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IN CONFECTIONARAYAN'S CANDY STORE

ALAUDDIN'S RUG

The universe is shaking. All the light enters the world in a great breath and I am asleep. What a shame. What a shame, yells my mother in the shattered night. She howls at the air-raid sirens' spray of glass as light smashes windows and the sound rattles homes hospitals offices of our city in an unnameable country.

My mother crouches in her pitch-black living room, hand at her balloon belly, hoping she won't go into labour at this inauspicious hour, muttering her fears surely these are my final fears. She wonders the whereabouts of her husband, of course he's at Xasan Sierra's cigarette shop, the lout, no doubt doing adda, nada, yada yada, talking talk as usual from evening till dawn. She takes it out on the transistor radio minding its own business, catching fire talk with rabbit ears. Shame, she shakes her head at the reporter informing how all the city's communication facilities, telephone switchboards, television and satellite stations are bursting flames as sky rubbish keeps falling in the worst aerial bombing campaign conducted by the occupation army.

The city, my metropolitan mother, drifts with her eyes ears lips
sewn shut, in total darkness not unlike yours truly, Hedayatesque, still swimming in her wombwater, still corded to Shukriah Ben Jaloun, anxious, agitated, passing endocrine signals to mother wanna get born now. When the loud sounds diminish for a moment of eerie calm, Shukriah confuses the tumult inside her with the messed-up world, convinced it's sucking out the air in her lungs with all the racket. She lies down on the living room couch, not entirely convinced she isn't dead.

My mother awakes to a wail in distant streets at dawn, realizes her home is intact and that she's been chattering teeth biting lips, drawing blood while sleeping. Her venture outside proves local pharmacies have run out of painkillers, and, as Hamza the shop owner informs after getting off the phone to answer the crowd gathered in his store, the entire city has been sucked clean of antidepressants. She leaves them bickering and licks her wound. She has her own shop to attend to.

Another fire in our unnameable country. Why, asks my mother as she walks the movie-set streets to her shop while people swirl around her talking hurriedly about what the latest bombing expedition has done. She passes the cracked mirror alleyways broken homes walls floors and edifices. She sees brother offer brother half a loaf of consolation and, pity for pity, promise to help the other rebuild.

When her husband wanders wide-eyed up to her with bloodied palms/ but a scratch, he swears, insists it's only encrusted blood/ she is horrified at the sight and remembers instantly the psychological horror that felled him bedrest for years. She kisses him and forgets cursing his absence when the falling bombs last night. She orders him upstairs and insists she will open her hosiery shop as usual.

Time passes. Morning drags hours into the afternoon sun. Shukriah rubs her pregnant balloon belly before waddling to the front of her hosiery shop where neighbourhood ladies sit eating sharing shelled peanuts talking damages and a magical escape from the occupation army. Then someone mentions the arrival of a certain Alauddin, a
magician, and his rug. Who is Alauddin and what do they say about Alauddin's magic carpet. Shukriah is curious and retrieves a stool from inside the shop to sit for the chatter, though she has heard them speak of him many times.

It was said that a certain Alauddin, a magician who had made a modest income once upon a time in English music halls performing sleight-of-hand routines, who had served in Alexandria in the British Army during the Second World War, who had died two inglorious deaths, first by dysentery and then murdered after quarrelling with an army sergeant over a woman before returning to life while floating down the Suez Canal, who had been picked up by a merchant marine vessel, migrated by the luck of his toothskin to California where he began to play small parts in Hollywood, who had wound up years later in Iraq from where he had just fled the Baathist regime for tax evasion, this selfsame Alauddin with a single name had flown to our unnameable country in the dead of night about a month earlier by flying carpet and was now offering rides daily on his fabled machine.

To prove the verity of his craft, the magician described to citizens their country from the air exactly as it was, claiming he had seen it only while flying on his patterned peagreen carpet, which seemed more old than majestic, is actually ancient, he declared, from the century of Haroun al-Rashid, and which he claimed worked only by his direction. All this was true: he hovered several feet off the ground, rose twelve feet in the air, and when others tried to operate it similarly, the rug was unresponsive until Alauddin uttered some inscrutable open-sesame words which were once commonly understood, and clapped twice.

