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FOREWORD


The civil war in Syria, which has brought destruction to all parts of that ancient and beautiful country, began in March 2011, when a few schoolboys in the southern city of Daraa wrote a slogan on the wall of their school. It read: The people want the regime to change.


The authorities were nervous because of the revolutions which had taken place in other parts of the Middle East, and they reacted with extreme severity. The boys were arrested and tortured in prison. This harsh response enraged many people, who were already angry with their brutal government. They went on marches and demonstrations. The government responded with bullets and arrests. People began to die. Trouble spread to other cities and soon the whole country was engulfed in a civil war.


One of the results of the unrest was the rise of a new movement inspired by an extreme and fanatical version of Islam. Known as ISIS in the West, and Daesh in the Middle East, the fighters of ISIS conquered parts of northern Syria and Iraq and have encouraged and inspired acts of terrorism all over the world.


ISIS did not appear on the scene in Syria until after the events described in Welcome to Nowhere, and their cruel ideology would have appalled Musa, Omar and their friends in this book.


Another result of the turmoil in Syria has been that millions of people have been forced to leave their homes. Half the entire population of Syria has had to find shelter in other parts of their homeland, or outside Syria in neighbouring countries. In Jordan, for example, one in six of its population is now a refugee from Syria.


Some people have undertaken the long and dangerous journey to find peace and safety in Europe. Some have been successful and are now trying to make better lives for their families and children. Others have sadly died on the way, or have been turned back by increasingly anxious European countries.


Two generations ago, by the end of the Second World War, countless millions of Europeans had been forced to flee from their homes. We honour the memory of those who helped them to escape from the misery of war and settle in new places. How will history view us, and our treatment of today’s refugees?


Elizabeth Laird
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CHAPTER ONE
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My hometown is a brilliant place. Was a brilliant place, I suppose I ought to say. It’s called Bosra and it’s in Syria. It’s not too big, so you can’t get lost, and in the middle of the town there’s a huge tumbledown city of Roman ruins – whole streets, temples, a theatre, you name it. Tourists used to come from all over the world to see Bosra. Personally, if I’d had all their money, I’d have gone somewhere cool, like Dubai, or New York, or London, but then I’m not that crazy about history.


Looking back now, those days in Bosra seem like a sort of dream. Everything was ordinary and peaceful. My father worked in the tourism office (a sort of government job) and Ma did everything at home. What with school and my two jobs, I was busy all day long, running to keep up.


My early job (five to seven in the morning) was in Uncle Ali’s hardware store. Baba, my father made me do that one. Then there was school till 1 p.m., home to gobble down my lunch, and I was off to work at the ruins with my cousin Rasoul.


Being with Rasoul was the best part of the day. He had a shop selling souvenirs right beside the old Roman theatre. Rasoul was the most amazing person in the world to me. He was twenty years old, funny, handsome, knew everything about sport, had the latest stuff – he was the person I wanted to be when I grew up.


My job was to try to get the tourists to choose our shop instead of one of the others that lined the route to the ruins. Tourists notice kids more than grown-ups, so it made good sense. And I was brilliant at selling. I’d got this excellent technique.


‘Antiques, nice and cheap! Lovely rugs, in a heap!’ I’d chant in English, doing a sort of hopping dance. ‘Camel bells, No bad smells! Come and see! Buy from me!’


That was just about all I could say in English, except for ‘Hello, what is your name?’ and ‘My name is Omar’, which we’d learned in school. A young man with long blond hair had made up my rhyme for me. I think he was American. He’d spent a whole afternoon sitting in front of Rasoul’s shop, watching me trying to get the tourists to come in, and then he’d scribbled down the rhyme and taught me to say it. The tourists always looked round and smiled at me when they heard it, and some of them did actually come and buy things.


Rasoul was proud of me for being such a good salesman and he got me on to selling postcards. He gave them to me for 20 cents a strip. Each strip had ten cards that you could drop open dramatically in front of the tourists’ eyes. He let me keep nearly all the profits too, and I was building up a secret hoard in a plastic bag stuffed under my mattress.


