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Introduction


The first car I ever drove was a Mercedes: it was the most luxurious car I had ever seen – a large cream saloon with bench seats upholstered in leather and a lot of chrome around the bumper. I wish I still had it because it would probably be a collector’s dream nowadays, but the truth is it never belonged to me. The whole thing came about because of a chance meeting and a series of coincidences. I suppose you could call it fate.


Many Eastern cultures believe in fate, that our destiny, or ‘Kisma’, is written on our foreheads on the day we are born. Of course, most people try to do a bit of wheeling and dealing along the way, trying to make the best of the path that they have been placed on, but that basic path is inescapable. They would definitely say that it was fate that I agreed to go to a dance with my sister and her friends on a cold, wet winter’s evening when all I wanted to do was go to bed. My sister begged me to go so that she would have someone to walk home with from the late night transport drop-off point, because her friends were going home on a different bus. I went very reluctantly and perhaps my reluctance showed on my face, because for once I was the wall flower, the girl nobody asked to dance. Whilst I was sitting at a table waiting for the others a very thin, olive skinned young man sat down beside me and struck up a conversation. His name was Zane and he was an Iraqi engineering student. His chat up line was highly original – within minutes he was asking me about my educational qualifications, which he appeared to find highly impressive, even though I only possessed a few ‘O’ levels in those days. At any rate, we hit it off immediately and almost before I knew it we were married with a baby on the way. That’s how it came about that in the autumn of 1962, six months after my eldest daughter was born, I was literally on the road to Baghdad.


Over the years, I’ve often been told that I should write about my experiences in Baghdad. It wasn’t that I was unwilling, but I kept putting it off, partly because I always had something else to do but also because I couldn’t decide on a style or genre. First of all, I wanted to write an allegorical novel of a monster (Saddam Hussein, obviously) but by the time I got around to it, the world had already found out for itself about his atrocities. Later, I wanted to write a serious study of the events which were unfolding in Iraq, but they became such an important factor in international politics, almost overnight it seemed, that professional political commentators were falling over themselves to produce books which I didn’t feel qualified to compete with.


I tried once or twice, but I never got beyond the first few pages. Meanwhile the situation in Iraq veered inexorably from bad to worse until finally the powers that be lost patience and a so-called coalition invaded, allegedly looking for weapons of mass destruction. There was saturation coverage of the campaign of course, but there seemed to be something wrong with the daily TV news bulletins. The women all looked old and care-worn and most of them appeared to have gone back in time, covering their hair and wearing very conservative clothes. Men I remembered as being dapper, with immaculately pressed suits and shirts, now looked scruffy and unshaven, with crumpled clothing and dusty, unpolished shoes. Most of all, the whole country looked like a barren dust bowl. Where were the carefully tended gardens, bright with flowers and green, green grass shaded by palms and citrus trees?


As the catastrophe unfolded, I got really cheesed off with so-called experts appearing on television to argue that Iraqis ‘had been dying to have a civil war for ages’, not to mention slippery American politicians who, as the country descended into chaos, showed an increasing tendency to criticise the Iraqi government for lapses such as ‘not reinstating the electricity system quickly enough’, conveniently forgetting that it worked fine before they crippled the country with sanctions, causing the bulk of the professional classes to leave, and then bombed its infrastructure out of existence for good measure. The final straw came one day when I was watching a news bulletin about the prison at Abu Ghraib. It showed a group of people, mostly women and old men, crowded around the barbed wire outside the prison as they tried to get news of missing relatives. As the size of the group increased, the young soldier who was on guard duty tried to move them on, indicating with his rifle that they should go. Some people did move away, but one tiny woman remained and even moved forward towards the guard. He raised his weapon slightly as he towered over her but she stood her ground. ‘Don’t you tell me to leave; who gave you the right to tell me to leave? This is my country and I’m staying here until I find out what you’ve done with my son’, she shouted at the guard. He almost certainly didn’t understand precisely what she was saying, but he got the message loud and clear. He backed off, rather sheepishly I felt, at the same time turning away from her so that it didn’t seem like a retreat as he moved towards another group of relatives. I wondered what her story was; there were so many stories, every Iraqi family had either experienced tragedy or witnessed it first-hand. I think that was the moment when I knew that it was time to start writing.


Iraq and its people have been irrevocably altered by the events of the past 40 years. Self-interested governments at home and abroad have shown an incredible disregard for moral considerations or the well-being of the people, forcing them to weather many storms and hardships. Sadly, these have taken their toll on the spontaneity and charm which was one of their most striking features. Like a Middle Eastern ‘Gone with the Wind’, Iraq’s story is of a society which has been changed forever. In telling my own personal story, I want to give the reader an idea of what life used to be like, in the days before Iraq became a player on the international stage and most Europeans didn’t even know where Baghdad was.




Chapter One


In the late fifties and sixties, young Iraqis flocked abroad to get a university education; the newly created republic was eager to plough back some it its oil wealth into development, so engineering was a popular choice of subject. Many of these students ended up in our local college, where they formed a lively group, drawn together by their shared language and experience and making the most of their unaccustomed freedom. Thousands of miles away from parental supervision and the strict rules of behaviour they expected of them, they slept, woke, ate and got together whenever they felt like it, regardless of the time of day or night. Zane had dabbled with a career at the port of Basra before coming to Britain, so he was already well into his twenties when we met. I suppose the laid back lifestyle he enjoyed with his friends must have seemed very glamorous and bohemian to an inexperienced young girl like me. They were different from anyone I had met before, direct to the point of rudeness – they never hesitated to say what they thought – and I quickly learnt that they always meant what they said, even when they were chatting up a girl, for they were enthusiastic chasers of women to a man.


Although I couldn’t understand Arabic then, it was clear that any attractive girl who passed their way was a subject for discussion, and they always seemed to end up with the prettiest ones. I think this may have caused some resentment among the local lads – it certainly earned them a reputation, and I know for a fact that at least one institute of higher education routinely warned new female students of the dangers involved in going out with Iraqis. Naturally, this only added to the attraction for nubile young women, and there are a surprisingly high number of 50-year-old marriages still going strong as a result. It wasn’t very long after we met that Zane declared that he thought we should get married; since I happened to agree with him, we did.


