
[image: ]


[image: ]



First published by O-Books, 2013
O-Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach,
Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK
office1@jhpbooks.net
www.johnhuntpublishing.com

For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.

Text copyright: Felicity Prazak 2012

ISBN: 978 1 78099 445 1

All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.

The rights of Felicity Prazak as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, 
Designs and Patents Act 1988.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Design: Stuart Davies

Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY


We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.








CONTENTS

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Epilogue





[image: ]

This book is written in the Memory of:

Victor, my larger than life husband.
Isabel, my pioneering, spirited mother. And Danny.
ALL WE HAVE LOVED AND LOST
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LIBYAN PROVERBS

‘If you fear, you are safe’
‘Silence is the door of consent’.
‘Murder rectifies nothing’.

BIBLE QUOTATION

25 She is clothed with strength and dignity;
she can laugh at the days to come.

26 She speaks with wisdom,
and faithful instruction is on her tongue.

27 She watches over the affairs of her household and does not eat the bread of idleness.

28 Her children arise and call her blessed;
her husband also, and he praises her:

29 “Many women do noble things,
but you surpass them all.”

30 Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting;
but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised.

31 Honor her for all that her hands have done,
and let her works bring her praise at the city gate.

PROVERBS 31:10-31 given to me after my Baptism at the
Shaftesbury 






Prologue

Cambodia, 2006

I was alone when it happened, though there were nameless faces all around me. It was one of those private moments that touch your life and make your soul cry out in despair. Without warning, the thief struck: Tonlé Sap.

We were on our way to the ancient city of Angkor Wat; a strange choice for a holiday for a single mum and her two teenage children, admittedly. We were living in China at the time and intent on exploring Asia. My choice would have been Thailand: we had been there for the Christmas break and I had thought I would never tire of it: the smiles on the people’s faces, the elegant flowers that adorned the bed at night, the crystal blue waters of the sea – as close to heaven as I could imagine. But now the Easter holidays had come around, and my son had unexpectedly requested we visit Cambodia next. The thought intrigued me, though the location did not, but I was determined to foster a sense of democracy in our family. The three of us.

Clouded in a blanket of faded memory, the former Kampuchea, now known as Cambodia, had stayed a war-torn territory in my mind until my son brought it back from being forgotten to my memory. Imprinted on my mind back from my own teenage years, in the early seventies, was the crackle of the static as the Bakelite radio spewed out the six o’clock news in the background while we ate our tea off the red Formica table. I couldn’t remember a tablecloth ever coming out in my house, and the crumbs spilt over onto the worn-out linoleum flooring in the kitchen. I knew differently now, yet growing up I had thought we were well informed of world events. My father would put the radio on as he served up the evening meal; background fodder to block out any conversation and the perpetual rows of my parents. The broadcaster would fill us in on news of events of the Viet Cong advancing down the Mekong Delta and count the casualties of the Australian troops. He would continue with sparse news on neighboring Kampuchea, also embroiled in a civil war. We would listen attentively as we ate our tea with hearty appetites. I was a teenager in Australia – the land of plenty. War and violence and death: these things were alien, light years away.

Then we landed in the humidity at Phnom Penh airport and my children were the teenagers now, stepping off the plane into the history I had listened to so many years before. And it was beautiful: the din of the motor peds carrying lovers riding pidgin along the street, the tuk-tuks passing, constantly ringing their bells, the colorful clothes of the local people complementing the smiles on their faces, the open bars, with their veranda settings giving a colonial atmosphere, the blood of history washed away in the murky brown rivers.

Then, the Killing Fields. We rode out some 30 kilometers of the capital in a local tuk-tuk. The Khmer guide was chatty, and as far as I could gauge, well-informed. Whether he was a victim of the regime or part of it was no longer an issue. He was friendly and pleasant, and I was pleased to let him take charge of our day. He perceptively guessed that my teenage children would be interested in the firing ranges that the guidebooks mistakenly said had gone underground. Handling AK-47s and relic handguns was now a tourist attraction; one that bizarrely appealed to my children. For a few dollars, the guide explained, we could buy some bullets and fire them in an earthen dugout. Sparks flew out from the handgun as it kicked back, and as the blast sounded the damp earthen floor trembled. I was glad to get out of there, but not before taking photos of my gleaming-faced children with the artillery.

