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Chapter One

My sister’s nickname is Ayah. She is
eight years old. This is a story about her
and how she gave herself her name.

Ayah is a popular name in Arabic. It is
found in the Quran, the most holy of
all Muslim texts. Ayah means a sign.

It can refer to a sign from God. It can
also point to a direction we should all
follow. I think it is a beautiful name,
and I am very proud that my sister

had the imagination and courage to
name herself, and not just simply go by
Ameenah, the name my parents gave

her.
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Ayah and I live in Alexandria, Egypt.

RIREAICR A PYE JE-VES

My name is Ahmed. I love how
Alexandria kisses the sea, its ancient
ruins and the monuments and the
minarets that tower above all of its other

buildings.

There are many things to see in
Alexandria which is rich in architecture
and history. In the harbor on the island
of Pharos is the Qaitbay Castle, built

in the 15th century on the same site as
the Lighthouse of Alexandria, one of the
Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.

Alexandria is sometimes called the “pearl
of the Mediterranean.” It was one of

the greatest cities in Ancient history. It
was founded by Alexander the Great

in 331 BC. It is after him that the city
is named. It was the home of the great
Egyptian queen Cleopatra, and many of
its ancient ruins survive today from the
sphinx to the Roman general Pompey’s
pillar. It was in Alexandria that the
greatest library in the Ancient world was

found.
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Despite this, many of us living in
Alexandria take the city for granted. We
do not always value the city’s history,

its land, its trees and plants and God’s
creation as much as we should.

I love the city, its alleys and back streets,
its shops and parks.

Alexandria has three main roads. Abo
Qeer—filled with cars and shops lining
the bottom of apartment buildings. ..
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The road with the rusty old tram...

And the six-lane road that runs along the
Mediterranean Sea and the city’s beaches.

I know the city, its back alleys and
streets, it parks and markets, mostly
because of Ayah. Ever since she was
little, she has insisted on being taken
everywhere to learn about everything she
could. She has always been a handful,
asking questions about why things are
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the way they are and never getting
enough answers. In particular, she has
always loved to go to the beach.

That’s where it all started last summer.

We went to the beach with our parents
and my friend Selim and his parents.
While it was beautiful to look across the
sand to the blue Mediterranean, and the
sun felt so good with the sea breeze, the
beach was a terrible mess full of trash
and garbage. The honking cars made a
terrible noise from the nearby highway.
After awhile it would set your head
spinning.

On the beach you could spot squashed
bottles and old plastic toys. Broken glass
was everywhere. If you weren't careful,
you could easily cut yourself by stepping
on the wrong thing.

Ayah wasn't going to put up with any of
this. She said: “This place is a mess. This
is our beach and our city, we need to

do something about it.” Right then and
there she began picking up the plastic
bottles and bags, and pieces of broken
glass that were spread everywhere. We
tried to tell her to stop, that it was dirty
and there was too much for anyone to be
able clean-up by themselves.

“Then we will all just have to work
together,” she said.

“Don’t look at me,” said Selim.

“I won't waste my time arguing with
you,” said Ayah. “I know lazy when I see
it. And you aren’t going to be lazy if you
want to be my friend.”

«

But...,” Selim began.

“No buts, just do it!” said Ayah.
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Secretly Selim liked Ayah a lot, and didnt want to disappoint her, but he was proud
and didn’t want to just give in to her. So he just kept quiet, while Ayah stormed off
to the edge of the water.

As the surf rolled in, she began to carefully fish out up the biggest pieces of wood,
the plastic bottles and cans and plastic bags. A lot of it was icky—actually just
gross—covered in slime and who knows what. But Ayah was determined. She spent
the whole morning at it. While doing her best to clean up the mess she would also
hunt for the shells that washed up on the shore. She was tireless, and ignored us
whenever we teased her as she trudged by with her arms full of junk for the trash.

It was on one of her trips late in the morning from the edge of the water to the trash
cans near the road that Ayah stopped in front of us and bent down and picked up a
beautiful shell.
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She held the shell in her hand, turning it every which way. She loved its shape and
color, which was like hers--green in the sunshine and a soft hazel when it wasn’t so
bright. This shell is like my eyes. It lets me see what is important.”

“You're crazy!” said Selim.” Now you think shells can see.”
“No stupid,” said Ayah. “It’s a metaphor, its image, it’s a sign, its an ayah!

When she said this, I could not have been more proud of my sister, she was indeed
a sign, but then she just threw a tantrum and bit of her magic disappeared as she
started yelling at us saying: “Why don’t you two pick your lazy feet up and help
me pick some of this garbage up? I've never seen two

people so willing to just let things

remain they way they are and
not make any effort to
change.”
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[ felt really angry at what she said and
got very defensive: “Why should we?
We're not the ones who threw it in
the water and on the beach in the first
place?” I said.

“Even if we clean it all up, Ameenah,
it won't last,” said Selim. Do you know
how many people come to the beach
everyday?

“It will, if everyone who came to the
beach pitched in and helped a little, and
didn’t make the mess to begin with” said

Ayah.

And who is going to get them to do
that,” I asked.

“T will,” she said.

“And why do you think you can change
things?” asked Selim.

“Because Allah points us to all things
that are great and good, and this beach
and the beauty of the water and the sand
and the sunset are part of his greatness.
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Like the sun and the moon, and this
shell. They are the signs of goodness that
surround us—each is an ayah.

“The shell?” asked Selim clearly a little

confused.

“You are as slow as a snail in how you
think,” said Ayah. “This shell belongs
here. It is connected to the beach and

its sand and guides us to the water and
what is in it and what washes ashore.
Don’t you understand, it is an ayah. And
I want to be like it—a guide—showing
people how to take care of this place!”

Perhaps that’s what we should call you,”
said Selim, slapping his hand on his
thigh and laughing. “Ayah.”

“That is a very good idea,” she said,
every so slightly superior. “From now
on, my name is Ayah.”

Selim and I fell head over heels in
laughter.

“What's so funny,” she said.

“I thought you were Ameenah, not
Ayah!” I said.

“From now on you will call me Ayah.”

“But your name is Ameenah,” said
Selim.

“Not anymore,” said Ayah.