When there were no tourists around, and Rasoul was busy chatting to the other souvenir sellers, I used to lose myself in my favourite daydream. One day, when the stash of postcard money under my mattress was big enough, I’d buy a donkey and rent it out to the guys who gave rides to the tourists. With the money I’d get another, and then another, till I had a whole string of hee-hawing trotters. With all the money I’d make, I’d get my own shop. It would be even better than Rasoul’s. I’d arrange everything in a really interesting way and put up notices in English. My sister Eman would tell me what to write. She loved school, and was brilliant at English. Soon I’d be so rich I’d buy a car, a big white one with darkened windows, and I’d get a gold necklace for Ma, who’d start loving me more than my annoying brother Musa. Then . . .


But what’s the point of going on about those old dreams? How could I know what was going to happen? Nobody saw the disaster coming, especially not me. I wasn’t quite thirteen, after all.


I can remember the day when I realized that everything was going to change. My dad shook me awake as usual just after half past four in the morning.


‘Going to lie there all day, are you? Come on, Omar. Get up.’


It was dark, of course, but a shaft of light shone out from the kitchen across the corridor and I could see Ma standing by the stove, heating water for tea, with steam coiling round her head.


‘You push him too hard,’ she called out to my father. ‘Let him get his rest. He ought to be fresh and ready for school, not going out to work at this time of day.’


‘School!’ scoffed Baba. ‘Have you seen his latest marks? He’s lazy. He should learn to work, pay his own way, like I did at his age.’ Then he went into the kitchen for his tea.


A cough came from the bed opposite mine. My older brother Musa was awake. I could see his open eyes glittering in the dim light.


‘It’s all very well for you,’ I said nastily, making a face at him. ‘Lazybones. You haven’t got to do slave labour in what is practically the middle of the night. Stay there all day. Go on. Enjoy yourself.’


And then I felt bad because Musa would have had to come with me if he’d been able to. He’s got cerebral palsy and he can only walk slowly. His hands jerk about too. To show that I was a bit sorry I shot a sort of play-kick at him. He aimed a feeble punch at me but missed, as I knew he would. He can’t control his muscles at all first thing in the morning.


‘Nearly had me there,’ I said.


He grunted as if I’d annoyed him.


What’s the matter with you? I thought. I was only trying to be kind.


I’d got one arm in the sleeve of my school shirt and was struggling to pull it down over my head (I’d grown out of it really and the sleeves were too tight) when I thought I heard Ma say, ‘When are you going to tell the children?’


And Baba answered, ‘In my own good time. No need to rush things.’


I yanked hard, got my head through, and looked at Musa. He was struggling to sit up.


‘Did you hear that?’ I whispered. ‘Tell the children what?’


‘I don’t know,’ he croaked. ‘You’d better go. I’ll get it out of Ma. Tell you later.’


At least, I think that’s what he said. Musa doesn’t speak clearly. He sounds as if his tongue is too big or something. I’m used to it but even I don’t always understand him first time. I hesitated but I knew Musa was right. He can get Ma to tell him anything. He’s her favourite out of all of us. I really mind about that sometimes, especially when he’s in one of his mean moods.


Anyway, I put it out of my mind, ran into the kitchen, grabbed the flap of bread and lump of cheese that my sister Eman was holding out to me (she’s three years older than me, and one and a half years older than Musa) and was halfway out of the door when she screeched, ‘Come back here and comb your hair! Do you want everyone to think you’re a homeless tramp?’


I made a face at her, muttered something rude about bossy sisters, ran my hand over my hair to smooth it down, and was out of the flat at last. It was already after five and I’d have to run all the way to Uncle Ali’s hardware shop. It was February and freezing cold, with ice frosting up the car windscreens, but at least the run would warm me up.


Uncle Ali was old and grouchy but I liked him, even though I hated getting up so early to work in his shop. He always had a glass of hot tea ready for me when I arrived. We didn’t say much to each other first thing, because I knew what to do anyway. The stands had to be wheeled out on to the pavement, then the shop had to be swept out, and all the pots and pans and plastic bowls arranged outside. He paid my wages directly to Baba, but he sometimes gave me extra tips. He didn’t tell Baba about those, and neither did I.


That day Uncle Ali was grumpier than usual. He was always crusty on top, but I knew he had a soft heart, and that he actually liked me a lot, so I didn’t mind his sharpness. That morning, though, I couldn’t do anything right.


‘Mind what you’re doing!’ he snapped, as I accidentally bashed the side of the stand against the door frame. ‘Do you want to ruin me? Is that it?’