He always made it clear that he intended to return to Iraq as soon as he had qualified and I had absolutely no qualms about going with him. I wasn’t put off in the least by a visit from one of Zane’s friends with his English wife. They had just returned from Iraq and at the first opportunity she took me off to the kitchen where she told me in a hushed voice, ‘Don’t go there – they don’t even have English biscuits’. Since I wasn’t in the habit of eating biscuits in those days, her words fell on deaf ears. Similarly, my father had an old pub mate who had served in the Middle East in the war; we bumped into him one night whilst out for a drink with my parents. When he heard we intended to go to Baghdad at the earliest opportunity, he turned to me in horror: ‘Why do you want to go there? They all live in mud huts, you know’. I had the feeling that my father was just slightly perturbed by this, because apart from visiting the USA as a young man he had never been outside Europe, but I brushed his worries aside with a laugh. Sometimes, when one of my grandchildren is behaving in an annoying and typically mindless teenage way, I remind myself how thoughtless I was at their age and try to keep my mouth shut.


Anyway, once Zane had passed his final exams and become a fully-fledged civil engineer, he was anxious to start his new career, and there was never any question that he wanted to start it in Baghdad. Unfortunately, he didn’t have the money for his own plane fare, let alone mine. He had written to his family asking for money and so we moved in with my parents while we were waiting to hear from them. Every day he would make the long bus journey to the house where we had been living in the hope that he would find a reply to his letter. When it came, it wasn’t quite what he expected. Instead of money for his journey, he received a request from his eldest brother to collect a Mercedes from Germany on his behalf and drive it to Baghdad. This happened to be rather convenient as it meant that we could take our baby daughter, Summer, and travel to Iraq together. Not only would it cost very little more for the three of us than if he travelled alone but I also welcomed the idea as a wonderful opportunity to see a bit of the world.


He didn’t tell me that he had never taken a driving test. He applied for a visitor’s licence, which any overseas student could obtain from a police station in those days without taking a test. He also had no insurance and the only other documentation he obtained was the Green Card which was essential at border controls when driving abroad. He had learned the basics of driving off-road in the residential compound at Basra before he came to the UK, but had never actually driven on busy roads before. Armed with this experience, he went to Hamburg to collect his brother’s car and drove it back to Britain.


Before we could leave, we had to make several trips to London to apply for the visas we would need along the way, as we would be travelling through Holland, Germany, Austria, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Turkey, Jordan, and Syria to reach Baghdad. It was quite unusual to see a Mercedes on British roads in those days, but as we drove up the A3 from Hampshire to London we occasionally passed one heading in the opposite direction. Invariably, its driver would toot his horn and flash his lights and Zane would toot a little fanfare in response, as if we were members of some elite club.


I found it all tremendously exciting. Some of the countries we would pass through were satellites of the Soviet Union, while others were said to be crawling with bandits, so we were given all sorts of advice about the potential problems we might meet along the way as we went from embassy to embassy. Most of it we disregarded but we never forgot the warnings not to leave any luggage on the roof of the car overnight, since it was unlikely to be still there in the morning, particularly when travelling through Turkey. During the journey, we faithfully unloaded the two large cases from the roof-rack every night, no matter how tired we were. This was mainly because I did not wish to arrive in Baghdad without my wardrobe, sparse as it was by today’s standards. At last, after several trips to the capital, all our visas had been issued except one – my Iraqi visa. I can’t remember why I left without it – I only know that I thought it best not to tell my parents that I didn’t have one, since there was a strong possibility that I would be refused entry into the country if I didn’t have a visa by the time I arrived at the Iraqi border.


Of course, there was also the slight problem of driving 4000 miles with a 6-month-old baby, particularly as a large part of the journey would take us through countries which were just coming to terms with the modern world. The ‘Mothercare’ chain had not yet been launched and few of the aids to motherhood which modern Mums take for granted, such as wet-wipes, were available. Paper nappies had just been invented but were not in general use. I managed to track some down – they were huge and looked rather like the incontinence pads which are used by the elderly today. I had never heard of Milton liquid – boiling was still the usual method of sterilizing babies’ bottles – but I was as fanatical about hygiene as most new mothers and I was determined not to let my standards slip during the journey.


I put together a baby-care kit, trying to cover every eventuality as carefully as if I was a member of the SAS preparing for a special operation. First and foremost came a generous supply of the huge paper nappies, which extended from below Summer’s knees to her armpits. I also bought several bottles of baby lotion and cotton wool which I planned to use as a substitute for water if I was faced with the problem of a dirty nappy while we were on the road. Like any soldier on the move she was going to need food, so I bought enough ready-prepared baby food to last for a month, backed up with several thermos flasks for hot water. Every evening after I rinsed her bottles in a hotel bathroom, Zane would instruct the hotel staff to immerse both bottles and teats into boiling water. Whenever I doubted his orders were going to be carried out, I would insist that Zane accompany some hapless waiter into the kitchen to ensure that it was done correctly. The following morning, we would fill up our flasks with boiling water so that we could make up the bottles as needed along the way. I was determined that Summer would not suffer any discomfort and she never missed her evening bath throughout the journey, though it usually took place in the hotel wash basin. She was a very contented, smiley baby who took to the road quite happily, propped up in her pram which we dismantled so that the top could be wedged onto the back seat. She usually dropped off to sleep after a few miles, but when she was not sleeping she sat on my lap – there were no seat belts or car seats, of course.


In those days, for a small fee, the AA would plan a route for its members anywhere in the world, complete with directions and maps. My brother had requested a route for us and it proved to be so clear and accurate that we only lost our way once.


Once our paperwork and other preparations were complete, we did the rounds saying goodbye to relatives and friends. Zane’s eldest brother had arrived in Britain on business and was visiting his in-laws in Southampton. Just before we went to show him his new car, Zane told him for the first time that we were married. I was as surprised to find out that my in-laws didn’t know that Zane had a wife and child as they probably were to learn that he did, particularly as he had visited Iraq the previous year to announce the news. I was the second foreign wife in the family – eventually there were to be five – so I couldn’t understand why he had kept us a secret. I was yet to learn how strong the pull of tradition and the need to please the family was for Iraqis, no matter how ‘westernised’ they might appear. Zane’s brother, Omar, was so much older that he might have been his father, and he certainly acted like one. Although he was meticulously polite and friendly to me, he never missed an opportunity to ‘have a go’ at Zane over past mistakes he may or may not have made. I found this a very inappropriate, not to say mean way of behaving, particularly as we had just met. My family would never behave like that.


The brother was tall, distinguished and well-dressed, obviously an experienced man of the world, but when we first met I thought him arrogant and opinionated. Later I came to understand that, because he was the first boy born to the family, he had been spoiled and deferred to all his life. No doubt his commanding personality was partly owing to this. But he was a good brother and did a lot to help his younger siblings, so long as they did exactly as they were told in return! He had travelled the world regularly from the age of 16, and at one stage was a student in Scotland. He still spoke English with a slight Scottish accent, and I found this both amusing and fascinating – this was before Britain went multi-cultural and regional accents could be heard emanating from virtually every ethnic minority.


