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Introduction


I sit now and smile to myself as a long awaited opportunity has finally arrived. I say opportunity perhaps inappropriately, but the chronic illness that challenged my life for so many years gifted me with an understanding of life that would help me make sense of the rest of it. My own suffering has provided not only the greatest driving force on my spiritual journey but also become my greatest teacher. Life has taught me that the only one who can change our path is the one who treads it. We may be blessed with people who love and support us, but it is for our feet to experience the terrain, alone – as willing as they may be, or as much as we may wish for them to share it.


This is a reflection of my journey and its lessons, much of which has been learnt through the guise of ill health and disability. That alone has taught me that we only learn by living life, rather than – resisting it. This book is not written for, or, directed to others with major health issues. We all have disabilities in life, both great and small. Of all the issues that have seemingly disabled me – not all are visible to others.


When we reflect on our lives, we look into a mirror that we may have glanced in many times before, but this time is different. We see ourselves with such clarity; almost as though a veil of dust has been shamelessly removed, revealing the purity of its own image. My journey has been a lone one but whilst no two reflections can ever be the same, I know that I am not alone in my quest to discover its truth, or indeed, to regret some of its ‘mistakes’. The greatest wisdom of my journey is revealed through my acceptance of its truth but so too must I accept, without regret – the choices that led me to it. My belief that we choose, before birth, a path that will offer the perfect challenges for our spiritual advancement has perhaps eased the pain on the way.


Deep within us all is a sense of knowing that constantly waits in the ‘wings’, ready to be called. Sadly, only too often it is our ego that takes centre stage once more, when the power of its own deceptiveness overwhelms us all. Most of us are hesitant to believe that anything other than our self steers our ship, but few of us are ready to question – who is that self? Whilst we may be ready to accept that our unruly minds are at times in overdrive, we are reluctant to acknowledge the imposter behind the wheel. As someone who believed herself to be devoid of such an entity, this was the hardest part of the mountain to climb, as my oblivion repeatedly fed its survival. If we are truly committed to revealing our truth we must prepare ourselves to wholly experience its own nakedness, as will be revealed by the crumbling walls of our illusionary castle. The walls of illusion can only be demolished by the awakening from our dream; having once awoken, the truth of our sleeping hours becomes but a fading memory.


When we review a passage of our life in earnest, we will begin to understand and marvel at the lessons learnt and the truths revealed by some of our most challenging experiences. We will begin to question, as I have so frequently, the divine planning of some of these experiences and their role in our awakening. But perhaps for me, one of the most wondrous lessons of all is to know that enlightenment isn’t a state achieved by the few, but rarely attained in a lifetime. Enlightenment is an ongoing process of exposure to truth’s own illumination, the intensity of which would hurt our eyes unless we absorb it in potency, consistent with our own progress and thus, toleration of its beam. Reflection on one’s life can only be experienced through the eyes of the beholder, yet in its telling – may kindle the spark of wakefulness in others on their journey. When I was a child, my father used to take me to ‘Speakers’ Corner’ in London’s Hyde Park. Those opportunities stirred something in me, as I saw myself in the most unlikely situation for a shy child – on a Soapbox. I spent a good part of my early life intrigued by this repeated vision, but it is only now that I understand both its meaning and the nature of my soapbox. 










PART ONE











Chapter One


The surfer learns to ride the waves – not by controlling the ocean but being as One with their crest and their fall – in total mindfulness.


More than twenty-five years have elapsed since major surgery heralded the beginning of a new life for me. You could be forgiven for making assumptions about my interpretation of the word new and, I hasten to say, it was not the start of effortless living and dearest dreams come true. No – for me, it was an era of awakening, prompted by the hardest lessons that would be repeated over and over again, until I finally took the message to heart and remembered its teachings.


So often I hear people glibly suggesting that the so-called negative events in our lives are but lessons offered. What a wonderful thought that is; so wonderful in fact, that if I’d known it before perhaps I would be relating a very different story now. Life does have the potential to be our greatest teacher, but learning only takes place in the receptive student. Without honest and diligent heart searching, our lessons teach us nothing and we repeat them over and over again, along with our suffering. We learn no more than the nation that repeatedly believes the only way to freedom is by going to war – eventually, to annihilate itself in the process. Truth comes from our heart – not as words from our mouth.