The driver continued and the rustle of the breeze through our hair brought some relief from the heat. As he rode through outlying villages the local children, elated by the opportunity of seeing foreigners, threw flour at us: a Khmer New Year tradition that was said to bring good luck. Then the road narrowed and overgrown vegetation filled the ditches at the sides of the road. The skeleton and cross signs warning of land mines sobered us from our laughter following the playful antics of the local children, and we rode on in silence until we reached the Killing Fields. It was the greenness of the neatly manicured pastures that surprised me at first. There was even a white picket fence, so oddly out of place.

We walked slowly down the path in near silence, speaking only when we stopped to read a sign or view the statues of human skulls piled high in a sculptural monument. I had only heard of the atrocities from the old radio; now my eyes were wide open to the butchery that had happened only a few decades ago. Before us stretched the fields, the land undulating into the distance where mounds of earth testified to the bodies that were buried below. The air cried out with ululating howling and wailing at the torture that the fields had born witness to. If the news had been sketched in my formative years, the horror had not been painted until this moment.

It was an important place to visit, but harrowing. My son complained bitterly about being there. He had wanted the holiday, not the realism. Because for him, and for his sister and for me, the mass graves were a connection to our own personal torture. Standing in the Killing Fields, we were plunged thousands of miles away to another mass grave in whose concrete embrace rested the remains of Victor. Father. Husband.

I was washed over with the same nausea with which I had struggled upon first seeing my husband’s burial place some years before – when the Libyan authorities finally granted me permission to visit the grave: a stark expanse of concrete in a barren graveyard. I looked at the neat precision of the Killing Fields. Not a blade of grass was out of place. A lush deep green colored the grass, outlined by the path that led to the area where the human skulls were piled on top of each other. I tried to imagine the scene as it would have been decades ago, in the reign of terror. The grass would have been stained with blood, the paths nonexistent, the picket fence would have been where the Khmer Rouge guards stood enclosing the captives as they slaughtered their people, and there would have been pits full of decaying bodies. I decided it would have been better if they had left the area alone, let the overgrown lawn take over, let the skulls fall and topple over in the heap where they lay. Then maybe the tourist would see the raw pain that I knew existed in this place, beneath the veneer of calm.

The next day brought with it a renewed desire to adventure and to journey away from the past that had revisited us at the Killing Fields. But it also brought with it the thief.

We took a seven-hour boat trip up the Tonlé River, into the huge expanse of Tonlé Sap Lake and on to Siem Reap where the treasure of the ancient ruins of Angkor Watt awaited us. The river meandered along and the pace of life drifted back to a near normality for its people that had been unchanged for centuries: a rural scene of buffalos and fishing villages. Then we entered the lake, and visibility was infinite; just water stretching for miles all around.

The heat inside the boat cabin was stifling, and I knelt on the wooden seat and leaned my head out of the window to clear my head. Water sprayed up from the lake, suggestively inviting me to play with the water. I reached with my left hand to play with the water, just to stroke it and feel the coolness on my skin. I had hardly realized the shock of the warmth of the water and the sheer power of the force behind it before I screamed out with all the pain that was left in my heart. I stayed facing the water, gripping my hands as my fingers nervously wove in and out, going over and over each digit. My body rocked from side to side and the passengers near me stopped their chatter mid-sentence. I could feel their eyes on me but I kept my back to them as the tears rolled uncontrollable down my face.

It was gone.

As the ground had claimed my husband, so the water of Tonlé Sap had taken the very symbol of my love: my precious diamond engagement ring, hand-crafted to Victor’s own design, lay at the bottom of the lake. Even if I had cried out to stop the boat and the crew had jumped overboard to search the lurid water below, there was no hope of finding it.

Unvoiceable pain made my body tremble. I hadn’t been allowed to go to my own husband’s funeral, to witness his burial; his body had been encased in a mass grave without my consent, without my blessing. And now I had buried his ring.

