



  




  [image: cover]








  

     

  




  THE FLYING CARPET TO BAGHDAD




  One Woman’s Fight for Two Orphans of War




  HALA JABER




  PAN BOOKS




  

     

  




  Contents




  Prologue




  ONE  Finding Zahra




  TWO  This Woman Will Never Bear a Child




  THREE  Shock and Awe




  FOUR  ‘Will I Get My Arms Back?’




  FIVE  Saving Zahra




  SIX  Two Little Girls




  SEVEN  Angel of Mercy




  EIGHT  Adoption




  NINE  Falling from a Great Height




  TEN  Lost in the Maelstrom




  ELEVEN  Supping with the Devil




  TWELVE  Angel in Heaven




  THIRTEEN  ‘Are You Afraid of Death, Hala?’




  FOURTEEN  Ali, the Seventeen-Year-Old Statesman




  FIFTEEN  Finding Hawra




  SIXTEEN  Looking for Zahra




  SEVENTEEN  A Doctor’s Love




  EIGHTEEN  A Bond of Rings








  

     

  




  Prologue




  4 April 2003, Baghdad




  It was not until the windows exploded that Ali and Rasmiyeh Kathem realized they had to get out. For hours, they had clutched their seven children to them as the firestorm

  approached. The brighter the flashes of hot, white light outside, the more coldly their sweat ran as they shielded the eyes of the little ones. The louder the booms that reverberated around their

  single-storey concrete house, the more softly they whispered reassurance in the ears of their terrified girls. Perhaps the most petrified was three-year-old Zahra, for a child of that age is old

  enough to know when something is terribly wrong and too young to control her fear. At least Hawra, the baby, could be rocked back to sleep in her mother’s arms if she was woken by a shaking

  of the ground.




  Ali kept up a brave face for his sons but inside he was tormented by alternating visions of hell. Stay holed up at home and his family could be blown to smithereens by a stray bomb intended for

  the barracks nearby. Race away in the taxi he drove for a living and they could be consumed by an inferno on the open road. When the glass blew in over some mattresses the older children had pushed

  together on the living room floor, their screams made up his mind.




  He barked orders and bundled paperwork into a folder. Rasmiyeh parcelled up clothes in a large piece of cloth and tipped her few gold trinkets into a handbag. Then, as quickly as they could,

  they assembled their priceless cargo in Ali’s vehicle on the road outside: Muntather, their eighteen-year-old son, took charge of his three younger brothers and one sister on the back seat,

  while Rasmiyeh squeezed her youngest daughters together on her lap in the front and began to pray.




  As he slid behind the wheel and switched on the engine, Ali, too, was reciting the opening verse of the Koran. He understood that mayhem had descended on this district because it was full of

  military facilities and families. To get his children to safety, all he had to do was drive to his mother’s house across town, as he had done hundreds of times before. It was difficult to

  concentrate on the road when so much was happening in the air, however. He craned his neck out of the window to see what was making all the noise. Helicopters were swooping across the dawn sky like

  big black birds of prey. What if they were to start firing missiles on the carriageway? Ali pressed his foot down hard on the accelerator.




  Up ahead, two lorries were rolling up the road in convoy. Ali saw their high sides and thought they could protect his car from the force of any blast. He overtook the second lorry and swerved in

  behind the first.




  If it had occurred to him for one moment that these lorries might be the helicopters’ targets, he would never have been driving between them, looking at his five eldest children in the

  rear view mirror and glancing down at the youngest, Zahra and Hawra, in the arms of his wife in the front passenger seat. Nobody in that car suspected that the firestorm they had fled was sweeping

  back towards them at unstoppable speed. It struck in a split second with a white-hot bolt from the blue. By the time the thunderous roar of the erupting missile had faded away, Ali and Rasmiyeh

  Kathem were dead and all but two of their seven treasures were dying.




  

     

  




  ONE




  Finding Zahra




  If it had not been for a strange request from my office, I would never have followed the trail that led me through a teeming, terrified city at war to the hospital where I

  found Zahra.




  ‘We need an orphan,’ my boss said. ‘Not just any orphan. A special one.’




  His instructions were as meticulous as they were startling. I should not settle for the first injured orphan I came across, he told me firmly. I should scan all the hospitals with paediatric

  wards for the special one.




  A baby would be no good because it would not have an expressive enough face. The orphan we needed would be slightly older but still young enough to look defenceless. A girl would be best because

  she would seem more vulnerable than a boy. Ideally, she would be badly injured but still beautiful: she had to make a great picture.




  So to summarize, I was looking for a wounded girl, between one and five years old, whose parents had died and whose pretty face was more or less unscathed.




  ‘Okay,’ I said.




  I repeated the details to my husband Steve, who was also the photographer on my assignment, and alerted our driver to be ready to leave in five minutes. For a moment, I wondered whether anyone

  at the office in London understood what it meant to drive through Baghdad, with all its shooting and looting, on a mission to select and reject injured children with inconsolable families for a

  slot on the inside pages of our newspaper.