At any rate, after he had satisfied himself that he had given us enough instructions about caring for his precious car, and what he considered to be sufficient money (a tiny amount) to get us to Baghdad, he was on his way. He refused an invitation to meet my family – he obviously had other fish to fry. My mother was very disappointed: she regularly asked me whether my in-laws had made any attempt to ‘recognise me’ as though I were the newly formed government of some African state. Direct-dialled international phone calls were still some years away and most international communication was by letter, so I always replied that they could not write to me directly as they could not write in English. In fact, Zane received very few letters from Iraq. I was later to learn that this was because he never bothered to answer when he did; the fact that he had written to me a couple of times when he visited Iraq the previous year made those letters quite unique: I wish I had kept them.


There was now nothing stopping us from leaving. We had the necessary transport and enough money provided nothing went wrong on the way. My brother in law had solved the problem of my Iraqi visa by promising to ‘put in a word with a friend’ – an expression I was to become only too familiar with – and arrange for a visa to be waiting for me at the Iraqi consulate in Damascus. The weather was already cold, wet and foggy in Britain, even though we were still in September and all of a sudden I just wanted to go. So, just two weeks after my twentieth birthday, we set off at dawn, leaving my mother in tears and the rest of my family yawning and dazed. I had never gone further than Scotland before, but I was young and foolish and eager for adventure. Years later, my sister told me that my mother thought she would never see me again, but I left as thoughtlessly as if we were going on a picnic. My beautiful baby daughter was safely asleep in her baby carriage and I felt that our life with our own little family was just beginning. I wonder if I would have started down that road at all if I had known what lay ahead of us. At any rate, off we went, heading towards Dover and the Ferry which would take me outside of the UK for the first time in my life.


I can’t remember the first part of the journey at all; I was probably sick a lot on the ferry from Dover to the Netherlands, because I only had to get on the ferry from Portsmouth to the Isle of Wight to start feeling queasy. In fact, I had suffered terribly from travel sickness all my life, apart from when I travelled by train. Every day trip to the seaside or to Bristol zoo, every school outing, was misery for me, so I think I must have started to remember the journey from about the time that I became acclimatised to the road, which was in Germany. On the other hand, it may be that our first experience of driving on an autobahn was so memorable that it forced me to pay more attention.


An autobahn would have been a novelty for most British drivers in those days, let alone an inexperienced one like Zane, bearing in mind that the M1 had only just been completed and most roads were still single carriageways. It was late at night and very dark; it seemed that winter had come early right across Europe that year. As we travelled through the darkness the car was transformed into a family sized, warm little cocoon – we might have been in a space capsule catapulting towards our unknown future on an eastern trajectory. Although outwardly rash and incautious, I did sometimes feel that we were heading towards a place as alien as outer space, yet for those few moments I was surrounded by warmth and affection and there was no dread in my anticipation. Zane reached over and took my hand, squeezing and stroking my fingers in a rare display of affection. He was rarely tactile or outwardly demonstrative, except with Summer, and this gesture seemed to me to be an indication of how our future life would be – more relaxed and affectionate, more of a couple at last. So when he put his hand on my knees, pulling them nearer so that they rested against his, I naturally snuggled closer so that I could lean my head on his shoulder. We might have travelled all night in this warm, companionable silence if a pair of headlights had not suddenly appeared, heading straight towards us, accompanied by the continuous blare of a horn. As Zane swerved to avoid the car we both became aware of two things at the same time. First, that there was suddenly a lot more traffic on the road, all of it heading towards us, and second, yes – we were travelling along the wrong side of the autobahn.


I don’t know how Zane managed to keep swerving from lane to lane between the oncoming cars and still avoid a collision, but he did; it was like a police chase in a movie with us as the stars. As he drove he displayed a coolness under pressure and an ability to make split-second decisions that was quite unexpected. After what seemed forever, but was probably only a few moments, he spotted a gap in the traffic; like all good movie stars, he put his foot down hard and bumped the car over the central reservation (luckily it wasn’t very high) setting us down on the right side of the road. Miraculously we were still heading in the right direction, so we continued on our way with hardly any reduction in speed.


I think this incident woke me from the torpor I had struggled with for months – nowadays I would probably have been diagnosed as suffering from post-natal depression – but there was hardly any recognition of the condition at the time. Whatever the reason, my awareness of the journey seems to have sharpened after this near mishap and I remember that I spent the rest of that night reflecting on our brief time together.


I don’t think I’ve ever told anyone that the first day of our marriage was a great disappointment. We had rented a flat on the ground floor of a Victorian end-of-terrace and planned to spend our wedding night there. Zane did not want to miss any lectures after our wedding because he had spent three months in hospital following an accident on a moped and had failed his exams as a result. He was very anxious to make up for lost time and graduate as soon as possible, which seemed reasonable to me, so our honeymoon was going to be exactly two days. Naturally, I expected that we would wake up lazily on the first morning, perhaps have breakfast in bed and snuggle up for a while, so I was rather disappointed when Zane shook me awake to ask: ‘It’s nearly nine o’clock, aren’t you going to get up?’


I stretched, yawned and asked what the hurry was in what I imagined to be a beguiling manner, but he became more insistent: ‘Come on, don’t be so lazy, you need to get dressed.’ His tone did not suggest that he had some wonderful surprise planned for me once I jumped out of bed so I was beginning to get very annoyed. I sat up, wondering why on earth I needed to get dressed, just as somebody started tapping on our bedroom window. The window faced directly onto the pavement where a group of Zane’s friends had gathered – they had come from all over the country to attend our wedding. He jumped out of bed and rushed to open the front door while I lay there listening to the loud conversation which was taking place in Arabic.


After a few minutes he came back to the bedroom and began throwing on his clothes before tearing out of the house with a ‘see you later’. ‘Later’ turned out to be after seven in the evening, when the sound of a car stopping outside to the accompaniment of more loud Arabic alerted me to my new husband’s return. By this time the romantic meal I had planned, shopped for and prepared was dried out and unappetising while I was wound up, hurt and ready for a row. I didn’t get one; he hardly appeared to notice my stony silence as he ate the meal in the business-like way in which he always approaches food, then said he was going to bed. I felt as if I had been slapped in the face. I know I was foolish and full of romantic ideas in those days, but I think any woman would have expected a bit more of an effort on the first day of a marriage.