When we seek for truth in any domain in life, the academic may well adopt a much more sophisticated approach to the rest of us in order to find it – or do they? If a doctor is attempting to diagnose his patient’s condition, the common approach is by elimination. A scientist attempting to prove the efficacy of a drug or perhaps the genetic influences on certain diseases also uses sophisticated processes of elimination. These processes consist of removing, one by one, all the unwanted, superfluous data that clouds the evidence they are looking for. When we are seeking spiritual truth – don’t we need to use a similar process? It all seems so familiar doesn’t it, but if we continue to take our enquiry solely on the path of the scientist, we may never be satisfied with our findings. So what is different about the scientist and the spiritual seeker? Indeed, the scientist may be a spiritual seeker and he may apply the same scientific methodology to his enquiry, but the one thing he may not consider is whether he looks for truth or proof. There are many ways of proving a theory or hypothesis and that proof will also constitute its truth (which will satisfy the scientist), but as hard as we try, we will never prove spiritual truth. We can wire people up to elaborate equipment and record all sorts of data whilst perhaps they receive healing; experience psychic phenomena; enter a meditative state and so forth. We may be able to persuade a doctor or scientist to substantiate the effects of any kind of ‘energy healing’ on the human body; these changes having been observed and documented in various parts of the world using technical imagery. As a healer, I know only too well how satisfying it is when a person’s recovery from a life-threatening cancer has been attributed to healing. I also know the doubt that lurks in the minds of some without the relevant proof. It’s true that the disappearance of a cancer (or any other disease) concurrent with healing doesn’t prove anything, but doesn’t the disappearance of this cancer demonstrate the natural ability of our body to heal itself – unless, of course, it was wrongly diagnosed in the first place? Shouldn’t the beauty of our physical encasement and its absolute perfection of design be at the very core of our enquiry? The more earnestly we seek, the more effectively we eliminate the unwanted data that clouds our path, until we finally unveil something that only its beholder can recognize – our Truth.










Chapter Two


Seeking spiritual truth and trying to make sense of life and the world therein has been an ongoing enquiry for me as long as I can remember. Even as a young child I knew there was more to life than that which I witnessed around me; our progression to a life beyond the physical body was a natural acceptance. A painful shyness for much of my early childhood progressed to a lack of confidence until I was out of my teens, but I realize now that what was probably seen as a lack of self-esteem couldn’t have been further from the truth. I wonder now how many other youngsters are wearing the wrong label. Although I came from a loving yet somewhat dysfunctional family with all its problems, I always felt as though I was on the outside looking in. Discovering the truth about my childlike expectations ‘that everyone experienced life as I did’ – was probably the major cause of both my shyness and my lack of confidence. Strangely though, I was still driven by an inner knowing that would remain silent, until the time was right. Even as my heart ached when I sensed the energy of sickness, distress, or discord around me, my hands would reach out to heal; expressing, what only much later I knew to be, my gift. Reflection on these early days reveals to me that ‘the young shy girl’ was not in fact one who was too nervous to speak, but one who was fast understanding that few people spoke her language. The only way I knew how to communicate my truth was through touch – healing touch. Somehow, from the age of around four or five years, my hands were naturally drawn to making people feel better, as my late father would remember.


Why do people so frequently ridicule the men who are unfortunate enough to lose their hair? I have never been able to understand this unkindness any more than I could understand why my father (who began losing his hair at a very early age) went along with the humour of it. I knew my dad suffered greatly at losing his crowning glory that was the envy of any female in his youth. And yet, no one seemed to appreciate his bereavement, apart from his Victorian mother who, in his childhood, dressed him in suitable velvet attire to complement his luxurious locks for the benefit of the camera. No wonder Dad became so camera shy in adulthood, despite his good looks and gleaming smile. I don’t think my grandmother so much understood his loss as much as she indulged in her own sadness. My father had many of his own issues to deal with, and the disquiet and mental torment of his mind was something that, sadly, would not be healed in this life. I could, however, put my hands on his head and at the same time as helping his hair to grow allow his soul to soak up the healing energy. I loved my father dearly, and as the years went on never gave up desperately wanting to find that place of peace and healing for him. But whilst his bald patch responded by producing downy new growth, his mind became increasingly troubled and he was too frightened to acknowledge (until I was an adult) what really was being given through the channel of my hands.