  Yet I did not mind the cynicism of my brief. I knew it was for a good cause. The paper was planning a fund-raising campaign for the children worst affected by the war. My task was to find the

  face of that campaign and write the story that would launch it. The face and the story had to move readers, otherwise they would not give money. Since I had begged my boss to set up this appeal in

  the first place, I was in no position to complain. On the contrary, I had seen so many children hurt by the bombardment that I would have done anything to help.
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  I made a list of hospitals for the driver. Searching them for our ‘ideal orphan’ would be tougher now than at the start of the fighting three weeks earlier.

  Barricades were going up to fortify all medical facilities against attack. Armed guards were being hired by the hundred to repel rampaging gangs. Doors had been barred to prevent any looters who

  pushed past the guards from plundering the sick and frail. I had heard that even doctors sworn to preserve life were carrying guns in case they had to kill in self-defence. Not only were hospital

  staff overwhelmed by the influx of civilians wounded in the American bombing, but a fear of the violence suddenly being inflicted by their fellow citizens had turned them into vigilantes on their

  own wards. If ever there was a warning sign that the fall of the country’s security apparatus would lead to the rise of a peculiarly ruthless anarchy, this was it.




  Setting off from our downtown hotel in a hired Mercedes, we wound slowly past ministries once renowned for crude aggression which had been left with no defence against the Americans’ smart

  bombs. Their roofs had been wrecked and their interiors razed, leaving little more than the crumbling facades of their former glory. The Ministry of Information, the propaganda mouthpiece of the

  fallen dictator, Saddam Hussein, had collapsed in a cloud of dust. Smoke was still billowing from the rubble of one of the dictator’s palaces.




  On we drove towards our first hospital, past row upon charred row of burnt-out buses, cars and vans, each one representing an undisclosed story of personal loss for owners immobilized in a city

  that everyone but the looters seemed intent on fleeing. Hundreds of honking motorists queued for fuel at the few garages still operating since thieves had started commandeering the tankers.




  From one of the main highways, I saw the entrances to residential roads sealed off with barriers made from tyres, planks, scrap metal – anything that came to hand – to keep out

  militias which were forming fast and staking claims to clusters of streets they intended to control now that the dictator’s army and police had been smashed. Some of the militias had already

  begun to fight over their territory.




  ‘It reminds me of Beirut just before the civil war,’ I said as Steve peered through one of his lenses. ‘Still, no need to worry. As long as we can dodge the missiles, the

  hijackers and the gun battles, we’ll be fine.’




  He gave me a broad grin and went back to checking his camera.
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  At our first destination, a teaching hospital we had visited every day at the start of the war, we found the operating theatres empty and an evacuation under way. A doctor we

  had befriended greeted us with a warning to leave.




  ‘There are a lot of armed men around,’ he said. ‘Nobody knows who anybody is any more. I can’t even protect my patients here. Please go away.’




  In any case, he told us bitterly, there were no injured children in this hospital any more. Only children’s bodies were left.




  Our route to the second hospital took us into a slum of 2 million Shi’ites which had been known as Saddam City until the dictator was ousted. The old name was being blacked out on road

  signs and the new one – Sadr City – painted over it. Shi’ite militiamen were driving out loyalists of the Sunni-dominated Ba’ath party that Saddam had led. The thud of

  rocket-propelled grenades and the crackle of machine-gun fire reverberated around the narrow streets and our driver retreated into alleyways to avoid them.




  When we reached the children’s ward of the local hospital, we found a girl crying because she had lost her leg when a missile hit her house. But she was eleven years old and I knew the

  office would not want to know about her.




  We moved on to Saddam Children’s Hospital, where a small boy was screaming as nurses held him down so that doctors could clean a gaping wound in his left leg. The calf muscle had been torn

  away by shrapnel from another missile strike. But although his father had been killed, his mother had not. Our hunt for an orphan continued.




  The fourth hospital, a modern, single-storey building with a beautiful garden full of fragrant flowers and birdsong, seemed useless at first sight. Once we had persuaded the security controller

  to open the gate, we found white-coated doctors making their rounds of the wards with AK-47 assault rifles slung over their shoulders, just as we had heard. They were not guarding any children,

  however. This was a hospital for adults only.




  I was beginning to despair when one of the exhausted doctors invited us to sit down with him for a cup of tea. We explained what we were looking for. He paused for a moment, searching his

  memory, then told us about a young man of eighteen who had been admitted to this hospital as the battle for Baghdad was reaching its peak. The youth had been burnt from head to foot and never stood

  much chance. He had died in agony after four days, but not before telling a story which had so touched the doctor that he wanted me to hear it.




  ‘It’s about a little girl,’ he said. ‘She lost seven members of her family, including her parents and her brothers. She was severely burnt.’




  I gazed at the doctor intently, thinking the end of my search was coming into view.




  ‘How do you know the story’s true?’ Such was the general hysteria at that time that many of the tales being told to journalists turned out to be wildly exaggerated.




  ‘I know it’s true because my patient was one of the little girl’s brothers,’ he replied. ‘She could die if her burns are anything like his.’




