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“Baghdad was the capital of the Abbasid Caliphate from 762 till 1258. Its fall marked the end of the Islamic Golden Age” 

Chapter 1

“I guess I will die with this name,” I said to myself as I looked at the multiple scars and bruises strewn about my body.

For as long as I could remember, I’d been known by that moniker, “the boy of the mosque.” It never really bothered me that I wasn’t called by my actual name, Khalid, but still, at the age of 29, a husband and father of two, as well as one of the most promising engineers in our village, in charge of one of the two bridges in our place, it seemed a bit ironic that I was still considered a boy of any sort.

That said, in two weeks, at around two p.m., those who planted darkness in our pure lives would certainly pay. I would make sure not one of the 174 of them would see another sunrise. I knew it might cost me my life, and some other brave souls would have to join me, but in order to restore the basic rights of my friends and family, to ensure that our future generations could live with the pride, freedom, and decency we’d long enjoyed, it had to be done. It was more than our honorable duty; it was a worthy cause.

Our village was known as Janat al Abbasieen, a name passed down to it over the past seven or eight centuries. No one could argue with that, as it really was, at one time, a heaven haven. The story behind the place we inherited, generation by generation, was that when Baghdad, the capital of the Abbasid empire, fell to the Moguls in the year of 1258, and its people were butchered mercilessly and the whole city burned to the ground, twelve families and their servants fled with whatever they could: a little money and gold, thirteen camels, six horses, six donkeys, and a small herd of other livestock. After a tiring eight-day trip, they settled in that part of the world. The families were all friends from different sectors in Baghdad, and they held various important positions within society at the time of Baghdad massacre. They made a run for it just hours before the mogul invaders forcibly entered and destroyed the city. 

Twelve married men—an engineer, a chemist, physicians, a scholar, a poet, a sculptor, a prominent farmer and gardener, the caliph’s carpenter, one of his cooks, and two arm troops—met the day before. Bad news had been spreading for weeks about cities after cities of the Abbasid empire falling to the invading barbaric Moguls, and Baghdad was, sadly, next on the agenda. The dozen talked, and after hours of discussions, they reached a desperate and heartbreaking solution and planned their escape, then executed their flight brilliantly.  

Legend has it that Hassan, the poet among them, was gifted this land we now live in, because he recited such an outstanding poem in front of the caliph as he greeted the victorious Abbasid army when they returned from battle in Andalusia. That day, thirty of the best poets from various lands, as far as Egypt and Marrakech, visited Baghdad to present their verse, on the promise that the best of them would be given a great gift. Poet after poet performed, but only the last of them, Hassan, received a standing ovation and much applause, even after just a few lines. The words that poured out of his mouth were like unstoppable arrows of emotions, and they resonated with everyone within earshot. The caliph himself even left his throne, walked more than a hundred steps to where Hassan was standing, tapped him on the back, and whispered some words in his ear.

A week later, Hassan was escorted to a beautiful, isolated, peaceful, vacant land by the river. One of the caliph’s advisers instructed him to disembark from his camel and run. “Whatever land you manage to cover without stopping will be yours,” he said. Hassan ran and ran, until his feet couldn’t carry him, and in return, he was granted possession of all the land he was promised.

It was said that Hassan visited his prized area only twice during fifteen years, as only a madman would willing leave his extravagant palace in Baghdad, with all its fortune and the beautiful society that came with it. However, the dreaded day came when the Baghdad he knew was not Baghdad anymore. In spite of his infrequent visits to the land he won with his poetry, Hassan knew the layout of his property very well. When danger loomed, he gathered his friends, and they agreed to share it as their new haven. The twelve families laid the basic foundation for everything, from agriculture to construction, infrastructure to education. They made sure every aspect of a successful society was covered, and it was an ideal location, a broad expanse of land on which they could build many dreams.

For 700 years and through 11 generations, the society that Hassan and the others built thrived and flourished, like clockwork. As of March 2013, the exact population stood below 3,669. If not for the massacre, we would have celebrated reaching 3,700 with the birth of Kareem’s twins, but Kareem and twenty-eight other men of different ages were butchered that fateful day.  

Three new families became part of our village throughout the centuries, two the result of outside marriages and the other consisting of descendants of Hilal and Layla, who were granted freedom twenty years after their arrival. Unlike the other slaves, who left as time passed, they chose to stay. With only those exceptions, all those remaining could trace their generational lineage back to the original twelve families, but I was the only exception.

I was found in a burning boat, with my parents’ bodies floating nearby, burned beyond recognition. The river current was fast, and when the boat caught fire, it rapidly drifted to the place where I was found. For that reason, my survival was said to be a true miracle. The flames were mere inches from my tiny body when a few men from the village jumped into the river and scooped me up to safety. 

Days passed, then weeks, but no one came looking for me. The people of the village desperately hoped to learn more about me and my background, but they could not trace me back to any close relatives. The council sent letters, to no avail, so no one knew who I was or where I came from. 

Nevertheless, they chose to raise me as their own. Many families desired to take care of me, and all debated for days, until a united decision was made that I would live with Haji Bilal’s family. The roots of that family go back to the scholar who first inhabited the place, Haji Salam. Thus, I was raised on Al Salam Street, right next to the mosque.

At the time I was found, Haji Bilal was in his early forties, the father of three boys and an infant girl. When he and his wonderful family took me in, I was just over a year old, far younger than any of the boys and closer to his daughter’s age. I was also still young enough to be nursed by Mrs. Nasreen. According to our faith, I became a brother to them. Faisal, the youngest son before I was found, was nine years my senior, but he was far more than an older brother to me. In fact, I considered him a second father as I was growing up. In spite of my chaotic beginnings that led to my insertion into their society and home, not a day in my life did I ever feel like an outsider. Thankfully, I was brought up well, in an honest, caring family. 

Haji Bilal was the mosque imam, the caretaker, a position he inherited from his father who, in turn, inherited it from his and so on, dating all the way back to the founding of the village. Two of Haji Bilal’s boys were being groomed to take over his work, and one would be the appointed imam when the time came. Haji Bilal’s daughter was to be a nurse. It was typical for families to plan this way, and it was one of the reasons everything ran like clockwork. As I was new, not from their bloodline, I was left to choose my own destiny. Time would tell how I would benefit from the village that became my home.

I always looked at our
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