Then, when I started sweeping out the shop, he barked, ‘Careful! You’re raising the dust! You’ll get everything filthy!’ And he grabbed the broom from my hands and began to swish it about so violently that he raised billows of dust himself.


I didn’t know what to do next, so I went outside to brush down the stands, and nearly bumped into the nosy man who owned the electrical goods shop further along the street. He started when he saw me, then he pushed me out of the way, went to the door of our shop and called out, ‘Are you there, Uncle?’ (Everyone calls Uncle Ali ‘Uncle’ for some reason.) ‘How’s your family? Is everyone well?’


Uncle Ali took his time answering.


‘Yes, thank God,’ he said at last, then slowly came out of the shop.


‘You can’t take anything for granted.’ Mr Nosy’s sharp eyes were darting round the shop, as if he was looking for someone. ‘There’s trouble everywhere. Tunisia, Egypt – terrorists trying to stir things up. At least we have a strong government in Syria. Law and order’s what we need. Round up the troublemakers and shoot them, that’s what I say.’


‘If you say so,’ said Uncle Ali distantly.


Mr Nosy took a step towards him.


‘Your son’s at university, isn’t he?’ His eyes had settled on the door at the back of the shop, as if he suspected that Uncle Ali’s son might be hiding behind it.


He waited, but Uncle Ali only nodded.


‘I hear he’s been hanging around with the wrong sort.’ Mr Nosy’s voice had hardened. ‘You’d better warn him, Uncle. Tell him to steer clear of politics. Young hotheads. They need to be taught a lesson.’ He stared at Uncle Ali for a long moment, then swivelled round to look at me. There was something in his look that made me shiver.


‘Omar helps me out in the mornings before school,’ Uncle Ali said hastily. ‘In fact, it’s time he got going. Where’s your school bag, Omar? Go on. Off you go. Don’t want to be late, do you?’


My mouth fell open. It was much too early to leave. I went to pick up my bag, but before I could fish it out from where I’d left it behind the counter, someone out in the street called to Mr Nosy, and he hurried off without a backwards glance.


A grey look had come over Uncle Ali’s face and I saw that his hands were trembling.


‘Are you all right, Uncle?’ I asked. ‘Do you want me to get you some tea or something?’


He shook his head.


‘I’m all right, son. Got a word of advice for you, though. Keep away from people like him. And never talk about politics at all, to anyone. Ever.’


I nodded. I was bored with being told, quite honestly. Baba was always droning on about it.


Don’t get involved in things you don’t understand, he’d say to us kids, over and over again. Keep your thoughts to yourself. If you get reported for saying the wrong thing, you’ll get all of us into trouble. There are government informers everywhere, and you can’t tell who they are. You don’t want to end up in prison, do you? You don’t want me to lose my job? Then keep your mouths shut.


I stood there uncertainly. I wasn’t sure what to do.


‘Shall I go back to work now, Uncle Ali?’ I asked. ‘You didn’t mean it, about going to school, did you? I haven’t finished the stands yet.’


‘Yes, yes, off you go,’ he said. ‘I’m shutting the shop anyway. I’ll go out of town for a bit. Visit my daughter in her village. Everything will turn out all right, inshallah.’


He reached into his pocket, pulled out some notes and stuffed them into my hands.


‘You’re a good boy, Omar. You’ve earned this. I’ve got another bit of advice for you too. Work hard at school. Get a qualification. Doesn’t matter what it is. Bad times may be coming to Syria. You’ll need all the opportunities you can get.’


I didn’t like to count the money right there in front of him, but I could tell it was a lot. I just took it, mumbled some words of thanks, and left. I wish I’d said goodbye to him properly. I didn’t know, of course, that I’d never see Uncle Ali again.




CHAPTER TWO
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It wasn’t far to my school from Uncle Ali’s shop, and I was early for once, so I didn’t have to hurry. I hated school. I was useless at all the lessons. None of them would help me become the big-shot businessman I was going to be.


What made things worse was that both Eman and Musa were brilliant. Eman was the teacher’s pet at her girls’ school, her books neat and tidy, getting top marks for everything. She wanted to be a teacher. Baba frowned when she said that, but Ma gave her encouraging smiles behind his back. She’d wanted to be a teacher herself when she was young, but her dad had married her off to Baba when she was fifteen, so she didn’t have the chance.