  ‘Where is she?’




  ‘I really don’t know,’ he said. ‘But there are many like her.’




  At that moment, I did not care about the ‘many like her’. Perhaps because I was tired or perhaps because this girl had lost so many people she loved all at once, I found myself

  unexpectedly moved and mesmerized by her story. The cool professional detachment that had got me through the day was gone. I was captivated by this child and consumed by an urge to find her. All I

  wanted were the names of other hospitals where I might look.




  My agitation must have been obvious to the doctor as I demanded them. I was on my feet as soon as he had finished his list. How rude he must have thought me when I dashed out of his office.

  Steve gave me a wide-eyed look he reserves for moments when he thinks I am getting carried away.




  The late afternoon sun was setting as we emerged from the hospital. I knew the curfew was looming but I did not want to wait another day to find this girl. It was already Wednesday and I would

  have to write on Friday for that weekend’s paper. I headed for the main gates, where the driver was waiting.




  ‘Madam, stop!’ a voice cried.




  I looked over my shoulder to see an old nurse running towards me. I thought I knew what she wanted. Journalists from the Western media were in great demand for their satellite phones. Landlines

  were down and there were no mobile phones so wherever we went, there was always somebody pleading to call loved ones abroad, even for a minute or two, with the news that they were safe. Usually, I

  found it impossible to turn my back on these people; if the office got mad at me for running up an astronomical bill, I would deal with that later. But with time running out fast for me to find my

  little girl that afternoon, I did not want to hang around while this nurse chattered to her grandchildren. I hurried on.




  ‘Madam,’ she called again. ‘Wait, I know where the little girl is.’ Her words stopped me in my tracks. She had overheard my conversation with the doctor.




  ‘Don’t waste your time looking all over the place,’ the nurse said. ‘Go straight to the Karameh hospital. She’s there.’




  I thanked, hugged and kissed her and rushed off.




  In the car, Steve and I went through what the doctor had told us. Steve was looking at it from a purely professional point of view. An injured toddler who had lost seven members of her family

  was a hell of a good story, he reasoned, especially if she was the sole survivor. I agreed. Yet something more was drawing me towards this girl, an enigmatic force which I preferred to keep to

  myself for the moment. So when our driver grumbled that it was late, that the hospital was a long way away and that we should leave the journey until morning, I snapped at him.




  ‘No, we’re going now. Please, I don’t care how, just take us there – right now.’
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  Evening was almost upon us by the time we arrived. Not only that, but we could not find the burns unit at first. Our time for this assignment was being squeezed and I was

  feeling the pressure.




  Eventually, we were met by a rather strict doctor at the entrance to the unit.




  ‘Please take off your shoes and jackets, and leave your bags outside,’ he said. ‘Wear these gowns. Wear these masks over your mouth and come barefooted.’ He apologized

  for having no slippers to offer us.




  As we padded down a disinfected corridor, waves of apprehension swelled in my stomach and rippled out to my racing heart. It was not just that I was worried about getting back to the hotel

  before curfew; I was bracing myself for the shock that awaited me in the ward. My whole body tensed as we followed the doctor through a door at the end of the corridor.




  I saw her immediately: a tiny figure in that huge room, swathed in bandages like a miniature mummy and sleeping on her side beneath a blanket that was draped over a tunnel-shaped lattice to keep

  it from touching her skin.




  She was oblivious to the pain of the burnt women in the beds beyond hers, but something was disturbing the child. As she slept, her pale eyelids twitched as toddlers’ do when they are

  having a nightmare. She moaned softly, as if too exhausted by her suffering to cry out. By her bed stood her grandmother, who was fanning her with a piece of cardboard. Tears were running down the

  old woman’s face. She looked as if she had been weeping round the clock for days.




  I hardly dared breathe as I approached, for fear of exhaling microbes that might harm so delicate a child. When I reached the bedside, I saw that her arms were shaking uncontrollably and

  although she appeared to be unconscious, I could make out some words.




  ‘Cold . . . cold,’ she whimpered. I glanced at the doctor, thinking he might move forward to make her warm somehow, but he stared impassively. I presumed it was normal for someone

  who has been burnt to feel cold.




  ‘Cover me up, Mama,’ the little girl said. ‘Baba (Daddy), where are you? I’m cold.’ The same words were repeated over and over again. Whether she was conscious or

  not, she had never needed her mother more desperately and yet she was an orphan.




  The doctor was clinical. This three-year-old patient had sustained deep second and third degree burns to her face, back, arms and legs, he said, and contusions to the right arm and both legs.

  There were already signs of septicaemia, he added coolly. If she could not be transferred from his non-sterile ward into a more appropriate environment within a few days, she would die. It was as

  simple as that, the doctor said. He did not have the facilities she needed and he could not provide the care that was required for her condition. His words were devoid of emotion but by the time he

  had finished speaking, I was in tears.