And no matter how much we tried,
from that day forward, Ameenah would
only answer to her new name.

And that is how my sister came to be

called Ayah.
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Chapter Two

Ayah’s chestnut hair and green eyes
glistened in the sunlight streaming

in from the kitchen window. It was

the day after the trip to the beach—a
crisp autumn afternoon. As we did our
homework, Mama was cooking the
evening meal. Actually, Ayah was not
working on her homework, which is
what we were supposed to be doing, but
instead drawing a picture of the shell she

had picked up the day before.

My poor mother was just trying to
season the fish with herbs before Baba

came home, when Ayah began nagging
her.

“I need a verse from the Quran to go
with my picture.”

“Not now,” Ameenah, said mother. I
have to finish making dinner before
your father gets here.
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“Don't call me Ameenah! My name is
Ayah,” she said.

“Well you better let your father know
then,” mother laughed. “Even though
you're a pest, | don’t think he wants a
new daughter.”

“No really,” she said, I need a verse to go
with my drawing for ‘show and tell’ at
school tomorrow.

Mother realized that no one was going
to get any peace until “Ayah” was taken
care of.

Turning down the flame on the stove,
she said: “Ahmed, set the table while I

help your sister.”
“What about my homework?” I asked.

“You can do it later,” said Ayah. “This is
important.”

I looked at her and rolled my eyes. Ayah
stuck her tongue out at me in a flash so
fast mother didn’t even see it.

Mama then took the Quran off the
kitchen shelf. After thumbing through it

for a few minutes, she said: “Here it is!

30:41—Mischief has appeared on land
and sea because of the meed that the
hands of men have earned, that Allah
may give them a taste of some of their
deeds: in order that they may turn back
from Evil.

As I set the last fork on the table, Baba
came through the front door.

1”

“Asalamu alaikum

“Walaikum asalam,” the three of us
answered together.
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“Baba, Baba, Baba—guess what?
Look!” Ayah said holding her picture
up in front of him. Mama found me a
wonderful quote from the Quran to go
with it.

“Allah!” (Beautiful)
“Let’s eat first,” Mama interrupted.

Dinner was delicious. We dipped
broiled snapper in tahini sauce. I had
three servings of roasted potatoes. I
would have had four, but Baba said

if I ate anymore I would turn into a
potato. As usual, after we cleared the
table, Mama steeped tea. Ameenah then
sprinkled dried mint leaves in the four
cups.

Baba, known around the city as Captain
Saeed, always had stories to tell. He was
the big boss down at the local police
station, He gave the different officers
their assignments, he even dealt with
criminals. Everybody we knew thought
was great at his job, and people knew
him everywhere in the city. He was
always had great stories to tell us when
we sipped tea together at the end of
dinner.

“Where did you go today Baba?”
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“El Nasr high school,” he answered
while patting my shoulder.

“Where you'll be next year in high
school!”” Mama chuckled.

I was feeling both proud and excited. I
couldn’t wait to enter high school. Just
as [ was about to ask Baba what was the

school was like, Ayah said: “I think 'm
going to be sick.”

“Oh come on Ayah,” I said. “Give us a
break, Baba’s going to tell us about my
new school.”

“No,” said Ayah. “I'm really feeling ill,”
she said.

“Ayah, if you dont want to listen, just
let Baba finish his story.”

“No...
the school as much as you, but I tell

” she said, “I want to hear about

you, I really feel bad.”

I looked at her and realized it was true.
It wasn't her eyes that were just green,
but her skin. Something was wrong.

Mother felt her forehead.

“Saeed, she’s got a fever. The poor thing
is burning up. We need to give her some
medicine.”

Baba picked her up and gently carried
her to her bedroom and put her to bed.
I was upset, I didn’t mean to be mean
to her, but I had not realized how sick
she was.

Later that night, after we had all gone
to bed, I woke and wanted to check
that Ayah was OK, so I tiptoed to her
bedroom and was startled to find her
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awake and looking even worse then
when she went to bed.

“Ayah, what is wrong with you?”
asked.

“Ahmed. I'm so glad you came. I feel
so weak, and my stomach hurts really
bad. Please get Mama,” she asked me
through gritted teeth.

By the time I to her side with Mama, it
was clear that Ayah was very, very sick.

“Ya Allah!” exclaimed Mama.
“Should I get Baba?” I asked.
“Yes,” said Mama, “as quick as you can.”

Baba came right away. “She looks really
ill,” he said.

“I know Saeed, we have to go to the
hospital now!” said Mama.

“But it is not even fajr yet,” I said.

“I don’t care if the sun is up or not,”
said Baba. “This is an emergency. She is
burning up with fever.”

As Baba picked Ayah up and wrapped
her in a blanket, she yelled, “Ouch—
Baba—it is numb!” My legs are numb. I
can't feel them. ’'m scared!”

And then Ayah did something she
almost never does. She started to cry.
And all of a sudden I was really scared. I
ran to my room and got my things. On
my way back I decided to stop in Ayah’s
room. On her chest of drawers was the
shell she got from the beach—Ayah’s
“ayah.” I picked it up and put it my
pocket, thinking it might be good luck.

oS ol ldly O dgsle Il ol ssde m0

Ml el S o

Mgl past o ERTP Lyle

SASe Lo gl e ral IS
S ye J=dll 905 " 1B 5 Lo s 3 sl

el Cads O Gy s « Byl " 10l CUB
"oV

B R I LI UL RENE.L

35 b ol ST et 3] ragy Y gl JWBS
SBd esw Dlas a8 b Ul ods

dolall Lz o8 5 &Y Gl Jos 56 5
Ol ozl ¥ Obyaze glod -yl of s 0
A U Loy sl

Olay -G e dled 33 Y Gy 4 Cald o
Ceeyan o] Bosdl Oypmd Bl 9 oK1 &
oo 09 Bk & 9.3l Cpal 9 G
Boall S 4T Byme § BT O 0,8 8,0l
lgzslss e 835250 bLadl (e Ly pas I

§ 9 ouz & Loy 5 lghid) "4l dolls -
Jasdl e 8 Ll ol

VO



16

Baba was already out the door of our
apartment and out on the street in front
of our car. We all crowded in. Mama
was being brave for all of us, but you
could see in her eyes how upset she was.
I found myself holding the ayah in my
pocket tightly with my hand.

