





[image: Cover]




















[image: Book Title Page]
























[image: CoverImage]






Begin Reading


Table of Contents


Copyright Page




In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher is unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.















Gratitude and Dedication



A story such as this could not be completed if it were not for many contributions of friends and family who believe this story needs to be told. Each person contributed a spark of motivation. Collectively the story materialized. Many of these special people were needed to bring this writing to a conclusion. I am so grateful to all who helped in their own way. Each contributed a piece of love to keep me going. There were times when I was ready to discontinue and then I would be prompted to continue. I thank these special people. If I were to list them, it would take pages, but there is one who helped me the most since my first day on this earth.


I especially devote this book to my mother who was always there and always said I could do anything. It took many years to believe her. This story is for her.















CHAPTER 1



An Invitation to Iraq


Kadar approached me with a manila folder under his arm, which he handed to me. I opened it and began to read the details of the Patient’s injury and history. For a moment, I simply stared at the name on the top of the first page. Then a shiver of surprise traveled up my spine. My patient was none other than Uday Hussein, Saddam Hussein’s eldest son.


“What have I gotten myself into?” I thought. I had been brought here to treat a man most of the world viewed as violent and dangerous. Although I could feel a chill in my upper back and the hairs standing up on my head, I realized how important it was to stay in control of myself.


I realized there probably wasn’t any way I could get myself out of this. I was here now, alone in Baghdad, and needed to mask my shock and make the most of the situation. I kept my eyes down and concentrated on reading the medical records while I attempted to calm my thoughts.


I had one big advantage going for me. During my long career I had hypnotized many dangerous people—criminals and murderers for the Chicago police department—and many deeply troubled souls. While I had no idea what it would be like to hypnotize Uday Hussein, I knew the experience could be nothing less than fascinating.


It was an adventure that had begun several weeks before.


In April of 2001, I received a call from Walt Sala who was the chairperson for the Chicago Chapter of the National Guild of Hypnotists. I have known Walt for over twenty-five years and we have always had an unconditional acceptance of each other. While our techniques and methods may differ, we are both certified Consulting Hypnotists with the National Guild of Hypnotists and highly effective practitioners, and we respected each other.


Walt contacted me with a strange request that day. He wanted to know if I would be willing to travel to Iraq to hypnotize someone. Without any hesitation, I replied, “Of course I’m interested, but I would need to hear more.”


I am a very adventurous and curious person who has always jumped at the opportunity to do something unique or unusual. During my forty-year career, I have often accepted the challenge of hypnotizing people in situations that might have intimidated others or seemed beyond their reach. I have spent many years hypnotizing criminals and victims of crime for the local law enforcement agencies in the Chicago area. I remember hypnotizing one fellow who had murdered a man in front of thirty-two witnesses and had no recollection of the event. Through the excitement and trauma, he had gone into shock and recalled nothing of that evening. While it seemed to others that he had committed a cold-blooded, pre-meditated murder, through a hypnotic regression, we found he had actually been defending himself from an attack by three other men and had accidentally shot and killed a bystander. This one experience taught me to keep an open mind. For me, that is the quickest and best way to get at the truth. To judge sets up resistance.


“Just let me know the details,” I said. Walt did not have any details yet. He only knew that a neurologist named Dr. Shu’ayb had traveled from Iraq to Chicago searching for a hypnotist to treat a patient described as “a very wealthy and important businessman in Baghdad.” I suggested to Walt to have the neurologist contact me directly.


The next day Dr. Shu’ayb called. His voice was gentle and deep, with a strong Middle Eastern accent. I can often tell a lot about a person by the way they speak, and I immediately liked his manner. It inspired me with trust.


We met at my office the next day to discuss the situation and, for two hours, he filled me in on all of the details of his patient. He would not give me his name for security reasons, but only that he was a very important person in Baghdad whose family wanted him to fully recover. The family would cover my airfare, hotel, and all of my expenses while I was in the country.


“The Patient,” as Dr. Shu’ayb referred to him, had suffered a serious accident in which he sustained injuries to many parts of his body, including his left leg, which had been shattered and reconstructed. While his doctors said he was completely recovered physically, his fears and the leftover trauma from the accident were preventing him from applying his full weight to his leg and walking well. Neurologically, there was no reason for this inability. It was very obvious the Patient hesitated every time he began to put pressure on his left leg. He also had difficulty in walking upstairs or standing for long periods of time without his leg buckling. One of the reasons he was considering hypnosis was because this disability was not consistent. There were times when he could walk without any signs of the impairment and then, for no apparent reason, he would begin to experience challenges again.


Dr. Shu’ayb told me that the Patient had received many surgeries, had been working with physical therapists from France for several months, and had tried to apply his greatest will and the power of a positive mind to his situation. But, he had reached a stalemate in his recovery and had not been able to improve at all for the past six months. Because he had come to realize the problem might be in his mind, the Patient had decided hypnosis might be the only answer. His decision had been formed after extensive research about hypnotherapy and its success in treating psychosomatic problems. He had contacted hypnotists in Iraq and France, but they were unable to accomplish what he was looking for. He did not give up though and later I had heard he felt the United States had more knowledge in this area of the mind. He had high hopes I would be able to help him. This was encouraging to me because I have found the strength of the client’s belief in the efficacy of hypnosis is directly proportional to the effectiveness of the treatment. That is the premise of hypnosis, suggestion! At this point, his doctors in Iraq concurred with him that continuing with hypnosis could only be beneficial.


All this sounded very interesting to me and certainly a situation where I felt that hypnosis would have a positive result. In my forty-plus years of experience, I have seen many cases where clients had similar reactions to an injury. I was told that the Patient’s situation was probably a “conversion reaction”. In this kind of situation, a person who has undergone a traumatic experience may experience some residual physical manifestation such as partial paralysis, a weakened limb, atrophy or even blindness. Just by listening to Dr. Shu’ayb’s descriptions, I began to speculate that the Patient might now fear that further injury would occur if he put his full weight on his left leg.


In my experience, hypnosis has a great success rate in removing blocks the mind has created. It clears the way for what we, on some level, know we should be able to do, but emotionally feel we cannot do. Most of us are familiar with the feeling of being almost there but not quite being able to reach our goal. Elite athletes often experience this state—and then reach past it. Just when they think they have no more to give, they find a way to reach into their minds and retrieve a little more.


Achieving this state of mind is a form of self-hypnosis. Hypnosis can supply that little boost that is often needed for success. It is the leverage bar that allows us to lift a heavy weight, the lubricant that makes the mechanics of life run more smoothly. If we can clear the mind of negativity, there is a greater chance of healing or improvement.


When I asked Dr. Shu’ayb how his patient had heard of me, he said he had searched the Internet for a hypnotist and had come up with my name because I have a reputation for being not only highly effective in my field but also innovative in my approaches. The Patient had read about my reputation with clients and colleagues for being on the leading edge when it comes to refining the techniques of hypnosis. Over the last forty years, I have hypnotized thousands of people and given lectures and demonstrations to audiences all over the United States. I am one of the founders of the unique field of Electronic Hybrid Hypnosis, a technique involving the use of pre-recorded music and sound specific to each client’s unique needs while speaking to them through headphones. Many of my colleagues refer to me as “the therapist’s therapist” because of my extensive experience training many other professionals at major hypnosis conferences and colleges across the country.


As I spoke to Dr. Shu’ayb, I had begun to form a mental image of his Patient. I pictured a man who had such a drive to heal, he sent someone to the other side of the world to find a hypnotist. I found his case interesting for many reasons. For many years, my philosophy has been “The greater the challenge, the greater my interest.” I have always believed that hypnosis has a much greater capacity of application than is usually expected by the general public. When I work with hypnosis, I expect miracles to happen with my clients, and in my opinion, they often do. For both client and hypnotist, hypnosis is much like an art form. We can create in the body and in a person’s emotions whatever the mind can clearly imagine and visualize. I was excited this man in Iraq had already begun his quest for healing and that I was being commissioned to help him achieve his goal.