Yet that day set the pattern for those that followed. Zane rarely ate breakfast or even drank a cup of coffee in the morning. He would get up at the last possible moment, dress hastily and set off alone to college. If he had only got up half an hour earlier, we could have gone to town together, as the college was only three or four minutes’ walk from where I worked, but he never would. After lectures he joined his friends at a coffee bar near the engineering department – they always made up the largest and noisiest group of students there. Coffee bars were a relatively new innovation into British cultural life; they had been welcomed enthusiastically by Britain’s teenagers as somewhere they could get together and enjoy themselves away from the eyes of a disapproving older generation. Their popularity with young people was somehow seen as proof that they fostered bad behaviour, and many parents regarded them as dens of iniquity. Zane was one of those people; although he continued to hang out with his friends after we were married, he made it clear that he did not want me hanging around the coffee bar, as “only cheap girls went there”, so I always went straight home from work, stopping to buy something for our evening meal on the way.


By the time he came home, I would have dinner ready and then he would start studying whilst I did the dishes. It was a very lonely and monotonous routine, in sharp contrast to the good natured teasing and lively banter of our family home, and I think that was probably when I really began to appreciate my family. Although I was trying hard to be a good little housewife, I certainly didn’t suffer in silence, particularly as Zane would go out at weekends to see his friends rather than spend time with me. There were also other problems. We were always chronically short of money because Zane had fallen out with his family after failing his exams. They wanted him to return home so they stopped sending him money as an incentive, but he was determined to stay until he qualified. As a result, his only income came from a brother who lived and worked in Denmark and who sent him a little money every month. The tiny amount I earned just about covered the rent, so we had to manage on what his brother could afford to send him. We were always hiding from the milkman, or asking the landlady if it would be OK to pay late and these unpleasant duties were left entirely to me. I didn’t expect to be rolling in money when we got married, but I hadn’t expected this. Because we were always broke Zane couldn’t afford to buy text books, so he borrowed books from his friends. Obviously he couldn’t hold on to them for long, so he would ask me to read them and summarise them for him, which I did. So it came about that, although I was pathetic at maths and found physics mind-bogglingly boring, I took on the role of interpreting, summarising and sometimes even explaining the principles of civil engineering to Zane. It never occurred to me to tell him that he could do the summaries for himself or that he would probably learn much more if he did. I think I quite enjoyed doing it – I had always been good at précis during English lessons at school and found the engineering books a challenge.


Zane, like many Iraqis, was brilliant at maths and had an unerring ability to memorise facts, but as I got to know him better, I learned that he hated reading and rarely read anything but newspaper articles. He would get really wound up and irritable when he had to read something of importance or fill out a form and would invariably go over it several times to make sure that he had understood. In later years, faced with the fact that we have more than one dyslexic in the family, I began to wonder whether they inherited this condition from him and whether this was the real reason for his dislike of reading and writing letters.


But he was never averse to hard work, so once he had graduated he couldn’t wait to return to Baghdad and start to earn some money. I would like to be able to say that this was because he was keen to start supporting us, but the truth was that he seemed more anxious to return to his family and carry out what he considered to be his duty to them. I think he also felt guilty, not only because he had married before he had a chance to do this but also because he was bringing another English girl into the family, despite his mother’s specific request that he should not. So as we drove onwards towards his homeland, he probably had just as many anxieties as I did: we were both unsure of the welcome we would receive, but for different reasons. For the moment we were in limbo, neither in his world nor mine; with no outside influences we were free to be ourselves.




Chapter Two


Yugoslavia under Tito was a dark, threatening place where everyone seemed surly and unhelpful. Even the bread was dark grey and so hard it nearly broke your teeth. It was there that we got lost; we ended up in the mountains on roads that were so narrow and scary that in the end we decided to stop and spend the night in the car. As soon as we found a stretch of road which was wide enough we pulled over, parking the car well away from the steep drop at the edge of the road. We made ourselves as comfortable as we could – we couldn’t move the backrests much because of Summer’s pram on the seat behind us – and gradually settled down to a restless doze in the cramped front of the car. I drifted in and out of sleep for the next few hours until something woke me very early the next morning. Feeling stiff and cold, I turned round to check on Summer, who was warmly wrapped and still sleeping, then I began wiping the inside of the windscreen which had steamed up during the night. Once I had cleared a patch of glass I could see that the morning was grey and misty, while the road was little more than a bumpy track.


After that I started to de-mist the window nearest me, rubbing it with the sleeve of my jacket in the hope of catching sight of the main road somewhere below. Instead, I found myself face-to-face with some ugly-looking characters who were leaning forward to stare at my shocked expression as the window cleared. They peered into the car, probably wondering what on earth we were doing there. I leaned over and tugged at Zane’s jumper, urging him to wake up, and trying a tentative smile through the window in the meantime. Their expressions did not change but they seemed to move closer together, all leaning in towards the car at the same time. It dawned on me that the car was surrounded on three sides by these rough-looking men; they looked anything but friendly so I began shaking Zane much more violently, urging him to wake up.


I was just thankful that we had locked the car before settling down for the night, but as soon as Zane was alert enough to take in the situation he opened his door and jumped out of the car. He spoke to the men in English, then in his fragmentary German but they did not seem to understand but stood there wordlessly staring, or possibly glaring, back at us. They varied in age from late middle age to quite young teenagers, but they were all similar in that they were swarthy, unshaven, unsmiling and silent. I wished that he had stayed inside the car because the situation did not look at all promising, but instead Zane leaned over and poked his head inside, taking out our maps and spreading them on the bonnet. He tried to convey through mime that we were lost, inviting them to indicate our whereabouts on the map with smiles and self-deprecating shrugs. It did not work; they continued to stand in silence until one of them muttered something in guttural tones, upon which they turned as one man and moved back to a spot a few yards from us, where they stood huddled and silent, shivering in the early morning mist. As we were now freezing ourselves and it was obvious that no assistance would be forthcoming from them, we started the car and went further down the road until we found a spot where we could turn. Later I was to understand why they behaved as they did, but at the time the incident just hardened my impression of Yugoslavia as the most unpleasant of the countries we passed through.


We eventually got on the road to Sarajevo and by the time we reached the city the weather started to warm up at last. I remember it as being very beautiful, with wide avenues and squares which were crowded with people, many of whom looked like gypsies or beggars. Whilst we were having a look around I took off Summer’s cardigan and tights so that she would get some sun on her plump little legs; they used to turn brown really quickly when she was a baby, which I thought was very cute. However, one of the women passing by obviously did not agree. She waved her arms and pointed at Summer’s legs while she harangued me, then pointed towards her own layers of clothing. It was obvious that I did not speak her language so in the end she gave up and walked away in disgust snorting something about ‘tourista’ as she went. I think she was trying to tell me that the baby would catch a cold and, although I wasn’t at all worried that she would, I felt that her advice was kindly meant and took it as a sign that we were entering more civilised territory, a place where foreigners had actually been sighted before.


