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I dedicate my book to every child suffering in a war. you are not alone.


Where there’s hope, there’s life. It fills us with fresh courage and makes us strong again.

—ANNE FRANK
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Author’s Note


I am so happy that I got to write a book, because I love books and I love to read. I am a good writer because I practice a lot, but I still needed some help writing my book. My mum and my editor, who published this book, helped me to tell my story in English. These are all my memories from the war—the happy times, the scary times, and everything I could remember. I tried not to forget anything and to tell it right. I hope you like my book. I hope it makes you want to help people.
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It was a perfect June day when you came into the world, Bana. Warm, bright, and cloudless. I looked out the window of the hospital room, hands resting on my swollen belly and feeling you kick and squirm as if impatient to be here already, and I thought, There couldn’t be a more perfect day for a new life to start. For a minute I forgot about the pain of labor and my fear of what was to come—instead, I thought about how I would soon be sitting in this bed, holding you tightly in my arms, and you would see this same thick sunlight for the first time, feel its warmth on your face; the precious first moments of your beautiful life.

We had waited a long time for you. Not just your father and me but also all of your aunts and uncles and especially your grandparents, who were eager for their first grandchild. When my father arranged my marriage to Baba, our families agreed that we would delay the wedding until I could finish school. And then we wanted to have a little time to be a couple, to get to know each other before we had children. But since Ghassan and I are the oldest in both of our families and the first to be married, everyone was ready for a new little one and for us to start on the next generation. So it was that almost from the very day after our wedding, at every dinner or family visit, someone—especially Grandma Alabed—would inevitably insist, “It’s time for a baby.”

What they didn’t know is that I was having trouble getting pregnant and had to go to many doctors for more than a year. With each month that it didn’t happen, I would become more and more terrified that it never would, that I would never get to be a mother. One day, in the middle of this cycle of hope and disappointment, your baba and I were walking around the Citadel of Aleppo, one of my favorite places. The ancient stone walls always made me feel safe and peaceful. Aleppo is one of the oldest continuously inhabited cities in the whole world, Bana. Did you know that? It comforted me to think of that and to feel connected to our history and the ancestors who walked in this very same place over the course of thousands of years.

It was crowded, always, with families and couples, and this day was no different, with many people enjoying an early spring day. That was how it was before the war—so many ordinary days: your father going to work, me visiting with your grandparents and shopping for dinner, helping Grandma Alabed cook, and then taking a stroll after dinner.

It’s hard to think about that now. We took it for granted that things would always be like this, with no way to know, or even comprehend, what the future held. It would not have been possible to imagine then that this place where we were walking, which had stood for centuries, would soon be all but destroyed. But all of that was in the future; that day we were happy.

You know your father can be a little quiet sometimes, but he would become animated when he talked about the future. He had just bought a crib. I thought it might be bad luck, since I still wasn’t yet pregnant, but your baba is optimistic like that. He proceeds as if the future and his dreams and plans are guaranteed. It’s one of the things I love most about him. In those early days of our marriage we would spend hours talking about the lives we wanted to have, which is what we were doing on our walk. Ahead of us, a little girl caught our eye. She must have been about four. She was striking, with long, thick hair and bright gray eyes. We couldn’t take our eyes off her as she ran and laughed—my heart filled with such longing that I almost collapsed from the weight of it. Your father turned to me and said that this was the child he pictured for us: a daughter, a little girl with long hair who was filled with energy and laughter. A little girl who would captivate strangers. In that moment, a calm came over me. Somehow I knew I would get pregnant; I knew you would come. And that you would be a little girl whom everyone would love.

There are so few precious possessions we were able to take from Syria—a few old family photos, a copy of our wedding invitation, locks of hair from your and your brothers’ first haircuts, and the pregnancy test I took the day I found out I was having you. Even now, when I look down at the faded blue line, it brings back the feeling I had that day—when I was bursting with excitement for the future. When I knew I was finally going to get to be a mother. Your mother. When everything seemed possible and the future was boundless.

Nine months later, when they put you in my arms, you locked your huge brown eyes on mine, and I felt a jolt of love so strong it was as if it were an actual current running through my body. First I prayed to Allah that you would be in good health and that you would have a good spirit. I said my favorite prayer from the Quran: “I seek refuge in the Lord of daybreak, from the evil of that which he created and from the evil of darkness when it settles. And from the evil of the blowers in knots. And from the evil of an envier when he envies.” I had repeated this verse out loud to you the whole time I was pregnant because I’d read that you could hear my voice, and I wanted you to be born knowing God. Then I leaned over and whispered my dreams for you in your ear so that those would be the very first words you heard, so that from then on you could carry those whispers in your heart.

Your name means “tree” in Arabic. We chose this because it is a strong name, and we wanted a strong little girl. And you are, Bana—you are strong and you are brave. And wise beyond your years. People call it being an “old soul.” You came into the world with a wisdom that everyone around you sensed and was drawn to. It still fills me with pride.

Even as an infant, you were so alert and observed everything around you as though you knew exactly what was going on. You never wanted to sleep, as if you didn’t dare miss a moment of anything. When we gathered with all your aunts and uncles at Grandma Alabed’s, you seemed to follow the conversation, your bright eyes searching the faces of everyone around you as you were passed from lap to lap and adored. Everyone wanted to play with you or take you for walks, especially your uncle Nezar. We teased him for always wanting to take you to the park or the market because you were so cute that all the pretty girls would want to stop and fawn over you, and he could talk to them.