Quite naturally, Dr. Shu’ayb had many questions to ask me about myself, hypnosis and the potential applications of hypnosis. He was a very open-minded physician, but he knew little about it. “Were there any risks?” he wanted to know, “Can we automatically expect success?” I reassured him that hypnosis would be a very safe alternative or adjunct to his Patient’s present treatment. He asked me about my background and seemed thrilled by the possibilities I discussed regarding the potential of hypnosis. Dr. Shu’ayb acknowledged he knew little about my field, but was willing to accept anything that might assist his patient’s recovery.


The only thing that made me hesitate was the fact that the client was in Iraq. I knew very little about Iraq except that most people in the United States regarded it as an enemy nation and we had fought a devastating war with them in 1991. I personally had no fears of the Iraqi people—and maybe this was naïve on my part—but I did know Iraq was a long, long way from home and had a culture very different from my own. In the back of my mind I could not help wondering if I would be automatically disliked or ostracized by some Iraqi people because I was an American.


I asked Dr. Shu’ayb if he could give me a night to think about his request and promised I would get back to him. Surprisingly, my final decision really did not take much thought. I realized I wanted to go as soon as we began talking. I just needed to decompress a little and sort out my thoughts. For me, this trip represented a tremendous challenge, and at this point in my life when I had done and experienced so much with hypnosis and health-related issues, I was always looking for new challenges.


The next day I contacted Dr. Shu’ayb to let him know I was available. I asked him how we would proceed with the plans for my journey. I could hear the excitement in his voice. He was thrilled. Later on, when I was already in Iraq, I learned he had been instructed to contact many different health practitioners in the United States—other than hypnotists—and everyone else had turned him down.


Dr. Shu’ayb said he would begin to make the arrangements for the trip and thanked me at least ten times during that phone call. It was very important to him that he had found a hypnotist to bring to Iraq. He had achieved his goal.


During the two weeks before he returned to Iraq, Dr. Shu’ayb checked in with me almost daily. I sensed he was concerned I might change my mind and he wanted to make sure I did not. In turn, I needed his frequent reassurances as I began to understand how difficult it was to travel to Iraq without special permission. In fact, without the help of people in high places, it would have been impossible. I learned I would need to acquire a humanitarian visa so I could travel there without encountering problems at the border or in customs. But Dr. Shu’ayb told me not to worry about anything. He had spoken to the Patient’s people in Iraq and permission to visit the country had been granted to me. Who was this patient of Dr. Shu’ayb? I was told he was an important businessman, but he had to be very important to have the power to make travel to Iraq so easy for me.


Dr. Shu’ayb discussed a new travel topic with me almost every day. He explained I would fly first to Paris and then from Paris to Amman, Jordan the same afternoon. He would provide me with more details as time went on. “Everything will be well taken care of,” he promised.


The second week after our initial meeting, Dr. Shu’ayb informed me he would be returning to Iraq in a few days and he would see me there when I arrived. After he left, I suddenly felt very alone with this project. Who would I speak to now when I had questions? Who would reassure me every day that everything would be okay? Shu’ayb had given me information about Baghdad, the hotel where I would stay, and kept me informed about what would happen during my upcoming experience. Now, I felt abandoned. I often say to my clients: “When we lack knowledge while under stress, it creates anxiety. If we lower our stress or if we gain knowledge, our anxiety diminishes.” I needed to follow my own advice and find a way to keep my stress minimized.


Soon my fears began to build. Far too many friends and acquaintances were telling me worrisome things about Iraq. When Dr. Shu’ayb had been here, he kept reassuring me his country was quite safe, not the wild and dangerous place many others described. Now, as each day went on and I talked to many people about my great opportunity to travel to Iraq, I found few shared my excitement or saw it as a great opportunity. Some friends even told me they felt I was signing my own death certificate. “Don’t go,” they said, “you’ll never come back.” The more people I spoke with, the more I heard this was a very dangerous idea and it would be best to not go. For every one friend who thought it was a great opportunity, there would be two more who would accuse me of not caring about my safety. One person pointed out to me that Iraq is even listed in the book The Most Dangerous Places in the World. When I followed another friend’s advice to research Iraq on the Internet, large letters appeared on my screen: “WARNING, DO NOT TRAVEL TO IRAQ. IF YOU ARE THERE, LEAVE IMMEDIATELY.”


I began to have second thoughts. One part of my mind said, “Maybe this isn’t a good idea.” But there was another force far greater than I can describe as drawing me there. It was almost as though I was ignoring all other messages and only hearing the one that said I should go.


Before Dr. Shu’ayb had left, he had created connections for me with two contacts, one in Chicago and one in Paris. I called the Chicago contact and shared my concerns with him. He told me I definitely did not have to worry since Iraq was very safe and he visited and worked there all the time without harm. This did not completely reassure me. I reminded him he was an Iraqi and I was an American.


Finally, I sent an email to Aashiq, my contact in France, informing him that my family and friends were totally against my travel to the Middle East, especially Baghdad. I explained the Internet had very strong warnings about travel in Iraq. Aashiq called me from Paris the very next day. I was at my office preparing for my day. His voice was almost amused as he told me there was nothing for me to be worried about. “Mr. Larry, you don’t understand. The Patient’s family and friends await you with open arms and want you to be there.” Mentally, I searched for any excuse I could find not to go. I said to him, “Okay, so the Patient and his friends are waiting with open arms but what about the other 5 million residents of Baghdad? Will they be so open to my visit? According to the warnings on the Internet, no Americans are welcome in Iraq because Americans have caused a lot of damage there. I am sure they would not feel very friendly toward me.”


I was on the phone with Aashiq for about an hour discussing my misgivings. One by one, he reassured me about all of my concerns. When I told him I was worried about the fact I could not fly into Iraq and would have to spend several hours crossing the desert at night and might be set upon and killed by robbers, he assured me my fears were groundless. He said, if it would make me feel safer, he would promise to have a bodyguard for me during my journey through the desert. He also assured me the trip from Amman to Baghdad would be completely safe because we would be driving in a new SUV on a modern six-lane highway.


I had known we would not be flying into Baghdad since I had read on the Internet there were no-fly zones over Iraq, but this was the first time it had occurred to me we would have to drive almost 600 miles through the desert.


Hypnotists have great imaginations. I began to have visions of two bodyguards riding on the running boards of the SUV with machine guns in their hands, looking in all directions in case bandits had thrown a log across the road. I kept voicing all my doubts and fears, but Aashiq had answers for each issue I brought up. Later we joked he had hypnotized the hypnotist. My resolve finally softened and I agreed I would go. In my heart, I knew this was the journey of a lifetime and I really did want to make the trip. Maybe there was a slight chance it would be my last journey, but I felt I needed to take it.


I had less than two weeks to get ready and I did not have a passport, so I had to move fast.


Aashiq explained to me he would need a copy of my passport and coached me on what to bring and how to travel. He said I should not bring credit cards, as they are useless in Iraq, and I should not bring money, not even American Express Traveler’s checks. He assured me all of my food, lodging, expenses, and anything else that I needed would be provided for me. I could bring a camera, notebooks to write in, and a tape recorder, but computers were prohibited in Iraq. This last requirement made me feel very uneasy. I use my computer almost every day and knew I would feel lost without it. However, I decided I would get along without it—just this once.