At the hospital, the admitting nurse was
really gruff with us. We had evidently
interrupted her cigarette break. All she
did was had Mama a clipboard and
pointed us towards one of the empty
rooms at the end of the hall. The
hospital was kind of spooky. It wasn’t
the clean white and antiseptic place that
we read about in our schoolbooks. It
was dark and smelled of people being
ill and there were strange machines
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everywhere, I was a little afraid, and I
was glad that Ayah had fallen asleep or
she might have gotten scared.

A very nice nurse came in behind us.

“Just put her there,” she said pointing

to the bed. Insha Allah she will be okay.
She probably just needs some antibiotics
and rest. She’s either got a bad case of
the flu, or food poisoning from seafood.
Has she been to the beach lately?”

“She goes to the beach all of the time.
She picks junk up off the shore.”

“Ah...” said the nurse. That may be the
problem.

“What do you mean?” said Mama.

“Well we can’t be sure until we run
some tests, but the water along the
beach is badly polluted, and we have
a lot of people come in her who pick
up microbes and parasites from the
dirty water. They end up with serious
infections and often have fevers as a
result.”

“Is it serious?” asked Saeed.

“Well it can be,” said the nurse.
Particularly if it isn’t treated. What is
your daughter’s name?”

“Ameenah,” said my father.
“You better call her Ayah,” I said.
“Why?” asked the nurse.

“Because my sister is kind of special, she
is like this shell,” I said and showed her

the treasure in my pocket.

“A charm?” asked the nurse.
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“Exactly,” I said. “An “ayah.” That is
what my what my sister calls herself.
Ay .,’

And with this Mama said, “Enough.”
Saeed, your due at work and Ahmed
needs to get school. I'll stay here and
keep an eye on Ameenah. The two of
you can come back in the afternoon.

“I'll go,” I said, but only if I can leave
Ayah her shell.”

“You can give it to here this afternoon,”

said Baba. “I need to get you to school
and myself to work.”
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Chapter Three

I really didn’t want to go to school, but I
knew there was no point arguing. Ayah
was probably going to sleep through the
morning anyway.

It was late in the afternoon, when
school finally let out and I walked over
to the hospital with Selim.

“How sick is she?” asked Selim.

“She was in really bad shape this
morning. When I talked to Mama on
the phone this morning the doctors said
she has ciguatera.

“Siguwhatta?” asked Selim.

“No, ciguatera, it a kind of poisoning
that come from fish being infected in
polluted waters,” I said.
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“You mean it wasn’t from all the junk
on the beach?” he said.

“No, it was the junk in the water, and

bad things getting into the food chain
with the fish.”

“Well aren’t you starting to sound
like a scientist,” commented Selim
sarcastically.

“And what’s wrong with that?” I said.

“Ignorance is bliss,” said Selim.

“Yeah, and that’s why Ayah’s sick. Don’t
tell me that being stupid is good.”

“Are you calling me stupid?” asked
Selim.

"No, but maybe a bit naive and
ignorant, like all of us.”

Selim laughed. That’s what I liked about
him as a friend. He could laugh at
himself, and be persuaded to change his
mind when someone presented him a
good argument.

All of a sudden we found ourselves

at the entrance to the hospital. As we
started going by the reception desk, the
receptionist suddenly said: “Not so fast,
where do you two think youre going?”

“To see my sister, Ayah,” I said.

“Not now you're not.” Said the
receptionist.

“But...”started Selim.

“No buts,” said the receptionist.
“Visiting hours are over for the
afternoons. The patients need their rest.
You can come back in the evening,” she
said.
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“But...”

“No buts, but you can sit there.” And
she pointed us to the chairs in the
waiting area.

We had no choice so we took the chairs.
It was really boring and Selim kept on
wanting to mess around.

“If we don’t behave we're going to get
thrown out of here,” I said.

“He’s right,” said a familiar voice. It
was the nurse who was in Ayah’s room
carlier in the morning. "If you start
fooling around, they will call security
and have you thrown out. You may not
be able to get back in the hospital.”

“But I need to see Ayah,” I said.

“That can't happen until visiting hours
start in a couple of hours. I'll tell you
what, why don’t you come with me. I
have my dinner break. By the way, my
name is Safa. What are your names?”

“I’'m Selim, and he’s Ahmed,” said

Selim.

I think Selim liked Safa. I did. She was
pretty and kind and we had nothing else
to do.

“Where are we going to go?” I asked.

“First, we will look at something in
the hospital and then lets’s take a walk
through the city.”

“OK,” said Selim.

Safa then led us down the hallway. “Let
me show you the quarantined pediatric
patients’ ward. We can’t go in their
rooms, but we can look through the
window."

Lo e

Jl olal 5 "dla pusled] LSSg (S dzsy ¥
Slasyl dihe § aslal)

e Eazg a1 O Lalod las] Lol oS5 b
&)l Yslowe oalew S5 5 JLLI

ol Ly Osiliud G patll s b 0] "l
Ogo O wi) alin Ogo JB " goe 41"
2hall e 1,50e )l 81z § SO I doyell
& &b 09l 5 5L Oslate &Sudl @ Ol 13]
cohdal) B3g=ll (e S Y U 9 .yl

AT D3 glime SU s

L 350301 Olela Tug i Caso O 556 o) "
3,88 s sl doliul § LB . ma O3B Y L
" eSSlowl o b slao ol

Mool 5o g sl BT " reule JUES

5 bz OIS w88 slio ol abe Of sl
dlsdi b b 5o b 9 dub

S 0sl3 Ges ool J) " ilanlus

o5 GAEb § & e Bl AL B s "
Sdoal @ dgou <=3,5.w

ke JB Ml

szl plie oSl " el ] slo i

3 paihze Jl Jss ) LiSe V. JLbW oall
VBB UM e i) LiSle oSI

Y



22

“What's pediatric mean?” I asked.

Safa laughed,” “It’s just a fancy name for

kids.”

“So we're going to see the sick kids,”
said Selim.

“Yes,” said Safa. Even though they’re
sick they’ll be glad to see you. It get’s
pretty boring for them being in the
closed ward.”

