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The Boat


I dive into the glinting water.


‘Yusra! What the hell are you doing?’


I ignore my sister and duck under the waves. The ocean roars over the drum beat of my pulse. The life jacket tugs upwards on my chest. I break the surface. Desperate prayers ring out from the boat above.


I grab the rope and glimpse the shore. Europe is in sight. The sun inches down towards the island. The wind is up. The passengers cry and shriek as the boat spins in the swell. The Afghan pulls desperately on the engine cord. It splutters but doesn’t catch. The engine is dead. We are alone, at the mercy of the raging sea.


The boy’s face appears between the huddled passengers on the boat. He grins. It’s a game. He knows nothing about all the desperate people who died here. Mothers and their babies, old men and women, strong young men. The thousands who never made it to shore, who battled for hours in vain until the sea took them. I screw my eyes shut and fight the rising panic. Swim. I can swim. I can save the boy.


I see my mother, my father, my little sister. A parade of half-remembered triumphs, defeats, and embarrassments. Things I’d rather forget. Dad throws me into the water. A man hangs a medal around my neck. A tank takes aim. Glass shatters onto a pavement. A bomb rips through a roof.


My eyes flick open. Beside me, my sister stares grimly up at the next towering peak of angry water. The rope cuts into my palms. The sea drags and sucks at my clothes. My limbs ache under the weight. Just hold on. Stay alive.


Another wave rises, the dark water looms behind the boat. I brace as we rise and fall, drift and spin. The sea is not a swimming pool. There are no sides, no bottom. This water is unlimited, wild, and unknowable. The waves march on, relentless, an advancing army.


The sun sinks faster now down to meet the island’s peaks. The shore looks further away than ever. The water glints dark purple, the wave’s crests shine creamy yellow in the dying light. How did it get this far? When did our lives become so cheap? Risking it all, paying a fortune to climb onto an overcrowded dinghy and take our chances on the sea. Is this really the only way out? The only way to escape the bombs at home?


The surf rolls and surges. Choppy peaks of water knock my head against the side of the boat. The salt water stings my eyes, fills my mouth, my nose. The wind whips my hair around my head. The cold creeps down my body, working into my feet, my calves, and my thigh muscles. I can feel my legs beginning to seize up.


‘Yusra! Get back on the boat.’


I grip the rope more tightly. I’m not letting my sister do this alone. No one is going to die on our watch. We’re Mardinis. And we swim.
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The Spark
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I swim before I can walk. My dad, Ezzat, a swimming coach, just puts me in the water. I’m not yet big enough for armbands, so he removes the plastic grate from the gutter overflow at the pool’s edge and plonks me into the shallow water underneath.


‘Here, move your legs like this,’ says Dad.


He makes a paddling motion with his hands. I thrash my legs until I work out how to kick. Often, I tire myself out and the water’s lapping warmth lulls me to sleep. Dad never notices. He’s too busy barking orders at my older sister, Sara. Neither of us chose to swim. We don’t remember starting. We just swim, we always have.


I’m a cute kid, with light skin, large brown eyes, long dark hair, and a small, neat frame. I’m painfully shy and I rarely speak. I’m only happy when I’m with my mum, Mervat. If she goes to the bathroom, I’ll wait outside until she’s done. If other adults try to talk to me I gaze up at them in silence.


Most weekends we visit my grandparents in the city. My grandmother Yusra, who I’m named after, is like a second mother. I hide behind the long folds of her abaya, a floor-length, fitted jacket, as my grandfather Abu-Bassam tries bribing me with sweets to get me to smile. I never fall for it, so he teases me and calls me a scaredy-cat.


Sara is three years older than me and the other extreme. No one can get her to stay quiet. She’s always talking to adults, even strangers in shops, babbling away in a made-up language. She likes to interrupt tea parties by standing on Grandma’s sofa and talking nonsense, waving her arms as if she’s making a speech. When Mum asks, Sara says she’s speaking English.


We’re a big family. Mum and Dad have eleven siblings between them. There are always cousins around. We live in Set Zaynab, a town south of Damascus, the capital of Syria. Dad’s older brother, Ghassan, lives in the building opposite us. His kids, our cousins, come over every day to play.


Swimming is the family passion and Dad expects us to share it. All Dad’s siblings trained when they were young. Dad swam for Syria when he was a teenager, but had to stop after being called up for compulsory military service. When Sara was born he returned to the pool as a coach. Dad has always been a passionate believer in his own skill. One day, before I was born, he threw baby Sara into the pool to prove how good a coach he was. He wanted to show the others he could even teach his baby daughter to swim. Mum looked on in silent horror as he fished Sara out again.


The winter I’m four, Dad lands a job at the Tishreen Sports Complex in Damascus, home of the Syrian Olympic Committee. Dad signs me and Sara up for swimming training. He arranges for another coach to take me on while Dad concentrates on seven-year-old Sara. I train three times a week in the creepy Olympic pool. The main sources of light are long, low windows that run along three sides of the building. Above the glass, fixed metal blinds block out the glaring sunshine. Mounted on one of them, next to the scoreboard, hangs a large portrait of Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad.


It’s always freezing in the pool. But I soon discover that being tiny, shy, and pretty has its advantages. Before long, my new coach is smitten. I have him wrapped around my little finger.


‘I’m cold,’ I mumble, gazing up at the coach with wide, innocent eyes.


‘What’s that, little one?’ says the coach. ‘You’re cold? Why don’t you go and take your towel and sit outside in the sun for a little while? What’s that, habibti, my dear? You’re hungry too? Well then, let’s get you some cake.’


For the next blissful four months of spoiling, I’m rarely in the pool. But I can’t escape Dad. One day I pass him after training. The pool is empty, Dad is getting ready for his next session. Mum has come to pick us up as usual and is waiting quietly on a chair at the poolside. Dad spots me before I can reach her.


‘Yusra,’ he calls. ‘Come here.’


I pull my towel closer around my shoulders and hurry over to him. Once I’m in grabbing distance he rips off the towel, lifts me up and launches me into the water. I battle to the surface and gasp for air. My arms and legs thrash around in panic. Four months lying in the sun and eating cake have left their mark. There’s no hiding it from Dad. I’ve forgotten how to swim. His curses echo around the hall and ring in my ears. I struggle towards the edge and grab the side. I don’t dare look up.


‘What have you done?’ he shouts. ‘What the hell have you been doing?’


