
 

   
  
  

 

 
 

Opening extract from 
Kiss the Dust 

 
Written by 

Elizabeth Laird 

 

Published by 

Macmillan Children’s Books 
All Text is Copyright © of the Author and/or Illustrator 

 

 Please print off and read at your leisure. 

 



ELIZABETH LAIRD

MACMILLAN CHILDREN’S BOOKS

HW1039914_Text 20/11/2014 12:42:32



First published in Great Britain 1991 by William Heinemann Limited

This edition published 2007 by Macmillan Children’s Books
a division of Macmillan Publishers Limited

20 New Wharf Road, London N1 9RR
Basingstoke and Oxford

www.panmacmillan.com
Associated companies throughout the world

ISBN 978-0-230-01431-2

opyright © Elizabeth Laird 1991, 2007

The right of Elizabeth Laird to be identified as the
author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance

with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or

transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written

permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized
act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal

prosecution and civil claims for damages.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from
the British Library.

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not,
by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out,

or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent
in any form of binding or cover other than that in which

it is published and without a similar condition including this
condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

C

7 9 8 6

Typeset by Intype Libra Limited

Printed in Great Britain by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY

HW1039914_Text 20/11/2014 12:42:32



v

This book is dedicated to the
refugees of Kurdistan
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Preface

The Zagros mountains are like a long spine of high
peaks. They start in the north at the eastern end of Turkey
and go southwards, separating the plains of Iraq in the
west from Iran in the east.

About twenty million Kurdish people live in the
foothills of the Zagros and in the fertile valleys that lie
between the high peaks. The international borders of
Iran, Iraq and Turkey run right through the Kurdish
areas, so there are millions of Kurds in each of the three
countries.

The Kurds have lived in the Zagros mountains since
history began. Although they are Muslims, they are not
the same people as their neighbours, the Arabs and Per-
sians. They speak their own Kurdish language, wear
Kurdish clothes, tell their own stories and have their own
customs and traditions.

The Kurds do not have a nation state of their own.
They are ruled by others, by Turks in Turkey, Arabs in
Iraq, and Persians in Iran.

At the end of the 1970s, fighting broke out between
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the Kurds of Iraq and the government of Saddam
Hussein. The pesh murgas, as the Kurdish fighting men
were called, fought successfully at first for a homeland of
their own.

But the Iraqi government’s response was ruthless.
They bombed and gassed Kurdish villages, executed
Kurdish fighters and their families and completely
destroyed many Kurdish towns and villages. Thousands
of refugees escaped across the mountains to Iran.

But by this time, Iraq was at war with Iran, and to the
Iranians, Kurdish refugees were enemy aliens. The
Iranians couldn’t let people from an enemy country
settle wherever they wanted to in Iran. They sent the
refugees to remote camps in the deserts of the south or
the mountains of the north.

This is the story of one Kurdish family. The people in
this book are not real, but their story is like that of thou-
sands who have been forced to run away from Iraq across
the Zagros mountains.
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Sulaimaniya, Iraq
Spring, 1984

It was just an ordinary day like any other. Tara and her
friend Leila, dressed like everyone else in uniform navy
skirts and pale blue blouses, walked out of the big gates of
the Secondary School for Girls in the centre of town,
swinging their heavy school bags. It was that short time of
year between the icy cold of a northern Iraqi winter and
the blasting heat of an Iraqi summer when the sky is a melt-
ing cloudless blue and every plant seems to be in flower.

‘Don’t let’s go straight home,’ said Leila. ‘I want to
look round the shops.’

Tara hesitated. Her mother was strict about her getting
home in reasonable time.

‘I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘Daya gets worried if I’m
late.’

‘Oh, come on,’ said Leila. ‘Your mother won’t notice
if it’s only ten minutes. And you can get something for
Hero.’

‘Good idea.’ Tara linked her arm through her friend’s
and swung her bag up on to her shoulder. Her three-year-
old sister Hero had chicken pox. It was hard work
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keeping her amused. A packet of crayons or something
might keep her happy for a while.