‘Could do better – spends much of the math lesson daydreaming!’ Little did they know – I was far from daydreaming, but I did spend much of my time in a different place, another ‘world’. The realization that the entire class was waiting anxiously for some sort of response from me caught me out time and time again. My body was so shocked when I was inconsiderately brought back to earth that I used to tremble inside, having absolutely no idea what was expected of me let alone what lesson I was in. French was another favourite lesson to remove myself from, although I was rarely able to stay away uninterrupted! The French teacher had a booming voice and seemed to believe the best way to teach the ‘slow ones’ was by towering over them with her voluptuous bosom and terrifying them into learning the unfamiliar language. How I wish now that I had saved my ‘away days’ for another lesson; but also, how I regret not learning until very recently what a very gentle soul she actually was. My only experience of her more gentle side was when she stopped halfway through a lesson, not to ridicule me in front of the class for my ‘absence’, but to comment on the brilliance of my school blouse! She asked me what soap powder my mother used but I was too surprised to tell her that actually – I was in charge of the family laundering and I used whatever was on special offer.


My inability to be wholly present on this plane has been an ongoing difficulty for me throughout my life and even as I write these words, I revel in the nature of my creativity which, as with all creativity, lies far beyond the tapping fingers and the thinking mind. Running home when things get too difficult to handle always seems an easy option. For me, like the young teenager who runs back to mum when things don’t work out, home was and still remains a place of safety and quiet serenity – a place where I don’t have to explain or work out – a place just to be.










Chapter Three


When I was told that much of my stomach had been removed as a matter of necessity, I was both shocked and relieved. Only the previous day, I had given my friend a nightmare three hour drive across country from the South Coast to Oxford (where we both lived) with a leaking petrol tank and excruciating abdominal pain. We stopped on the motorway every few miles whilst I was handed a plastic bag and waited for the searing pain to relent, until the next wave. The constant possibility of being escorted off the hard shoulder and into the nearest hospital by the police was one concern too many. I had ‘agreed’ with my friend that – my condition had only taken hold since we were on the motorway. I was, of course, oblivious to the leaking tank! My inability to lie was thankfully not put to the test.


Apart from the miracle of getting to Oxford safely and the second one of surviving the physical onslaught to my body, I experienced another that only I can substantiate. Before leaving my parents’ home I had been in continuous, unrelenting agony and yet, I knew that I must return to Oxford. As did everyone around me, I prayed for the physical strength to get us there safely. I became totally focused from the beginning of the journey, reluctant to even answer the concerned enquiries from Susan as to how I was doing. It seemed as though I had stepped beyond what my mind was telling me and entered a place of peace that I could only describe as a surreal analgesia. It was a crazy thing to do, madness that I still question. I should have allowed my family to call the ambulance and headed for the nearest hospital but for some reason, I knew if I did I would probably be telling my story through a spiritual medium right now.


I was surprised things had become so bad for me since I was just looking forward to going back to work after another period of sick leave. It seemed that at long last (after many months of pain and anguish), the doctors were finally making progress with a diagnosis and I was anticipating my next appointment with greater optimism. I had spent the last eighteen months sitting, fortnightly, in the outpatients department of the hospital where I was a nurse teacher. Interspersed with these appointments I underwent many tests of varying unpleasantness and medication, including antidepressants – the only help seemingly offered for many undiagnosed conditions. During the next few years, I would discover how readily doctors reach for such drugs rather than accepting and admitting that they just don’t know. Far from destroying my faith in medicine, such an admission would have restored my own personal power in exchange for the patient label I had now been awarded and had finally come to accept.


So now it was over. My car had been dispatched to the garage and I was dispatched to hospital, although not before insisting on washing my hair and having a bath! It seemed that I had some sort of notion that washing my hair would make me feel better, or maybe I just wanted to pass to the next life respectably prepared. My oblivion to the seriousness and urgency of the situation frustrated my friend considerably. I don’t think I was really oblivious to the facts but more likely, didn’t have the strength to fight any more. As I lay on the trolley in the emergency room I believed the agonizing pain itself would take me, let alone the cause of the pain. I needed some powerful persuasion to give my consent to surgery, which was evidently now a matter of dire need.










Chapter Four


I had managed to survive the threat to my life; what a relief. My health issues of the previous months had erupted like that of a smouldering volcano. All I had to do now was see myself fit and well and back to work in a few weeks or so. What else would I expect after such an ordeal and knowing that the offending part of my anatomy had now been removed? But this was just the start of a new and very long voyage.