By the time she said this, we were in
front of a glass wall that looked into

a ward full of kids about our age and
some even younger. As they saw us
come up to the glass a few of them
waved at us. We waved back and

they started talking to each other. We
couldn’t hear a thing they were saying.

Safa held up her hand to her mouth and
gave them a quiet sign. “It’s not good
for them get too excited, but I have

to say I don’t blame them, it's awfully
boring for them to be cooped up like
that.”

The kids quickly calmed down. They
evidently knew Safa really well, and
either liked her a lot, or were scared of

her.

“Those are my buddies in there, said
Safa. Four by four rows of beds. Sixteen
in all. They all have bio-concentration
health problems. In other words, the
same type of problem Ayah has.”

“What do you mean?” asked Selim.

“All of them are sick because of high
concentrations of pollutants in our
environment, particularly chemicals in
water.”
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“So is that why Ayah is sick?”

‘Sort of,” said Safa. In Ameenah’s case
it was probably in the fish she ate. We
think she has ciguatera.”

“You mean you don’t know?” I asked,

“We don’t know for sure,” said Safa.
Alexandria has hundreds of things
wrong with its air, water and food and
general health situation that could cause
the symptoms.”

We started throwing all sorts of
questions at Safa. “Why is Ayah sick
and not us?” “Where did she get what
she has?” "Why are we letting all of
these children get sick?”

Safa started laughing. “Whoaaa? One
thing at time. I'll tell you what. I have
about an hour before I have to be back
on duty, and that’s when you can go see

Ayah. Let’s take a walk.”

“A walk?” asked Selim.
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“A field trip,” said Safa. Let’s do a little
research together out in the field.”

This sure beat waiting around the
reception room getting into trouble
with Selim, so I said. “Sure!”

Selim and I followed Safa down the
stairs and out the door, along the
cracked sidewalk, along the boardwalk
near the water. It was just a bit before
sunset. The sun was reflecting shafts
of gold off the clouds. The air smelled
salty—crisp and clean. Ahead of us
were three children with their mother.
Safa told us to look as the woman
thoughtlessly letting go of an empty
potato chip bag her son had just
finished. She did this right before the
garbage can located on the sidewalk.
Safa quietly pointed out what had
happened. She ordered us to take in

every detail.

That afternoon, I started to look at
Alexandria differently for the first time.
[ started to care about it more and
more. This was a beautiful place, but
people often made it ugly. I wanted

to feel the fresh breeze in my face. I
wanted it not to be so dirty. Over the
noise of the cars I found it hard to hear
everything Safa had to say.

“It doesn’t have to be so polluted...” she
said. Just then a car started blasting its
horn, followed by another, and another.
I never heard the rest of what she had to
say. “The cats in the street are fine, but
look at how unhealthy they are. They're
just eating garbage off the street.”

Across the street, a little boy bent down
to pet one of the cats.

“That’s not good,” Safa said to us. "The
cat probably has fleas. Do you know
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that’s how plague used to be transmitted
years ago?”

“You mean it doesn’t happen now?" I

asked.

“Not so much, but that’s because we
have gotten better about preventing
disease. But there is still a lot of things
that cat is carrying around that can
make you sick. In fact, there’s a lot
going on around here that isn't good for
you.”

“Like what.”
“What do you think?” said Safa.
“Well how about the smog?” I said.

“Yeah,” said Safa. "It makes the sunset
beautiful from the dust in the air, but
just keep in mind all of that dust ends
up in your lungs.”

“Yuccch,” said Salim.”

“Double yuck if you work in the
hospital like me and see the kids come
into the emergency room with asthma,”

said Safa.
“Would it go away?” asked Salim.

“It would decrease it. A lot of the kids I
treat wouldn’t have to have an inhaler.
They wouldn’t be sick so often,” said
Safa.

“So how would you stop it?” I asked.

“Get rid of a lot of the pollution from
the factories, drive fewer gasoline

cars, make sure things are so dusty by
planting more plants around the town,
get rid of the loose garbage” said Safa.

At that point it was getting more and

28 T ) ) @ 0SU 9 ezl ol g

JI5¥ 083 5.021aY1 (e BBl Jlexo & yghs
LLoY § oty bos dadl] ol alds 5iSUl b
Weo Grumd diw olsl dlio ,al gBlg & .o L0

RPN

13k Jie

MSebly § iz 13k " reldo CJB

SOl ge 13k bws " rculEs

owaddl 0958 Uz 588 (oo " islao CIB

ez 0N 9 elsedl § Blebl Ol oo Mo

"y § 5 4y G QI O 4 of
UiaedY) pi e " reake JB

G Jos3 CS 18] B 13zl pin " isldo CIB
02 9 ©lshll dl osb JUbYI 653 5 e hde
"y yall Ol e ggils

"9 yaall Gle¥l ode 425 do " sl s

Sl JLabYI e 5SS 5 passs 08 " islio CJB
Y 048 Blaall plusead 0952 Y eazdle]
SIS 0906

SSOleyVl el nad g oS "yl

OBl e Sl e palsad] " islio CJB
G Ohlal) B plaseial @labl Layaas G
Gk e oLl oo albdl (a3 pusus
oo palsdl g doall Jgo SBLYI e Wi3e €53
e lsddl § Bimall Sblay)

Y1



27

more difficult to walk down the street.
All of sudden there were a lot of vendors
on the street.

“Look at all the food!” said Selim.
“It looks good, doesn't it?” said Safa.

“Sure,” I said, my mouth watering from
the smell gyro-shawarma coming from

a stall.

“Looks good,” said Safa, pointing to
some pita bread being piled up with
heaps of meat, onion and tomatoes.
“But I'm not sure its very safe.”

“Why?” said Selim. "It looks fine to

me.

“I wonder when the vendor washed his
hands last. Look at the flies around the
stall. Look at the wet and rotting stuff

on the ground. I think I would want to
eat somewhere else.”

Selim and I both looked at what she was
pointing out.

“I think 'm going to be sick,” I said.
“Me too,” said Selim.

“No, don't get sick,” said Safa. "Get
smart. Look for the food vendors who
serve food with a plastic glove, or
without flies everywhere. It just means
using your head and being smart about
things.”