The main road that led to the centre of Sulaimaniya
wasn’t usually very busy, but today it was choked up with
a lumbering convoy of army jeeps and lorries that
churned up clouds of dust. Tara and Leila hardly noticed
them. Since the war with Iran had started four years earl-
ier, they’d got used to seeing the army everywhere. They
shouted to make themselves heard above the roar of the
heavy engines.

‘What did you get in your English test?’ said Leila.
Tara made a face.
‘Bad marks as usual. I don’t think Mrs Zeinab likes

me. She’s always getting at me. I think she’s mean.’
‘She’s not really,’ said Leila earnestly. Tara squeezed

her friend’s arm. It was just like Leila to stick up for Mrs
Zeinab. She never criticized anyone. She was so soft-
hearted she’d feel sorry for a flower when its petals
started to drop.

‘I’m hopeless at English anyway,’ said Tara. ‘It’s so
difficult. And we’ve got miles of irregular verbs to learn
for homework. I’ll never do it.’

‘Yes, you will. I bet you know half of them already.’
‘I bet I don’t.’
‘No, honestly. Go on. I’ll test you. Um . . . bite.’
‘Bite, er, bit . . . oh, I don’t know. Bited?’
‘No, bitten.’
‘See what I mean?’
‘Try another. Break.’
‘Break, broke, – broken!’ recited Tara triumphantly.
‘Brilliant! You see? You do know them. Some of them

anyway. Bring.’
‘Bring, bringed . . . Hey! Watch out!’
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The last truck in the convoy had slowed down and got
left behind. It suddenly roared up to narrow the gap,
swinging dangerously close to the side of the road.

‘It nearly hit us!’ said Leila angrily.
Tara didn’t answer. She had jumped back right under

a branch of richly scented blossom that was dangling
over a high garden wall. She was breathing in lovely
gusts of perfume. They seemed to go to her head. She
reached up, picked a spray of flowers and tucked it into
Leila’s buttonhole.

‘Go on,’ she said. ‘Sing a song. You know, like Najleh
Fathee in Springtime.’ She clasped her hands together on
her chest and rolled her eyes up to the sky.

Leila giggled.
‘Stop it!’ she said. ‘You are awful. Someone might see

us!’
The usual crowd of midday shoppers were out and

about in the streets of Sulaimaniya. A group of children
was gathered round the entrance to the pastry shop, look-
ing longingly at the sticky piles of honey cakes set out on
trays in the window.

Three very correct ladies, unrecognizable under their
all-covering black veils, were looking at the contents of
the vegetable seller’s baskets, pinching the tomatoes to
see if they were firm, and discussing the price of pota-
toes.

On the corner of the street, the tea house was already
full of men, talking business over their tiny glasses of hot
sweet tea, and shooting backgammon pieces backwards
and forwards on the boards.

Outside the mosque, four high-school boys stood clus-
tered round a friend, who was excitedly reading to them
from a paper he held in his hand.
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‘Let’s go over to old Mr Faris’s shop,’ said Leila. ‘I
should think he’d have something for Hero, and he might
have some new film posters in too.’

Tara was about to plunge across the street in her usual
impetuous way, when the quiet of the town was once
again shattered. Two army jeeps, horns blaring, came
screeching down the road and squealed to a stop outside
the mosque. A dozen soldiers, rifles in hand, leaped out.

Afterwards, Tara could see the whole scene as clearly
as if it were a film still unrolling in front of her. The
shocked faces of the shopkeepers, peering out from their
doors, the children by the window full of sweets, the
huddle of veiled women, the men in the tea shop, their
glasses in their hands, the turbaned mullah who had
appeared in the doorway of the mosque, the four boys in
their crisp white shirts, the paper they had been reading
fluttering to the ground.

What happened next seemed as unreal as if it really
was a film. A short, nervous-looking officer marched
across to the boys. He shouted an order. One of them bent
to pick up the paper he’d been reading and gave it to the
officer, who held it between his thumb and forefinger as
if it might infect him. Then he tore it up, dropped it and
ground it under his foot.