  Steve placed a hand on my shoulder and I met his eyes. Only he really understood why I was making such an exhibition of myself. He knew that I was prone to extremes of emotion when I was

  run-down and that, like a lot of foreign correspondents, I always struggled to cope with the sight of a child hurt by war. He also realized instinctively that this encounter was especially poignant

  for me. The little girl was calling for a mother who would never come. And I had longed for a daughter like her who would never appear either. I had been unprepared for how strongly I would respond

  as a childless woman to this motherless child. The ferocity of my reaction made me shudder. It would have been selfish to pity myself at such a moment and I did not do so. But I had no defences

  left against all these feelings that assailed me. I was overwhelmed.




  Something about my reaction stirred the girl’s grandmother, however. She motioned me into the corridor outside and there she recounted the family tragedy. The child’s name was Zahra

  – it means ‘flower’ in Arabic – and she was three-and-a-half. She did not yet know the terrible truth: that her mother, father, four brothers and a sister she adored had all

  been killed by a missile from an American warplane which had hit their car on the morning of 4 April. Only Zahra and her three-month-old baby sister, Hawra, had survived.




  ‘Zahra’s too young to understand what it must have been like for her mother in that blazing car with her children dying around her,’ the grandmother said. ‘But perhaps

  one day, when she has children of her own, she’ll know how difficult it must have been for her mother to choose which of them to save.’ She had hurled Hawra through a broken window of

  the vehicle and the baby had survived virtually uninjured. But by the time she threw Zahra out a few seconds later, the flames had taken hold. That was why Zahra had been so badly burnt.




  One of the boys had got out after that but his clothes had been on fire and nobody had thought he would last more than a few days. Their father, Ali, their mother, Rasmiyeh, and the other

  children had perished in seconds where they sat or soon afterwards in hospital.




  I could not speak.




  ‘Please help my little girl, Zahra,’ the grandmother said, clutching my hand. She had watched me crying on the ward, had seen my concern for the child and imagined that I could make

  everything all right.




  ‘Please don’t let her die, please take her away, please make her better for me,’ she begged. ‘You mustn’t let her die. She’s lost everyone. You owe it to her

  to help her live. I’m appealing to you to help her.’




  With that, my tears flowed again.




  I hate big promises. Yet I could not deny this old woman. I wanted to help. So I looked her straight in the eye and gave her my word.




  ‘Your granddaughter will live,’ I told her solemnly. ‘I’ll make sure she receives the treatment she needs, whatever the cost.’




  The old woman wept once more, drained by the effort of pleading with me and buoyed by relief at my response. She squeezed my hand more tightly than before and brought her face up close to

  mine.




  ‘Zahra is yours now,’ she said sweetly.




  It was a figure of speech, or so I assumed. What she meant, surely, was that it was my job to make sure Zahra got the care that could save her. In that sense, Zahra had become my

  responsibility.




  She would have life, I vowed. She would have hope. She would have a future. No one could be more determined than me to see to that.
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  Later, in the dead of night, I thought of nothing but saving Zahra. I was not indifferent towards the other children: I would have liked to help them all. My instructions,

  however, had been to find one child, a marketable orphan for a newspaper campaign. I had tried my hardest to remain aloof like a good journalist because I would never have accomplished my search

  otherwise. Yet the discovery of a girl who encapsulated the anguish of all the rest had made me see these wounded innocents in a different light. Their suffering meant more than a strong news story

  to show the sadness of war. It was far removed from the selling of newspapers. Some of the traumatized children in those hospitals would not survive and the others had been changed for life. I

  could not merely report this. I resolved that I would use my paper’s appeal to rescue Zahra as well as raising money for the others. God knows Zahra needed help more than any of them.




  For as long as I can remember, I have lain in bed imagining that a magic carpet is transporting me from the anxieties of the day that has passed to an exotic, far-flung future where all my

  wishes come effortlessly true. When I was a little girl, the carpet would rise serenely above my bombed-out home town of Beirut while I slept. It would fly me away from the war to a towering fairy

  castle where adoring crowds waited to hail the return of the enchanted Princess Hala. As a teenager, I glided away from my banal British boarding school to glamorous fashion shows in New York,

  Paris and Milan. When I became a reporter in my twenties, the carpet showed me a blissful marriage, clever, handsome sons and bright, beautiful daughters. This seemed more tangible than my other

  dreams at the time, though eventually it would prove just as difficult to grasp.




  But on the first night I dreamed of Zahra, my ambitions were not for myself. The carpet took her away, leaving me behind to pray that she would reach a modern hospital, a sterile ward and

  skilled specialists.




  I knew from the start that saving Zahra would require a little magic and a lot of medical expertise. I made up my mind to get her flown to the finest doctors. It was her one chance of staying

  alive and my only hope of keeping my promise to her family.




  Why, you may wonder, was I obsessed with the fate of one orphan of war among so many? What madness drove me to fight for her when countless such battles were being lost across the beleaguered

  city? Why in God’s name did I, a crazy journalist, believe I could achieve more than Zahra’s surgeon, so much so that I promised her life when he predicted her death? To explain, I need

  to take you back to another time in a different war zone where I fell in love and first conceived the fierce desire for a child whose destiny I could shape with my devotion.