Do you remember how happy you were to learn to read? You were only three, my clever girl! But your chubby little fingers traced the pages of your favorite books as you bit your lip in concentration and carefully sounded out each word.

This makes me so happy—how curious you are and how eager you have always been to learn—because in this you take after me. I loved school so much. One of my favorite memories from my own childhood was when I was just a little younger than you are now and started school. I was so excited when my mum, your nana Samar, would pick me up for the twenty-minute walk home each day and I could tell her about everything I was learning—that I could write my name and add double-digit numbers and tell time. It felt like I couldn’t learn everything I wanted to know fast enough. You are the same way.

When I was teaching you to read, I would imagine how in a few short years it would be me walking you to school. How I looked forward to that, to the days when you would grab my hand and tell me all about the exciting things you were learning. How we would go over your homework together each night at the table as I made dinner. I never imagined that you wouldn’t be able to go to school because the schools would all be destroyed. That instead of sitting at the table doing homework, we would be crouching under it as bombs fell around us. Or that by your fourth birthday, your childhood—the safe, happy, peaceful childhood that every mother dreams of for her children—would descend into a nightmare.

You had three perfect years in Syria, Bana. I hope you never lose those memories from before the war—swimming with Baba at the pool; singing the silly songs you and Yasmin liked to make up; begging us to take you on the Ferris wheel, the air filled with the sweet scent of jasmine from our little garden on the balcony.

I hope the homeland of your early years is imprinted on you and that you understand that wherever you are, the blood of Syria and the pride of our people runs through you. I want for you to hold on to the feeling of being surrounded by your aunts, uncles, and grandparents, even though we are all scattered now. I want that sense of belonging to be a part of you and to make you feel safe. May the memories of your first happy years of life always live inside you as part of your spirit to sustain you and be a source of hope and courage.

Hold in your heart all that came before, Bana; it was beautiful.





I was born with a smile on my face.


My mummy told me I was born with a smile on my face. She says that I was always happy, even though I never wanted to sleep because I didn’t want to miss anything.

[image: Image]

I had many reasons to be happy when I was little. My baba always took me swimming at Alrabea Pool, which was my favorite thing to do. Going to the swings was my second favorite thing to do. I would also go to the market with my uncles to get Jell-O. (Always red, because that is the best flavor.) My family would go to eat at restaurants, and I would get to talk to many different people. Or we would eat dinner all together many nights at Grandma Alabed’s house, and there were always a lot of people there because I have so many aunts and uncles and four grandparents and two great-grandmothers. I had many books I loved to read, especially my favorite, Snow White. I love all stories about princesses.
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And another big reason to be happy: my baby brother. I prayed that Mummy would have a girl, because I wanted a sister very badly. But my brother was tiny and cute, with thick black hair that was soft like a doll’s—so it wasn’t so bad that he was a boy. When Mummy was pregnant, I picked out a name for a sister: Warda, which means “flower,” because another thing I love is flowers. But you can’t call a boy Warda. Instead the name we gave him is Liath (which means “Lion”) Mohamed. We call him Mohamed.

[image: Image]

I was only three when Mohamed was born, but I took care of him. I would bring Mummy nappies when she needed to change him, share my toys with him, and say “Shush, shush” when he was crying.

At night I got to hold Mohamed in my lap, and Mum would sit next to us on the sofa in the living room and read to us. Baba would come in and sit in his favorite chair and listen to Mummy read too. When she was done with the story, I would go over and climb into Baba’s lap while Mummy put Mohamed to bed. Mum would tell Baba that he should take me to bed too, but we both liked it better when I fell asleep on his chest. He would tell me stories from when he was little and some that he made up. My favorite was the one about a mummy sheep who leaves her babies at home and tells them not to open the door for anyone unless they know the secret word, and then a wolf comes and tricks the babies into thinking he is their mother. They open the door, and the wolf eats the sheep! I hate that part. But the mummy gets the sheep out of the wolf’s stomach and puts rocks in there instead.
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I could feel Baba’s voice through his chest as he told me the stories, and it would make me feel warm inside. The best place to be was in Baba’s lap.

So, not many bad things happened to my family. Mummy would say that we are blessed. I thought my family would always be happy.



I wanted to live in Syria always.


I wanted to live in Syria always because it is a special place. It is a very, very old country, and my family has lived there forever. Grandpa Malek says that it is important to understand where you come from because that makes you who you are. He says we should be proud to be Syrians, because Syrians are kind and honest. You can leave a million pounds in your house and no one will steal it. We always share whatever we have with our neighbors and take care of our families, because family is the most important thing to us. We know that we should always be generous and loyal and true to Allah. We pray a lot so that God will help us be good. We want a simple life. This is what is important to us.
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When Grandpa was a little boy, he lived in the countryside. When he grew up he married Nana Samar, who grew up in Aleppo, so they moved there even though Grandpa always said he liked the country better because it is more quiet and there is fresh air. Mummy and all her brothers and sisters were born in Aleppo. And Baba and his brothers and sister were too. I was born in Aleppo also, just like them. When I grew up, I was going to live down the street from my best friends, Yasmin and Fatemah, and from Mummy and Baba, just like they live down the street from their parents. My family and I could eat dinner together all the time and go for walks at the Citadel of Aleppo and make each other laugh. Everyone in my family liked to laugh, so that was easy. I was going to become a teacher and teach Syrian children how to speak English.
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‘A story of love and courage amid brutality and terror, this is
the testimony of a child who has endured the unthinkable.’

J.K. ROWLING
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