I haul myself out and get to my feet. I force myself to look at him. It’s a mistake. He’s marching towards me, his face flaming with rage. He reaches me in a few strides. I stare down at the tiles and brace for my punishment.


He bends down towards me.


‘What’s wrong with you?’ he shouts. ‘What did he do?’


Dad shoves my shoulders hard and sends me flying backwards into the pool. I slam into the water back first. I surface, nose full of chlorine, eyes wild with shock. I splutter and flap like a hooked fish. I thrash and scoop my way back to the edge and cling on, eyes fixed on the dancing water.


‘Out!’ he shouts. ‘Get out now!’


I drag myself out of the pool and scuttle a little distance away. I watch Dad warily. He has the look of a man who is willing to do this all day. A third time, a fourth time, twenty times, until I can swim again. He advances again. I throw a pleading look at my mother. She’s sitting motionless, staring at us from the poolside. Her expression is unreadable. She says nothing. The pool is his kingdom.


‘Ezzat! Are you crazy?’


I risk a glance. It’s my uncle Hussam, Dad’s youngest brother. My saviour.


‘What the hell are you doing?’ shouts Hussam, striding around the pool towards us.


I look at Dad. His face is still bright red, but he now looks disoriented, cut off mid-rant. This is my chance. I scurry over to Mum and dive between the legs of her chair. I pull her long skirt down behind me. The poolside argument now sounds comfortingly far away. Mum shifts slightly in her seat. I’ll be safe here until he calms down.


After that Dad doesn’t let me out of his sight. He won’t risk anyone else spoiling me. I’m his daughter. And I’ll swim whether I like it or not. He stuffs me in inflatable armbands and puts me into the pool with Sara’s age group.


I float around at one end of the pool while they train. The older swimmers show me no mercy. They push past and dunk me under. I soon learn to bat them out of my way or dive deeper down while they plough on over my head. Dad gradually deflates the armbands bit by bit until I can swim again.


That summer, my uncle Ghassan and his family move to Daraya, a suburb of Damascus eight kilometres south-west of the city centre. Mum and Dad decide to follow them. We move into a large house on a long, straight road that marks the border between Daraya and another district, Al Moadamyeh, to the west.


Sara and I get the biggest room at the front of the house. It’s always flooded with light; the outside wall is made entirely out of glass. Mum and Dad’s room is smaller. In the centre is a huge white antique bed, a present from Grandma and Grandpa. Sara and I ruin it by drawing on it with Mum’s make-up. Another of our favourite games is to make a big pile of Mum’s clothes on the floor and sit on top of it like queens of the castle. I spend a lot of time on the balcony, staring down at the busy street or gazing up above the rooftops, at the pointed minarets of the district’s many mosques.


Our parents aren’t the strictest Muslims, but I’m brought up to know the rules. They teach us to follow them and, more importantly, they teach us that a good Muslim shows respect. Respect your elders, respect women, respect those from other cultures and religions. Respect your mother. Respect your father. Especially if he’s also your swimming coach.


Dad likes to separate the two roles. At the pool, we have to call him coach. At home, we can call him Dad, but in practice he’s still coach. Training never stops. I come to dread Fridays, the first day of our weekend. Every week, Dad waits until we’re relaxing on the sofa, then strides into the living room and claps his hands.


‘Come on, girls!’ he says. ‘Go get your resistance bands and we’ll work on your shoulders.’


We trudge off to find the long elastic bands. He fixes them up to the living-room window and puts us to work. The best part of Dad’s training plan is when we get to watch sports on TV. We sit through the aquatics and athletics World Championships, all four tennis Majors and the UEFA Champions League. I become a passionate FC Barcelona fan. Dad doesn’t waste a second of TV time. He points out the minute differences in the swimmers’ techniques. He admires the soccer players’ individual style. He praises the tennis players when they grind their opponents down and is scornful when they crumble under pressure. We sit and nod in silence.


The summer I’m six, we watch the closing races of the Athens 2004 Olympic Games. It’s the men’s 100m butterfly final.


‘Watch lane four,’ says Dad. ‘Michael Phelps. The American.’


A tense silence falls in the living room. A horn sounds. Eight swimmers launch like arrows into the pool. An underwater camera shows Phelps’ hips rolling, his long legs and flicking ankles churning the water back behind him. The swimmers break out on the surface in an explosion of white water. Phelps is almost a metre behind his rival Ian Crocker. It seems hopeless.


Phelps’ enormous shoulders crane back, his bulk crashes down. Spray flies as he windmills into a somersault turn. He breaks the surface again, but he’s still lagging. He’ll never make it. Forty metres, thirty metres. At twenty-five metres to go, Phelps starts sprinting twice as fast. He gains on Crocker.


My eyes widen. Reach and crash, reach and crash. On, on. I catch my breath. It’s so close. Three, two, one. Phelps and Crocker thwack the touch pad. It’s Phelps. He’s snatched gold from Crocker. Won by four hundredths of a second.


I stare spellbound at the screen. Dad stands and pumps his fist in the air. He spins round to face us.


‘You see?’


On screen, Phelps rips off his goggles and gawps at the scoreboard. He brings both arms up in victory. I frown at the screen. I study his face, wonder if that feeling makes it all worth it. All that pain and sacrifice just for one instant of glory.


I never chose to be a swimmer. But from that moment on I’m hooked. My gut burns with ambition. I clench my fists. I no longer care what it takes. I’ll follow Phelps to the top. To the Olympics. To gold. Or die trying.
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Dad wants us to be the best swimmers. The very best. On Earth. Ever. He’ll do anything to get us there. His expectations are astronomical, and we’re expected to keep up. I start primary school a few weeks after Phelps’ miracle win in Athens. The school is in Mazzeh district in western Damascus, on a square with an adjoining high school. I just have to work my way up through the buildings. From the bottom rung it looks like a long ladder. Dad sits me down one evening just after the start of term.


‘Yusra, from tomorrow you’re going to be a professional swimmer,’ he says. ‘You’ll train every day for two hours from now on. You’re going to join the Damascus youth team with your sister. Understand?’


I nod. I’m being told, not asked. My stomach writhes with excitement and dread. I see the rungs on the swimming ladder stretching up before me like the school buildings. I’ve made it onto the Damascus youth team. The next step is the Syrian national team, where I’ll start swimming for my country in international competitions. From there, the Olympics will be in reach.