I did not like the idea of traveling without money. My mind flashed to the slogan on the American Express commercial, “Don’t leave home without it.” I couldn’t believe I was going to a country that did not accept credit cards and that I had been requested to leave my money at home. My imagination was running wild again and I began to picture being stranded thousands of miles from home without any resources. The thought of having no financial security on the other side of the world in a country that was considered an enemy to the United States was just too scary. I decided I would bring a credit card, an ATM debit card, and some cash. I would just hide them so that no one knew I had them on me.


In spite of all this, I had a feeling that everything would work out. I felt Aashiq had been very honest with me and my instinct told me I could trust him.


The stage was set and I was back on schedule. I would cancel my appointments for that week, get my papers in order, and apply for a new passport. I would be ready to go. I had challenges getting the passport. I needed one as soon as possible and the only way I could obtain an emergency passport was if I had a plane ticket. The only way I would be able to acquire a plane ticket was if I had a passport. This was the classic Catch-22. I was starting to be concerned that there was no way I was going to receive a passport quickly enough. I could not get a person on the phone with which I could discuss my situation. Finally, I called Aashiq, who assured me he would take care of it. Within a few days I received a letter from Air France confirming my intention to purchase a ticket from them. When I showed the letter to the clerk at the passport office, it seemed to satisfy him. Unfortunately, my passport would take between seven and ten days to be delivered. He said it should be in my mailbox the first week of May. I was scheduled to leave on May 7th and was concerned I would be cutting it too close. I was beginning to feel stressed out but have learned over the years to cultivate a positive attitude, no matter what. I knew somehow this would all work out. I just needed to take each moment as it came. I needed to stop listening to what others were saying, trust my heart and intuition, and use everything I have learned about being in the moment. I have learned when I trust myself, when I intuitively know everything is going to work out and then strive to feel calm and stay calm, situations usually do resolve themselves.















CHAPTER 2



A Six-Thousand Mile Journey


It seems as though when we relax and make the choice the anxious feelings leave. After I had made my decision to stay in the moment, everything moved smoothly. The passport was in my mailbox on May 3rd and I was all set to leave for Iraq on Sunday, May 7th. One of my grandson’s birthdays is May 6th and there was a party for him on May 7th at 3:00pm I was scheduled to be at O’Hare Airport at 5:30pm, so I figured I had just enough time to stop by the party.


The day was moving too quickly. It was now almost 4:00 and I knew it would be difficult for me to make it to the party and then to the airport on time, but I had to try. I called and told my oldest son, Larry and my daughter-in-law, Kim that I was running late. I could hear the disappointment in Kim’s voice as she said, “Hold on, I’ll let you speak with your grandson.” When my grandson Larry got on the phone, I explained I was behind schedule and wasn’t sure if I could make it to his party. I could hear his disappointment as he said, “Okay, Grandpa, I understand.” After I hung up, I felt like such a jerk. I thought about it for a few moments, called back, and told him we would be there shortly. He was smiling again. I could feel it through the phone.


When we arrived, I felt as though we were walking into a wake for someone who had died rather than a birthday celebration for an eleven-year-old. It could not have been a more gorgeous spring day and everyone was out on the rear deck, but as I walked through the house to join them, I could feel that something was not right. My three sons, Larry, Scott, and Craig, were there, each with their families, all looking at me as though I had done something wrong. In their eyes, I had. I was risking my life to go to Iraq.


I have the ability to walk into any social gathering and get almost everyone into a good mood if they aren’t already feeling that way when I arrive. Today looked like it was going to be the first time I failed. Usually when I walk in, my grandchildren run to me and hug me and I attempt to touch or hug everyone present. I really enjoy showing people how much I care, especially my family. Today, I felt a real distance from everyone, as if there was anger in the air. I decided I was not going to stand for this at a birthday party. We were going to have fun. I only had about 30 minutes, so I needed to work fast. I decided to face the issue directly and began to talk with everyone about what they were feeling. Most of my family admitted they were scared I would not return. As I began to work the crowd, I managed to get most of them to acknowledge they really did believe I would return. I worked fast, joking and laughing with everyone and promising them all I would return. My efforts worked and I saw my family begin relaxing and smiling again.


I was surprised my family felt this way. Over the years, they had become used to what they often considered my radical behavior. They knew I took risks, but they also knew I made those risks work out. This time I was confused. Had they also read the Internet warnings from the State Department? Was that why they were so distressed?


The general mood of the party had infected me. I found myself feeling like I did not know if this was going to be the last time I ever saw my family. I did know I could not let them know I was thinking that way or how much they had gotten to me. I learned many years ago not to let others affect my mood, but this has always been a challenge with my own family.


I felt a little sad as I left that they did not trust me to make the right decision and know everything was going to be all right. They really believed I might not be coming back to them.


I got to the airport on time, but once I boarded the plane, it sat on the runway for two hours and took off late. I sat back and began to write in my notebook. I was on my way and it did not matter the flight was delayed. I had over a week to just relax and I intended to take full advantage of that time. I was looking forward to having a unique new experience with hypnosis. The irritation factor of two hours stuck on the runway was nothing compared to the adventure waiting for me on the other side of the world.


I began to think about what had just happened at my son’s house. Why is life so challenging? Why is it we cannot do what we want without so many other people worrying about us? I sat there and still felt the emotions of my grandson’s party and of my family’s fears. I needed to shake this feeling if I were to have success with my client.


Finally, we took off. The flight was uneventful and seemed to go by quickly. I had plenty of time to read, write, and even watch movies, something I seldom find time for at home since I am often busy with my hypnotism practice and my life.


My plane landed in Paris almost three hours late, making me late for my connecting flight. I immediately felt the stress of being in a strange airport in a city where I could not understand the language. I was not familiar with the layout of de Gaulle Airport and it was very difficult for me to figure out where my connection was. I found myself hoping against hope that my flight to Amman, Jordan was also late and that I could manage somehow to make a connection. I soon realized this was a pipe dream. Time was running short and I desperately needed to find someone who spoke English to help me find my flight to Amman.


It was interesting that I could not find anyone who spoke English at first and then after several attempts, I found most of the airline people spoke English but chose not to. After a little searching, I discovered my connecting flight had already departed. My heart sank. I did not know what I was going to do. Like any other traveler, I began asking questions such as, “Are you sure the plane left?” and “Are there any other flights I can take to get to Amman?” I already knew the answer to both questions. The plane was long gone and there was only one flight to Jordan a day. I would have to try and get on tomorrow’s flight.


There I was on the other side of the ocean with no idea of what to do. I had never felt so stranded in my life. After I had spent a considerable amount of time at the ticket counter, the airline finally arranged a hotel room for me and booked me on the next flight to Amman the following day. When I got to my hotel, I attempted to track down Aashiq, but I discovered he was on the flight from Paris for Amman. I called and left him a message on his cell phone, figuring he might check to find out where I was. I was hoping he knew my plane from Chicago had been delayed. The airline should have supplied him with that information. In my somewhat panicked state, I kept having fantasies that maybe he thought I had changed my mind and just left without me. I knew this was silly, but it was all part of my sense of dislocation and exhaustion. I was in a radically different time zone, in a country where I could not understand what people were saying to me.


Soon, I managed to calm myself and begin to feel a little better. Now what? I am not going anywhere for twenty-four hours, so what will I do with my time? I caught the shuttle to the hotel so I could check in and get rid of my bags. As we drove along, I kept looking out the window and thinking, this cannot be Paris. It looks too much like any other city. Of course, it did not take me long to realize many travelers who land at O’Hare must say the same of Chicago as they take the shuttle to a nearby hotel. Paris itself was actually twenty miles away from where I was, about the same as to Downtown Chicago from O’Hare Field. This was only the suburbs between the airport and the city. I realized I now had an entire day to just relax and began to think maybe this was meant to be. Now I had the head space to gain a little more confidence before I began my travel from Amman to Iraq. I knew there was a reason I had brought an ATM card, a credit card and cash with me.