Nasiruddin Khan, enthused by descriptions of Alauddin by the nameless rebels positioned against the occupying American troops/ Nasiruddin who: Nasiruddin son of Joshimuddin Khan, owner of the largest spidersilk fields in our country in the early 1900s, Nasiruddin owner of spidersilk factories that produced soft cloth light to lift but
impenetrable to arrows, beautiful spidersilk that drove a century of fashion and brought the late-slaving British and later invaders, the Americans who still remain, Nasiruddin who later added pop manufactureâ€”Capsicum Cola, Valampuri Coke, Mirror Waterâ€”to his productions, was the primary advocate of rebellion against
The Mirror
, the Hollywood enterprise that began before Hedayat was even seed-egg and swept up the entire country in a maze of scaffolding and unfinished construction and two-dimensional houses, your nation for a movie set, would you have this, Nasiruddin Khan ridiculed, as we watched the region turn to mist.

Nasiruddin Khan, enthused by the information that among the magician's past exploits was his disappearance of Alexandria during the Second World War, thereby saving it from bomb attacks, thought of Alauddin as potentially useful to the rebellion but wanted to wait until proven he was not an American operative.

Watch him for now, he told his men. So for several months, Alauddin's rug becomes a household name, and his success invites other, less talented magicians, some capable of twisting wooden staffs into snakes, others lesser talented and repeating old rabbit-and-hat tricks, as the miracle of flight remains in Alauddin's grasp alone, since only he is able, with the magic carpet, to recreate the scintillating effect of the Maroon slave Amun's flight from the unnameable country and his perforation of the atmosphere through his calculated eviction by the colonial authorities at the dawn of our story elaborated elsewhere.

At street level, our city La Maga has become the ruins of a movie set, so Alauddin sets to work at sundown on the rooftop of the hotel where he stays, and watch watch: already they're stretching from outside hotel doors through first-level corridors up five flights of stairs to the rooftop where waiters serve patrons lined up to raised platform for rug-and-flight show.

For the price of an intracity bus fare, he takes up grown women,
men, screaming children who cover their eyes as they climb above the clouds and dare not look as the ground becomes an encyclopedia map. How high, he asks each person, informing that after a certain distance from the earth you feel no fear because it no longer seems real.

Given his natural charisma as well as the fact that his carpet is potentially capable of freeing people from the checkpoints of La Maga and throughout the unnameable country, he quickly becomes a threat to the occupying army, under whose hire it becomes clear Alauddin is not serving. At first they try poisoning him, which fails, since his first death from dysentery inoculated him against all attacks on the gastrointestinal. The sniper's bullet fired from a higher rooftop at dusk when Alauddin is taking customers up into the sky misses the mark not once but four times as if the projectiles simply disappear before reaching their target. The operative responsible for strangulating the magician while he is bathing slips on a slight pool of water and lands badly on his neck, remains paralyzed for life, and Nasiruddin Khan denies the coincidental possibility of all these events and realizes Alauddin the Magician is meant to serve the cause of resistance.

In the small flat above the hosiery shop, the news of the flying rug excites even my worldweary aunt Chaya, who has cut all ties with the world in permanent convalescence and decided to remain bitter against her sister, though Reshma has no interest in her German heart palpitation/ her romantic interest, I mean, and as I will later reveal fully. Alauddin briefly unites the sisters before Reshma's scheduled departure to Berlin to study at an art academy. Our whole family, including yours truly, Hedayatesque, swimming fetal, shuttles to the hotel and lines up to test-fly the rug.

Evening, folks, only three at a time, Alauddin's young assistant directs my mother and sisters forward, leaving my father grounded. I don't mind, he shrugs under the shawl he has brought for chills, latest symptom of his curious illness.

Are you sure, my mother takes a step back, but Reshma grabs her arm. We'll only be a minute, Mamun, says my aunt.

The signal of my arrival can be described this way: high high in the air, my mother is narrating aloud with eyes closed as her sisters shout, hold hands, as Alauddin directs the sights from the distant horizon Gulf of Eden backward, and my mother tells the story already once upon a time in her mind though not yet distant past, once upon a time, your father and I met in a cemetery crowded with cirrus clouds, she tells, as the thrill of flight pushes me curious toward the world, down through the birth canal as the carpet rises, and in my mother's shock a scream flies eyes like butterfly wings flutter. I am almost here. Like death, birth is unexpected.
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