I fall into step with Sara’s rigid routine. Dad has us both living like soldiers. School begins early and ends at lunchtime. But for us work isn’t over. Dad waits for us every day at the school gates to take us to the pool. Some days after school I don’t feel like swimming. But Dad silences protests with a single look. In the car, he bans music and all non-swimming related talk. He lectures us on technique and drills until we know all his speeches off by heart. Every day, Mum meets us at the pool and watches our training sessions from the spectator gallery.


One day, Dad and another coach are stretching Sara’s shoulders before training. She kneels down while they pull her bent elbows back behind her head. We both hate that stretch. It can be painful, but it helps to get your shoulders supple and working. Dad tells us over and over again that we should stay very still. But this time, as Dad and the other coach pull back her elbows, Sara winces, jerks away and cries out in pain. She’s in agony, so Mum and Dad take her to the doctors. They do an x-ray and find that she has broken her collarbone. Sara is taken out of training for several weeks, but Dad doesn’t blink. One little accident won’t stop his girls swimming. She’s back in the water the moment she’s healed. Dad doesn’t go easy on her. He tells her to work harder than ever to make up for lost time.


That summer, I attend my first swimming training camp. Sara and I don’t have to travel far. All the best young swimmers in Syria come to Damascus in the school holidays to train. We stay with the others in the athletes’ hotel next to the Tishreen pool. Aged ten, Sara is already hanging out with the teenagers on the Syrian national team. I’m shy, so I stick with her. Gradually, the older kids coax me out of my shell. One of them, an older guy called Ehab, teases me and calls me ‘little mouse’.


Swimming camp is also where I first meet Rami. He’s from Aleppo but comes to Damascus often to train. He’s sixteen, nine years older than me, but we become friends for life. At camp, I’m the youngest, so he’s always nice to me. He’s handsome, with an open, symmetrical face and dark hair and eyes. All the other girls are jealous of our friendship.


There aren’t many older female swimmers in the camp. Many choose to give up swimming after they hit puberty. Some stop because they don’t see a future career in swimming, or decide to stop when they go to university. Still more give up because this is the age Muslim women choose whether to observe hijab, wear modest clothing and a veil to cover their hair. Hijab is the word we use both for the veil itself and for modest Islamic clothing in general. No one in Syria is forced to wear hijab and lots of Muslim women choose not to, especially in the cities. It’s completely acceptable as an observant Muslim to do either, as long as your clothing isn’t too revealing. That’s where swimming clashes with tradition. Wearing hijab gets complicated if you’re training in a swimsuit. It’s clear, as long as we swim, we won’t wear hijab.


A lot of people don’t understand about us swimming. They don’t see the hard work and dedication it takes to swim. They just see the swimsuit. Neighbours and parents of kids at our school tell Mum they don’t approve. Some say wearing a swimsuit past a certain age is inappropriate for a young girl. Mum ignores them. The summer I’m nine, Mum even decides to learn to swim herself. Because she wears hijab and covers her hair she can’t learn at Tishreen, so she goes to another pool and does a summer course just for women. Dad encourages her and eventually trains her himself.


Dad seems unaware of the gossip. He lets nothing get in the way of us swimming. His training programme is paying off. Dad wants us to prove ourselves in both sprinting and long distance and we’re getting fast in butterfly and freestyle. Sara has impressive muscles for a twelve-year-old girl. She’s showing promise and is picked up by the coaches of the Syrian national team. Dad is overjoyed, but it means she’s no longer his swimmer, only his daughter. I’m still both.


One day, not long after Sara starts with the national team, Dad takes my training group to visit them while they work out at the gym. We’re too young for weight training, so Dad explains the exercises while we watch. We gather around a series of pull-down machines. Without warning, a girl from my training group grabs the bar of the machine nearest me and yanks it down. It’s heavier than she thinks and she lets go. The bar flicks back and thwacks me just beneath the eye. I scream.


‘What now, Yusra?’ says Dad.


A thin trickle of blood runs down my cheek. My eyes well up with tears. Dad grabs my chin and lifts it to inspect the side of my face.


‘It’s nothing,’ he says. ‘Don’t overdo it.’


Dad ushers our group back to the pool to get on with training. I stand next to the start block, snivelling from the shock. Training starts again. I’ve no choice. I get in. The wound burns in the chlorine. I cling onto the edge of the pool. Eventually I’m saved by the father of one of the other kids in my group who tells Dad to take me to the doctor. Dad purses his lips. He’s annoyed. He waves at me and I climb out of the water. After training he drives me to the emergency room. The doctors sew my upper cheek back together.


After that, I’m terrified of getting hurt. Not because of the pain but because training wouldn’t have stopped. But there’s nothing I can do to protect myself against some things. Like ear infections, for instance. It’s agony, like someone is trying to inflate a balloon in my head. I get time off school, but not swimming. Dad doesn’t trust doctors, especially if they take me out of the pool. One time the pain is worse than anything I’ve ever felt before. I howl as my mother pleads with the doctor. The physician shakes her head.


‘It’s a perforated eardrum,’ she says. ‘There’s no way she can swim. Not for at least a week.’


I look at Mum. She raises her eyebrows and sighs.


‘Will you tell Dad?’ I say. ‘I can’t. I don’t want to.’


I cry all the way to the pool. I’m petrified about what Dad will say when he hears. Dad is waiting.


‘Well, what’s the verdict?’ he says.


Mum tells him. He’s furious.


‘What’s she talking about? A whole week? I want a second opinion.’


We get back in the car and Mum takes me to a different doctor. This one tells her nothing is wrong, no perforated eardrum, no break from swimming. Dad is happy. I swim on in pain. Not long after that, Sara and I are waiting for the school bus one morning when I suddenly fall flat on my face. I’m out cold for thirty seconds. Dad sees me collapse from our balcony and rushes out of the house. He drives me to the doctors. They’re baffled. Something to do with my ears. Or maybe my eyes. They send me to an optician who says I’m short-sighted. From that day on I wear glasses or contact lenses, but they don’t prevent me suffering from intermittent fainting fits. Around the same time, I develop red, itchy patches on my neck. The doctors say it’s psoriasis. Dad is happy as long as it doesn’t affect my swimming.


Dad may no longer be Sara’s coach, but he keeps a keen eye on her. The Pan Arab Games are approaching, and he wants her to go to Cairo with the rest of the Syrian team. For the first time, the Games will include a modern pentathlon event. Dad hears the team hasn’t yet found a female competitor for the mixed relay. The coaches ask Sara if she’d like to try out for the running, swimming, and shooting events.