Paris was delightful. It is not as much fun experiencing a new city alone, but I made the most of my time. I took the bus to the center of Paris and made sure I knew where I could catch the return bus. Then, keeping my bearings, I began to walk. I was going to become a Parisian for today.


Since I had no advance notice I would be visiting here, I had not done my homework about the city’s attractions, but I still managed to have fun. I confined myself to exploring an area of about ten blocks, admiring the architecture, browsing through some of the stores and watching the other tourists. For me, being in Paris was like walking into a fantasy. The city looked just as colorful and mysterious as it did in the movies. In this part of town, it was as though time had stood still. Delicious odors spilled out from the romantic restaurants and sidewalk cafes that lined the streets, reminding me it was close to dinner time. Even though I was not hungry, I found myself wishing there was someone special with whom I could share a meal in one of these lovely places. I spent the day taking in some of the sights.


When I arrived back at the hotel, I was happy to discover there were two messages for me from Aashiq. He had arrived in Amman and left his phone number. He also said he had made arrangements for me to fly to Munich, Germany and then on to Amman. There was one difficulty with this arrangement—the airline had never informed me and the Munich flight had already left. When I called Aashiq and told him this, he said to enjoy my stay in Paris and he would expect me in Amman the following day.


As I waited in the airport for the plane to Amman, Jordan after a night at the hotel, I began to feel a rising excitement. I was off to a country where few Americans had visited over the last ten years, a place where few even wanted to go.


Soon I was on the plane heading for the Middle East. My excitement was beginning to build as my fears began to lessen. There was no more room for fear. It was too late to turn back now.


The flight from Paris to Amman took about five hours. I was beginning to feel everything was back on schedule. Maybe I was a day late, but I was moving. As the plane approached Amman, I could see only desert as far as my eyes would take me in any direction. There was nothing but sand. I took a few photos from the plane as it was a sight I had never witnessed before. When I landed, I was excited as a child looking at a new world. Paris itself was different than home, but the Europeans looked much like me in their manner of dressing, body language, and appearance. Here in Amman, people looked and dressed completely differently than I did. Even the airport looked like no other airport I had ever seen before. The signs I had spent a lifetime becoming familiar with were everywhere, only here they were written in Arabic. I was in awe as I slowly walked into the terminal, taking in everything. It was like being in a great antique store and trying to see all the collectibles so as not to miss any. Every moment I was sure I would see something that was a treasure to my eyes.


Aashiq had told me that I would be met by a man named Muhammad, a representative of the travel agency Aashiq used for journeys such as this. Muhammad made the experience of traveling much easier by meeting you at the gate and leading you more quickly through customs. I was told he would also have a car waiting to drive me to the jump off point for our journey across the desert.


Aashiq had described Muhammad as a young man who would be looking for me. Now that description seemed pretty thin. How would I know him? How would he know me? What would I say when I saw him? My mind was racing with excitement and a little anxiety. As I walked into the terminal with all of the other passengers, I wondered where they were going. I took the escalator up the stairs and, when I reached the top, there were at least ten people standing there with small signs in their hands with names printed on them—and there was my sign, “Larry Garrett.” Muhammad had found me! I was no longer lost.


I signaled to him and we smiled at each other and shook hands. Muhammad was a well built man, about thirty, nicely dressed and very energetic. We greeted each other and, in one quick move, I was walking alongside him as though I had been in this airport many times. Walking with someone who knew where he was going created a safe feeling for me. Soon we came to an area in the airport where there were about six lines of people at very crowded custom booths. There were signs above each booth instructing people about who should be in which line. These particular passengers were acquiring their visas. Two of the booths were closed. Another sign said: “Copy of Visa to travel into Iraq.”


Muhammad said, “Give me your passport.” I reached into my top inside pocket and handed it to him. With one quick gesture, he took the passport out of my hands, walked swiftly to one of the booths that said “closed,” and, speaking a few words of Arabic, handed the passport to the man inside. The customs agent looked up at me, smiled and waved. He said a few more words to Muhammad, stamped my passport and handed it back to him.


With the swiftness of man on a mission, Muhammad was back at my side, “Do you have any luggage?” he said as he handed me my passport.


“My plane from Chicago was delayed yesterday and I missed my connecting flight,” I told him. “I don’t even know if the rest of my luggage made it onto the plane.”


Mohammed quickly led the way downstairs to the lost and found department and immediately had three people looking for my luggage. As they were searching, I spotted my bag coming up the conveyor belt towards us. We grabbed it and were off again, this time to meet Aashiq. I still was digesting the swiftness of everything that had just happened. Within twenty minutes, I was in Jordan, visa in hand and ready to travel to my next destination. Behind us, there were still many people standing at the counter waiting for a visa. I was impressed with the efficiency and ability he had to ease us through customs.


We went upstairs and walked into a coffee shop. I had never seen a picture of Aashiq and I did not know who I was looking for. There were three men sitting in that shop, all middle aged, who all seemed to be waiting for someone. Suddenly, Muhammad said, “There’s Aashiq.” At that moment, a gentle looking man who had been reading a newspaper looked up and smiled. He stood up and shook my hand as though I were a very good friend.


As quickly as Muhammad had moved through the airport after my arrival, the three of us were soon moving out of the airport. It was as if we had no time to waste. Their efficient and confident manner made me feel as if I was with people who could get me where I was going and keep me safe while we were getting there. Often, when I watch people behave indecisively, I begin to feel stress and can become anxious myself. This was no time to be with people who were not sure of what they were going to do next. We had a long, long journey ahead of us.


As we exited the airport onto the service drive, Muhammad signaled toward his left and a large black Mercedes pulled up swiftly. We got in and then the car was moving. It was about 7:00pm and still daylight. Aashiq began to speak as soon as we got into the car and said we would be driving for about twenty minutes to the place where we would pick up our SUV for the trip across the desert.


Aashiq was not shy and was certainly assertive about giving directions to the people around him, but he was basically a gentle man. His body language was quiet and unobtrusive, he spoke softly, and he was unfailingly polite. His personality was almost a dichotomy of being gentle, yet strong and assertive when the situation called for it. Physically, he was about 5’10”, weighed about 180 pounds and had a very pleasant face He was dressed in a dark suit of quality and his shoes were as shiny as glass. He spoke meticulous English with a French accent and I really enjoyed his voice and his kind way of speaking with me.


I didn’t know if he was being polite because I was his guest or because of our phone conversation earlier when I had expressed my concern and fears of the trip. Regardless, his voice was always pitched to be reassuring and he had the unique ability of being able to calm a person with his mannerisms. His voice had an even cadence and he spoke slowly and deliberately as though he was giving thought to every word he said. He smiled always as he spoke and looked you right in the eye. I pride myself on being a good judge of whether or not I can trust a person and I liked Aashiq immediately.


As I sat back and got comfortable, he proceeded to tell me all about Jordan and the antiquity of the many buildings we were passing.


He pointed out places of interest as we drove and then he said something that astonished me. “Jesus was born about 50 miles from here.” I knew Jesus had been born in the Middle East and I had even spoken to people who had visited his birth site, but I had never had the experience of being 50 miles from it. I could feel the awe rising in me. Just hearing Aashiq talk about Jesus somehow created a totally different atmosphere in the car. I was beginning to relax and really feel as if everything was going to be okay.


As we drove along, I could not contain my inner excitement that I was really here. My eyes were everywhere, swallowing up everything I could see. I was fascinated with how people lived, how they walked along the side of the highway, the way they were dressed, and the architecture of their houses and buildings, so different from our own.