Musa and I went to the boys’ school. The teachers had written him off for years and said he was stupid. They never even tried to understand what he said, so after a while he just gave up talking. It was true that his handwriting was rubbish, because he couldn’t stop his hands jerking, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t learn anything.


If I’d been laughed at and bullied as much as Musa had always been, I think I’d have given up going to school altogether, but Musa had guts. He stuck with school – bruises, torn-up notebooks, insults and all. By the time he was twelve, he’d earned a sort of grudging respect and most of the school bullies left him alone.


He had a lucky break in seventh grade. His teacher, Mr Ibrahim, wasn’t like the others. He discovered what our family had known all along: Musa was a total brainbox. He could do difficult equations in his head as easily as blinking. He actually liked reading books, too, which was more than anyone else I knew. If you could be bothered to sit and listen to Musa’s mangled-up speech, he could tell you the most amazing things about whales, human DNA, the Ottoman Empire, snakes and the atmosphere of the planet Jupiter. Once Mr Ibrahim had cracked Musa’s code, he became a bit of a legend. He made a couple of friends, too. They were real geeks, quite frankly. The three of them went around together talking non-stop about no one knew what. It was social death to be seen around Musa’s nerdy friends, so no one went near them.


It was annoying being a couple of years behind Musa at school because everyone expected me to be a genius, too. It was Musa who helped me out, actually. In the evenings when he could be bothered, he’d more or less dictate my homework to me. He only did it to feel superior for once. And he owed it to me, I reckoned, because of all the times I’d had to haul the bullies off him (though, if I’m honest, I had sometimes sneaked off in the opposite direction when I’d seen trouble looming).


While I’m going on about my family, I might as well mention the little ones. There was a big gap between them and me. My little brother Fuad was only five, and was quite irritating most of the time. Nadia was just one and a half so she was only a baby. She was sweet, and I really liked picking her up and playing with her.


That day at school was just as useless as any other and when it was over at last I waited for Musa by the gates. He always went boringly slowly, and I sometimes got impatient and dashed on ahead, but today I wanted to talk to him, so I didn’t mind.


‘Go on, then,’ I said, as soon as we were on the road. ‘Did you get Ma to tell you what this great secret is?’


‘Yes.’


He shifted his school bag from one shoulder to the other, and didn’t say anything more.


‘Well then?’


‘You’re not going to like it, Omar.’


He loved spinning things out. He did it deliberately, just to drive me crazy.


I gave him a whack with my school bag, then had to grab his shoulder to pull him upright again as I’d nearly overbalanced him.


‘Don’t do that!’ he said indignantly. ‘I won’t tell you now.’


But I could see that he was dying to. I swallowed my irritation.


‘I’ll carry your bag if you’ll tell me,’ I said, offering him a way out.


He passed it over. It was full of books, and was much heavier than mine.


‘First you’ve got to swear that you won’t let on,’ he said. ‘Ma said I wasn’t to tell anyone.’


‘I swear.’


‘No. You’ve got to mean it.’


‘I swear! What do you want me to do? Get down and grovel?’


‘OK, then. Here it is. We’re moving to Daraa. Baba’s been transferred to the Ministry of Agriculture. Now, what do you think of that?’


I stopped dead, right there, in the middle of the road. The shock had sent tingles all the way through me.


‘You’re joking, Musa. You’ve got to be.’


‘I said you wouldn’t like it. We’re going to live with Granny.’


‘What? We can’t. Auntie Majda lives there. With Uncle Feisal and all their kids.’


‘They’re moving out. Come on, Omar. You can’t just stand there, blocking up the street all day.’


Somehow I got my legs moving again.


‘Does Eman know?’


‘I expect so. Ma tells her everything.’


‘I suppose Fuad and baby Nadia and half the street know as well. Everyone except me.’


‘Don’t be like that. I only found out because you overheard Baba and got me to ask Ma, remember?’


‘She’d have told you anyway,’ I said bitterly.


Musa was walking faster than me for once. I actually had to catch up with him.


‘When’s all this going to happen?’


‘End of the month.’


‘What? But that’s only four – no, three weeks away! It’s practically tomorrow! What about my job with Rasoul, and my postcards?’


‘Who cares about your postcards?’ It was Musa’s turn to sound jealous. ‘You told me yourself, the tourists have nearly stopped coming anyway. “Middle” and “East” are dirty words as far as they’re concerned.’