Life was quite exciting and certainly eventful in the next twenty years or so, demonstrating a degree of synchronicity that has always intrigued and convinced me that there is a ‘greater plan’. In October of the same year as my gastrectomy I became engaged and later married to a man I had met exactly one year prior to my surgery. I had felt so indignant when my manager told me I had either to take, or lose, the leave due to me at the end of the financial year. There were always difficulties squeezing in leave between teaching blocks but I had worked so hard that I certainly wasn’t going to forfeit it again, so I made a last minute arrangement to visit Athens. It was so last minute that I had to urge the travel agent to persevere in finding me the only remaining booking! Three days later, at the start of Easter, I was heading for the Athenian splendour. On the same trip as me were two delightful people who were meeting up with a close friend they’d worked with in the Middle East. He was apparently on a business trip which coincided with their holiday, making it a perfect opportunity for a reunion. After sharing a long and arduous day sightseeing, Ken and Mary had insisted on me joining them all, which I politely refused on the grounds of tiredness. Actually, I couldn’t imagine their poor friend wanting to share their precious reunion with an intruder he had never met, but my ardent refusal was in vain and as a result I was almost tricked into joining them. Sheepishly approaching the hotel lounge, I saw the back of a man with my two new friends sitting either side of him. Knowing that I hadn’t been seen, I swiftly turned around away from their table, but strangely, almost by magic, their friend turned round and looked at me, attracting the attention of Ken and Mary who by this time were eagerly beckoning me to my seat. I am often in wonderment when I consider the role of fate or design in my life to date, and question regularly the map I seem to be following. How many people’s lives would have been quite different had fate not pushed its hand in some way or other? We will never know, but we can begin to acknowledge the role such synchronicity has played in our lives.


After our marriage, Richard had to return to the Middle East alone because I was still not fit enough to join him. We had spent our honeymoon in beautiful Tuscany, with me still only able to take less than baby portions of food due to my newly plumbed anatomy. I then spent another three months in hospital having more surgery and treatment before we could finally celebrate our union together, yet again – exactly one year after my first surgery. Easter time has its own remembrance for me, which makes it a doubly significant time in my life.


In the long days without Richard, my second stay in hospital was immensely difficult. Apart from the pain I was in, I was suffering in other ways. It was hard to believe that I was now married, with a home I hadn’t even seen in Kuwait and a husband I had seen for only ten days at Christmas since our wedding in October. Richard had his own mourning and his own issues before we were married, and our separation stirred feelings in me far beyond my own personal needs in our relationship. I was enveloped in guilt as I sensed his sadness and loneliness whilst his suffering became my suffering. However hard I tried and however much I reasoned my own inability to prevent what was happening, I couldn’t eradicate my feelings of guilt for unwittingly messing up Richard’s new life as well as my own. As I struggled with my emotions within the confines of the hospital walls, nothing could have prepared me for the way I would one day express them.


Lying on my bed, having had a call from my husband in Kuwait the previous evening, I don’t remember having any particular thoughts other than those that frequently occupied my mind. I constantly worried about the predictable effects of my health on our relationship if I didn’t get better. I had no reason at all to feel that Richard would love me any the less, but my own expectations of renewed health were fast disappearing and the guilt grew with my fear. On reflection, I suspect that a substantial part of my emotions was compounded by the institutionalisation within the relative safety of the hospital ward. My excitement for travel and my new life was waning, together with my energy, as I began to believe both my marriage and the history of our relationship was in fact a dream.


I looked up from the book I was reading. Quite unexpectedly, like a mirage in the desert, I saw Richard walking towards me holding a bouquet of flowers and beaming all over his face. But this was no mirage or illusion. I was hit like a thunderbolt with an array of emotions which were so alien to me I had no idea how to deal with them. I was of course thrilled to see him – once I had got my head round the fact that he was in London, when he should have been in Kuwait. I was confused and at the same time angry. What a lovely thing for him to have done to surprise me like that and yet, he had unwittingly invaded my personal space, my thoughts, my reactions, all without warning. Most painful of all was to know the hurt I had caused the person I loved so much as a result of my own apparent momentary rejection of him. Even as I write these words I still feel the pain of that place; as deeply as I search, will never quite understand what happened to me, in that brief moment. Little did I know that our heart wrenching goodbyes after our short reunion would be the last before I finally went back with Richard to Kuwait, just one month later and yes – yet again, just past Easter and my birthday, in the month of April. Still quite seriously debilitated, I had managed to persuade both the medics and Richard that I was ready to leap, or more accurately – fly! This was the time for me to face my fears of the unknown, but with the love and support of my dear husband. Nothing would persuade me to wait any longer.










Chapter Five


The drive from the airport into Safat (in Kuwait) was like a dream that I constantly thought I’d wake up from. Numerous cars were just abandoned on the highway almost in memory of the accidents that had rendered them worthless. Life suddenly seemed cheap and cars, even cheaper. How intriguing, that I was later to witness such apparent poverty in a country that was so wealthy and, indeed, one I should come to have great affection for.