  

     

  




  TWO




  This Woman Will Never Bear a Child




  I married Steve Bent twice: at a register office in London, with his family and friends, and then a few weeks later in Beirut, with mine. Most years, I ignore the anniversary

  of the chilly October ceremony in which we were formally married and my new mother-in-law was so overjoyed that she sobbed throughout. I celebrate on 1 December, when it was my dear father’s

  turn to shed tears as he walked me down the stairs of a gaily decorated Lebanese restaurant to a groom protected by guns and guards.




  This was a wedding to remember. It took place in 1988, when Lebanon’s civil war was raging and Beirut was particularly perilous for westerners. The Church of England envoy, Terry Waite,

  had come to free three Western hostages, Terry Anderson, Brian Keenan and John McCarthy, only to be kidnapped himself. The threat of abduction hung over every British visitor until he checked in

  for the flight out. Steve could not ask relatives to hop on a plane and watch him get hitched in a war zone. But he did bring his closest friends from Britain, all battle-worn photographers and

  reporters who knew the risks that were waiting for them in Lebanon and still did not want to miss the party.




  As a reporter with the Reuters news agency, I received a tip-off on the day of their arrival that kidnap gangs were watching the airport road. The gangs apparently hoped to seize fresh victims

  in retaliation for some political statement in the West that had riled them. To make matters worse, fighting had broken out on the route we were planning to take through a Shi’ite southern

  suburb to the relative safety of Christian east Beirut, where Steve and his six ‘best men’ would be staying.




  All were briefed to avoid attracting attention after their flight touched down. They were not permitted to utter a single word of English when I greeted them, when their travel documents were

  being stamped or when they were collecting their baggage. But there was no getting away from the fact that they looked Western and the militant groups had spies at the airport. So no sooner had the

  last of Steve’s friends climbed into a convoy of vehicles I had lined up outside than the drivers shot off on the wrong side of the road. Bodyguards hung out of the front passenger seat

  windows, waving their pistols wildly and firing into the air to clear the way. Our guards wanted everyone to think they were protecting Lebanese politicians rather than British party-goers.




  There was no let-up in speed or gunfire until the convoy reached the Green Line that marked our entry point into the Christian sector. After a swift change of vehicles to fool any persistent

  pursuers we arrived in east Beirut, dazed but exhilarated.




  ‘Now that’s what I call driving,’ said one of Steve’s photographer friends. ‘Can you get me through the London traffic like that?’




  Our marriage took two days. First came a religious ceremony, then a full wedding celebration the following night. On security advice, the initial ceremony was performed at my parents’

  flat. It was considered safer than a mosque where we might have attracted attention from the militants. Steve converted to Islam and the presiding sheikh treated our British visitors to an

  hour-long lecture on the importance of allowing me to preserve my Muslim faith. He concluded by looking them greedily up and down.




  ‘Seven Englishmen, one million dollars a head – I could retire,’ he said.




  It was meant as a joke but it did nothing to relieve my poor parents’ tension. Nor did a power cut which trapped me in a lift between two floors as I went to freshen my make-up at a nearby

  beauty salon. Our friends made light of it by forcing open the doors and taking endless photographs from the landing below me.




  ‘Look down, darling, turn to this side – yes, great that way,’ they shouted until I screamed at them to get me out of there.




  When the sheikh left, we dispensed with the traditional pink and white sugar-coated almonds and lemonade. The wine flowed and the table was laid for a sumptuous dinner of stuffed vine leaves,

  lamb, chicken and fatoush, a favourite salad of mine with radishes and sweet peppers tossed in pomegranate syrup.




  I escorted our guests back to their accommodation for the night and left them with the strict instruction: ‘You are not to leave the premises of this hotel under any

  circumstances.’
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  I had met Steve when I was writing about the Lebanese civil war and he was photographing it. Shortly after I broke the story of Terry Waite’s kidnapping, he turned up in

  Beirut with a reporter to investigate. One of my colleagues asked me to have a drink with them but I had been trapped in my office for seventy-two hours by fighting outside and was not in the best

  of humour. When I saw how Steve’s long fair hair and drooping moustache spoiled a handsome face, I was distinctly unimpressed.




  ‘Who do you work for?’ I asked.




  ‘The Mail on Sunday,’ he said. I had never read it, though I knew it was a tabloid.




  ‘Oh, that shitty paper,’ I said, hoping to deter him from bothering me again.




  The next morning, however, he came into the office where I sat with my friends Diana and Samia. The three of us were young, green reporters but we knew the story in Beirut so much better than

  the visiting veterans of the international press that we did not always treat them with the respect they were accustomed to from the agencies that served their newspapers.




  The reporter with Steve asked the best way for them to find out where Terry Waite had gone on the day he disappeared.




  ‘Let me save you the trouble,’ I said irritably. ‘Turn left out of the office, cross the bridge and you’ll find him in the second office block on the right.’