“I'm getting tired,” said Salim.

“Me too, let’s go back to the hospital.”
“One last stop,” said Safa.

But I'm tired,” whined Salim.

“Too tired for ice cream?” she asked.
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“Of course not,” said Selim.

So she took us to the Gelato Azza shop
just down the street from Qait Bay.

I got a lemon gelato, Selim got mango
and Safa had strawberry.

“This is the best,” said Selim.
“The very best,” I said.

“The very, very best “ said Safa as the
sun was just about to set over the

Castle.

After choosing our flavors, we sat

on the stone fence bordering the
Mediterranean and Qait Bay. Sailboats
were everywhere on the water. Their
white sails billowed in the wind, some
looked like a bright sheet blowing on a
laundry line, others were patched, like a
street beggar’s shirt.

”Do you two know what this
M ?,’
is?
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“The fortress!” Selim blurted. “The

castle,” I said.
”Over a thousand years old,” I added.

"Yes, yes. But why? Why was it built?”
Safa asked us.

”To protect the city!”

“Yes! Exactly—sort of like the shell
Ameenah asked you to return. Shells
protect an animal living inside them.
That’s why Ayah’s shell reminded me of
how we are supposed to treat earth and
especially our city.”

“Wow, I never realized how careless we
are! I never saw the city so dirty before.
Actually, I don't think I cared,” Selim
confessed.

“You know? I feel like my watan has
tripped me and I’'m face down on the
ground. What can we do?” I asked.

“Don’t forget what you noticed today
and keep thinking,” Safa told us.
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The way back was of course noisy as
Alexandria always is. The three of us

didn’t talk much. Before we entered the
hospital, I saw the potato chips bag the
woman had tossed aside earlier. Now

it was in the mud. I bent down and

picked it up because that was what Ayah
would have done. Safa and Selim turned to
me and smiled. Both understood.

S oSawell duslad) BV

Each picked up some trash from in front of the
hospital--Safa, an empty water bottle and Selim a
faded newspaper.

Back in Ayah’s room, Mama and khalto Huda stood
with the doctor. Safa waved good bye and we thanked
her for the ice cream. We were relived Mama didn’t ask
us where we had been. She was distracted by the doctor
and the order he was giving.
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“Get this herbal blend,” he said to
Mama. “It is not her primary medicine,
but it will lessen the side effects of the
pain killer,” said the doctor.

“And we can take her home after we get
the herbs?” Mama asked.

“No, I'm sorry. She can’t leave the
hospital yet. You can bring it tomorrow.
That is when she’ll need it.” he

answered.

So on our way home that evening,

we passed by the attar. There was an
herbalist every couple of blocks. They
all had herbs that tickled my nose.
There were all sorts of bright colored
barrels filled to the brim with powders
and leaves. They were every color under
sun yellow turmeric, red hibiscus to
green mint and brown cloves. Flies were
everywhere, buzzing like the electrical
line above the tram. .

“Mama, the flies... Can't we go
somewhere else for Ayah’s medicine?” I
said.

“What are you talking about? They’re
always here.” She said.

“Yes, is that healthy! The flies could
be carrying some sort of illness or
another...”

Mama interrupted me, “Habibi, are you
okay?”

I realized she was right. This was how all
the attars operated, with barrels out in
the open, and on the street. But still I
was uncomfortable. Things needed to be
kept cleaner.

We got the herbs and left the attar.
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“What was bothering you in there,” said
Mama.

“It’s just that I realized that Ayah is sick
because we don’t always keep things as
clean as we should. The flies bothered
me. I don’t want her catching anything
from them.”

“I understand said,” Mama. “But you
have to accept a certain amount of dirt
and risk in the world. It is a matter of
degree.”

“But how much is too much,” I said.
“Ayah’s sick because of the fish toxin
ciguatera — that could have been
avoided.”

Mama smiled,”I think you're right,”
she said. We need to avoid the worst of
things as much as possible. “All of us
need to do better.”

“So we get the man at the attar to get

rid of the flies.”

“Maybe,” said Mama. “Let’s worry
mostly about things we can do
ourselves. We can work on the herbalist
a lictle later.”

“What can we do ourselves Mama? I
don’t leave my food out in the open.
And I don’t throw my garbage in the
street!” I said.

“No dear, but you make a lot of garbage
at home!” Mama said.

She was right, I used a lot of paper,
threw out a lot of toys and things that
could last longer or be put to other use.

Mama and I remained silent on the rest
of our trip home. I carried Ayah’s bag of
herbs in my hands.
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Chapter Four

Back home, Baba was just finishing
cooking when we walked in. I decided
to share my feelings, with both Mama
and Baba. I thought, maybe that way, I
would get more support from him.

As we ate our spaghetti, I said, “There
are a lot of other kids with illnesses like
Ayal’s. Ayah was right about cleaning
up what we could.”

Mama and Baba looked at each
other and then Baba said, “Ahmed,
things have been changing very fast
in Alexandria compared to when I
was your age. There are more people,
more buildings, more cars, and more

garbage.”

This was not going to be easy I thought.

“Yes,” agreed Mama, “Not just here,
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but in other places like Libya, Morocco,
Syria, Palestine, Lebanon and even
Israel. So of course people get sick. As
long as you and your sister are healthy,
we are grateful.”

“But she got sick!” I said.
“Alhamdulilah she is all right. Actually

I am going to call to check on her right
now.” Said Mama, getting up.

That night, while I was falling asleep, I
thought, “Mama and Baba did teach us
to be careful and not litter.” But after
what I saw on my trip around the city
with Selim and Safa, I felt that was not
enough. I still don’t understand why
some people have to suffer from the
carelessness of others. I could only do so
much though.

Thinking about all of these things kept
me from getting to sleep until very late.
I was tired and barely made it to school
on time. Even so, I remembered my

promise to return Ayah’s shell to the
beach.

“Selim, I know we have homework, but
can you come with me to the beach?” I

asked.
“Why? »

“Because I promised Ayah that I would
return the shell she had taken to draw.
We have tomorrow off from school, so
we can do homework then.” I told him.

“Sure. Once we take her shell back to
the beach we go visit Ayah as well. Once
we see her you can come to my house,”
said Selim.