Thank heavens they had, for a few miles outside of Sarajevo we had a puncture, which shouldn’t have been too much of a problem except that Zane had no idea how to change a tyre. Neither of us realised this straight away because we had to unload most of our luggage to get at the spare. Once we had removed everything from the boot and set the spare tyre on the ground, Zane jacked up the car in a purposeful manner then tried to loosen the bolts. The wheel whizzed round at an impressive speed but the nuts holding the tyre in place didn’t budge. He tried again but they stood firm; for a moment we stood looking at them, trying to come up with ways of loosening them. We tried to do it together, with my hands gripping the iron while Zane gripped mine, then I had a go alone. I tried to hold the wheel steady by straddling it and gripping it with my knees in order to give Zane more purchase on the tyre iron, but nothing worked – the wheel simply spun around when he tried to loosen the nuts. We didn’t exactly scratch our heads but we might as well have done because neither of us had a clue as to what to do next. In the end, Zane decided to go for help and set off down the road in the direction of the nearest village, as shown on the map, leaving the car jacked up. I settled down by the roadside to wait with Summer on my knee, trying to keep her amused with her rattle and occasionally tickling her with a long blade of grass for variety. Zane was back in a surprisingly short space of time, about an hour or so I think, and although he was still alone he looked much happier. ‘Don’t worry, I know what to do now’. As he spoke he proceeded to lower the car to its normal position, then picked up a couple of large stones from the side of the road. Once he had placed them in front of the back wheels he seized the tyre iron again in a noticeably more confident manner. This time the nuts moved immediately and once he had loosened them all, he jacked up the car once again and changed the tyre in what must have been record time for a first attempt.


As soon as the car was safely back on the ground Zane began gathering up his tools with the pleased expression of a man who has done a good job, but sadly my confidence in his car maintenance proficiency had been severely dented by the incident. I had visions of the wheel falling off while we were driving along so I insisted that he tested the nuts several times before I would agree to re-pack the boot and get back into the car. Later, while we were on our way to the village he told me how lucky we had been to have our puncture in that spot because it turned out that there was a small mechanic’s shop attached to the petrol station. Amazingly, the mechanic spoke quite reasonable English and, although he refused to accompany Zane back, saying that he could not leave his business, he managed to explain to him exactly how one went about changing a tyre. He even gave him a glass of tea before sending him off to do the job. Once we arrived, the young mechanic expertly repaired the puncture, charging a tiny amount of money for this service. Once he had been paid he shook hands with Zane, slapping him on the shoulder as he wished him goodbye. I had been totally ignored while all this was going on; I might as well have been invisible as I fussed around, waiting for the puncture to be repaired. I think this was probably my first encounter with the etiquette of the Eastern male, which makes it impolite to pay too much attention to another man’s wife.


Once we crossed into Bulgaria the sun really started shining. The countryside was flat and green and everywhere there were colourfully dressed women working in the fields, smiling and calling out to each other as we passed. That was where I learnt to drive. We rarely passed another vehicle as we drove eastwards along those country roads, so it seemed a good opportunity for me to learn the rudiments of driving. Once I had mastered the skill of releasing the clutch whilst accelerating without causing the car to jerk up and down like a bucking bronco, Zane sat back in his seat and relaxed, leaving me to do the driving. And what a wonderful feeling that was, the heady excitement of being young in a strange country with the sun shining on me as I sat behind the wheel of a flash car, speeding towards the unknown. Nowadays I rarely tell people that the first car I ever drove was a Mercedes, unless they are very good friends: I know it sounds pretentious. In the past when I have mentioned it, I could almost hear people thinking ‘stuck up bitch’, but that was just how it was.


Although I visited the country again later under less happy circumstances, I’ll always think of Bulgaria as a golden place because that is how I remember it from this first visit, even though things did not go at all smoothly for us there. The problem was that the car started playing up. It began by stalling on the rare occasions when we needed to slow down; Zane naturally thought it was my driving and took over the wheel, but it happened a couple of times after that, much to my secret relief because I already felt something of an expert, before it stopped completely and refused to start again. He lifted the bonnet to look at what lay beneath, opening screw caps and peering at the engine, but I knew enough by now to realise that he would not be able to solve the problem, whatever it was. In the end, he decided that what was needed was a good push, so he showed me how to engage the gear at the last moment once he had got the car moving and we tried to bump start it. The engine fired a couple of times but I was hopeless at keeping it going: by the time I had slowed down to allow Zane to catch up and jump into the passenger seat it stalled again.


It was obvious that I was going to have to push or we would be stuck there forever, so we swapped places and I gave it a go. I don’t know whether you have ever pushed a heavy vehicle like a 1960s built Mercedes saloon single handed, but it is very hard work, particularly when it is loaded with most of one family’s possessions. Eventually I managed to get moving and Zane bump started the engine, but that wasn’t the end of the problem. At the next town we were unable to find a mechanic who could help us, or even one who could understand us, but the car seemed to be running smoothly by then so we hoped that it was just a temporary blip. Since we had wasted quite a lot of driving time by then and it was already late in the afternoon, we decided to go no further that day but to look for a hotel and have an early night. The food was so much better than in Yugoslavia and the hotel staff so pleasant and eager to please that we were glad that we had stopped early for once. We had been really pushing ourselves to cover as much ground as possible up till then, partly out of worries that Summer would be affected in some way by the journey and partly because we wanted to arrive before our money ran out, so we allowed ourselves to relax and linger in the dining room that evening. If I remember correctly I think we even sampled the delicious Bulgarian wine.


At any rate, over the next few days I was glad that we gave ourselves this respite because we didn’t get much peace after that. Next morning the car engine purred into life at the first attempt, much to our relief. Summer was beginning to weary of the road and once she became bored, no amount of jiggling on my knee or shaking of toys could stop her becoming fretful. During the first part of the journey, the motion of the car usually sent her off to sleep quite quickly, but there is after all a limit to how much a six-month-old baby can sleep, even one who loved to sleep as much as she did. So when the car’s engine died again as soon as we were in the middle of nowhere, our hearts sank and our tempers frayed very quickly. Zane only let me try the bump start solution once before ordering me out of the car and taking over the wheel, yelling at me to push. I heaved and strained but it was hopeless; the car seemed even heavier than yesterday – it hardly moved and the engine was even more reluctant to turn over. In the end, he pulled the bonnet lever and jumped out of the car, lighting a cigarette at the same time – always the first thing he turned to in times of trouble. I hovered around, staring into the engine in the vain hope that some divine inspiration would show me what was wrong, and tried to pacify Summer. The weather was getting hotter, and she was getting uncharacteristically crosser now that there was no car fan blowing cool air in her direction.