Most of the men wore white or light colored robes with sandals as shoes. The women walked a few steps behind and wore mostly black with veils or even had their faces completely covered. There were no sidewalks, so everyone walked along the dirt to the side of the road with their packages or groceries. Some women carried their loads in a basket they balanced on their heads. In the many family groups I saw, the mother and two or three children always walked behind the father. All the women wore head coverings, even the young women dressed in modern clothing at the bus stop.


Amman itself is built on seven hills and stretches out in many directions. The architecture was light in color, almost the color of sand. To my surprise, much of it was new. There were low rise buildings sprawled out far as the eye could see. It was an exceptionally clear day and as we drove up and down the hills, I would periodically get a panoramic view of the city for miles in all directions. Although most of the buildings had flat roofs, some were rounded in the shape of a dome. I asked Aashiq about these buildings, and he said they were mosques.


The only jarring sight was a McDonalds and a Kentucky Fried Chicken, both with signs written in Arabic, which made even these ubiquitous fast food chains seem somehow exotic and exciting.


As we entered the city of Amman, I felt like an astronaut who had just landed on the moon. I knew this kind of experience could not be bought for any amount of money. We were close to the Dead Sea and I felt as though history was coming alive before my very eyes. Aashiq told me that Amman could trace back its history 7,000 years and the first mention of it as “Rabbat Amman” could be found in the Bible. He told me nearby was a cave sacred to both Islamic and Christian mythology. Legend has it, as recorded in the Holy Qur’an, that a group of young men known for their commitment to Christianity were persecuted by the Roman emperor of the time. Seeking refuge in a cave, they fell into a deep sleep that lasted three hundred years. When they awoke, they found themselves to be citizens of the Byzantine Empire.


Aashiq was a great storyteller and I was an appreciative audience who hung on his every word. With great expression in his voice, Aashiq told me all about the history of Amman and its surrounding sacred sites. As we drove along, he pointed out actual sites from the Bible. We passed close by Mount Nebo, the actual place where Moses is purported to have read the Ten Commandments. At another point in our journey, Aashiq remarked Jesus had been baptized by John the Baptist only twenty miles from us at Umm Qais, also known as a place where Jesus had performed one of his miracles. I could feel the hairs on my arm stand up as I thought about how close I was to the locations of these events I had heard about all my life. It is one thing to grow up hearing these stories in Sunday school. It is another thing entirely to be driving through the places that marked the founding of three of the world’s great religious traditions—Christianity, Judaism, and Islam.


We had about a 20 mile drive from the airport into the city to meet another person who would be riding with us to Baghdad. This 20 mile ride could have been 1000 miles for all the sights visible to me. We drove through small villages which had the feeling of time standing still. The sun shined brightly on the roofs of buildings which have stood for hundreds of years next to buildings which were built recently. The contrast was breathtaking. I opened the window to bring in the essence of a civilization existing far longer than I could understand.


The roads were winding and hilly. The driver must have known my interest as he would slow down as we passed a family walking alongside the rode. I could smell the air of a culture much different that I knew at home. It was a smell of old and a smell of fresh all combined in one. I would see children playing and hear their voices and even though in a different language it was the same sound as the children I imagined 8000 miles away as children were playing at the same time in another world.


As we drove along the streets toward Amman we began to see sights which were of another world. We passed one of the grandest mosques in the Middle East, the King Abdullah I Mosque. It was capped by a magnificent blue mosaic dome beneath which I was told that 3000 Muslims pray there regularly. We also drove past a very unusual mosque in Amman is the Abu Darweesh Mosque atop hill which is the highest point in the city. It was covered with black and white checkered pattern and is unique to Jordan. It is visible from quite some distance. There was a maze of streets with everything from a fruit market to spices, souvenirs, clothes, hardware.


Finally my greatest wish came true, we were able to pull over (for my benefit I am sure) and walk along Rainbow Street which is an old street and a different side of Amman. It is a cobblestone street that winds its way through the downtown and has something of a European feel to it with small antique stores, stores with Western-style as well as the traditional-style clothing I was beginning to see most people wearing. There were restaurants, cafés, bars, tea shops and the well-known Falafel al-Qud—I was told the best Falafel in the Middle East. We were not able to stop and taste them but the essence of the flavors were in my mind to satisfy my curiosity for now. As we traveled further down Rainbow Street we came to a park which over looks the city. It was a wonderful vista of time standing still.


I was told that Amman is a very safe place to visit. Jordanian police and the military are serious about protecting the people who walk the streets. Personal safety is high in Amman and it is safe to walk anywhere in the city at any time of day or night. Serious crime is extremely rare. Every where we walked or drove there was a feeling of being comfortable.


It had become dusk and there was a certain romantic feeling in the air. Night was coming on and the ambiance of the Middle East was ebbing into me a little at a time. I had a subtle feeling of becoming part of the city and it was beautiful. As I saw the sun setting in the west, it was difficult to believe it was the same sun that set at home.


Soon we pulled up in front of a strikingly elegant, sand colored building ten stories high with a large “Best Western Award Hotel” sign attached to it. Even this late in the evening, there were staff members cleaning the grounds and taking care of guests,


I recall when I was a young boy traveling with my dad to another state, I would always be amazed at how different everything was. Of course, that was a time before franchises, when different parts of the U.S. really were different from one another. There was an excitement about those trips with my dad and at the same time, there was a little anxious feeling because everything was so strange. Once we left Illinois and headed for the Southern states, I would never see anything familiar. Now here I was on the other side of the world and I had seen a Best Western Hotel, a McDonalds, and Kentucky Fried Chicken all in one evening.


We pulled into the front drive behind a green and white GMC sports utility vehicle with curtains across the rear window. Evening had set in and it was becoming dark.


Muhammad jumped out of the car, opened the trunk of the Mercedes and transferred my bags to the other vehicle. I stood there feeling as if I were searching for something. There was so much mystery surrounding us, I felt as though a genie was going to appear at any moment. I took a deep breath of the desert air, which had purity to it as though it had been cleaned. It was easy to breathe. I could smell springtime in the air, but it felt like a clean summer night in May.


Because there had been no flights over Iraq for the past ten years, we would be driving 600 miles in this SUV through the desert. This would be the next leg of our journey. I had already been traveling since noon and now it was around 7:00pm local time. It would take us another ten hours to reach Iraq.


Aashiq told me to follow him as he walked towards the entrance of the hotel. His bags were waiting for him in the lobby and he asked the driver of the SUV to put them in the back with mine.


Another man approached and Aashiq introduced me to him. At first, I was surprised because I did not know someone else would be joining us. My first thought was maybe he was one of the bodyguards Aashiq had spoken of when we were having the phone conversation about my safety. The man’s name was Zacharie, and I knew as soon as he greeted me he could never be a bodyguard. He was as gentle as Aashiq and equally soft spoken with a heavy French accent. If I did not listen to him closely, I would occasionally miss a word. Dressed casually in a blue and white striped shirt and a brown sports jacket, he was much taller than I was, maybe 6’5”, and thin. He was about 60 years old, but a young 60. After we were introduced, I began to tell him about my trip and my excitement at being here with them.


I asked Zacharie why he was joining us. “I often do business in Iraq,” he responded. “I haven’t been there in two years, but when I heard an American was going to Iraq, I felt the need to meet you.” When I asked him what kind of work he did, he said, “I am in the oil business, but most of what I do consists of working with government leaders. I have always been involved in government since I was very young. I was born in New York, but my father was the Ambassador to France during the Second World War and I moved to France as a very young boy of six.”


Zacharie was excited to hear all about what I did and how I planned to use hypnosis to assist the Patient in Baghdad. He seemed very open with me, but I could also sense there was something mysterious about him. Maybe that was only me being on my guard, since he did not seem to be hiding anything. But I could still sense there was more to his being here than just an interest in meeting me. I decided I would closely observe him and learn more about this interesting man.