Sara spends the summer in the Tishreen complex, running long distances and learning how to shoot a pistol at a target. I go along a couple of times to watch her. Once she lets me try with the gun. The weapon is heavy, cold, and unwieldy. I’m not sure I like it. Sara proves herself to the coaches, November comes around, and she travels to Cairo with the national team. She runs fast, shoots straight and storms down the pool. She and her relay team win a silver medal and help Syria come fifth on the medals table. When the team returns, Dad is beside himself with excitement.


‘Maybe you’ll get to meet the President!’ he says to Sara.


The following week, the team coaches call a meeting. It’s confirmed. President Bashar Al-Assad would like to meet all the medal winners. Sara is the youngest of them all. She gets the day off school and even manages to miss an exam, but is given full marks anyway. She comes back from the palace glowing.


‘So, what happened?’ says Mum.


‘We waited in a long line to say hello to him,’ says Sara, grinning. ‘I couldn’t believe he was real.’


‘Did he say anything to you?’ says Mum.


‘He told me he’s proud of me because I’m the youngest,’ she says. ‘And he said to keep going. He said keep winning and one day I’ll meet him again. He was just a nice, normal man.’


Mum and Dad beam with pride. The meeting is a huge honour for our family. A group photo of Sara with the President is hung up at our school. Dad has a copy blown up and framed. He hangs it in pride of place on the living-room wall at home.


A few weeks later, Mum sits me and Sara down and tells us she’s pregnant. I’m unsettled. I’ll no longer be the youngest, the smallest, the cutest. I say nothing and smile. In March, the month I turn ten, Mum gives birth to a baby girl, a tiny angel with huge, sky-blue eyes. She calls her Shahed. Honey. We all melt. Once she arrives, I’m overjoyed to have a little sister.


If Dad is obsessed with our swimming times, Mum worries only about our academic grades. Sara and I are both good at English, so Mum hires us private tutors to encourage us. Dad introduces us to American pop music. We’re big fans of Michael Jackson. We study his lyrics as if they were exam texts. We always have headphones on. On the way to school or to the pool, on the drive home from Grandma’s house in Damascus to Daraya. Sometimes I ask Sara what an English word means and how to write it. Sara keeps a notebook where she writes her secrets in English so that Mum and Dad can’t read them.


That summer, between training sessions, Sara and I sit down with Dad to watch the Beijing 2008 Olympics. Mum flits in and out, baby Shahed on her arm. This time, because of Phelps, swimming dominates the Games. I gawp, awestruck, as he snatches gold after gold, powering towards his record-breaking medal haul. The entire world goes wild for him. The Arabic press call him the New Olympic Legend. The Ultimate Olympian.


We’re all waiting for the final of the men’s 100m butterfly. The tension builds as Serbian swimmer Milorad Čavić says he’s going to deny Phelps his seventh gold. The swimmers line up on the start blocks. Crocker is there too. The camera moves along the line. I study the neck, the arms. Wow, Phelps is a man mountain. In our living room, the air is electric. Dad insists on absolute silence.


Beep. They dart into the water. Čavić and Crocker are ahead as the swimmers surface. Crashing, pounding, propelling forwards. At the end of the first length Phelps is seventh. I hold my breath, wait for him to call on his full reserve of power. Thirty, twenty metres to go. Phelps takes Crocker, but Čavić is still in front. One, two, one, two. On, on.


Surely Phelps is leaving it too late? Come on. Flip the switch. Sprint. Fifteen metres to go and Phelps brings it all. He gains. He’s exactly level with Čavić. They slam the touch pad together and I let out a squeal. No one can believe it. He’s done it. Gold. By one hundredth of a second. Phelps shouts and crashes his huge arms down in the water.


Dad is on his feet.


‘You see that?’ he says. ‘That’s it, girls. That’s an Olympian.’


Sara and I grin at each other.


‘But how do we get there?’ I say. ‘How do we get to the Olympics?’


‘Work,’ says Dad and turns back to the screen. ‘God willing, you’ll get there one day. If your dream isn’t the Olympics, you aren’t a true athlete.’


For a while, Sara is the young star on the Syrian team. She’s swimming strongly in both short butterfly races and long-distance freestyle. But the autumn after the Beijing Olympics, she begins to wobble. Her level yo-yos up and down and the team coaches begin to lose interest in her. It seems like she changes coach every week.


In Dad’s training group, me and another girl, Carol, are the fastest. We’re to be Dad’s very own stars. All the national team swimmers, including Sara, are his competitors. He organizes a head-to-head between Sara and Carol. 100m butterfly.


Dad has us all gather to watch the race. Coaches, swimmers, and Sara’s team mates. At the pool, Dad isn’t Dad. He’s coach. As Sara and Carol climb onto the start blocks, Sara isn’t his daughter. She’s his swimmer’s competition. I stare, keep my mind numb. I’ve no idea who to root for.


Beep. They dive. Carol surfaces first. Sara whirls out after. At the fifty-metre turn, Sara’s a full body-length behind. She powers on, but Carol sprints the last twenty-five metres and comes in a good five seconds ahead. Dad pumps the air in victory and grins over at the team coaches. His star won.


We drive home in awkward silence. Sara stares hard out of the window, headphones in. Once we set foot inside the house, Dad is Dad again. He rounds on Sara.


‘What’s wrong with you?’ he shouts. ‘You’ve let yourself slide. You lost all your speed.’


She glares at him. Her eyes flash fury.


‘That’s it, enough,’ he says. ‘No more going around to friends’ houses after training. No more playing basketball. I’ll have to fix you. I’ll coach you from now on. You’re coming back to me.’


Sara breaks down in tears. She jams her headphones on, gets up and leaves the room. I block it out. She’ll cry, then she’ll calm down.


After that, Sara joins me and Carol in training with Dad. One day, a few months later, Sara climbs out of the pool clutching her right shoulder.


‘I can’t carry on,’ she says to Dad. ‘I can’t move my shoulder.’


Mum takes her to the doctor. Sara is given four weeks’ rest and some muscle creams. Dad isn’t happy. A month later Sara is back in the pool, but the break means her level is right down again. It’s another two months before she battles back up to where she was.


Then, in spring, her other shoulder seizes up. The doctors look worried. They write her off for another month. Mum tries to help. Since learning to swim, she’s been teaching water aerobics at a hot-springs spa an hour’s drive south of Damascus, close to the city of Daraa. She’s branched out into massage therapy and tries her new skills out on Sara’s shoulders.