Once again, Zane went through his routine of unscrewing caps and peering at the liquids inside, then poking leads and fittings to see if they were loose, but by now I knew that he didn’t have a clue what the problem was, let alone how to fix it. I was afraid that we would be stranded there for days, so I took out the map to try to work out how far he would have to walk this time. It wasn’t easy, as Summer, red-faced and screaming by then, was waving her arms around and snatching at the map, creasing it so that it became even more difficult to read. I re-folded it and used it to fan her for a few moments before getting down onto my knees so that I could spread it in front of me out of her reach. I tried to hold her still with one arm whilst leaning forward and trying to work out our location at the same time. I’ve never been the world’s best map reader and this wasn’t the best time to try and improve that skill; I was so intent on the map that it didn’t immediately dawn on me that I could hear something which sounded very much like the hum of an approaching motor vehicle – surely it was wishful thinking.


Thankfully, it wasn’t and as I struggled to my feet with the baby under one arm and the map flapping in the other I saw that not only was there a car slowing down as it approached us but that it was another Mercedes. Zane had begun waving his arms at the driver as soon as he was near enough to see but it wasn’t really necessary because as soon as he could see us clearly he began to slow down, pulling in neatly behind us at the side of the road.


The new arrival was a black Lebanese businessman who was on his way back to Beirut, accompanied by his Finnish wife and little boy. He had a brisk, jovial manner and was rather short and stocky, so she was much taller than him; I remember thinking that she had a rather old fashioned hair-style for such a young woman. Both of them spoke excellent English and her Arabic also sounded pretty good to me. Their little boy was about three or four and he was very handsome. He spoke only Arabic and was fascinated by the fact that Summer had no teeth. He was so amused by her toothless state and mentioned it so often that I managed to arrive in Baghdad already knowing how to say ‘she hasn’t got any teeth’ in Arabic. I’m ashamed to say that I can’t remember any of their names, but the husband seemed to have a good working knowledge of mechanics and diagnosed the problem as a loose fan belt. I think he managed to tighten it a bit; at any rate he got the car going and we set off in convoy, travelling east and hoping to find a mechanic who would be able to provide a permanent replacement somewhere along the way. Later, after we arrived in Baghdad, Omar was to comment that Zane should have had enough sense to take a spare fan belt with us, but this advice would have been more helpful if it had been given before the event rather than afterwards, particularly as he was a mechanical engineer and Zane was not. At any rate, we couldn’t find anyone to fix the problem before it started to get dark. Because the battery was not charging properly, our car lights wouldn’t work, so our new Lebanese friend switched on his headlights and told Zane to keep very close behind and follow him until we found somewhere to stay for the night. With our new friends lighting our way, we drove on until we eventually found a hotel where we all checked in. We spent a pleasant evening in the bar and whilst the men chatted about I don’t know what the wife gave me valuable insights into the kind of life I could expect as a foreigner married to an Arab and living in an Arab country.


We all set off together the next morning, but it turned out to be a frustrating day as our car stopped two or three times more before we found someone who could fix it. Despite this the couple were unfailingly cheerful, kind and helpful to us even though we must have held them up considerably. At one point, their car speeded up the road away from us and we thought that they had finally had enough and abandoned us. Zane shrugged and said ‘you can’t blame them’, but I felt like a child whose parents have disappeared. My heart sank and only lifted again when we saw them patiently waiting for us a few miles further on. Perhaps they had intended to leave us to sort out our own problems and then thought better of it. The important thing was that they did not – they stayed with us until they had made sure that our engine problem had been properly repaired so that we could go on our way with confidence. They were truly good Samaritans, and we were quite sad when it was time for us to go our separate ways. In the years when the troubles in Lebanon were at their worst we would sometimes remember them, wondering whether they had stayed in the Lebanon and hoping that they had all survived unscathed.


Once we had entered Turkey I experienced the Middle Eastern heat for the first time, even though it was now October. There was no escaping it; the air itself was hot. It enveloped you like a warm body wrap, inducing loose limbs and slow, energy-conserving movement. I remember the bustling chaos which was Istanbul, with its stalls piled high with goods and every type of fruit and vegetable; at the time I was appalled at the smells which emanated from the dried out gullies of the drainage system, the dust and the rubbish rotting on the ground around the refuse bins, but of course I was seeing everything through my ignorant, small town girl eyes.


I remember that we asked the way to some famous historical site from a young passer-by who beckoned to us to follow him, indicating that he would show us the quickest way. We followed him through dingy side streets which grew narrower and narrower until it became obvious that we were not going in the right direction. Zane thought that the boy got us lost deliberately because the Turks hated Arabs ever since the days of the Turkish Empire, and especially since they fought on opposite sides during the First World War. I tended towards the opinion that he simply wanted to take us to a lonely spot where he could relieve us of all our possessions, especially those loaded on the roof of the car. Whatever the truth, we didn’t hang about but drove away from him and within a few minutes were heading back towards the city centre. We would have loved to spend a few days sight-seeing in Istanbul but the baby was feeling the unaccustomed heat more every day and I was worried that she would pick up some germ or other. So we kept on going until the highway ended at the strait which links the Sea of Marmara with the Mediterranean, where we had to take the ferry. As we queued for the boat which sets off from Europe on one side and deposits you in Asia on the other I must admit that I felt a fluttering in my stomach as it finally dawned on me that there was no going back now.


Once we had boarded the rather dilapidated ferry and parked the car we went on deck to admire the fantastic view of Istanbul from the water. Most of our fellow passengers had the same idea, so we were soon joined by a throng of people who were nearly as fascinating to watch as the view. There were smartly-dressed businessmen with shiny briefcases, trendy students and Turkish house wives mingling with people dressed in probably the biggest variety of national costumes I’ll ever see in one place. I’ve no idea where they all came from – it was like the Arabian Nights, Hollywood style.


The morning after we left Istanbul I awoke to the heaviest period I had ever experienced. Pads alone were not enough to keep it under control, so I stopped at a pharmacy in the suburbs to buy a box of tampons. There were none visible on the shelves, so I asked the male pharmacist who had come forward to serve me whether he had any in stock. I had to repeat my request several times, but the pharmacist obviously had no idea what I was looking for. Nevertheless he was eager to help, and kept asking me to explain what my symptoms or illness was. ‘Do you have a headache? A back-ache?’ He wrinkled his forehead in distress as he scanned my obviously embarrassed face, searching for clues to my condition. Suddenly it hit him: ‘Ah, do you have vomiting and diarrhoea by any chance?’ By this time I had quite an interested audience, all waiting to find out what ailed this foreigner who had unexpectedly appeared on their doorstep. The pharmacist’s female assistant had been called from a room at the back and they were all discussing the matter in Turkish. I had no idea whether Turkish women used tampons at that time, and didn’t think it advisable to try to mime how they would be used in front of a mixed audience. I tried again, ‘tampons – for periods’. I didn’t mind mentioning the dreaded word in front of strangers – I knew that most of my audience would probably not understand me anyway. In the end I gave up, told the kind-hearted pharmacist not to worry and left. I assumed the unusually heavy bleeding was the result of pushing the car, but because of my failure to find tampons, I ruined several pairs of trousers in the next few days.