He stepped back, and shouted an order. The soldiers
ran forward, two men to each boy, grabbed them by the
arms and pressed them against the wall of the mosque.
The officer seemed to have lost control of himself. He
was almost screaming.

‘Enemies of the state! Spies! Shoot them!’
The soldiers looked round at him uneasily. The officer

yelled again.
‘Are you disobeying orders? Shoot!’

4

HW1039914_Text 20/11/2014 12:42:33



Four of the men knelt in the dust and raised their rifles
to their shoulders. The mullah, his green cloak flapping
round him, ran out of the mosque gate, waving his arms
helplessly.

‘No! No!’he shouted. ‘Stop! They’re only boys! Don’t
shoot!’

The officer fumbled at the leather holster in his belt
with shaking fingers. He pulled out his revolver, pointed
it at the bewildered mullah and fired.

At the sound of the shot the whole street seemed to
flinch. Tara and Leila clutched each other, hardly able to
believe their eyes. The mullah, his cloak billowing out
round him, sank to his knees and toppled forward into the
dust, groaning and clutching his shoulder.

The boys suddenly made a dash to escape. They darted
free of the soldiers’ grasping hands, and seconds later
had disappeared round the corner of the mosque into
the next street. But one of them, the boy who had been
reading from the paper, wasn’t fast enough. A soldier’s
outstretched foot tripped him up. He fell sprawling in
the road. The officer dashed up and stood over him.
Helplessly, the boy looked up, and saw the look in the
officer’s eyes.

He raised a clenched fist.
‘I die for Kurdistan!’ he shouted. The sound of a shot

ripped deafeningly through the air. The boy jerked con-
vulsively, his arms and legs twitched, and then he lay
still.

In the awful silence that followed, a crow left its perch
on the minaret and flapped slowly down to settle above
the gate of the mosque.

The officer, still brandishing his revolver in the air,
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turned to face the ring of terrified faces that watched him
from every corner of the street.

‘Look!’ he shouted. ‘Look at this traitor! I’m warning
you, anyone who helps the Kurdish rebels will die like
him, only it will be more painful! Look at his blood! Go
on! Stare at him! Don’t forget, any of you!’

As suddenly as the jeeps had burst into the street they
had gone. At once everyone ran forward to the wounded
mullah and the dead boy, lying in the dust. Tara shut her
eyes. She didn’t need to look. The whole scene was
printed on her mind. She didn’t need that stupid officer
to tell her not to forget it. She never would. She never
could. In all her life she’d never seen anything so brave
as the way that boy had died.

She found she was trembling. Her knees felt weak.
Beside her, Leila was sobbing. Tara suddenly felt
terrified. She pulled at Leila’s arm.

‘We’ve got to get out of here quickly,’ she said. ‘They
might come back!’

She found she was too trembly to walk, then the
strength seemed to come back into her legs, and holding
Leila’s arm she started to run. A few minutes later they
were back in their own familiar street.

‘Why?’ panted Leila, tears still streaming down her
cheeks. ‘Why? Why?’

Tara gritted her teeth. Leila might be the kindest
person in the world, and brilliant at English, but she
wasn’t clever at all when it came to the big things, like
the way people behaved, and the reasons why they did
things.

‘You know why,’ she said. ‘That boy was a Kurd, like
me.’
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‘He must have been in league with the rebels, I sup-
pose,’ said Leila doubtfully.

‘They didn’t bother to stop and ask before they shot
him, did they?’ Tara said furiously. ‘And anyway, the
pesh murgas aren’t rebels. They’re freedom fighters!’

Leila walked on in silence.
‘You don’t understand anything, do you?’ Tara said.

‘The Kurds . . .’ she stopped. It was no use. There was no
point in discussing it with Leila. She was an Arab,
although she had a Kurdish granny. Whether you were
Kurdish or Arab hadn’t bothered the two of them much
until today. Suddenly it seemed the most important thing
in the world.

They had reached the big double gates that led into
Leila’s garden.

‘See you tomorrow,’ Tara mumbled, and ran next door
into her own house.
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