Before long, Sara’s back at training. She fights harder than ever to regain her former speed. She doesn’t confide in me, but I can see she’s no longer enjoying swimming. She’s distracted. She often disappears after training. In early summer, she starts wearing make-up. I suspect she’s meeting guys. Dad’s furious, but Sara doesn’t care. Home life deteriorates into a series of set battles and showdowns.


‘Look at your little sister,’ shouts Dad. ‘Why can’t you be more like her?’


It never works. The more he shouts at her, the more she acts up. She shouts back at him, swears in his face. It works on me though. Seeing the fury Sara provokes, there’s no way I’m going to step out of line. I give Dad no reason to get angry with me. I keep my head down, push hard in the pool, strive for those medals. I work hard in school to get the best grades. I’m so competitive that if another kid in class gets better grades than me, the psoriasis on my neck goes bright red and starts to itch. Sara thumps me and calls me a nerd.


That summer, Sara and I travel to Latakia, a city on the north-west coast of Syria, for a competition. Latakia is Syria’s holiday destination. People go there to stroll up and down the long beachfront, sit out in the restaurants or ride the rollercoaster at the fairground. Sara and I are there for the sea. The competition is in open water, a five-kilometre swim from an island back to the shoreline.


Standing on the beach, the sea is calm and glinting in the sunshine. We set off, all fifty of us. The competition is fierce, everyone battling to swim the most direct route back to the shore. Once we’re out in open water, I feel a little uneasy. Swimming in the sea is different from swimming in a pool. The water is so mysterious and deep. There are no sides, no chance to rest. I’m worried about getting lost and I have to swim with my head up so I can see the buoys and boats set out to mark the route. I’m relieved when we arrive on the shore over an hour later.


Not long after the sea swim, both Sara’s shoulders go at once. She can’t even do one butterfly stroke. The doctors refer her to a physiotherapist for intense massages. She stops swimming for another month. By early the following year she’s swimming again, but not at the same level as before. Sara doesn’t talk to me much, even though we share a room. I worry about her, but at home, between the battles, we retreat into our own worlds. If we’re miserable, we’re miserable alone. Our lives are totally separate. We swim separately, learn separately, our friends are different.


Dad’s attempts to change Sara’s behaviour aren’t working. She plays up in school, her grades suffer, the teachers mark her down as a troublemaker. She escapes and goes out after training, plays basketball, or hangs out at friends’ houses. Many of her best friends are guys. The arguments at home get worse. The smallest trigger from Dad will set Sara off. We’ll sit down to eat and he’ll make some comment about her gaining weight. Or he’ll start on about her grades. Or how she swam badly in training. Often, Sara just scrapes her chair back, stands up, and storms out.


‘Oh, so now you’re not going to eat?’ Dad shouts after her.


‘I don’t feel like eating,’ she calls over her shoulder.


I wince as the door to our room slams. I lower my eyes and shuffle food around my plate with my fork. Just obey and you’ll be ok. I know Dad will be happy if I’m the best swimmer. And I’m getting good. My butterfly is fast and strong. That autumn, aged twelve, I make it onto the Syrian national team. The coaches say I’m ready for my first competitions abroad in Jordan and Egypt. It’s a big step. I’m now a competitive swimmer, swimming for Syria, one rung further up the ladder towards my Olympic dream. As Sara falters and rebels, I’m Dad’s prize swimmer.









PART TWO


The Spring
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The men punch their fists into the air and chant into the camera. Flags burn and crowds scatter as smoke rises from buildings. It’s March 2011. Libya is in flames. I look at Sara. She shrugs and changes the channel. Dad walks into the living room.


‘Turn it back on,’ he says.


Sara obeys. Dad sits down on the sofa. We watch the dramatic scenes unfold in strict silence. This is Dad’s time. He has the TV every evening for exactly two hours. He watches the news, then gives us back the remote. In the past weeks, we’ve sat through revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt. Now Libya. I don’t know why but Libya feels different, somehow closer to home.


‘I think it’s kind of cool,’ says Sara quietly. ‘Scary. But cool.’


Dad shoots her a look.


‘Are you crazy?’ he says. ‘This will never happen here, understand? There’s no way anything like this can happen in Syria.’


Syria is stable and sensible, he tells us. The people are calm and quiet. They won’t make any problems. Everyone has a job, life is good, we’re working, happy, getting on with our lives. Dad gestures at the protesters on the screen.


‘Not like these people,’ he says.


Libyan leader Muammar Gaddafi is now on screen. He’s wearing a light-brown robe and a matching turban and is giving a speech on Libyan state TV, stirring his supporters to defeat the uprising in his country.


‘I am calling on the millions from one end of the desert to the other,’ says Gaddafi, waving his arms wildly. ‘And we will march in our millions and purify Libya inch by inch, house by house, home by home, alley by alley, person by person, until the country is clean of dirt and impurities.’


Sara giggles. Dad shoots her another look.


‘What?’ says Sara. ‘I’m not laughing at the situation. It’s just, well, he’s funny. Libyan dialect is funny.’


Dad shakes his head and turns back to the screen.


‘It’s time to work,’ says Gaddafi. ‘It’s time to march! Time to triumph! No going back. To the front! Revolution! Revolution!’


Gaddafi bangs the lectern, raises his fist in the air, and walks off screen. Dad switches off the TV and walks out without another word. A few days later, Sara and I are standing on the street outside our house, waiting for the school bus. Sara says she had a dream that Gaddafi was killed. I tell her I don’t want to know. The bus pulls up and we climb on board. All the other kids are staring at their phones and giggling.


‘What’s going on?’ says Sara as we sit down.


A boy turns around from the seat in front.


‘Zenga, zenga,’ he grins.


‘What?’ I say.


The boy passes us his phone. A YouTube video is playing on the screen. Someone has remixed Gaddafi’s televised speech and set it to a dance song. There’s a scantily clad girl gyrating in the bottom corner. The dictator looks ridiculous. The whole bus giggles again as the song reaches the chorus. Zenga, zenga, Libyan dialect for zinqa, alley. At school, the song is everywhere. But the joke soon gets old. A week later, the school bus is silent. The other kids sit in pairs, talking in hushed whispers. My friend Lyne climbs on and sits down next to me. I smile at her. Her eyes widen. She leans in.