I bit my lip. I had to agree that he was right. The tourists were staying away because they were scared. I hadn’t sold a single strip of cards for weeks.


I walked on in silence, trying to take in the news. Musa’s feelings must have been boiling around too, because he burst out at last, ‘It’s all very well for you! What about me? It’ll start all over again. “Thicko, dumbhead, cripple. Take that plum out of your mouth, Musa boy! Go on, Musa, run! Hey, guys, look at that! Freak show, freak show!” And the beatings. Remember that time they broke my arm? You and your postcards!’


He stopped, and I could tell he was choked up.


‘Sorry,’ I mumbled. ‘I wasn’t thinking.’


‘And that’s just the kids! The teachers will be worse. They’ll ignore me, call me stupid, ask Baba if I can count up to ten, make me sit with the babies . . .’


He couldn’t go on.


‘I’ll stick up for you,’ I said, sounding lame even to myself. ‘I promise. I won’t let anyone—’


‘Yeah. Thanks,’ Musa interrupted. ‘Like it’s cool getting your little brother to fight your battles for you.’


We’d almost reached home.


‘Take my bag in for me,’ I said, thrusting it at him. ‘I don’t want to face them yet.’ And I sprinted off towards the Roman theatre, desperate to see Rasoul, desperate to keep my dreams alive.


On ordinary days, the old city of Bosra was busy. There’d be coaches coming in full of tourists. The drivers would drop them off in the car park, and then everyone would head off into the ruins. There wasn’t much point trying to sell things to people when they first arrived. It was after they’d tired themselves out wandering for miles up and down the dusty old streets and taking millions of photographs of each other in the theatre, that they might be up for buying things.


There was a nice, shady place with chairs under trees and stalls selling cold drinks, and that was where Rasoul had his souvenir shop. His wasn’t the only one. There was a whole cluster of them. They looked pretty, with displays of rugs and painted china, strings of camel bells, old brass trays and woven scarves and bags.


That day, though, things were even quieter than usual. There wasn’t even a single car in the car park. Half the stalls were closed, and the drinks place was shut up. The few shopkeepers who had opened were clustered round Rasoul, whose mobile phone was clamped to his ear. He was listening to something intently and repeating what he was hearing to the others. I could tell by the way they were standing that the news was bad.


‘Egypt,’ I heard him say. ‘Wallah! Demonstrators shot? That’s bad.’


One man’s shoulders were all hunched up. Another was half turned away, as if he didn’t want to look anyone in the eye.


Even the postcard boys looked subdued. Usually, when no tourists were around, they set up targets and threw stones at them until the adults yelled at them for chipping bits off the Roman columns. Now they were looking from one serious face to another, trying to understand what was going on.


Rasoul nodded to me to come over. He finished his call and slid his phone into his pocket.


‘Tunisia, Egypt, Libya – trouble blowing up everywhere.’


‘It won’t happen here,’ one of the men said. ‘This government . . .’ He looked quickly round at the group and went quiet, as if he was afraid he’d said too much. One by one the men mumbled goodbye, and a little later, all you could hear was the rattle of metal shutters coming down.


Rasoul went to the back of his own shop and started rooting through the drawer where he kept papers and money. I followed him inside.


‘Tell me,’ I begged. ‘What’s happening?’


Rasoul looked grim.


‘Bad stuff, little cousin. All over the Middle East.’ He dropped his voice. ‘Security here’s tight, but people are angry.’ He put his finger to his lips. ‘Pretend I didn’t say that. You don’t want to get me into trouble.’


‘Baba says our government’s really strong,’ I said, trying to think of something comforting to say. ‘He says they won’t allow any nonsense from troublemakers here.’


Rasoul scowled.


‘Your baba . . .’ He stopped.


‘What?’


‘Let’s just say that we don’t agree on politics. He works for the government, after all.’


‘Not really. It’s just the tourist office.’


I was just about to blurt out that Baba had accepted another job in Daraa when I remembered my promise to Musa.


‘The tourist office is government,’ said Rasoul. ‘Anyway, he’s going to be with the Ministry of Agriculture in Daraa soon.’


I stared at him, a red tide of anger threatening to swamp me.