As we ran down the stairs of the
school, I held Ayah’s shell tight in
my hand. I held it tight wishing
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that it would help me change things and
make them better.

We ran down to the beach as fast as our
feet would carry us. It felt so good. 1
was with my best friend Selim. I realized
how important he was to me, especially
with Ayah being so sick. The sun shined
so bright on the bay that it blinded us,
but it's warmth felt good.

“Are you going to put the shell in the
water or bury it in the sand?” asked
Selim.

“She found it in the sand, so that is
where she'd want it to go.” I said.

“Good point,” said Selim. “You know,”
he continued, “isn’t it weird that Ayah’s
the one trying to protect Nature and
then Nature turns against her and
makes her sick?”
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At first I was angry at what Selim said,
but then I realized it might be true. If
Nature is abused, it can bite back and
hurt the very people who are on its side.
I didn’t stay angry for long though. After
all, Selim was my friend.

So, we dug a shallow hole with our
hands and buried the shell.

I paused with Selim for a moment and

said, “I hope Safa is still at the hospital.”
“Why?” he asked

“Well, other than you, her, and Ayah, I
don’t know anyone else who cares about
what’s happening to the beach and all
of the kids get sick. I love Mama and
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Baba, but they just don't get it!”

Selim nodded. I smiled to myself. He
was finally getting it.

“I know what you mean,” Selim said.
They see all the problems, but they don't
think about changing things.”

“I know,” I said. “They see all the
dangers, but they think it is just the
world way is—you know Allah’s will.

“Allah’s will?”
“Yeah, you know like fate,” I said.
“Inevitable,” said Selim.

“Not so,” I said. “We can change things.
Let’s go see Ayah.”

When we got to Ayah’s room at the
hospital, we found her asleep, just as we

had left her the day before.

“I cannot imagine sleeping so long,”
said Selim.

Just as he said this, a handsome, grey-
haired man walked in the room. It was
Dr. Waleed, Ayah’s physician. “You can’t
imagine it?” he said. "She is fighting off
a very serious infection. It is taking all
her strength to get back to normal, and
she needs her rest. Let’s let her sleep.”

Selim looked at the man and said, “And
who are you?”

“Honestly Selim, this is Safa’s dad, Dr.
Waleed!” I said.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Dr. Waleed.
“But here, let’s talk more, down hall so
Ayah can get her rest.”

Dr. Waleed lead us down the hall and
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across the building to his office. The
office was small with a huge window.
There was a big comfortable chair which
he plopped down on.

“You're younger than I am,” he laughed,
“so you get to sit on the blue carpet. My
knees don’t bend as well as they used

»

to.

It was just before sunset, maghrib, the
end of the day. Dr. Waleed said, "Let
me tell you a story.”

“But,...” said Selim.

“Hush,” said Dr. Waleed, “Close your
eyes. Tight, tight, tight! And use all of

your imagination” he said.

“No speaking, Selim. You too Ahmed.
I want you think about what [ am
describing.”

He was quiet for just a moment. I
could sense that Selim was about to
fidget, when Dr. Waleed said,“I know
you two like horses. So, pretend you're
riding your horses side by side--maybe
you're racing each other. Have you been
to Baghdad? Of course not, but that’s
where you are now! You know why?
Because that’s where you are going to
school. And you are on your way home,
because you just finished writing two
very important works of science. You
wrote them on parchment, by moon
light. You know what you wrote about
Selim?
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“What I wrote about?” said Selim.

“Yes, you wrote about all the different
kinds of air that exist in our world—
particularly harmful air, and how it

spreads,” he said.
And what did Ahmed write about” asked

Selim.

“He wrote about how cities and home
should be built, so that they are beautiful
and healthy places to live.”

“So what is my name,” I asked Dr.

Waleed.

“Your name is Ibn Sina. You are a doctor
and a philosopher and you lived a
thousand years ago, You wrote The Book
of Healing and you were known as the
'prince of physicians."

“Not bad,” said Selim. “So who am I?”
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“You are Qusta Ibn Luqa. You were
born in Baalbek, more than a hundred
years before Ibn Sina. Like him, you are
a great physician and healer.”

“A scientist?” asked Selim.

“Of course,” said Dr. Waleed. “The Arab
world had many great scientists. In fact,
we were mathematicians too.”

“Mathematicians?” I asked.

“Of course,” said Waleed. “Where do
you think Arabic numbers came from?
Norway? Did you know that numbers
have angles in Arabic writing—one
angle for each thing that is being
counted?”

“What do you mean?” said Selim.

“Like this,” said Dr. Waleed. And
then he proceeded to write down each
number in the most beautiful and
precise Arabic script I had ever seen.

“Wow!” Selim and I said. We looked at
each other. “I had no idea,” I said.

Dr. Waleed just smiled, letting us take

the information in.

“So how many scientists and doctors
were there that long ago? Was there
anybody named Selim?” asked Selim.

“Were any of them from Alexandria?”

asked.

“There were many! And of course some
of them were from Alexandria,” he said.

“Actually, you two are on a trip way
to Spain — on your way to Andalucia.
Remember, we are using imaginations.”

“Where is that?” I aked.
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“Well, Andalucia is in Spain, and Spain
is in Europe. Long ago, it had some of
the largest libraries in the world. It was
diverse and beautifully ornamented with
flowers and orange trees. The buildings
were decorated with blue tiles. And
Christian translators, Jewish scientists
and Muslim mathematicians all worked
together to learn more and bring benefit
to society with their knowledge. So that
is where you are going to have your
teachers look over your work. Then it
would get placed in the great libraries.

“Where can we read what we wrote?”

asked Selim.

I was not sure if he was joking or
serious.

“Excellent question!” exclaimed Dr.

Waleed.

“And I have a secret to tell you Selim!
Your father is the pharmacist at the
hospital on Kamal Street?”

“Yes..” said Selim, a little confused.
“How did you know?”

“He came to visit Ayah yesterday, and
I knew him right away. I taught him
history quite a while ago. He was one
of the very best students I have had. In
fact, he loved the subject so much, that
he started studying on his own and
collecting all the books he could. Your
father has one of the largest collections
of historical book in all of Alexandria.
Before you were born, he would travel
almost anywhere to get a copy of an
important or forgotten manuscript for
his collection. You should ask him if he
has copies of what you two wrote.”