‘Didn’t you hear about Daraa?’ she whispers.


‘No,’ I say.


I feel a sudden pang of anxiety. Mum works just half an hour’s drive from Daraa. And the city itself isn’t far from us in Damascus. Just a hundred kilometres or so.


‘Some kids, some boys,’ Lyne is saying. ‘They wrote something on a wall. They got arrested.’


‘What do you mean?’ I say. ‘What did they write?’


She looks around, bends her head towards my ear.


‘Ash-shab yurid isqat an-nizam,’ she whispers.


I gawp at her, stunned. Ash-shab yurid isqat an-nizam. The people want to topple the regime. But didn’t Dad say an uprising could never happen here? I sit in silence, let Lyne’s words sink in, grapple with what they mean. I lean in to whisper in her ear.


‘That’s what they said in Tunisia, right? And in Egypt?’


Lyne nods.


‘And now in Libya,’ she says.


I look out of the window at the traffic, the commuters on their way to work, the shops opening their shutters. So, people want things to change here too. Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and now here? I’m filled with foreboding. Nothing good will come out of this. At school, the teachers say nothing about Daraa. Neither do Mum and Dad or the newsreaders on the state TV station. I get all my news from the school bus. A few days later, Lyne tells me there’s been violence during protests in Daraa and that the protests have spread across Syria to other cities, Aleppo, Homs and Baniyas.


‘They’re even marching here in Damascus,’ says Lyne.


My eyes widen. The tight-lipped silence continues at home. Dad still watches the news every night. He often switches to the foreign Arabic rolling-news channels, Al Jazeera and Al Arabiya. He watches without commenting. If he talks about the spreading protests at all, it’s not with us. I understand. It’s for our own good, to protect us. And anyway, what’s he supposed to say to two teenage daughters? Ask them if they’re happy with the situation? Mum is slightly more open. Her work at the hot springs outside Daraa provides another source of information. One day in late March, she comes home looking pale and shaken. I ask her what’s wrong. She hesitates, not wanting to scare me.


‘Today at the spa,’ she says at last. ‘I could hear explosions and shooting coming from the city. We tried closing the windows, but I could still hear it.’


I inspect my fingernails. My stomach squirms. I wish I hadn’t asked.


‘Over the past month there have been fewer customers,’ says Mum. ‘No one wants to come out to the spa anymore. It’s getting too dangerous.’


I wish she would stop talking. I’m relieved when Dad walks into the living room and Mum trails off mid-sentence. He sits down and switches on the TV. Shahed toddles in behind him and Mum scoops her up and takes her into the kitchen. We sit in grim silence. The newsreaders on state TV are still saying nothing about Daraa.


The next day, a classmate of mine, Eman, says she and her family are leaving Damascus. Her parents are from Daraa and they want to go back to see what’s happening. It all happens very fast. We say goodbye and they leave the following week. I never hear from her again. I’m still not sure what became of her. It’s the first of many similar disappearances. One day, not long after Eman leaves, Mum comes back earlier than usual from the spa. Sara and I are getting ready for training. Mum sits down, she’s shaking.


‘What is it?’ says Dad.


‘The noise today,’ she says. ‘They were firing all day long. It’s been going on all week. Huge explosions, shaking the windows. Then, in the middle of the afternoon, the army came and evacuated us.’


Dad raises his eyebrows.


‘You won’t be going back then?’ he says.


‘No,’ she says. ‘I don’t think so. I think the spa will close for a while.’


Mum eyes me and Sara, then looks furtively back at Dad.


‘You know, my colleagues, they . . . they tell me the most horrible stories,’ she says.


Sara gets up from the sofa, grabs my arm and drags me off into our room. I hear even less after Mum stops working near Daraa. She gets a new job as a masseuse at a newly opened sports stadium in Kafar Souseh, the district north of Daraya. I get my vague headlines from the school bus. Lyne tells me Daraa is under siege. She tells me when the protests swell in Homs, when they spread to central Damascus and Latakia. At the end of May, when the protests in Daraya get bigger, Lyne tells me they’re about some kid called Hamza. Everyone I know stays away from both sides. We sit tight and wait it out.


It’s no longer safe in Daraya. Every Friday after noon prayers the worshippers spill out of the mosques and onto the streets. Sometimes we hear a crackle of gunfire. We stop going out to eat on Friday nights. We sit in and watch state TV. The newsreaders blame the violence on terrorists. There’s nothing to do but watch and wait, pray the unrest will stop soon.


And while I wait, I swim. Swimming is the best distraction. When I’m in the pool, nothing else seems to matter. I’m achieving my best times yet, breaking records and winning medals for the national team. The coaches say I can travel to other Arab countries, Jordan, Egypt, and Lebanon, to swim for Syria in international competitions. In July, Sara and I get up at three in the morning to watch the World Aquatics Championships in Shanghai. We watch Swedish swimmer Therese Alshammar win gold in the 50m freestyle. To me it’s like watching a favourite football team. I squeal and dance around the room. She’s my new hero.


‘Look at her,’ says Sara. ‘You could be like her.’


Mum comes into the living room, rubbing her eyes. She tells us to keep the noise down so we don’t wake Shahed. I point at the screen. Alshammar is grinning and hugging the other swimmers in the lane.


‘Mum, look!’ I say. ‘I could do that too.’


Mum yawns and smiles.


‘I know, habibti,’ she says.


‘But how do we get to the World Championships if we’re in Syria?’ I say.


Mum sighs.


‘Just keep it down, ok?’ she says.


Watching Alshammar makes me impatient. Mum doesn’t understand. I need to swim, I need to pursue a career. But with all that’s going on in Syria, the violence, the protests, that’s looking less and less likely. The future looks uncertain. My ladder to the Olympics is getting hazy.


That summer, swimmers from all over Syria arrive as usual in Damascus for training camp. I move in with them into the athletes’ hotel near Tishreen pool. Many of the kids I know are from Aleppo, such as Rami. I talk to him about what’s going on there. Rami looks worried, but he tells me the situation there is like Damascus. There are some protests, but the violence isn’t like in Daraa. A few days after I get home from training camp I find Dad watching Al Jazeera in the living room. He doesn’t look up as I walk in. I sit down next to him and watch. On the screen, men are waving their arms and shooting automatic weapons into the air.


‘What happened now?’ I say.


‘Tripoli fell,’ he says. ‘They’ve toppled Gaddafi.’


I stare at the screen as Dad watches on in stony silence.