‘Everyone – everyone – knew about it before I did! I only found out just now, from Musa. It’s so unfair. It’s—’


Rasoul laughed. ‘Don’t be like that. You look like an indignant little rooster. All red and furious.’


Being laughed at, especially by my hero, was the final straw. Tears spurted into my eyes.


‘Sorry, habibi. Look, I didn’t mean to laugh at you. I know because your dad asked me to sound out someone I know in the Ministry of Agriculture. He wanted to know if it was a good place to work. I was honest with him. I said he’d make more money, but everyone hates government people in Daraa, and he’d be very unpopular. He wouldn’t listen to me. I expect he didn’t tell you because he didn’t want to upset you too soon.’


I swallowed.


‘It’s all right,’ I managed to say. ‘It’s just that I want to stay here, and . . . and work with you, selling cards and stuff.’


‘You wouldn’t be able to do that, anyway.’ Rasoul was rifling through his drawer again. He pulled out a business card, looked at it, and put it into his pocket. ‘I’m clearing out myself. Tourism’s finished here. Look around you. See any buses? Chinese tour groups? German families? Not even a scruffy backpacker.’ He dropped his voice. ‘There’s so much corruption in this country, repression, arrests – people are getting tired of it. Especially in Daraa. That’s where the trouble will start. It’ll be nasty, too. Anyway, I don’t want any part of it. You can’t run a decent business in this country. I’m getting out.’


I felt another flush of anger.


‘So it’s a great idea, isn’t it, to move us all to Daraa, into a lot of nasty trouble.’


‘You’ll be all right,’ he said breezily. ‘Just don’t—’


‘I know, I know,’ I interrupted him. ‘Don’t talk about politics, keep your thoughts to yourself, blah, blah, blah.’


I followed him out of the shop and waited while he pulled his own metal shutter down.


‘I’ll walk home with you,’ he said. ‘I’m going that way.’


‘What are you going to do, Rasoul?’ I asked him. He was walking so fast I had to almost run to keep up.


‘I’m getting out,’ he replied quietly.


‘What do you mean?’ A horrible anxiety was gripping me.


He slipped his hand inside his leather jacket and pulled out the business card he’d fished out of his drawer.


‘This is the passport to my future, Omar.’


‘That’s not a passport. I know what a passport looks like.’


He gave my arm a playful whack. ‘The man whose name is on this card is going to take me to my future,’ he said grandly. ‘I’m heading to Germany. Or Sweden. Or England.’


‘But it’s dangerous!’ I said anxiously. ‘I’ve heard about those traffickers. They let you suffocate in the backs of lorries, and you get drowned in the sea, and—’


‘Nah,’ he said. ‘This guy knows lots of ways. He’s expensive, but it’ll be worth it.’


There was a lump in my throat and I had to swallow hard again before I could speak.


‘What are you going to do in Europe?’


‘Work hard. Save money. Open my own shop. In a year or two, I’ll send for you. We’ll go into business together.’


I felt as if the sun had come out after a freezing shower of rain.


‘Do you mean that, Rasoul?’


‘Course I do. You’re a natural salesman. We’ll make a fortune together. Hey, habibi, no tears! I’m not saying goodbye just yet. It’ll be weeks before I’m ready to go. I’ll come and see you all before you leave for Daraa.’




CHAPTER THREE
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There’s this weird thing about my family. We’re always in the wrong place at the wrong time. If a meteor was about to fall out of the sky, guess who’d be standing right where it landed? Yup. Me and my dad and mum and brothers and sisters. That being a scientific certainty, I suppose it wasn’t surprising that we moved to Daraa exactly at the moment when the trouble started.


We’d had our last day at the Bosra school. I was glad to see the back of it but I thought Musa was going to cry as we went out through the school gates. I was all set to walk home with him, even though it always took ages, but his two nerd friends caught up with him.


‘I’ll see you at home,’ I said with relief. He didn’t bother to answer.


I’d only gone a few steps when I heard Musa almost shout, ‘What? Are they crazy? Spraying slogans on the school walls? That’s – that’s awesome!’


I stopped and bent down, pretending to retie my shoelace so I could listen.


‘Shut up, you idiot,’ one of the nerds said, looking round nervously. ‘It’s dangerous even to talk about it.’


My ears were practically waggling off my head as I strained to hear.


‘They’re fifteen. Same age as us,’ the other nerd said. ‘They even wrote their names up on the walls. Practically suicidal.’