Soon we all got into the SUV and began our journey across the desert. I was like a little kid wanting to sit in the front seat so I could see everything, but Aashiq got there first. As we drove away, I made a joke about him riding “shotgun.” He did not know this expression so I tried to explain it to him, but I wasn’t sure he understood my humor. I told him that, as co-pilot, he could watch out for trouble. At that moment, I seriously wondered if he was carrying a gun. He didn’t seem like the type, but what did I know?


We were off to a new adventure. Aashiq and Zacharie told me they were used to this trip. They had taken it many times in the past ten years since the Embargo. These days, the only way into Baghdad was by driving through the desert. There were many of these types of vehicles in use and the fee was about $150.00 per person for a one-way trip.


As we drove out of Amman and headed towards the open country, Aashiq handed me his cell phone and said I could call home if I wanted, since once we were out of Jordan the cell phones would not work. It felt very strange to be speaking to someone from home on a cell phone when I was on the other side of the world traveling through the desert. It was even stranger to think cell phones didn’t work where we are going, since they are such a big part of our lives in the U.S.


Amman is a large city and it took us a while to get out of it. We drove maybe forty-five minutes before even reaching the outskirts. At one point when we were driving fast on a four-lane street, the car slowed and I realized we were being pulled over by the local police. I learned Jordan was strict on their speed laws and Iraq had none. Our driver had been clocked by radar and was going too fast. As we pulled over, I felt scared, “Oh, oh, we’re in trouble now.” The next lesson I learned was that people from other cultures have different ways of expressing themselves. The police officer came to the driver’s window and asked for everyone’s passport. No one said a word except the driver, who spoke in Arabic for a few minutes. To my surprise, the police officer said a few more words, smiled and handed back our passports. We were off again. As we drove, Aashiq explained to me it was a routine stop and this was the normal way speeding was handled in this country. We were told to slow down and have a good night. I guess in Jordan the police give passes.


We drove for another 20 minutes on the main road and then turned off onto a smaller street, which felt like a shortcut. This road had a lot of hills and dips and went right through a small suburb. Aashiq told me the main highways in Jordan were crowded with oil trucks this time of night and their drivers were careless and caused many accidents. We were taking the back roads that cut across the city and would later join back up with the main highway. Even though the road was bumpy, Zacharie said it had been paved within the last two months and he was impressed that it was much better than it had been. I guess a few dips and hills were nothing compared to a road not paved at all.


As we drove along, I was able to study the houses and look into a few windows. This was not much different than driving down a residential street in a suburb of Chicago. I would catch an occasional glance of a family sitting at the table for dinner or a woman at the window over her kitchen sink doing dishes. Occasionally, I would even see a few children in the front yard playing before total darkness set in. What had made me think these families would be different from families in the U.S.?


We drove through the streets of Amman for about three hours until we reached the outskirts of the city and then headed east on the same highway we had been on previously. Darkness had set in, but there was plenty of light because of the full moon. Aashiq said, “The full moon looks different in Jordan, doesn’t it, Mr. Larry?” To my surprise, he was right. It looked very bright and lit up the desert like a streetlight. All the stars were out in splendor. The desert seemed so mysterious to me! Since I had no idea what was ahead, I was almost scared. In spite of that, I felt as though I was embarking upon one of the greatest adventures of my life.


Soon we came to two small villages, Azra As Shishan and Mahaffal Al Hafil. I barely saw them as we passed just along their edges and then we were off like the wind. As we drove the large four-lane desert highway, I would occasionally see a light way off in the distance to my left or to my right and wonder what it was or if someone was living way out there. These buildings and lights had an almost mystical appearance. Even though distance is difficult to measure in the desert and especially at night it seemed that these lights must have been about two to five miles away. I looked for roads which might lead to these houses or whatever the lights were coming from. I could see nothing and I was curious about who would live here. How would they survive, what did they do for a living? There were few of these buildings but as few as there were it seemed overwhelming in the middle of nowhere in the middle of the desert late at night. I knew it was just someone’s home or business, but it was someone’s home or business many miles away from mine. We would pass an occasional store, although most were closed. I would see an auto repair shop or a welding shop, and then for miles see nothing but the Syrian Desert, as far as you could see into the night.


The desert air was calm and cool in the evening. Driving was only feasible in the evening as it was much too hot to drive through the desert during the day. The stars and the moon seemed so much brighter on this side of the earth. Maybe it was because there were no city lights to weaken their brilliance. Whatever the reason, everything seemed extraordinarily beautiful. The air smelled clean and pure, as if it had not been contaminated in thousands of years. There were certainly few signs of the industrial revolution in this ancient and timeless place. As far as the eye could see, there was level land in almost every direction with only a few rock formations and stony plains here and there and a little spiny vegetation. Aashiq explained to me in some areas that were more fertile, there were still some Bedouin tribes. Any towns we would see were built around an oasis since the people had to have a water supply before they could build a settlement.


I had a strange feeling as I stood there in the middle of the Syrian Desert 6,000 miles from home in another world—overwhelmed and euphoric at the same time. I knew that I would remember this night as one of the great experiences of my life. I no longer had any fears, only curiosity and excitement. After about three hours of driving, we came across a small village named Mahaffat Al Jutur.


Mahaffat Al Jutur consisted of about ten buildings in the middle of nowhere. I cannot emphasize that phrase strongly enough. Mahaffat Al Jutur is about 150 miles from Amman, and there is nothing else between Amman and that town except for a couple of small settlements. This was the only place where travelers could stop for dinner or just a break. It was about midnight when we pulled over. There were many oil trucks and white cars with orange fenders, which I would later learn were cabs coming from Baghdad or returning, transporting passengers back and forth as we were being transported. We got out of the SUV and I took a couple of deep breaths.


As I stood next to the SUV and looked out into the night, I was in awe. Aashiq and Zacharie led me into a local restaurant, which was an artist’s dream. I had a camera, but I felt too self-conscious to take it out and photograph the people who were sitting around at midnight having dinner and looking up at us as we entered. Aashiq, in his confident and smooth manner, began to walk to the rear and we followed him. We were formally greeted by the owner of the restaurant and told we should go upstairs to where the families and women sat. The downstairs area of the restaurant was where most of the truck drivers and men sat. I would soon find out that this kind of segregation was common in these countries.


I could not imagine what this building had originally been built for, it was so peculiar, but I am sure that it had been here for many years. Most of the buildings of this town appeared to be 50 or more years old. The restaurant was about twenty feet wide and seventy-five to a hundred feet long, and had twenty-foot ceilings. Since it was so narrow, there was a single row of tables on each side with a wide walkway through the middle. There must have been thirty tables on each side with maybe half of them filled. The stairs led to a loft area above filled with more tables. This loft reminded me of a balcony in a church where the choir sings. It was right above the entrance and you would not know it was there if you did not notice the stairs.


The balcony had a private feeling, with framed windows that created a separation from the restaurant below. On the far side was an outside wall that looked down on the highway and the sidewalk. As I looked out the windows, I could see the entire length of the town. On one side of the street, I could see merchants in their street stands selling different kinds of foods and other items. The other side of the street had nothing but parking spaces and desert.


There were no women on the streets, although during our stay I did see a few families stop, make their purchases and move on. Nearly all of the men wore light robes and a head covering. They reminded me of men going to church services. “Who are those men in the robes down there?” I asked Aashiq.


“Most of them are truck drivers,” he responded. I was intrigued by the image of a guy with a white robe and turban driving a semi though the desert.