Our driver, a lovely Indian man called Govendan, proudly stopped the car outside our apartment as though he was personally responsible for choosing it for us. I suspect that was largely the truth. As the car door was opened I was almost thrown back with the smell of drains and the heat, which was like walking into a raging furnace. I found it all so surreal that I couldn’t take it in, but I was home at last and could now start living again. We were about to start a very long honeymoon – until death would us part.


Our stay in Kuwait was relatively brief but long enough for the healing process, which seemed part of my destiny, to take effect on both a physical and spiritual level. Because we didn’t live in the ex-pat community and due to the restrictions placed upon my gender, I spent many hours on my own in the apartment just looking at the sea in front of me. I have never felt so at peace and far removed from any of my perpetual worries in life. I believe now that (as difficult as it was to leave them) those two years away from family and all my concerns were instrumental in building the solid foundations of our relationship.


By the end of our first year, finally beginning to feel recovered and back to my old self, I became desperate to have a baby. I say desperate because those were the feelings that suddenly came over me and although we both hoped that one day we would have a child, it certainly hadn’t been considered high on the agenda. I didn’t know quite how I would put it to Richard and when I did, true to his style – I wished for an hour or so that I hadn’t. Again, quite predictably, he’d taken his thoughts away with him and come back concerned, but as enthusiastic as me. All that was needed was for me to get pregnant; a seemingly unlikely event in my circumstances, combined with the fact that I only had one patent fallopian tube! Richard was understandably worried about my health, but I knew from the depths of my being that it was now or never. It had to be now and I would somehow be alright.


About six weeks pregnant (having conceived in the Nile Valley), any uncertainties I may have had about Richard’s feelings about an addition to the family were completely negated. He had only just arrived at his office. On hearing the news, he did no more than return home in a state of childlike excitement to be shown the evidence of the positive testing kit! By the end of the week he had, unbelievably, told just about everyone. I wonder yet again at the timing of our daughter’s conception, which took place during our visit to a country that my soul had literally yearned to take me. Richard came home one evening and put an envelope down on the table, asking me to open it. I remember it so well. The solemn look on his face made my heart pound somewhat, but I should by then have known something of his wry sense of humour. As I opened the envelope I could hardly control my emotions. I was holding tickets for a week in Cairo, followed by a trip up the Nile to Luxor and Aswan. How I would survive the heat and the early morning starts I didn’t know, but I did know that this trip was part of my spiritual journey.


When we arrived at Cairo Airport we had the great honour of being met and escorted out by Kamahl, the ex-chief of police. I don’t know what we’d have done without this wonderful man because the throng of people all trying to find their way to somewhere was literally breathtaking! Richard was clearly getting anxious about my inability to stay upright as I was unwillingly jostled this way and that against my will or indeed better judgment. Just as I was wondering if we would ever reach passport control, let alone retrieve our cases, we were greeted with the smiling face of Kamahl before being swiftly and purposefully marched, not to the front of the queue, but straight to passport control! Who did make these amazing arrangements for us, I wondered? I will never really know but it was just one of many kindnesses that I experienced throughout my time in the Middle East. On one occasion, Kamahl took this kindness way past the call of duty (even for an ex-chief of police) when he became frustrated by the traffic jam caused by a lane closure; not really unusual for Cairo. Kamahl quickly directed his driver, as he got out of the car himself, removed the metal barrier and ushered our car through! I was never completely sure if that was a gesture of consideration for us or, indeed, the extent of his intolerance of being kept waiting but nevertheless, another memorable occasion within my own memory bank.


Perhaps the greatest lesson for us to learn on our spiritual journey is to overcome doubt and trust our inner knowing that is so often enshrouded by our own thoughts. It was a difficult time for me when I first discovered that my energy had suddenly been so sapped from my body again, making me dependent on Richard for everything. The independent, self-sufficient person who always struggled to be in control was, it seemed, being tested yet again, when finally I was forced to accept help. Had I learnt nothing from the pain I had already endured? What part of me was constantly resisting? It would be considerably further down my path before I would find out. As if I wasn’t being challenged enough, I went to the bathroom one day with abdominal cramps, only to have my worst fears confirmed. Every day for the next eight weeks, I expected to lose our most precious gift.


