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When Betool Khedairi is asked what it was like to grow up in Iraq, she uses one word -- magical. 

	Joshua Trujillo / Chronicle 
Author Betool Khedairi reads from her novel A Sky So Close at the University of Houston. Khedairi is half Scottish and half Iraqi, and the story is about growing up in Baghdad. She has lived in Jordan since the mid-1990s, but wants to return to Baghdad someday. 


The Baghdad and Iraq of her childhood, described in her first novel, A Sky So Close, is a far different place than the shattered city and country Americans have seen lately on the nightly news. 

"There's been enough books written about the regime (of Saddam Hussein)," said Khedairi, in town recently for readings at the University of Houston and Rice University. "I wanted people to see the human side of Iraqis. If I can bridge the gap in even a small way between East and West, that is good." 

Her visit was sponsored by the local Arab American Educational Foundation. 

In recent months, Khedairi, 37, has noticed in Europe and the United States a growing interest in finding out more about the Iraqi people, their history and culture. 

The daughter of a Scottish mother and an Iraqi father, she is pleased at the interest, but shocked at the misconceptions. 

"I get questions like, `Did you really have ballet schools? Is everyone all wrapped up in black? We didn't know there was an orchestra,' " Khedairi said, shaking her head. "I tell them, `No, we didn't have to wear head scarves. We had swimming pools and we mixed with foreigners.' It's well known how educated the Iraqi people are, but that message isn't getting across." 

Khedairi's novel was written in Arabic and published in 1999. It was translated into English in 2001. A Sky So Close is a coming-of-age story of a young girl who is the daughter of two cultures. 

It traces her childhood in a lush village filled with apricot trees, 20 miles outside Baghdad. And it continues after the family moves to the big city. As a teen, Khedairi lived through the Iran/Iraq war in the 1980s and watched the slow destruction of the life she knew. 

Later on she sees the bombs from Desert Storm raining down on Baghdad on the BBC, while caring for her dying mother in London. 

There are similarities to Khedairi's life, but it's not her autobiography, she emphasizes. 

"It would be very unfair to my parents, because the portraits in the book are totally different from my parents," she said. "It's not hiding behind fiction, but it is inspired by real characters." 

While the mother in the book is a cold English woman who dislikes the Arab world, her own mother was family-oriented and loved the Arab culture. 

Khedairi's father was a successful businessman (like the father in the book) who traveled a lot. He did introduce her to the world of Iraqi artists and writers, though he wanted her to be an accountant and work in the family business. 

Her parents died in their late 50s -- her father in a car crash in 1990. Three years later, her mother died of cancer. 

The title of her novel is taken from a scene in which the young narrator plays with a childhood friend. As she swings on a seat created between two palm trees, the young girl feels as if she can touch the sky. 

"It's really a symbol of the freedom of childhood," she said. "In Iraq, the sky was always so close and Iraqis often slept on the roof in summer." 

Though her novel stays away from politics, it has attracted attention because of its Iraqi voice. UH students in an overflowing afternoon presentation, peppered her with political questions. 

"It's a very personal novel," said Hasam Aboul-Ela, an assistant professor of English at UH, who focuses on Third World novels and post-colonial literature. "She chooses to stay away from national political issues, though she includes reactions from the Iran/Iraq war and the Gulf War. So, it's really inextricable." 

Khedairi's second novel, ready for publication in both English and Arabic, looks at Iraqi families living under economic sanctions. 

"It's a kind of psychological study about a few Iraqi families living in one building," she said. "Each floor represents a part of Iraqi society -- how they lived in the `good old days,' and how they ended up under the sanctions. It looks at how the embargo affected their social lives and their morals." 

She has lived in Amman, Jordan since the mid-'90s. There Khedairi feels closer to Baghdad and family still there and visits them often. Like many Iraqis, she is happy that the oppression of the old regime is over. 

"As soon as my sister calls and tells me it is safe, I will go back," she said. "I would like to work with children and have them write about their experiences. A simple thing, really, but I hope it helps." 