  For some reason, Steve was amused by my insolence. Later, we bumped into each other in The Back Street, a Beirut bar whose manager was renowned for keeping correspondents in a relaxed,

  free-spending frame of mind by turning up the music loud enough to cover the din of any shelling nearby. Before I knew it, Steve was smitten. One night after I turned up late for dinner with some

  of the ‘war corrs’, Steve drew hearts and arrows in my Filofax and we drank port and brandy until 4 a.m. On the day he left, he dropped into the office with bouquets for Diana, Samia

  and me, but his phone call from the airport left no doubt about which of us was on his mind. After that, he flew out for weekends, defying his newspaper’s ban on travel to Beirut. He stayed

  with my parents and did his best to charm them with his fascination for me.




  ‘Are you sure you know what you’re doing, Hala?’ my father would ask tenderly, his brow furrowing. ‘You come from different cultures and I’ve seen friends who went

  into mixed marriages end up divorced. Isn’t it better to marry somebody from one’s own culture?’




  As I became more and more open to the idea of marrying Steve, it fell to my father to think of all the cons. ‘What happens when his Western political views clash with your Arab beliefs

  about the regional issues that matter a lot to you?’ was one question on which I was urged to reflect.




  Another was: ‘What happens when you listen to an Arabic song and you translate the words and Steve is unable to get the exact essence that moves you?’




  Then, when there was talk of my moving to London, he asked: ‘What will you do when you start missing your own language and you want to express things in your own words and ways?’




  In the end, I gently told my father it was thanks to him that I could not be the traditional Arab Muslim woman he had presumed I would become. I could not settle for this because he had spent

  too much on my education, devoted too much time to developing my mind, put too much effort into encouraging me to seek something more in life. While he had been running a coffee factory in Sierra

  Leone, I had attended boarding schools in Lebanon until war came, then in England, where I had gone on to study business.




  ‘There is a part of me that is very Arab but then again another side of me belongs in the West where you sent me to be educated,’ I told him. ‘You meant well but at times I

  feel like an outcast – I belong neither here nor there. I will have to reinvent myself and put to use my two worlds.’




  My softly spoken father, who had never once raised his voice to me, accepted what I had said. As I thought it all through for the final time before my wedding, his acceptance reassured me.
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  The wedding heralded two new dreams. Not only would I be the wife of the westerner, but there was also the prospect of becoming a mother. I knew I would want this and was

  certain I would have it. It was in the back of my mind on the day my smartly booted and suited father walked me through that restaurant, half-choking with emotion as he handed his daughter over to

  the Englishman.




  Rana, my petite sister, led the way, belly dancing a vibrant zafet al-arrouss (giving away the bride) to wild applause from our one hundred guests. Steve’s best men, who had met

  them at the door with bows for the gentlemen and kisses for the ladies, were so inspired that they belly danced the night away. My sister was three years younger than me and had already had her

  first baby, a daughter, Lara, who was bounced from one relative to another all evening. If anyone had told me then that motherhood would not be part of my future, I would have laughed in his

  face.
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  It is accepted in the Middle East that after the first month of marriage, family and friends will begin to ask whether you are expecting a baby. To pre-empt this, I had told my

  parents that I did not want to conceive immediately. I explained that because I was marrying someone from a different culture and moving to Britain, I would need some time to adjust to my new life

  and surroundings, and to get to know my husband better before starting a family.




  For the first couple of years, we worked, partied and enjoyed the occasional carefree holiday in the sun. Our flat in Maida Vale became known among journalists in that part of west London for

  open house Sundays. Anyone who was on his own was welcome to come to a lunch of roast lamb with all the trimmings. Nobody needed an invitation. The food was plentiful in Hala’s kitchen and

  the drinks flowed from Steve’s bar.




  I was deeply in love with this blond, blue-eyed husband of mine who had become not only my lover and best friend, but my agent, directing me towards opportunities for work on his newspaper and

  others. There was also an impishness in Steve that I soon longed to see replicated in our sons. At the supermarket checkout one day, I found some tins of dog food at the bottom of the trolley. As

  we did not have a dog, I removed them and apologized to the cashier.




  ‘But they’re for Goggy,’ Steve said. Then he told the cashier that I was a mean woman who would not feed our dog. Goggy had been a prop in Steve’s stunts since childhood,

  his mother told me. He had once put worms in her bed and insisted that his imaginary dog was the culprit.




  ‘I want boys so I can teach them all the naughty things and drive you crazy, Hala,’ he would tell me. Our boys probably would drive me mad, I thought, but there would be little girls

  with his golden curls to compensate.




  Even so, we were determined to wait a while. On visits to Beirut, I began to loathe people, including total strangers, who would ask, ‘Mish m’khabayitilna shee?’ –

  are you not hiding something from us, dear? In other words, are you pregnant? My mother and I would explain that I was taking my time.




  ‘Well don’t take too long,’ they would all tell me. ‘It’s not good.’ I would smile back at them, thinking, ‘What do you know?’




  It was in 1990, when I was thirty years old, that I told Steve it was time we made our first baby. We had been married two full years. We had survived the initial ups and downs of getting used

  to one another’s ways and our relationship was strong.




  ‘I can’t wait to see half of you and half of me joined together, Haloul,’ Steve said, using his pet name for me. ‘A child with my blond hair and your olive skin.