But I was going to keep our baby because I knew – I had to. Babies abort quite naturally and seemingly easily in the first trimester of pregnancy. I have sat holding the hand of many a mother, comforting her after she lost the baby growing inside her. Apart from Richard (who never knew how critical things were), nobody tried to allay my fears. No tests or investigations were done to establish what was going on inside my womb and yet I had the highest respect for the medical team. Such was the philosophy both of the medics and, it seemed, the mothers-to-be, that the foetus who wants to abort knows best and should be allowed to do so without intervention. I was being brutally challenged now by something I too had always believed, whilst I earnestly tried to put my trust in the place from whence came that belief.


As I battled fortnightly through a sea of excitable and impatient Arab women to reach the door of the obstetrician’s consulting room, I mentally checked my decision to have my baby in the State Hospital rather than the private one expected of me. As I write these words, I realize how enriched my life has been through this experience and never for a minute regret my decision, confusing and somewhat frightening though it may have been at times.


Our baby, unperturbed by the challenges already on offer, finally settled quietly (or otherwise) into her safe haven for the remaining six months. Perhaps it was just too comfortable for her in there and I’d wondered at times whether she had changed her mind! Richard was constantly anxious about the ‘labour run’ and whether he would manage to get me to the hospital on time. It was rather different to the predictable routine that most pregnant mothers can anticipate in Britain.


He needn’t have worried. Fate took the concerns away from him, only to give him other things to think about. After one of my antenatal consultations it was decided that a small heart problem I had was best dealt with in hospital, just one week before I was due to give birth. It was a shock to both of us being prematurely parted for reasons we least expected. But shock didn’t come into it as Richard escorted me through the doors of Sabbha Hospital. And that was as far as he was allowed to come with me. I didn’t speak Arabic and didn’t even have a chance to say goodbye as I was led through one door and he through the other, almost like the ‘Ladies’ and ‘Gents’. So much was happening and it felt unreal. I suddenly realized that I had absolutely no idea what to expect as this woman, clad in Islamic dress, rushed me through corridors, lifts, and wards. All I could gather, as I now became quite anxious, was that no one had wanted me, let alone been prepared for their new admission. At last we found a ward that could accommodate me, or so I thought. I was led down a large open ward that certainly lacked the sort of clinical feel I was used to in a hospital, but neither did it have the feel of ‘home’ that so many midwives now strive to provide for their mothers. It seemed all so informal, and at the same time uninformed – certainly about me anyway. As we walked through the ward, apparently hoping to find me an empty bed, the occasional sleepy Arab woman glared disapprovingly as we disturbed her afternoon nap. I began to feel quite out of place as I realized I was the only European in the hospital. The nurse who accompanied me (at least I think she was a nurse) approached a bed that lacked the crisp white clean linen I was used to, gestured for me to take up occupancy, then went away. I hesitantly got in, though not before examining the positive grubbiness of all the beds around me, but this one was (not surprisingly) uninviting. No sooner had I plucked up the courage to get between the sheets had I jumped out again, the rightful resident screaming at me from the trolley on which she was being wheeled into the ward. So off I went again, not knowing whether to laugh or cry, in search of a comfortable bed to rest my weary self and try to discover where my husband was. This was a truly, truly surreal experience, and at the time not one that I was enjoying. I contemplated running out but had the awful feeling I might find the doors were locked and besides – where would I go and how would I get home?


I was found another bed, but this time by someone I identified quite definitely as a nurse. Her dress was not dissimilar to our own nurses’ uniforms, but even more important for me was that she spoke some English. Perhaps it is too presumptuous of me to believe it was only our verbal communication that eased my anxiety because I know this to be untrue. This woman was dressed familiarly, spoke familiarly and yes – was of a nationality (Indian) that was very familiar to me in my own country and my own profession. As one who believes no boundaries should separate us, I am urged to ask myself, what judgments might have been going on in my own mind and from whence did those judgments come? By choice I had ended up having my baby in completely unfamiliar surroundings with a language barrier that seemingly thwarted all my attempts to communicate effectively. The experience was one that I had chosen and it was up to me to discover its teachings, together with all the other lessons life offers me.


I didn’t have to think about Richard’s disappearance any more. The ward doors opened and in came a throng of people from all directions clearly set for a party. It was really exciting and again a display that I could never have contemplated when I was a Ward Sister – liberal though I may have been. I didn’t really understand what was happening to begin with and didn’t know how I would tolerate the noise or lack of privacy if it was a regular occurrence. The chaps had entered the ward like porters, each carrying at least two cases of soda on their shoulders and I was the first to be thrown a couple of cans; no communication barrier there! Richard came in and explained that it was all part of the weekend celebration, hence the length of visiting that day. Friday was the Holy day when the men went to the mosque for prayers and everyone was away from work. Sunday afternoon was also free.