The countryside in Turkey was amazing; I had never seen such beautiful beaches. Driving along the narrow, winding roads which spiralled upwards by means of a succession of hair-pin bends we would suddenly catch a glimpse of the sparkling blue water below us. Every so often it was fringed with a wide strip of the whitest sand I had ever seen, but the beaches were always deserted because mass tourism had not yet arrived in Turkey and the locals did not appear to be interested in sunbathing. This seemed such a waste to me. I would have loved to have stopped at one of the beaches for a swim, but Zane told me that it was out of the question in rural areas, adding that we would probably be mobbed or attacked if we put on swim suits.


Breath-taking as these beaches were, the mountains were even more spectacular. Just as I thought the road could not possibly rise any higher, relieved that we were at last descending, it would begin to climb again as another peak came into view. The roads themselves were narrow and poorly surfaced, sometimes little more than dirt tracks, often with no barrier to prevent vehicles from plunging down the side of the mountain. I’ve never been very good with heights and this was definitely the most hair-raising part of the journey for me. After a while I could bear it no longer, but sat frozen with my hands gripping the sides of the seat, staring straight in front of me, too scared to look either up or down at the twists and turns in the road. I’m sure Zane was almost as scared as me but he would never admit it and anyway he needed to devote all his attention to just staying safely on the road.


There was a lighter moment though before we reached what felt like safer ground; it happened just as we were ascending what seemed like one of the highest points on the road. We could see a lorry ahead of us. It was not moving and appeared to be parked just before the next bend, which was obviously a sharp one as we could not see the road ahead after that. As we got closer we realised that there was something lying on the road beside the lorry which gradually took on the shape of a man. It was clear that he was not moving, and we began to fear that he was ill or worse, we certainly did not expect him to be asleep. But asleep he was, with 2 large boulders propped in front of each of the back wheels and his head propped up on his arm, motionless and relaxed as a baby. The reason soon became clear – he wasn’t going anywhere for the simple reason that the front wheels of his lorry had over-shot the road so that the front of the vehicle jutted out over the edge of the mountain-side. It was swaying slightly in the breeze but it was counter-balanced by the heavy load it was carrying, and kept in place with the help of the bricks which prevented it from sliding.


Since we had no equipment which would be of any use and we were certain that he would not leave his lorry, nor would we be able to understand anything he said, we simply left him there, sleeping peacefully while he waited for someone to miss him and send out a search party. I knew that his laid back (I can’t actually find the right word to describe it) response to the accident was born out of familiarity with the hazards of those mountain roads, but his total acceptance of his situation somehow communicated itself to me and I was able to relax a little for the rest of that mountain drive.


I was to get used to the easterner’s ability to lie down and sleep when faced with a situation over which they have no control. Perhaps it is fatalism, but I’ve often noticed that, when faced with an impossible situation they pragmatically accept the fact that they can’t do anything about it, and just take the opportunity for a nap. My first experience of this was while Summer was being born. At the time I was deeply hurt and would have been lost for words had I not already been rendered speechless by labour pains. For years afterwards, I missed no opportunity to tell the story, which goes like this: the flat we lived in at the time was on the ground floor of an end of terrace Victorian house. At the front was a large bedroom, next to which was a small sitting room sparsely furnished with a couple of uncomfortable armchairs. Behind this, was a tiny kitchen and bathroom, but the toilet was outside in the yard, which was not ideal for a pregnant woman, especially as we had a lot of snow that winter. Anyway, the reason the sitting room was so small was that a section was partitioned – off to form a small second bedroom. We never used this room as it had no window and showed very obvious signs of damp. We didn’t even use it for storage because it was already pretty full of cardboard boxes and other items left behind by the grown-up children of our landlady, including a sagging old single bed. The only means of heating the flat was one electric fire with two meagre bars which added some grudging heat to the sitting room. There was also an open fireplace in the main bedroom.


I was having a home birth, not out of choice but because I was told that there would not be a bed for me at the local hospital. I often wondered how they knew that, as it seemed to me that it must be pretty hard to know exactly how many maternity beds would be needed at any one time and, as it happened, Summer was born three weeks late anyway. Those three weeks seemed almost as long to me as the entire pregnancy, and I had several false alarms before I went into labour. Not too many homes had a telephone installed in those days and cheap rented flats almost never did, so once I was certain that this was actually the real thing, I sent Zane off to call the mid-wife from a phone box.


It seemed as though it took hours for the mid-wife to arrive, although it was probably more like one. She turned up at last with a trainee in tow and they set to work lighting a fire in the bedroom grate. They also used this fire later to destroy all the gruesome evidence of the birth, reserving the placenta for examination at the local hospital. Only when they were satisfied that the fire was well established and beginning to warm up the bedroom did they make a start on all the embarrassing and uncomfortable examinations and procedures which were considered as essential preparations for labour in those days.


Once they were over, the drill was essentially that you lay in bed on your back and made as little fuss as possible. The mid-wife did give me an injection which she said would dull the pain, but it made no noticeable difference. I was also offered gas and air by means of a little portable machine which they had brought with them, but the first time I tried it I decided immediately that I preferred the pain to the disgusting taste of the gas and the light-headed feeling it induced. As a matter of fact, I was never able to use a gas and air machine and so went on to have four children through perfectly natural labour, in the sense that I did not use any pain killers at all.


The early stages of labour seemed to go on forever and I think I even dozed occasionally between pains. The mid-wives settled down with the newspapers that I had been instructed to have ready: they were to be used to wrap the debris ready for disposal after the baby was born and my mother had been collecting them for weeks. As they skimmed the papers they chatted to each other from time to time as though I wasn’t there. Apparently I was quite organised as it was not unknown for them to go to a mother-to-be only to find that there were none of the essentials to labour, such as soap, in the house. I couldn’t help feeling that they were surprised to find me so well prepared. Because I was so young and already living in grotty rented accommodation, I think they had also mentally categorised me as feckless. There was just something in their tone, nothing tangible, but they definitely gave me the impression that they approached what was the most momentous experience of my life with a resigned expectation that I would somehow be lacking. At one point the trainee mentioned a delivery she had just attended which only lasted a very short time, but as the mid-wife pointed out, unlike me she was an ‘experienced pusher’.