I cried until I ran out of tears. A kind passenger came with tissues to see what had happened. She had no words that could console me. Someone else went up on deck to get my children. Clutching my finger, I looked at the mark that had imprinted on my second finger. The woman asked if I was insured; I didn’t bother to answer. The half-carat diamond set in 18-carat gold had been priceless. It was a token of love and commitment that symbolized our unity, which even in death had not been lost.

I looked at the water that had stolen my ring and felt an evil chill come over me. And I heard the soft words of comfort that my daughter spoke as she gently put her arm around me.

‘It could mean a new beginning, Mum.’

Just as Cambodia deserves a new beginning, I thought.

But the thief had slipped away. Uncaught. Unjudged. Free.






Chapter 1

London, 1992

In my thirties, I painted a self-portrait. I stand in the center, my arms outstretched. On one side my daughter Tallena, aged three, pulls on my arm, enticing me to come. Her other hand clings to a cloth doll her grandmother made her of a guardsman; his felt bearskin peeps out from under her arm. Pulling me in the opposite direction is my son Theo, aged four. Familiar objects of our everyday life are scattered on the canvas: free McDonald’s toys to represent my regular walks up to McDonald’s and letters, lots of love letters, to represent my husband – absent from the picture as he often was from our daily lives then. On my feet are huge slippers: a reminder that I had just finally passed my driving test after I had broken two of my toes and had to wear men’s slippers that were two sizes too big for me. And then there is my hair – an enormous, electrifying riot of flame red that conceals my face. A representation of a disorderly and tumultuous life.

The painting was born of art classes I began in London once the children were old enough for crèche. It helped pass the long afternoons while my life was on hold, waiting until my husband returned home.

We had met nine years before, in 1983. I had come to London from Australia when I was not yet twenty: running as far as I could from my parents who fought and hated each other, from the boys at school who mocked and persecuted me, from a township behind whose closed doors lurked secrets I couldn’t bear. I’d decided to do an electronics course; a subject I knew nothing of. I was the only female in a room of men, and I struggled to make sense of the course content. Victor – also on the course – was a willing tutor. He was incredibly handsome, in his black leather jacket sitting behind the wheel of his black Sirocco sports car. Cautiously, I resisted any flirtation at the beginning of the course, but when I aced an exam and Victor offered to buy me a congratulatory drink, I accepted. And the rest, as they say, is history.

Victor had nearly always worked abroad; that’s part of what had made him so interesting for me, a girl who’d been desperate to travel from her little Aussie township all her childhood. He had worked in Libya, Saudi, Holland and even Russia, which I thought was particularly alluring. Now that we were married with children, Victor was working in Libya. He was happy in his job as an analytical chemist, a petroleum inspector; he liked and respected the Libyan people. Earnestly, he sought to have his young family accompany him, and I would have gone anywhere to be with my husband. I pictured living in the portacabin that he shared with his co-workers, saving the washing up water and throwing it over a small patch of flowers or vegetables outside. I tried to get a job out there; I even went to the doctor in London and asked about sun cream for our young baby. I was naïve but I believed we could make anything work, as long as we were together. But it was never going to happen. The visa issues were one insurmountable problem, but also wives just never accompanied their husbands to their workplace. It just wasn’t done in the early nineties.

So I had to trade off our life together for the next best scenario, which was that he would work in Libya for two months straight and then have a month’s leave. It was hard being apart, but the arrangement worked well. We lived in a plain flat packed with cheap furniture in Battersea, London; we had bought our home from the council, and the estate was a notorious dumping ground for problem families. Escape required the earnings of a decent job. So when the offer of a post in Libya came, there were no second thoughts. The money was good, the eight long weeks away were hard but there was nothing to replace the excitement of him coming home or even his love letters falling on the hallway mat. The phone calls were an extra bonus that I treasured; sometimes I rushed in to hear the answer phone switching off and then I would replay his messages as if listening to my favorite record.

I had begun the art foundation course without any real seriousness in art, so I was amazed when the painting was chosen for the opening of a new art gallery in Battersea Park. The Royal Academician who chose my paintings was so excited by my work that he embraced me in a bear hug as if he had found a long-lost relative. I modestly hid a tinge of acknowledgement that perhaps I was talented in a subjective way. I was pleased by the praise. Without realizing it, I had found a passion that would set me up for my future.