I stood up and walked on slowly, careful to keep within earshot.


‘They’ve tortured the first one they caught,’ the other boy said. ‘And he’s given away the others.’


I shivered. What would I do if I was tortured? I tell myself that I’d be brave and not betray anyone, but I know I wouldn’t. Not really. The first fingernail they pulled out would have me screaming for mercy.


I wanted to turn round and call back, ‘What did they write that was so bad?’


Luckily Musa asked the question for me.


‘The people want the regime to change,’ one of the boys answered. ‘Your turn is coming. Leave.’


Spraying political slogans on walls might not seem very bad to many people, and I now know that in most countries in the world you can’t get arrested, tortured and actually executed for doing things like that, but in Syria you only had to think about criticizing the government and you were risking your life. I shivered, remembering the grey look on Uncle Ali’s face when Mr Nosy had dropped a tiny hint about his son. It had been enough to send him running out of town.


What I’d overheard was enough for me, too. I took off as if a tiger was after me, and ran home.


It wasn’t really home any more. Ma and Baba had been packing, half the furniture had disappeared, and everything was in a mess. There was a row going on, too.


Before all this upset, Ma had always been ready with snacks and questions when we’d got back from school, but the thought of going to live with Granny had made her so miserable that she’d stopped noticing us at all. Up till now, she’d just been going round muttering furiously under her breath, but today she’d given way to tears. She’d collapsed on one of the cushions that lined the walls of the living room and was rocking backwards and forwards, wiping her eyes with the ends of her headscarf. Baba was watching her anxiously. He hated it when she cried.


‘Don’t, habibti,’ he was saying in a soft voice. ‘You’ll like it in Daraa. Think of all the shops! And my mother’s flat is such a big one. Three bedrooms! The schools for the boys are better too. You want them to have a good education, don’t you? Then we must take this chance.’


Ma stopped crying. She took the shawl away from her face and I saw a flash of fear in her eyes.


‘The “schools for the boys”?’ she said anxiously. ‘You did mean a school for Eman too, didn’t you? She’s so clever and she works so hard. Please, Hamid.’


Baba’s lips tightened.


‘Education’s a waste of time for girls. Eman’s sixteen already. It’s high time she was married. I’ve had a very good offer . . .’


Ma gasped.


‘Marriage! Not yet! You know how much she wants—’


‘She’ll do what she’s told,’ Baba said, in the kind of voice that none of us usually dared to contradict.


Angry red spots appeared on Ma’s cheeks. She took a deep breath.


‘If you insist on taking her out of school, I – I won’t go to Daraa. You can go with the boys, and Nadia and Eman can stay here with me.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ snorted Baba. ‘I’ve given up the lease on the flat. You can’t possibly stay here.’


Neither of them had noticed me. I watched from the sitting-room door, cheering Ma on as she got to her feet.


‘We’ll have to take the lease on again then. I mean this, Hamid. I won’t care about the scandal.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Eman’s education is my condition for moving to Daraa.’


I was holding my breath, stunned at Ma’s courage. I’d never heard her defy Baba before.


If she stays here with the girls, perhaps I can stay here too, I thought, with a rush of hope.


There was a short silence. I thought Baba would explode, but all he said was, ‘Well, Leila, if you feel like that about it, I suppose you can have your way. But if Eman steps out of line once . . .’


‘She won’t!’ Ma’s voice had softened. ‘You know our daughter, Hamid. She’s the best girl in Bosra. We’re proud of her, aren’t we?’


Then I noticed that Eman was standing, rigid with tension, in the shadowy doorway to the kitchen. She was twirling around noiselessly, silently clapping her hands above her head. I watched her curiously, as if I was seeing my sister for the first time. I’d always been jealous of how well she did at school, and resentful of the way she could do no wrong with Ma. Now, for the first time, I saw that things weren’t easy for Eman. I felt a rush of affection for her.


I walked round behind my parents and went into the kitchen.


‘Hey, Eman,’ I said quietly. ‘I heard that too.’


She shut the kitchen door, covering her mouth to stop the noise of her delighted laughter. I didn’t quite know what to say.


‘Good for you,’ I managed to bring out at last. My voice sounded gruff and deep, the way it had been doing recently, and I coughed to cover it up. We heard movements in the living room. Baba was letting himself out into the street, with Ma close behind him.