Soon enough, the unrest spreads to our doorstep. Big protests erupt in Al Moadamyeh, the district to the west of where we live. The road we use to go to school, the pool and Grandma’s, the way into the city, begins to feel tense. We stay in a lot, watch the TV. One morning in October on the school bus, Lyne tells us news of Gaddafi’s gruesome death. I stare out of the window and wish everything would pause, rewind, and go back to normal.


I try to shut out what is happening, focus on swimming, school, everyday life. But normal life is starting to become impossible. In December, forty people are killed in suicide bombings in Kafar Souseh, the district where Mum works. The victims are ordinary people who just happen to be on the street, going about their lives. It’s a shock. It’s the first time we feel a general sense of danger, that we could be killed just being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Our parents, like many others, make us stay indoors after seven in the evening. We come home, close the blinds and switch on the TV.


Early in the new year there’s another swimming training camp. Numbers are down. A lot of the older guys have disappeared. I can’t find my friend Rami. I ask around. The other swimmers tell me he has gone to Turkey to stay with his brother. They say he plans to be back soon, but before long I see on Facebook he’s started training with the Galatasaray swimming club in Istanbul. It looks like he’ll be away longer than we thought.


The uprising is getting more serious by the day. In January, piles of sandbags appear all over Damascus. Armed soldiers stand behind them and keep watch, stopping every car that passes. They check IDs, ask people where they’ve come from and where they’re going. Often, they search cars. It can take up to half an hour to get through. There are a lot of checkpoints along the main road from Daraya to Damascus. We start taking a back way through the olive orchards to the south and out west into the countryside. But whichever way we go, we often hit spontaneous, ‘flying’ checkpoints. One night in early spring, Mum picks us up from training. Sara and I sit in the back of the car either side of Shahed. Mum tries the main road, but we hit a stream of traffic heading the other way. Mum sighs.


‘They’ve closed the road,’ she says.


She turns around and takes a side street that will take us another way back into Daraya. The street is unusually dark and deserted. All the shops have closed early. There are no people and no other cars in sight. Mum drives slowly forwards. Ahead, on the right-hand side of the street, a pile of sandbags. A soldier walks slowly, calmly out from behind the checkpoint. He’s carrying an assault rifle. Mum stops the car and winds down the window.


‘ID,’ says the soldier.


Mum fumbles and produces her white plastic ID card from her wallet. The soldier takes it and peers back at us in the back seat.


‘Your daughters?’ he says.


Mum nods, keeps her eyes on the road ahead.


‘Where are you going?’ the soldier says.


‘Home,’ says Mum. ‘We live on the road between Daraya and Al Moadamyeh.’


‘And where have you been?’ he says.


‘I’ve just come from work. My daughters have been swimming.’


The soldier peers into the back seat again. He walks around to the back of the car and opens the trunk. He opens the door next to me and flashes a searchlight down at our feet. Then he walks back to the driver window and tells Mum to get out of the car. My stomach drops. I’m terrified. Mum climbs out. Sara and I crane our necks through the window to see what’s going on. The soldier searches her and lets us go. Mum climbs back into the car, breathing hard. We drive in silence the rest of the way home.


The next morning, we’re on the school bus. We pass another pile of sandbags on the main road to Mazzeh. The soldiers flag the bus driver down and we pull up on the side of the highway. A gasp goes up from the kids at the front of the bus as four soldiers appear at the top of the aisle. The man in front is brandishing an assault rifle in the air. They march through the bus, searching our school bags, the luggage racks, checking under every seat. When they reach me and Sara, we stare ahead, careful not to make eye contact. They move on. I hear one of the younger girls behind me whimper. At last, they file off the bus and the engine starts again.


‘What do they think we’re going to hide in a bus of fifty kids?’ mutters Sara as we pull away.


After that, Mum has us leave spare clothes at Grandma’s in case something happens and we can’t get home. Sometimes, on our way back from training, we hear gunfire coming from Daraya and turn back towards the city. Other times, soldiers turn us back at the checkpoints. Fridays are worse than ever. Every time someone is killed in Daraya, there’s a funeral which turns into an even bigger protest. We stay inside or go to Grandma’s for the weekend. Some nights I’m woken up by gunfire outside in the street. Dad worries about blasts and stray bullets, so he moves a large wooden closet up against the window in our room. By early summer, Daraya is emptying out. There are fewer people on the streets and on the school bus. It’s eerie.


I’m confused about what’s happening. The TV tells us nothing. Mum and Dad get their information from friends, relatives, and neighbours. But they don’t talk to us. My Facebook newsfeed is full of jokes, gossip, heartaches, normal teenage stuff. One Saturday night towards the end of May, Sara, Shahed and I are sleeping in our room.


‘Allahu Akbar,’ shouts a male voice in the street below.


A burst of gunfire. Too close. My eyes flick open.


‘Allahu Akbar,’ a whole chorus of voices. ‘Allahu Akbar.’


I look over to Sara’s bed. She’s lying facing the wall, her back to me.


‘Sara?’ I say.


She doesn’t move.


‘Stay where you are,’ she says, still facing the wall.


There’s silence outside. I wait, frozen in terror. In the distance, screeching whistling noises are followed by deep, booming crashes. Light spills into the room as Dad flings open the bedroom door.


‘Come on,’ he shouts. ‘Get up. Get away from the window.’


I pull off the sheet and jump out of bed. Sara does the same and we run together out into the corridor.


‘There’s no glass in our room,’ says Dad. ‘Go in there.’


Sara, Dad, and I climb into the massive bed with Mum and Shahed. I bring the sheet up to my face and try to blot out the terrifying noises outside. None of us gets much sleep.


The next day, life goes on as if nothing happened. As always, I focus on swimming. I’m training hard and have reached the level where I can compete internationally. The next opportunity to do so is coming up in July. I’m on the start list for the Children of Asia Games in Yakutsk in eastern Russia. I’m very excited. I feel ready to take on the world. The whole national team is going. Sara is still struggling with her injury and hasn’t made the team.


One Friday in early July, a few days before I’m due to leave for Russia, we’re on our way home from visiting Grandma in the city. Dad takes the back road to avoid the checkpoints, but we find soldiers waiting even on the country roads.


‘They’ve tightened security,’ Dad mutters from the driver’s seat as we wait to pass through.