  We’ll be on the school run before we know it.’
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  Sex education had no part in a conservative Arab upbringing. Girls were forbidden to go out with boys and expected to remain virgins until they married. If a couple did not

  conceive, it was taken as a sign of incompleteness or imperfection. The possibility of problems conceiving wasn’t something I was even aware of. There was no talk of fertility or

  infertility.




  So when we started trying, I became more and more mystified with each cycle of blood. My instincts began to tell me that something was wrong and I went to see my gynaecologist at his clinic in

  Harley Street.




  He asked all the obvious questions: how long had we been trying, how often did we have sex, how often were we apart? When he heard how much Steve was travelling for the Mail on Sunday, he

  laughed and said I was worrying too much, too soon.




  I asked him to humour me. I explained that I was troubled by an incident from the past. Some friends had told me about a marvellous fortune-teller who did readings from a cup of Turkish

  coffee.




  ‘Bring her round,’ I said. But although the fortune-teller read my friends’ cups, she refused to look at mine. She made every excuse you could possibly imagine and just left. I

  thought she must be busy. The following day one of my friends told me she had refused because the minute she saw me, she had felt something.




  ‘This woman will never bear a child,’ she had told my friend. She had not been able to bring herself to tell me.




  At the time, I had been flabbergasted. I had talked to a doctor friend who had rebuked me for taking any notice of such nonsense. Yet here I was, telling my crazy story again to a

  specialist.




  ‘Please,’ I begged him. ‘Could we start some preliminary tests, just in case?’




  I expected to be dismissed out of hand. But the specialist saw how emotional I was and agreed to a test. He probably thought that if he could reassure me, I would calm down and stand more chance

  of getting pregnant.




  ‘Go home, Hala,’ he said. ‘Make love with Steve first thing in the morning and come back to me shortly afterwards.’
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  The next day, I waited nervously as the specialist stared through his microscope. This is it, I thought. The sample he had collected would show that there was nothing to fret

  about. He would lecture me on the virtues of patience. These things take time, he would say. Getting stressed about it would not help. I expected to leave the clinic with a smile of

  self-deprecation on my lips, chiding myself for being so superstitious and stupid. Perhaps I would indulge myself by looking at some baby clothes on the way home. I would picture tiny toes fitting

  snugly into little white socks, crinkled fingers in woollen mittens, bright eyes that would make my heart leap every time I performed the routine chore of dressing and undressing my child.




  My reverie was interrupted by an intake of breath from the doctor.




  ‘Good God,’ he said, without looking up from the microscope. ‘I’ve never seen anything quite like this.’




  My mouth suddenly felt dry. I wanted him to explain immediately but dreaded what he might say. The wait while he checked his readings was agonizing.




  ‘We seem to have a slight problem, Hala,’ he said finally.




  I could barely take it in.




  ‘This is a small obstacle,’ he insisted gently. If Steve and I could not overcome it, medicine had so much to offer these days. There was artificial insemination and, failing that,

  in vitro fertilization. If he thought I would take heart from the prospect of clinical procedures, he was sadly mistaken. The visions they conjured of syringes, test tubes and endless examinations

  compounded my distress. I left feeling battered and bruised.




  I do not remember much about that afternoon except that I walked in the cold for hours, thinking to myself, ‘I am a murderer. I kill every sperm, every possibility of life.’




  I felt violated, as if something inside me had been removed without my consent. I did not understand what it was at first. Then I realized: I had been stripped of my confidence in the future,

  robbed of my certainty that I would become a mother. In my mind – and here my Arab culture plays a large role – I was a woman if I could make babies. But at nearly thirty, an age when

  most of my Lebanese contemporaries already had several children, I had just been told by this doctor that I was not like most women.




  Now I started to hit the panic buttons, one after the other. How could I tell my parents that I might not be able to give them grandchildren? Far worse, what was I going to say to Steve, who

  longed to teach our son photography and play football with him on the common?




  I was sobbing by the time I reached Steve’s office so I called him from outside and asked him to meet me for a coffee. My poor husband. I ranted, cursed and cried. I even screamed at him

  for being normal.




  ‘Why does it have to be me who has the problem? Why couldn’t it be you?’ I let the emotions pour out of me in torrents and nothing my husband said to reassure me could staunch

  the flow.




  ‘I’m a Hitler,’ I remember shrieking at the height of it. ‘I just butcher everything.’




  ‘Look at me, Hala,’ he said, shaking me gently. ‘I love you . . . I promise you I’ll make sure you have that bundle of joy in your arms.’
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  Together, we tried everything we could. I strained every sinew and swallowed every prescription. After three months, I went back to the gynaecologist, hoping that his pills

  would have cured the problem. They had not.




  Travelling between London and Beirut, where I was doing assignments for British papers, I listened to various doctors, friends and the inevitable old wives.




  ‘Drink this herbal concoction, Hala . . . Take these new pills . . . Try this position,’ said some. Others counselled: ‘Don’t even think about it . . . Just take a

  holiday . . . Relax.’