When Victor was home he didn’t mind the odd evening I spent at the classes. It gave him time alone with his children, even if he was just bathing them and putting them to bed. He would then prepare a meal for us to have together and busy himself around the house with the man jobs that needed doing: fixing a light, replacing a washer in a leaking tap.

Then, after a couple of days in London and maybe a visit to his mother’s, we would pack up and travel to France where we had bought a not-too-run-down property. Well, at least the main part of the house was livable, and there was plenty for Vic to spend his energy on. It was an amazing property dating back to 1692; La Houdrie, a chateau with a turreted tower housing delightfully uneven wooden stairs, three-foot-thick walls, original wooden beams and an enormous fireplace across the center of the living room. We had fallen in love with it when we first laid eyes on it. I loved the setting: it was perfect for the children with its huge garden and barns to play in, and it was rife with inspiration for my painting. But what I loved most was that my husband was so excited and happy at being lord of the manor. This was our special place; this was where we would build our lives together.

I marveled at my husband and his ability to get things done. His French was less than schoolboy standard but his smile and hardy handshake were universal. They spoke anyone’s language and the local French residents took to him. They were probably somewhat amused to watch an Englishman come in and try to rebuild La Houdrie, but to their credit they were always happy to help.

Victor had such energy, such determination, which was appealing and maddening in equal measure. One particular afternoon the children and I looked on – from the safety of the house – as Victor eagerly set about pulling down a huge electric pylon that had been dormant for some length of time; an eyesore on our land. Undeterred by the size of the pylon, and its concrete base, Victor charmed the local farmer into helping him pull it out of the ground using his tractor. Pretty soon Victor was rolling his sleeves up and drilling away at the concrete to break it down, squinting through his safety goggles. Hours later the pylon was down, though quite what he thought he would do with it next I’m not sure – it was too heavy to take anywhere. Leaving the metal contraptions upended by the barn, Victor and the farmer toasted their engineering feat with a Pernod. I took him a cup of tea to wash down the Pernod after the farmer had gone, thinking he would sit down and relax now, but Vic was on a high and argued that there was still another hour of daylight left and there was no point sitting idle when there was work to be done. He rummaged through his tools, found the angle grinder and set to work chopping up the enormous concrete rod.

Victor worked until long after sunset and I became marginally annoyed at his determination. ‘Come in, darling,’ I shouted out to him more than once. It was possible that he didn’t hear me as the tool was deafening as it made contact with the concrete and then the steel pipes that were encased inside it. More likely he was focused on one thing: finishing the job. He rigged up some floodlights to continue with his mission. I peeped out of the kitchen window every fifteen minutes to see the silhouette of my industrious husband beavering away.

‘Surely you could finish it tomorrow?’ I called out to him. I looked at the extension lead and considered pulling it out of the socket. It was past nine by now and I had fed, bathed and settled the children in bed. I didn’t want my husband to eat alone; he did that too many times when he worked away. I walked over to him, wrapped in my coat to fight the chill of the night air. ‘Darling, the kids have gone to bed, they missed you. Why don’t you stop and come in now? Let’s have dinner.’ My voice was disapproving; I couldn’t help it. I just wanted to nestle up in front of the fire and enjoy my husband; was that too much to ask when I didn’t see him for months at a time? As soon as the words were out I regretted my tone. We had our fair share of married rows, as do any couple. Have a little tiff and get it over with, and then clear the air. Victor answered back he would come in when he was ready and I knew not to go further.

He finally came in after ten, not because he had got the job done but because the blade on the angle grinder had given out. I was a little annoyed, but there was no point harping on any longer. As usual, I ended our fight with, ‘Say you’re sorry,’ and Victor replied, ‘No, you say you’re sorry.’ To which I retorted, ‘I’m sorry if you’re sorry,’ and in parrot fashion he recited, ‘Well, I’m sorry if you’re sorry.’ And that was the end of any disagreement: he held me in his arms and I knew I could never be happier.

The next day, I did my chores in the morning and my drawing in the afternoon and came back to the house to make tea. Theo and Tallena had been helping their father move straw from one of the barns that used to be a piggery. Victor was proud of his little helpers. They had put on their Wellingtons, which I always called gum boots, and spent the afternoon in cahoots with their father. I caught sight of Theo laughing his head off and there was a gleam in Tallena’s eye. I was walking past the three of them, wondering what they were up to, when my husband called to wait a minute; they had something to show me.