As I saw Richard looking for me, I was overwhelmed with a reality of my hospitalization that I hadn’t even thought about. Filled with so many emotions, I was dying to be in his arms to comfort him and for him to comfort me, but the realization that we couldn’t even hold hands for however long it took our baby to enter the world was unbearable. Both of us pretended it wasn’t happening and made desperate attempts to stay strong for the other. As I looked around, I saw fathers barely glancing at the beautiful new addition to their family in the crib beside their wife’s bed, let alone demonstrate any kind of affection towards her. He couldn’t of course because it was unlawful to do so and unless I wanted to have my baby in prison, we too would need to respect the laws of Kuwait – of Islam. But now, we were sharing a cell in our own prison. I couldn’t help but wonder what the topics of conversation between couples were, and whether their worries and aspirations for their children would be similar to those we might have later. It was like being in another world even though I had been in Kuwait for almost two years now, but the love and affection that surrounded us by the friends and employees of Richard (numbering no less than sixteen national-ities) was something worth coming for. I had no idea that the love and friendship that had already touched my heart would be repeated in Sabbha Hospital when I discovered there truly are no boundaries to love – except that of our own making.


I was quickly known as ‘the heart case’ by the nurses (which was a bit off-putting) and it was decided to give me a bed in a quieter room. To my amazement and distress, my roommate turned out to be an elderly lady who was all of eighty years and clearly suffering; probably preparing to leave this world. ‘What was she doing on this ward?’ – I thought. I had seen several women about who most definitely were not mothers-to-be. The poor old lady moaned and groaned, and eventually I took the courage to sit with her and hold her hand. She looked at me with her toothless smile and, yet again, my memory was imprinted with an experience I will never forget.


I walked out into the main ward to stretch my legs. One nurse was pushing a trolley laden with packets of disposable diapers, as the multimillion-dollar international nappy company took the opportunity to imprint their name on the new mother’s memory. She deposited them at the end of each bed whilst another followed her with bottles of milk, which were delivered in a more unconventional way as the mothers raised their arms and prepared to catch. No strong views on breastfeeding here!


I had now been in hospital for almost a week but still hadn’t given birth. It seemed that I was becoming a ‘long stayer’, as I observed with envy the quick turnover of other mothers. No sooner had I devised a method of communication with a face that I recognized, than they went – to their homes I assumed. But there was to be a surprise for me. I was told that I was moving yet again to another place, but wasn’t given any details. It took me a while to work out how it had all happened. No longer would Richard and I have to behave as though there was an invisible wall between us. With the help of his company’s Kuwaiti partner, he had found me a private room that I’d not even realized was available. By visiting time, I was quite ecstatic.


Visiting time became party time for Richard. My tea arrived, together with a big slab of ultra-sweet cake that could have fed four people. The cake delivery was a daily occurrence but so too was a tin of sterilized cream with my breakfast and two eggs! The eggs were at least appealing to me, until I sedately cracked the shell on the bed table and found myself bathed in dripping raw yolk. I never did find out how I was intended to eat them but the only weight issues that this mother in waiting had was one of emaciation. This wasn’t the case for the Egyptian ladies who befriended me. No wonder they shared such disbelief that I wasn’t even pregnant, yet alone already overdue. They looked at me, sizing me up, until I began to wonder myself if I really was having a baby and, once again, if we were all part of some elaborate dream. But these ladies were all large – very large. Most of them unsurprisingly were diabetic, which increasingly interested me as I considered the effects on their unborn babies. I reflected frequently on the diet I was offered daily. The sweet tooth had taken over in the Middle Eastern culture and the price was seemingly being paid.


My waters had broken – something of a surprise to me. Where was my mind, I wondered, before remembering why I was in hospital? I recall the feeling of excitement combined with that of sudden fear. I was totally unprepared for what to expect and suddenly realized that I hadn’t even discussed it with anyone let alone attended anything remotely like antenatal classes. I was whisked off to the labour ward where the piercing sounds of that more like the distress calls of female hyenas assaulted my senses. I was no longer a confident, caring nurse but just another very frightened woman who had no idea what was happening to her or her unborn child.


Ten, fifteen, twenty hours went by as I peered sleepily at the clock on the wall. Constantly being jabbed with needles, presumably giving me pain relief and thus sedation. I was left wondering what the effect was on my infant, but there was nobody around who seemed to make sense of my incoherent enquiry. Quite clearly there was a job to be done and I seemed a very unimportant part of that task as far as asking questions was concerned. I hadn’t seen my husband or had contact with him since I told him I was in labour the day before. The only men around were doctors, and women were coming and going on trolleys like a conveyor belt. Maybe it was a good idea that I was all but ‘knocked out’.