Selim and I looked at each other. That

could not be true. Selim’s dad never
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even brought up the subject with us.

“Are you sure that’s my dad? Because

I have no idea. And we don’t have as
big a library as you're talking about.
The few shelves in the living room have
some stories and pharmacy books.” Said
Selim.

“Well, why don’t you ask, it won't
hure. If I am right, come visit me here
tomorrow!” Said Dr. Waleed.

As Selim and I got up to go home, we
thanked Dr. Waleed profusely for all his
time and teaching us things we never
knew before.

Selim said, “You're coming over Ahmed.
There is no way 'm going to ask my
dad about a secret library without you.
He will think that I've lost my mind.”

“There’s no way your dad is going to
show you a secret library without me! I

want to be there if it is true.” I told him.

And though we thought it would be
really absurd if Dr. Waleed was right,
I think we were both hoping he was,
because that would only mean one
thing: adventure.
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Chapter Five

When we got to Selim’s house, only
his father was there. Selim’s father was
always friendly. He was also always a
lictle distracted, kind of like his mind
was somewhere else. I always liked the
way he smelled—a little bit like sweet
musk, and sometimes a little bit like
medicine, which must have come from
his working as a pharmacist.

“Ahlan—welcome! You are very late!”

said Selim’s dad.

“Baba, don’t you know? We were
visiting Ayah,” said Selim, as he slipped
off his shoes and left them by the door.

“There’s no school tomorrow, so we

figured it would be okay,” I said.

“I guess so0,” said Selim’s dad. I thought
to myself, grown-ups always had to
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make sure they thought everything was
all right. Selim’s dad was no different
than my parents. Selim and I sat down
together in his living room. A moment
later his father came in with bowl of
honeydew.

“Yummy,” Selim said.
“Thank you!” I said. I was famished!

I glanced at Selim. I wanted to ask
about the books. I wanted to know
about the scientists. I wanted to learn
about Andalucia and history. I wanted
to know what happened long ago and
far away. So I waited, while we chatted
about the weather and Ayah, and
homework and school.

After awhile, I couldn’t hold myself back
any longer and I blurted out.

“Amo, Selim and I have something we
must to ask.”

“Yes habibi Ahmed, go on,” said Amo
Zack.

“Today at the hospital, when we were
waiting to visit Ayah, Dr. Waleed began
to tell us a story, a story from history, of
scientists, and great times. He said you
may know more.”

“He said he was your teacher Baba!”
said Selim.

A hush fell over the room. Amo Zack
turned red. I got scared for a moment.
I was not sure if he was angry or shy or
just a little upset.

Then finally he said, “So he told you
about the books.”

Selim and I looked at each other. What
were we supposed to say?

LSU gudt) I8 1S el " red Wiy JB
Louso dgudisy e JS ol l945% ol s e
et buale . sully oo lalises oalu Wls S5 & 9
Ooway olly sle Ol lousy diust) 43, @
plos

Ml "k JB
I @lo S M8l i b

S e dld of ,\iﬂg;.:s‘@.:lw dl ol
o Syl O oyl eled=dl (e Byel O wo)l
o) e 13le Gyl 0T sl gl 5 GVl
LS Lot &yl 138 9 Splansl (S 9 - Bumws
Ayabl 5 gl 5 & 5 gLl ge 358
31@&;57@@?07@?@6*»@
AV IPRERGA L

"asley Wl Lo Ly gl 5 Gl cgas
Mans e Jads "1l gas JB

AT &30 s LS bewie (addl & psd! "
gl o dad ¢ LW dad 5 § udg HeiSo Sl
Gy 08 bl JB 5 . deudas)l &Y 5 slolsl)
138

gl elalsze O 4T JB " ek JB

O 13] Bysl (ST b dbaml) Bosdly Oy oYl
O3l ol gheWl Hsiy O o Lole dI; Igas

S S s LSl a8 13] " B e o3

S e Erasd S (e

133



“Yes,” he talked about your library.

“Well I suppose you are old enough to

finally learn about it. Okay, get up, both

of you,” said Amo Zack.

We jumped up and followed him. He
lead us through the hallway, past Selim’s
bedroom and down the back stairs of
the villa.

“This is a secret, only very special books
are kept down here. You tell no one
about this without my permission.
Come on,” he said leading us down
two flights of stairs, into a hidden
basement. Taking a special key out

of the pocket he opened what looked
like the door to a storage closet. What
was inside was amazing. The room
behind the door was beautiful. The
walls were lined with books. There were
glass cases everywhere, Examples of
beautiful Arabic script and calligraphy
were painted on the walls. There were
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frames full beautiful handwriting and
illuminated Arabic texts everywhere,
There was a huge rosewood table in the
middle of the room, surrounded by four
mahogany chairs. In the corner was the
deepest, most comfortable reading chair
with a brass lights and table stacked
with books and a demitasse coffee cup
next to it.

It was wonderful, just the place for a
scholar to hang and think.

“Why the glass cases?” I asked.

“It helps keep the humidity out; these
books are old and rare — I try to take
care of them best I can, ” answered
Selim’s father. “You need to respect what
is in here, not just books themselves,
but the ideas that are contained within
them. You can to stay here and look

at them as long as you like. Just show
my books the respect they deserve. Just
don’t disturb the things in the glass
cases. I'll be upstairs—if you need
anything just come up.”

As he shut the door behind him, Selim
said, “Wow, I can’t believe he kept this a
secret for so long, and that he trusts us.”

“I know, this is a very special privilege
Selim. Your father takes such good care
of these books, I'm scared to touch
them! There isn’t a speck of dust on
these shelves!”

“Yeah...I just don't understand why he
didn’t tell me before!” Selim answered.

“Maybe he thought we just needed to
be old enough to appreciate them. How
about we start reading and find out
what’s here?
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We began scanning the shelves. Selim
said, “This Arabic script is hard to read.

We never learned it at school!”

“I think we just need to patient,” I said.
“Look here. These are different types of
writing.”

“Different types of writing?” asked
Selim.