We wind through the olive orchards to the south. The streets are deserted. As we approach the turning to our road, a man appears out of a building, waving his arms and shouting. Dad ignores him, and swings left onto the long straight road we live on. Mum gasps from the passenger seat. Dad stops the car and turns off the engine. I crane my neck to see. Three brown tanks are squatting in a line on the road ahead. Dad waits. Nothing happens for a full minute. Then the tank on the left rolls slowly off into a side street in a cloud of black exhaust. The tank on the right does the same on the other side.


‘They’re going to let us pass,’ says Dad.


We wait for the middle tank to move. Instead, the turret rotates to face us.


‘My God,’ says Mum and grabs Dad’s arm.


At the same moment, a soldier appears from a side street. He fires his assault rifle into the air. The sound ricochets off the buildings. He shouts at us, waves his free arm.


‘Get back, get out of here!’ he yells.


Dad hesitates. The soldier takes aim at the car. Dad slams into reverse. The car lurches backwards as bullets spray the pavement in front. Mum screams. Dad jerks the steering wheel to the right; the tyres screech and we skid round to face the other direction. Dad spins the wheel and throws the stick back into gear. We jolt forwards and speed back around the corner into the side street. Dad breaks sharply and parks up. Mum’s breathing hard.


‘Dad?’ I say.


Shahed starts to cry.


‘What’s going on?’ says Sara.


There’s a knock at the car window. I squeal. A man is staring into the car. Dad winds down the window.


‘Alhamdulillah,’ says the man. ‘You’re safe.’


The man peers into the back seat. We stare back at him, trembling.


‘Ya Allah,’ he says. ‘And you’re here with your beautiful family too. Did you see the tanks?’


‘Of course,’ says Dad. ‘What’s going on? We need to get home.’


Gunfire echoes through the blocks a few streets away.


‘You’ve got to get inside,’ says the man. ‘Come to my home.’


Dad opens the driver door and turns back to face us.


‘Come on,’ he says. ‘Let’s go, let’s go.’


I scramble out of the car, terrified. This stranger could be anyone. As we cross the road we hear an explosion. The tank is firing on our street. We don’t have a choice. We pile in through the stranger’s door and upstairs into a large apartment. The man gestures at a large sofa and tells us to sit down. Shahed climbs onto the sofa next to me. I put my arm around her and she snuggles into my shoulder. The stranger is pacing up and down, avoiding the windows.


‘What were you doing out there on the street?’ he says.


‘Going home,’ says Dad. ‘We live at the end of the road. We were in the city visiting relatives.’


‘You should have stayed there,’ says the stranger. ‘Didn’t anyone tell you what was happening?’


‘No,’ says Dad. ‘We haven’t seen any news. What is happening?’


‘Fighting,’ says the man. ‘The rebels attacked a checkpoint in Kafar Souseh near the foreign ministry. The army fought back and stopped a protest at the mosque there. Now they’re attacking us down here.’


‘What do you mean?’ says Dad.


The tank fires again in the street. Faint thumping sounds echo in the distance.


‘They’re firing on us,’ he says. ‘On the rebels, I mean. From the mountain.’


Dad watches him warily.


‘How do you know all this?’


The man smiles.


‘I’m the mayor of Daraya,’ he says.


More gunfire crackles outside a few blocks away. The mayor steps up to the corner of the window and twitches back the blind. The rebel army want to use Daraya as a base from which to invade Damascus, he tells us. The government is trying to flush all of the armed men out of the district. The fighting could go on all night. We sit tight and wait. After an hour or so, the streets grow quieter, the gunfire further away. Mum looks at Dad.


‘We should leave now, go back to my mother’s,’ she says.


Dad frowns. Shahed’s sleeping peacefully against my shoulder. I’m glad she’s too young to understand what’s happening. Sara is staring at the floor. She looks up.


‘Let’s go back to Grandma’s,’ she says. ‘Please?’


Dad looks at me and then at Shahed.


‘No,’ he says. ‘It’s quiet now. Those tanks are gone. We’ll go home.’


The mayor tweaks his blinds again. The streets are silent. Mum wakes Shahed gently and picks her up. The little girl puts her arms around Mum’s neck and rests her head against her shoulder. Sara and I get to our feet. Dad turns to the mayor, puts his hand on his chest, and thanks him.


‘Allah yusallmak,’ says the mayor. ‘God be with you.’


We creep out of the door and cross the road to the car. Nothing is moving on the street. The thumps and crashes of artillery fire are further off, in the distance, north towards Kafar Souseh. We climb into the car and close the doors as quietly as we can. Dad starts the engine and edges slowly back towards our road. He takes a left. I crane my neck from the back seat to see through the windscreen. No tanks, no cars, no soldiers. But the road is unrecognizable. The street is a tangle of twisted cables, broken wooden poles and fragments of trees. Electricity pylons lie like scattered twigs across the road, wires hanging uselessly, sparking. All the shopfronts and windows have shattered, leaving a bed of broken glass along the sidewalk. Dad swerves the car slowly between the debris until he can go no further and stops. A soldier appears, pointing his assault rifle into the air.


‘Are you crazy?’ shouts the soldier, his voice echoing down the devastated street.


He jogs over to the car. Mum grips Dad’s arm.


‘What are you doing here?’ the soldier says to Dad. He glances at the back seat. ‘You’re with your family? You have to get out of here!’


‘Go back!’ says Mum. ‘I want to go to my mother’s. Now, Ezzat. Go!’


Dad doesn’t move.


‘I’m not leaving my house,’ he says.


‘Then get us out of here at least,’ says Mum, her voice choked with panicked tears.


Mum cries out as Dad slams the gearstick back into reverse and stomps his foot down on the accelerator. He jerks the wheel and the car whirls around. We screech back down the side road past the mayor’s house and out into the orchards. Mum is crying hard now. Sara is pale and gripping tightly onto the handrail above her head. Between us, Shahed stares quietly ahead. I grab her around the shoulders to steady her as we twist through the deserted streets. Dad stops the car in Kafar Souseh. All is quiet. Faint rumbles in the distance suggest the fighting has moved on elsewhere. Dad leaves us and sets off alone on foot back towards Daraya.


Mum’s shoulders are shaking as she gets into the driver’s seat and fumbles with the car keys. We sit in the back seat, too shell-shocked to speak. Mum drives slowly, carefully back into the dark city to Grandma’s house. The old woman meets us at the door, folds each of us in turn into her arms. We lie down exhausted on the sofas in the living room. I fall asleep to the sound of my mother weeping.
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