But not for much longer; Katy Frances had decided to leave her place of solitude and join us at last. No one ever told me of the emotions I would feel as I held her in my arms, but maybe they were for me alone? How would anyone know what I experience, and why would I expect you to perceive the expression of those feelings? Can any of us really do that? As I reached out in gratitude for the hand of the doctor who had delivered our daughter, she was clearly both awkward and confused by my emotions; as though my reaction was something she hadn’t witnessed before. Was I really different or perhaps it was the drugs or hormone changes? Why was my reaction to the birth of my daughter different to any of the other women visiting the labour ward? Were my cultural differences the most significant clue to the answers I wanted, and if so, what made it so? At what point does nature emerge through nurture I wonder, and what holds us back? These were my questions but the answers would be a long time coming.


I couldn’t wait to see Richard but was told that I needed the rest and wouldn’t be out of the delivery unit until after visiting time. This meant I wouldn’t see him for another twenty-four hours! Now what new mother and baby could bear that? An hour later, we were on our way back to my own little room with a very, very, proud father following through the doors shortly after us. Within twenty-four hours, being surrounded by a sea of beaming faces, we knew that we were not the only ones celebrating Katy’s arrival. There was hardly room for me as our friends of all nationalities came to express their joy of the occasion. The inability to speak each other’s language was of little significance; the love and joy that surrounded us spoke profoundly and truthfully – from the heart, but not the lips. This, I thought, ‘is why I came here – to this hospital – to this country, and what better greetings into this world could you have, Katy Frances?’ Others showed their joy in a different way. My dear father raised his glass of medicinal brandy from his own hospital bed, before quietly closing his eyes for the last time. Clearly knowing that we were both safe and well, he could finally walk free of both his lifelong mental imprisonment and the cancer that he, until now, sadly but bravely fought to deny. Strangely too, before his diagnosis when I was four months pregnant, I kissed him goodbye before returning to Kuwait, knowing it would be the last kiss I would give him. My dad passed on to greener pastures, without me even being there.


Four months later and our time in the Middle East had come to an end. Richard had been made an offer he couldn’t refuse, back in the UK office. As excited as we were, I knew we would both suffer some culture shock on our return, but I was more than aware that my two years in Kuwait was a holiday break compared to the many years that Richard had lived in various parts of the Middle East. The departure lounge was seemingly full of our many friends and colleagues coming to see us off, in true Middle Eastern style. With tears filling our eyes with emotion, we waved goodbye for the last time before passing through passport control. But as our friends headed home, perhaps mentally anticipating our progress as they travelled, few would have expected the chaos our baby was now causing. Richard, being the male of the family, naturally passed through passport control first! His residence permit was cancelled and he was beaming on the other side of the gate awaiting Katy and me (she was on my passport) to come through. But as though her entrance into the world had not been dramatic enough for her, it was announced that she didn’t have an exit visa and couldn’t go through to the awaiting plane! At first, I wondered if it were all a joke or something but quickly realized that it wasn’t; experience should have told me not to have such expectations. So Richard was one side of the barrier, unable to come back in and I was on the other side, unable to pass through because I had a four month old baby who didn’t have permission to leave. We showed them her birth certificate both in Arabic and that issued by the British Consulate, but to no avail. Now becoming decidedly anxious as I listened to the excited and somewhat irate voices of both my husband and the immigration officers, I knew that the British Airways plane would soon have to leave without us. The strength of Richard’s voice, now indicating his own frustrations and anger, made me thankful that he was indeed on the other side of the barrier; there was more than enough to worry about. Quite suddenly, there was a change in facial expressions and a quietening of voices. Richard indicated to me not to worry as he disappeared through a door and by the time I was truly saying my prayers, he had emerged with a grin on his face that stretched from ear to ear. There were handshakes all round. The gates were opened for us and Richard sped down the corridor with Katy in his arms to the awaiting plane, which had now been delayed for over half an hour. The applause as we entered the cabin was something I will never forget and, as I strapped myself in, remembered that I hadn’t asked what magic had suddenly befallen upon us. It transpired that our guardian angel was no more than the company’s Kuwaiti partner again; the same man who, only the week before, had tried to persuade Richard to stay in Kuwait with the added temptation of a job for me too! How fortuitous that he was still in residence. Just a phone call away and there was another person and another kindness to remember.
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