“Yeah. Look here this is thulathi script
and this riga’a. You won’t learn that

till after you master naskh. Thulathi is
mostly used in titles, like on book or
signs. It is more formal. Riqa'a is more
concise and faster to write. Nnaskh is
complicated to write, but the easiest to
read.”

“Naskh is like what I read in my
textbooks at school,” said Selim. I've
seen these other types of writing, but I
didn’t realize they were so different.”

“Well, there part of why Arabic writing
and printing is so interesting. It’s almost
like you wearing different types of
clothes. You know, some clothes for the
mosque, and other clothes for the beach
or around the house.”

“Wow,” said Selim.

We continued looking at the different
books.

“Look here,” I said, here’s a copy of al
Khawarizmi’s book on mathematics.” I
said. And look, here are some of Omar
Khayam poetry books. Here’s one by al
Shafi’ee. Look, this is one of my favorite
poems. I opened the book and gently
and flipped through its yellowed pages.
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“Listen to this Selim:

(No one will attain all of knowledge)

(Not even if he tries for a thousand
years.)

(The sea of knowledge is deep)

(So take only the best from everything.)

We searched and searched the books,
but couldn’t find any of the books the
books by the scientists Dr. Waleed had
us imagine we were. Finally, Selim’s
fathers called us saying:

“Ahmed’s mother is going to be worried
if he doesn’t make it home soon, and
your mother almost has dinner ready for
Selim.”

“But the books!” Selim started to
stammer.

“I'm happy you liked the books,”

said his father, "but they will be there
tomorrow and as long as we take proper
care of them,” he said.

“Can we show them to Ayah?” I asked.

“Of course, as soon as she is well
enough to come visit.”

And with this, we ended our exploration
of the library.
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Chapter Six oodlad Ladll
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My parents and his parents brought
Ayah helium balloons and two stuffed
animals to cheer her up. I smiled to
myself knowing that I would be the one
with her best surprise.

“Mama!” Ayah exclaimed as Mama
walked through the door. Ayah grabbed
Mama’s neck and gave her a huge hug.
Then it was Baba’s turn, and finally
came my hug.

“Sorry,” I whispered in her ear.
“For what?” she asked.

“Ill tell you later. Selim is here too, and
he is very excited to see you."

And just then, Selim popped his head
through the door.

“Ayah, welcome back!” Selim.

Dr. Waleed and Safa followed Selim
into the room. I quietly walked up next
to Dr. Waleed and said to him, “You
were right. Selim’s father’s library was
amazing.”

“I told you so. What are your plans?”
asked Dr. Waleed.

“I want to take Ayah to the library.

It's magnificent. I never imagined
something like that existed, and hidden
away like it is in Selim’s house. I was
amazed- totally surprised!” I told him.
Then I added, “Thank you, we would

not have known about it without you!”

Dr. Waleed put his hand gently on my
shoulder. “Selim would have learned
about it in time. But I am glad you got
to discover together.”

I nodded quietly in agreement. Ayah
was ready to go. Mama and Baba had
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packed her things. I did not want to
go home just yet though. I know Ayah
didn't either, she was energetic, and
tired of lying in a bed for a few days.
She needed an adventure I thought. So
Selim took care of it.

“Amo Saeed, please, please can Ayah
and Ahmed come over to my house?
P've already asked my parents. We have
a surprise to share with her. Please! Just
for a lictle bit?” said Selim.

I added my two cents in as well. “Please
Mama and Baba, Ayah needs a change
from the hospital, right?” I asked while
nudging her.

“Yes!” Ayah chimed in.

“Fine, but only for one hour. And don’t
make her too tired. We miss her too!”
said Mama.

“Yes Mama,” I said as Selim picked up
all of Ayah’s things and headed out of
the hospital and out onto the street.
When go just a block from Selim’s
house, Ayah started skipping ahead of
us. It was clear she was already getting
back to her old self, as she made her way
down the street, hop-scotching in her
green dress over the weeds that grew out
of the cracks in the sidewalk.

Selim’s parents welcomed us in the
house. They were delighted to see that
Ayah was so much better. Amo Zack
knew exactly why we were there though,
to show Ayah the secret library. He
took Ayah’s hand and led her past
Selim’s bedroom down the house’s back
stairs.

“Where are we going? asked Ayah.

It’s a surprise,” said Amo Zack.
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We go to the door of the library and
Selim opened it. We walked through the
door and into the shelves and shelves of
books and treasures.

“Oh my God!” Ayah exclaimed . “This
is amazing!” she said as she slowly
turned around taking in the entire
room. .

“This is why we wanted to come to
Selim’s house.” I told her.

“We knew you would like it. We just
found out about it yesterday,” said
Selim.

“But this is your house,” Ayah said.

“Yeah, I know. But Baba wanted us to
be old enough to understand that what
is in here must be taken care of and
respected. I guess now is that time.”
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“So these are really important books?”

asked Ayah.

“Exactly, these are books from the time
when people were more like you and
cared about the environment. There
are books written by great scholars and
scientists who spent their whole lives
trying to improve the world,” I said.

“So all these books must be given the
respect they deserve,” said Selim.

Selim’s dad smiled. “What do you think
Ayah?”

Her eyes shined bright as could be. She

was very excited.

“Wow. I can’t believe I'm here! It’s like
finding a huge treasure chest — its like

that beautiful shell I found!” she said.

And then Ayah became very excited.
One of the book in on a shelf in front
of her had the name Rumi on it. He was
a poet she had read in school.

Amo Zack saw that she was excited by
the book and its title and said: “Let the
beauty you seek be what you do.”

She nodded, “Rumi.”

“Exactly,” said Amo Zack. “Ahmed, I
think your sister Ayah may have the
makings of a scholar.”

“I would like to think poet, or may
even better a person who saves things,”
said Ayah.

“Like what?” asked Selim.

“Like our history, and our art and
culture and things that are part of our
day-to-day-lives.”
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“You mean like our city, and its air and
the water that washes in from the sea,”
said Selim.

“Exactly, all that surrounds us, our
history and the place we live.”

“Alexandria,” said Amo Zack.

“Alexandria,” we repeated.
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And that is the story of how my sister
Ameenah got her nick-name Ayah and
how we began to make Alexandria and
the world we lived in a better place.
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