Eman took my arm and shook it. We could talk normally now.


‘Omar, you’ve no idea,’ she said. ‘I’ve been so afraid.’


‘Afraid? Why?’


She opened her eyes at me.


‘Of being married off to some nasty old man! You can imagine the kind of husband Baba would pick for me. A horrible old dictator like him. No more school! No more future! Just babies and cooking.’


‘But you like babies.’


‘Yes, but I don’t want my own. Not yet. I want to do something, Omar! I want to be a teacher! Have my own life!’


I felt a rush of fellow feeling.


‘I know what you mean. I do, too,’ I said. I’d never felt the urge to confide in Eman before, but before I could think about it, the words came out in a rush. ‘I’m going to be a businessman, like Rasoul. You know he’s going to Europe? He says he’ll send for me when he’s settled, and when I’m – you know – older. We’re going to open a shop together.’


For a horrible moment I was afraid she was going to laugh. Instead, she nodded thoughtfully.


‘That’s a good idea, Omar. It’ll suit you. You’ll be the richest person in this family. You’ll buy me a diamond necklace one day, eh? Go on, promise.’


We both laughed. The world suddenly seemed a lot brighter. Something had changed between us. We weren’t just bossy older sister and annoying little brother now. It felt as if we’d become friends.


‘I’ll be on your side,’ I said, trying to sound serious and responsible. ‘I won’t let Baba marry you off. I’ll make sure you get to college. You can rely on me, Eman.’


And then I felt silly. There was no way that Baba would ever take advice from me, and we both knew it. But Eman didn’t laugh.


‘I’ll hold you to that, Omar,’ she said. ‘I might really need you one day.’


I hated leaving our flat. I’d been born in it and had never spent even one night anywhere else. The worst thing was on the day we left, when the man who’d bought the last bits of our furniture came in a van to take it away. Ma cried, and I felt like crying too.


Baba sent me outside after a while, to get me out of the way. I was standing in the street, feeling awful, when I suddenly remembered the secret hiding place under my mattress where I kept my life’s savings. My heart gave a thump and I felt cold all over. Musa’s mattress was already loaded into the van. They must be starting on mine.


I dashed inside. Baba was arguing with Ma.


‘No, Leila,’ he was saying. ‘You can’t take that table. My mother has plenty of furniture. What do you want it for, anyway?’


I tugged desperately at Ma’s arm. She tried to shake me off.


‘What is it, Omar? I told you to go outside.’


‘There’s something I haven’t explained,’ I said awkwardly.


She didn’t seem to hear me.


‘I’m telling you, Hamid . . .’ she began again.


To my amazement, Baba gave in.


‘Keep your silly table, then,’ he said crossly. ‘I’ve got better things to think about.’ And he stalked outside.


I tugged at Ma’s sleeve again. She gave me a smile, as if we were secret conspirators.


‘It’s all right, habibi,’ she said. ‘Your money’s safe. In fact, I’ve stitched it into the lining of your winter coat.’


I stared at her in astonishment.


‘Aren’t you cross with me?’


‘Of course not! You’ve worked hard for that money. You earned it, and I’m going to make sure you keep it.’


‘When did you find it?’


She laughed.


‘Months ago, darling. Who do you think washes your sheets?’


‘Does Baba know?’ I asked anxiously.


‘No, and let’s keep it that way, shall we?’


I couldn’t help myself. I flung my arms round her, then stepped away again when Baba came back in from outside.


‘The taxi’s coming in an hour. What are you doing in here, Omar? I thought I told you to wait outside.’




CHAPTER FOUR


[image: images]


Baba was right about one thing. There was hardly any space in Granny’s flat in Daraa. It may have had more rooms than our flat in Bosra, but they were all crammed with furniture. It was on the first floor of an old block of flats with a balcony at the front, but even that was stuffed with hundreds of dusty old plants.


It was obvious that Granny wasn’t pleased to see us. She seemed to really miss Auntie Majda, who was her youngest daughter, and who had been under her mother’s thumb for years. Auntie Majda’s children were all little girls, and they were quiet and shy. Now Granny’s flat was filled with three big teenagers – Eman, Musa and me – not to mention Fuad, who, though he was only five, could make more noise than a police siren, and Nadia, who was toddling around and into everything.
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