The senior mid-wife was typical of her time, unmarried and childless and therefore not very disposed to be sympathetic. I did learn something interesting from her though, something I had never heard of before: she told me about female circumcision. I listened in horror as she described the practice, which she had become aware of through delivering babies to Sudanese women. She described how agonisingly difficult labour is for a circumcised woman and spoke of the dreadful tears it causes, until I almost began to believe that she was human after all. She rather spoiled the effect, though, as she went on to talk about delivering a baby to a woman who was left with a horrifying, ragged opening in place of a normal vagina after her baby was born: ‘It was horrific – I didn’t know what to do about it, so I just left it as it was’.


Anyway, there I was lying on my back and the pains were getting really bad now. The mid-wives were also getting restive and one of them wondered out loud whether ‘anyone in this house’ had ever heard of ‘any newspaper other than the News of the World and the Daily Mirror’ – my father’s favourites. Feeling this to be a slur on my position as the wife of a prospective civil engineer, I managed to grit my teeth between pains long enough to inform her that we rarely bought any newspapers and so had been forced to collect them from friends and relatives.


The pains were really bad now and I began to realise just why people made so much fuss about child-birth. Senior mid-wife might have been a touch insensitive but she could spot the different stages of labour without even looking under the sheet. ‘Right, it’s time to phone for the doctor’, she said, ‘where’s your husband?’ I hadn’t given Zane a thought for quite some time as my mind had been completely focused on the waves of pain which came and went. Frankly, I often feel that current ideas about husbands, partners or other children being present when babies are born are very misguided. I remember that all you want to do is get that baby out and you don’t want any distractions from the task. Nevertheless, her words were very welcome because I knew they meant that my baby would be born soon.


At that time NHS rules stated that a GP would only be paid for the delivery of a baby to one of his patients if he was present at the birth so, provided there were no complications, it was common practice for him to arrive just before that was likely to happen. I told the mid-wife that Zane was probably in the sitting room, so off she went to take a look. She was familiar with the layout of the flat as she had visited to inspect it a few weeks before, but she came back without my husband. She hadn’t found him in the sitting room, kitchen or bathroom. She had even gone out to the yard to check that he wasn’t being sick with nerves in the toilet. ‘I think he’s gone out’, she looked at me as she said this as if it was my fault. The trainee volunteered to go and have a look and came back within minutes with a horrified expression on her face to announce that she had found him asleep in the ‘store room’ – the unusable room off the sitting room.


Zane duly woke himself up and came into the bedroom to receive instructions as to what he was to say to the doctor. He was careful not to look in my direction as he turned to leave the room, whether from fear of what he might see or embarrassment at being caught napping at such a moment I’m not sure. As I lay there trying to co-operate with the midwife’s instructions not to push, more out of consideration for the doctor than myself, I felt, she entertained us by repeatedly telling us how ‘never in all her years of experience had she known a husband to go to sleep while his wife was in labour’. She was also to repeat this regularly during her post natal visits and it was her parting shot to Zane as she took her leave of us for the last time.


Anyway, we travelled through Turkey without further incident and crossed over into Syria around noon. A Syrian friend of Zane had told me that I would love Damascus because it was very beautiful. It certainly did have shady, tree-lined avenues with imposing colonial style buildings along both sides, often ending in unexpected squares cooled by fountains. What interested me, though, was the way the women of Damascus were dressed. Many of them wore black veils of some light-weight silky material which covered the whole of their heads and reached down to waist level, or just below. They were rather like a circular table cloth and they certainly safeguarded a women’s modesty from the waist up. Below that was another story, though, for the unveiled lower part of the body often revealed surprisingly modern clothes, so that shapely legs and trim ankles could be seen stepping out on stiletto heels, and many a curvaceous bottom in a tight pencil slim skirt was on view to the appreciative male audience. This was my first glimpse of the contradictions which permeated Arab society at that time: those women managed to conform to a local code of propriety whilst still having the satisfaction of drawing admiration from the opposite sex.


We found the Iraqi embassy without difficulty and my passport was duly stamped with the necessary visa which would allow me entry into Iraq. The staff were very jolly and friendly, cooing and clucking over Summer, who accepted all the admiration with condescending smiles. Whilst we were standing there telling them about our journey, two young Englishmen arrived in shorts and hiking boots to enquire after their visas, which they had apparently been awaiting for some time. They told us that they had been on a walking holiday and were now looking forward to the highlight, which was to be a tour of Iraq. Whilst we were chatting one of the consular staff muttered something in Arabic which made the others grin and it was obvious to me that they were enjoying a joke at the visitors’ expense. After we left, Zane explained to me that the Iraqis found it hilarious that the men went out in shorts – they considered it both silly and impolite for men to reveal their legs in public. Apparently there was also no chance of the men being given entry visas, but the staff were not authorised to tell them that. The policy then was to keep people hanging on until they simply tired of waiting and gave up. Experience has led me to believe that this policy has now been adopted by utility companies in the west, proving that we can still learn something from the Arab world.


We didn’t hang around once I had received my visa; in addition to the ever-rising temperature our money was rapidly running out, so we set off on the road to Jordan without further delay, arriving at the border in the heat of the afternoon. It was there that we encountered men from the Arab Legion, Bedouins formerly led by the famous Glubb Pasha, and I felt afraid for the first time since we started on our journey. I don’t know what it was about them that inspired fear – it’s true they were grim and unsmiling beneath their chequered head-dresses, but it was more than that. They rode up as we were showing our papers to the border guards, seemingly appearing out of nowhere, the four of them taking over from the uniformed guards without a word. I think it was that which made them so scary; the guards handing over to them without a word. They sat effortlessly astride their horses, each one with rifles and ammunition criss-crossed on their chests, knives and swords hanging from their belts. The abundance of their weapons did nothing to reassure me as they led Zane away to a wooden hut, leaving me and the baby waiting in the car.


I felt numb – what would I do if Zane didn’t return? My brain had ceased to function and I sat there frozen, trying to formulate a plan of action. I couldn’t imagine that help was likely to be found anywhere near-by, although I thought the guards must have a phone and might let me use it if the worst came to the worst. But who would I phone? I didn’t even have my in-laws’ telephone number. My anxiety communicated itself to Summer and she sat uncharacteristically still and quiet for what seemed an age until Zane reappeared alone, the grin on his face signalling his relief. Don’t worry, they only asked me a few questions – everything’s fine.’ He fended off my questions as he slid behind the wheel and started the engine. A surge of relief flooded through me, loosening my limbs and I realised that I was squeezing Summer far too tightly. No wonder she was quiet.
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