faster. I got really mad. Cowards! I could throw 

stones too. I would take the alley on the right that led to Al Nahar Street, 

and then circle back around and come up behind the boys.  

The boys, the stones, and the ugly words kept coming: “Dog farts!” 

“Pigs!” “Go back to the dirty hole where you came from!”  

Then the stones seemed to stop in midair and drop to the ground 

behind us. The sound of running feet stopped too, except for Afshin’s and 

mine. I thought the boys were gathering more street stones.  

I dared to twist my head around to look behind. An old man was 

whirling a walking stick around like a magician’s wand in front of the boys’ 

faces. Farouk, Hasan, and the other boy ran backwards covering their 

foreheads with their arms. They turned and ran full speed away from the 

vicious weapon. I kept running forward, still clutching my brother’s hand. 

We passed the alley I intended to take and ran towards home. 

 

I should have known there was trouble when the tutor dismissed the 

biggest students first and made Afshin and me wait. I saw anger in his 

mud-colored eyes before he settled them into his book. He pretended he 

did not notice us. I took Afshin’s hand and left the room without waiting 

to be properly dismissed.  
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It was not a real school anyway; just a small dusty room in the tutor’s 

house. The tutor and his schoolroom smelled like bad breath and musty 

books, and another odor—boys. There were six besides Afshin, who was 

the youngest student. They were from our neighborhood in the Old 

Quarter of Baghdad, but they were not from our Community of Friends. I 

guess their families did not like us, so they allowed their boys to be rude.  

Baba did not let me complain about school. He told me to pay 

attention and said that I must learn to speak and write perfect Arabic with 

correct grammar and intonations, not the sloppy Arabic spoken in the 

street. Baba was very particular about our education. Girls did not go to 

school, but Baba figured out a way to send me. I accompanied Afshin to 

school dressed in clothes that made me look like a village girl. I pretended 

to be Afshin’s nursemaid, instead of his big sister. If the neighbors knew 

who I really was, they did not say anything. I went to school that way for a 

year until that day when everything changed.  

There was barely enough space for me on Afshin’s low, narrow stool. 

I held the wooden tablet for his writing, and I held the heavy book of 

scriptures when it was time for him to recite a passage. I could not show 

that I read better than all the boys. It was bad enough that some of them 

stuck out their tongue at me, and Farouk whispered ‘Stupid donkey’ at every 

opportunity. He was the stupid one; I could think of worse names than 

that to call those silly boys. 

My family did not believe that girls and women should cover their 

face, but when I went to school I wore a hijab that covered my head and 

part of my face. I liked the feeling of being invisible. It was tempting to 

shut my eyes and let my thoughts wander, but I made myself pay attention 
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to Afshin’s lessons. I waited until we walked home from school, when I 

could disappear behind the hijab and go wherever I wanted to. I usually 

imagined being in our village riding my favorite horse.  

After we left Persia, we first went to live in a village among Friends 

who were kind to us. That was before we moved to Baghdad where Baba 

and Uncle Amin set up the furniture and art shop. Mama Buzurg, our 

grandmother, was a great horsewoman in her time. She found a villager 

who she said was a magician with horses. Almost every day he took three 

of the best horses, Afshin, and me out beyond the village, past all the sheep 

pastures. He taught us to ride in rough terrain. He also taught us how to 

study horses and how to treat them properly. After school, my mind took 

me back to that place. 

We went to the tutor’s house three afternoons a week. The other 

afternoons Afshin and I took care of some of the neighbor children who 

came to our house with their mothers. Mama and Auntie, Khaleh jaan, 

taught the women who wanted to learn to read. Some of the women who 

were not in our Community had to sneak out of their houses to attend. 

 

Afshin and I kept running until we left the boys, the blind man, and 

his weapon far behind. When I thought we were safe, I told Afshin to slow 

down. His face was all red. My heart was thumping in my chest. We were 

out of breath. I wanted to walk slowly so we would be calm when we 

arrived home, like it was any ordinary day after school. Mama Buzurg 

noticed everything. I did not want her to know what had happened to us. I 

let go of Afshin’s hand and walked around him to check his clothes for 

signs of dirt where the stones hit.  
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“I am okay,” Afshin assured me. 

He would never admit it, but I knew he must hurt in all those places 

where the stones had hit him. I felt bad. It was my fault that I had not 

taken better care of him. My back and one of my legs were stinging from 

the stones. I was glad it was not bath night, so Mama would not see the red 

spots and ask me about them. I reached back and brushed my hand along 

my neck and shoulders. I shook out my skirt and brushed the wide pant 

legs underneath my skirt and around my ankles. I told Afshin to check my 

back. “Do you see any dirt?” 

“You look like you fell backwards in a mud hole.”  

“You are not funny, and you had better not say anything when we get 

home.”  

I soon found out that our family had more to worry about than those 

mean boys. The adults did not like us children to know when something 

bad happened to any of the Friends in our Community, but we found out 

anyway. We heard words here and there, and we put together the whole 

story. That night, Mama actually told me what had happened to the most 

beloved person in our Community. There was never again an ordinary day 

at our house, and Afshin and I never returned to that school.  
 