This was not the cleanest restaurant I had ever seen. A health inspector would have lots of things to criticize here. The floors were dirty and the tables seemed not to have been wiped off from the previous customer. I could smell the burning of meat at the rear of the restaurant. It was on a large grill with a skewer through a lamb. A man was at the grill slicing meat from the lamb as it rotated. I wondered how long that lamb had been turning on the grill. The standards were not what I was accustomed to but this was the only game in town. I had the feeling the restaurant was not cleaned often nor was the floor mopped. It was just as though we were walking into a place where the owners didn’t care. They were just there to feed you and you were there to eat and move on. There was no competition so why would they need to impress any of their patrons? I was excited to experience this, however I also felt uncomfortable entering into a place which seemed so neglected.


I wondered what would be safe to order from the menu, but Aashiq had already thought of everything. He had purchased lunch in Amman at the hotel and now brought in the little brown bags from the SUV. The owner brought up glasses and paper plates for us. This late, at midnight, we were the only customers upstairs. Downstairs were about forty men eating, talking with each other, and watching TV, which was in Arabic and very loud.


I needed to use the washroom and wondered what kind of sanitary conditions I would find there. There was only one washroom on the main level guarded by an elderly man with a full white beard and a robe. He was clearly a custodian of some sort. You could tell that the washroom was his territory. As I approached him, he smiled and stepped aside to allow me entry. The room had a strong smell of urine, the floor looked as though it had not been cleaned in a great while and there were rusty edges on the fixtures. I admit many men’s rooms in the States are not all that clean. There is often paper all over the floor and men miss the toilet. But this room gave off the most horrible smell I have ever encountered in a public restroom. Leaving that room and breathing clean air was like experiencing a spring day after a long winter. As I walked out, the elderly man who was guarding the door smiled and handed me a paper towel. Then he held up a small dish for me to leave a tip. I had only a few quarters in my pocket. I reached in my pocket and put the quarters in his dish. He looked at them and then at me and shook his head from side to side. He reached into the dish, smiled and handed them back to me. I guess American quarters were of no use at all in this remote village. I had nothing else to give him. I shrugged my shoulders with a look of “Sorry” and proceeded to walk back to my table. I walked slowly and deliberately to take in all I could.


When I came back up the stairs, I saw that Aashiq had opened the lunch bags he had brought from Amman and served a sandwich and a piece of fruit to each of us. When he pulled out a bottle of wine from another bag, I realized he had thought of everything. Aashiq poured each of us a glass, saying it would help us sleep on our journey.


I felt as if we were all on a picnic. The atmosphere was festive as we laughed together and compared countries and stories. The conversation flowed easily among the three of us. Both men were interested in what my life was like in the States. Both Aashiq and Zacharie had many questions about hypnosis and how it really worked, but I could tell they were not sure of its reliability or credibility. I am used to this skepticism, however and it did not bother me. When they asked me why I believed hypnosis could work in the Patient’s situation, I told them what I tell most people, “Basically, hypnosis quiets the mind and reduces the stress of trying too hard.” That seemed to satisfy them temporarily.


As the evening wore on, Zacharie and Aashiq both began to open up and tell me more details about their families and their lives in France. A light-hearted atmosphere prevailed and we were just like three young boys getting to know each other. We finished our midnight snack, cleaned up our tables and went downstairs. Aashiq had already paid the owner of the restaurant so we left.


It was a beautiful desert night, cool, yet you could still feel the warmth of the day. It was so quiet you could hear a truck engine many miles away. As we stood there, I could see there was nothing moving in the night. An occasional truck went by, but nothing else stirred. It was an amazing thought—there was not another road in any direction for about 200 miles. If you look at a map of the region of Jordan where we were, you would see nothing but one road and we were on it. I wondered what kind of animals, if any, roamed out there in the desert. “Where do the people live?” I asked Aashiq.


“In houses nearby,” he replied.


I looked both ways down that block-long street, trying to find the houses, but all I could see were a few businesses and a garage. This was just a stopping place for travelers. There were maybe a total of ten businesses in an area about the length of one city block, then nothing in every other direction. I saw a small hardware store that sold food and many other items, much like a convenience store. There were also two fruit stands, side by side. I wondered how they could possibly compete with each other out here in the middle of the desert.


I accompanied Aashiq into one of the shops where he was buying some liquor and wine for later. “You can’t buy alcohol easily once you are in Baghdad since it is against their religion to drink it,” he told me. The key word here was “easily.” Apparently, alcoholic beverages were still available on the black market.


I got a kick out of looking at the grocery items on the shelves, things that were common in the states such as a Snickers, Fig Newton’s and even Comet Kitchen Cleanser—all of their familiar labels written in Arabic. In France, I could see a Pepsi can and say, “Oh well, it’s written in French.” In Jordan, it was almost as though I was on another planet.


After Aashiq had made his purchases, we boarded the SUV for the last leg of our journey. We were now ready to cross the Iraqi border and then travel 400 miles to Baghdad. I was becoming even more excited.


We drove away into the darkness. An hour later, we came to the Jordanian border and slowed down. There was a strong feeling of “government” in the air—the palpable presence of an authoritarian entity. The road was better lit and wider and there were many cars and trucks parked alongside it, which I imagined might have been detained because their papers were not in order.


I even saw a taxi with the traditional orange fenders sitting in a ravine. It looked as though it had broken down and the owner had never returned to pick it up. Parts were missing as though the vultures had eaten them away. As I would learn later, parts for cars were very scarce in this part of the world.


We stopped at a brightly lit checkpoint and a guard asked us for our passports. Then we were directed to go to a building that looked much like an army barracks—long, low and made of corrugated steel.


Immediately a horde of uniformed and non-uniformed men approached our car. There was an aggressive movement to their actions as though they didn’t trust us and were looking for something significant. They opened the hood and began to exam the engine compartment and then opened all the car doors and began to look inside. They looked under the seats and the in rear compartment. I felt a stress within wondering what it was they thought they were going to find. I began to wonder if the traveling companions I was with had something to hide that they hadn’t told me about. Was I in trouble traveling with these men? I had no idea why these guards were so aggressive. I had to walk inside and was not able to observe the continuation of this search, but I had seen enough to know that the car would be totally undressed.


After filling out some papers, we waited for approval and within thirty minutes were back in our SUV and proceeding into what is called the “Neutral Zone,” also called “No Man’s Land”—one hundred meters of land controlled by no one. We were fortunate there were not many people waiting to exit Jordan that night.


A short time later, we pulled up at the Iraqi border. In my mind, this was the point of no return. As I looked around at the heavily guarded surroundings, I thought, “This is what it must have felt like to enter a Communist country a few years ago.” Every movie about foreign spies that was ever made had this scene in it somewhere.


The Iraqi border had military menace written all over it. It was surrounded by barbed wire, fences, guard posts and check points. Nothing seemed welcoming or friendly. The buildings were made of dark-colored brick with thick walls. It had a closed-up look of privacy and secrecy. They were strong looking, as though they were well protected. There was a concrete wall surrounding most of the building. I noticed few windows and those that did exist had bars on them. Everywhere I looked I could see that this was place built as a fortress and no one was going to be able to leave without permission. The roof had razor wire stretched along the edges. Nothing seemed to be left undone. Even the lighting around the customs building was dim, giving you the feeling it was a dangerous place to enter. Maybe you wouldn’t come out again.


We pulled into a small area, parked and went inside a large low building with about 100 feet of frontage. I wondered what purpose this building served beyond being a border building. I began to wonder if all of these guards were to keep people from leaving Iraq. Just as we had done on the Jordanian side, we left our driver and SUV for the border guards to search.