  Nothing worked. No test or scan signalled any way forward. I noticed that Steve would watch me intently when a child was introduced to us. He saw an increasingly desperate desire in me to say,

  ‘This is my son,’ or ‘That’s my daughter.’




  Gradually, we accepted that we were never going to achieve this naturally. So be it, we thought. We would try every unnatural method known to medicine. I underwent a laparoscopy to check the

  state of my uterus and, as if my misery were not abject enough, suffered a punctured bowel for my pains. I surrendered my dignity to doctors practising artificial insemination, heedless of my

  embarrassment as I lay on my back with my feet in stirrups and legs akimbo. But I returned home with fresh hope in my heart every time.




  ‘This will be the month,’ I would tell myself.




  ‘Don’t carry heavy shopping bags,’ my mother would say on the phone from Beirut. ‘Stay home, don’t go up and down stairs, rest, eat well.’




  That did not work either.




  We moved out of our flat and into a beautiful Victorian home in south London with several floors of spacious rooms which I longed to fill up with our children. There was a basement kitchen where

  I would make my own baby food; a dining room overlooking the lush green garden where I would chase my toddlers around the swings and slide; the quiet back bedroom with its own bathroom where I

  would wrap them in warm towels and sprinkle them with talcum powder before tucking them up with teddy bears and goodnight stories.




  A different specialist advised us to try IVF, so I learned how to inject myself with fertility drugs to stimulate my ovaries. This was hard for a person who freaks out at the sight of needles. I

  could not push them into my stomach, as the doctor advised, but forced myself to shoot up into my thigh, saying out loud: ‘Come on, Hala, you can do it. Think of the babies.’ Then I

  would take satisfaction from the scans that showed my eggs had multiplied, ready to be removed and fertilized.




  ‘I need you to be at the hospital on such and such a day at such and such a time,’ I would tell Steve. He turned up when he had to, but I was angry with him for not coming with me

  unless his presence was strictly necessary. I knew he had to work but I felt the burden of making our babies was falling mainly on me. I sought solace in Internet chat rooms with women who had the

  same problems, finding encouragement in their successes and doing my best to encourage those who failed to keep trying.




  As the months became years, I worried more and more about the expense. I racked up bills for thousands and thousands of pounds worth of IVF with nothing to show for the investment of our life

  savings.




  My father sent a cheque for £3,500, the cost of one cycle of treatment at that time, with a note saying: ‘Perhaps this will be the one, Hala.’ His generosity made me cry

  because I knew he was not a rich man. I returned the cheque, saying this was something we could fund ourselves.




  ‘Promise me you will ask if you need, Hala,’ he said, choking up on the phone.
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  Eventually, I began to tire of the sterile rooms, the harsh fluorescent lights, the relentless merry-go-round of smiling doctors who boosted my hopes, only for them to die each

  month in a trickle of blood.




  It was too exhausting to keep challenging God’s will. My mother had always told me that this would happen if it was meant to be, though her fatalism did not deter her from supplying the

  names of one doctor after another with a reputation for working miracles on women who had been trying for longer than I.




  In Beirut, she forced me to see an obstetrician who worked partly in America and partly in the Middle East. It took a long time to get an appointment but I used up most of it by venting my

  frustrations.




  ‘I’ve tried it all. Why should you be any different?’ I said. Then I lost it. ‘I hate you all,’ I told this eminent specialist. I walked out in tears, screaming at

  my mother that she should never have put me through this. Later, I cried and cried. I begged Mama’s forgiveness, thanked her for all she had done but told her I did not know how much more I

  could take of these hospital endurance tests.




  Not only was my faith in medical miracles fading fast, but with it was vanishing the passion for work that had driven me through militias’ roadblocks as a journalist in Beirut. The focus

  on having a child pushed everything else into oblivion. My ideas for assignments were drying up and so were the offers from newspapers.




  I was not a mother. I was barely a journalist anymore. I was nothing but a total failure.




  Never was this more acutely felt than at Christmas. Our first Christmas in London, a few years earlier, with my newly divorced sister Rana and her two-year-old Lara – before I was even

  aware of having a fertility problem – had been such a delight.




  ‘Rana,’ I had told her when her marriage fell apart and she ran short of money, ‘whatever happens, we’ll make sure between us that Lara has the best things in life. This

  I promise you.’




  ‘But Hala,’ she had replied, ‘Lara isn’t mine alone. She’s your daughter too so be prepared. You’ll be involved in every decision. This is a responsibility

  you won’t get out of easily.’




  I bought Lara so many presents that the parcels spread out from my heavily decorated tree to cover much of the sitting room floor. My sister joked about how the child would grow up confused as

  to which of us was really her mother. Steve played the role of substitute father to perfection. I watched him talk to Lara, bath her and put her to bed. I thought how gentle he would be with our

  own children.




  When our own children did not arrive, I came to hate Christmas. I refused to put up a tree because I did not want one without children to play around it. I was reminded over and over again of a

  friend of my father’s who had asked why we did not have children and who had received an equivocal reply.
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