There were two doorways, one for ordinary people and one for VIP’s. We entered into the building through the small VIP doorway and went into a tiny office. It was furnished with one old desk with a few men standing around it as though they were waiting for something. It was difficult to tell if these men were civilians or custom officials since they did not wear uniforms. As we walked in, I could feel their eyes fix on us and I had a feeling those eyes were especially watching me. I wasn’t imagining this—there was a strong interest in my presence and I could feel the fear starting to creep over my body, but I was not going to let it get to me. I kept reminding myself of the conversation I had with Aashiq a couple of weeks ago when he had reassured me I would be safe. At this moment, I needed to trust him more than I had ever trusted anybody before.


While I was standing there filling out a form, an occasional uniformed guard with a rifle would come in, speak to the men behind the desk in Arabic, look at me and then walk out again. That did nothing to alleviate my nervousness since I felt that I was on display.


To distract myself, I thought about where the guards who worked here lived. We were at least 400 miles from Baghdad and there was nothing but open desert and road as far as the eye could see. I knew there had to be other towns or villages along the way, but where were they? Later, when I had the opportunity to look at this section of the border on a map of Iraq, it showed no settlements for miles in any direction.


One of the questions on the entry form was “What is the purpose of your visit?” I had been told by Aashiq to write, “Invited and medical.” Obviously, those were the magic words since the atmosphere changed as soon as I handed the form back to the man at the desk. He looked at it and then at me and smiled. Suddenly, I felt safe again.


I stood there like a student who had just handed in my homework and was waiting approval. The man at the desk smiled at me again and led us into a larger room adjoining the entry area where we were told to wait. It is an amazing phenomenon when you are feeling fear and someone smiles. The fear disappears!


I realized this room must be one of the holding areas where travelers stayed while their paperwork was processed. I wondered how many stories these walls could tell about people who were not allowed to continue past the border. There were about 100 chairs, half facing the front end of the room and the other half facing the rear, an occasional worn couch, and a few end tables. The décor reminded me of an old bus station furnished with whatever pieces someone no longer wanted at home. Nothing matched. At the far end of the room, a larger-than-life photo of Saddam Hussein was displayed.


I was tremendously curious about the conversation in Arabic I could hear Aashiq having with the customs agents in the next room. I attempted to catch a bit of meaning, but I could not. I sensed something was wrong by the tones and body language of the men with whom he was speaking, but it did not seem serious. Were they asking him why an American was visiting Iraq? That made me nervous, but I was not going to succumb to fear at this point. It took all my skill, but I managed to stay in the moment and to avoid becoming paranoid. I knew that creating imaginary “What ifs” at this point would be a very bad idea.


I sat down next to Zacharie. During the drive, we had talked about life, business, hypnosis and everything else under the sun that three men speak of when traveling through the desert. I was feeling very comfortable around him. I could tell he was used to this kind of situation. He was as calm as though he was waiting for a plane departure.


Trying to make some conversation to pass the time, I asked him “How many times have you been to Iraq?”


“Two hundred times,” he told me.


I was shocked! Until now, I did not know anyone who had been to Iraq. I knew Zacharie was in the oil business, but I could not imagine why he had made the trip 200 times for any reason. This was not an easy journey, flying into Amman and then driving for ten hours across the desert at night. I could not imagine anyone doing that on a regular basis unless there was some kind of significant profit involved.


“Do you know what Aashiq and the guards are talking about?” I asked.


“I couldn’t hear much of what they were saying,” he said, “but it does not appear to be serious. You shouldn’t be worried.” I felt somewhat reassured by his answer, but I was still nervous.


When Aashiq came back, I asked as nonchalantly as I could, “What was the problem in the other room?”


“There was a concern since we were supposed to have crossed the border yesterday and now we were showing up a day late,” he said. I was beginning to appreciate why international travelers complain so bitterly over airline delays.


“Could the delay I experienced in Paris now affect our permission to continue?” I asked anxiously. “Are we going to be detained because we are a day late?”


“The problem is they change the custom officials every day,” Aashiq explained. “The officials who were here yesterday had been told of our arrival and were expecting us; however, this is a different crew and they are not aware of all the details of our entry.” He went on to say that part of the problem was some laptop computers he had with him were not on the list of items allowed to be brought into the country. In Iraq, computers are very rare and have a taxation rate of thirty-five percent of the original retail value. What Aashiq had been trying to explain to the guards was these particular computers had been taken out of the country at an earlier time to be upgraded and now he was just returning them to their owners. “The guards just need to make some calls to verify this information.”


After a number of additional conversations with Aashiq and a few phone calls, the guards must have gotten the okay because they finally told us we could leave. About an hour had passed. In a strange way, this delay had been fun as well as scary. There were moments when I had an irrational feeling we might be held at the border forever. In reality, it is actually more of a hassle to pass through American customs then it was for us to cross into Jordan or Iraq.


As we finally crossed over the border, I had a tremendous feeling of relief. I knew now everything was really going to be okay. It was just the little child inside of me who had been looking for excitement. That child was still waiting for the bodyguards who rode on the running boards of the SUV with their machine guns ready. They never showed!


The night was clear, without a cloud in the sky and there were six lanes of smooth highway ahead of us with not another car in sight. The roads in Iraq were of a much higher quality than those in Jordan. I was surprised the pavement was almost perfect. They were smooth and the painted lines looked pure and straight as a ruler, even though we were moving along at about 90mph. These roads were built to last a long time; they were built for the future.


We drove for about an hour and came to a town called Ar Rutbah, a frontier post for military and customs officials with a hotel on the trans-desert routes from Baghdad to Damascus and Jerusalem. Two hundred thirty-five miles west of Baghdad in the Syrian Desert, Ar Rutbah is the most westerly inhabited town in Iraq.


We were not seeing many vehicles yet, but I was told there were many that traveled these roads from Jordan to Baghdad every day, mostly oil trucks. The highway appeared so new, free from potholes or cracks, almost flawless. Every ten miles we would go under an overpass. Most of these went nowhere. They were just an overpass with no road on either end. I asked Aashiq why these overpasses existed and he said, “They are for the future.”


I was beginning to learn only the barest answer to the question would be given. As we traveled, we began to see the oil trucks coming toward us from the other side, carrying their cargo towards Jordan. These trucks represented the survival of Iraq, a country that had been laboring under the Embargo since 1990.


Aashiq suggested if anyone was tired, the wide seat at the very back of the SUV would be very comfortable to lie down on and catch some sleep, but neither Zacharie nor I moved. I had not slept in nearly 20 hours but I was not tired. My mind was wild with thought as we drove like the wind through the Iraqi desert. When you are used to a crowded city such as Chicago, being in a desert is like a fantasy world. As we sped through the night, I felt free, as if there was no one and nothing else in the world at that moment. The night belonged to us and us alone. The contrast between the six-lane super-highway and the timeless desert that stretched away in all four directions was surreal. I was intoxicated with speed and felt as if we could fly along through the night at 100mph forever.


As dawn broke, I began to get glimpses of small settlements. It was difficult for me to comprehend how people could survive in such a vast, sandy wasteland and the greatest question was why? There were no indications of industry or any way of earning a living, only infrequent houses with families residing in them and an occasional farm that was raising scraggly crops. Other than that, I saw nothing that seemed able to support the people living in this area.


Irrigation had to be difficult since I saw very few bodies of water along the way. But we did drive through Al Habbaniyah, a city in the western part of the desert that had a lake nearby. This shallow body of slightly saline water was about 54 square miles in area, and was separated from the Euphrates River to the north by the Asibi and Zaban ridges. Aashiq told me this lake had been used since the beginning of time for storing floodwater from the Euphrates. It is difficult to put into words my excitement and curiosity when I saw a robed Iraqi man or woman walking along the road in the rosy desert dawn or standing in front of one of their houses. These graceful figures filled me with a sense of beauty and peace, making me feel as if the world was not much different wherever we go.
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