‘What is it?’ I wanted to know.

‘Close your eyes,’ Theo said.

‘What for?’ I asked.

Victor found it hard to hide his smile. ‘Just close your eyes, darling,’ he persuaded me. ‘The children found something you might like to see.’

It was no use trying to filter the information from them; I had to play along with whatever the joke was going to be or else be a bad sport.

‘Hold out your hands,’ Theo said, ‘and keep your eyes shut.’

I said no but did it anyway; I wasn’t sure what I was letting myself in for. Nervously, I extended my hand, keeping it bent and close to me. I felt a wet blob make contact with my palm and instantly opened my eyes and screamed. The three of them practically fell on the floor in laughter. The small brown frog hopped off on its tiny webbed feet, I jumped up and down screaming and they all laughed until they cried.

‘You are horrible, horrible, horrible,’ I told my family. I had entertained them just as they had predicted. ‘I hate you,’ I told them lovingly.

Victor was bemused by his conquest over my dignity. I patted down my trousers, wiping the imaginary slime off my hands, then clapped my hands loosely to wipe away the last bit of the joke.

‘I’ll get you back, don’t worry,’ I told them, not knowing how or when, and went to walk away. I wasn’t sure if I was going to make tea or not now.

With one sweeping move, Victor put his strong arms around my waist and used his foot to bring me to the ground. We lay there in full view of any passing farmers, unable to move for the laughter we shared.

‘Oh, yeah, how are you going to get me back?’ Victor asked, knowing he was in full control. I wiggled and squirmed and jostled around but there was no getting away from the loving arms of my husband.

‘Like this,’ I said as I kissed him and laughed at my predicament. The children thought this was the funniest wrestling they had ever seen and jumped in on the action. Tea was forgotten.

There wouldn’t have been a pot of gold big enough to buy that moment from me. Was it right that I had so much love? How had I been so lucky?

I had no way of knowing then that it would be one of my last few memories of happiness. We had the French house together for just one year. The dreams we had and the plans we made turned into nightmares and emptiness.






Chapter 2

Certain events in life, just a handful of them, are branded into your mind for ever. You remember what you were doing, even what the weather was like that day. The first such event for me was the assassination of JFK when I was seven. I ran to the neighbor’s house to announce that John F. Kennedy, the seemingly invincible president of the United States, had been shot dead in Dallas. It was the first shattering, unbelievable event in my life. Of lesser impact, some fifteen years later, but equally memorable, was sitting by a keyboard in an office in Amsterdam, punching data into the system, when the radio blared out in Dutch that Elvis Presley, the legendary king of rock and roll, had died. It wasn’t until a decade later that another such tragic event was broadcast over the television network to the shock of the nations on either side of the Atlantic.

The Lockerbie disaster was breaking news. In the early evening I had put my baby son Theo to bed. My mum was staying, while Victor worked abroad. I flicked on the TV and was about to start dinner when my attention was drawn to the newsreader’s somber tone. A plane had come down over the Scottish town of Lockerbie. ‘Mum, Mum!’ I shouted in disbelief. ‘Come quickly! There’s been a bomb! It’s exploded over Lockerbie.’ Mother and daughter stood and watched the television; we didn’t even manage to sit down on the sofa. I stood gaping at the news flooding in, unable to believe that such an event had taken place, and just days before Christmas. It was 21st December 1988. Those poor families, I thought.

I could never have imagined that Lockerbie would come to mean so much to me.

Because four years later, nearly to the day, on 22nd December 1992, I watched the midday news and saw the same thing again. Only this time the newsreader wasn’t talking about the Pan Am air disaster over Lockerbie; unbelievably, he was talking about a plane being brought down by a fighter plane in Libya. In Libya.

My ears pricked up at the five letter word. Instead of half-listening to the news in the background while I busied myself with chores, I stopped immediately and turned up the volume. A Libyan Arab Airline passenger jet had been hit in mid-air by a Libyan fighter plane, a MiG the newsreader called it. I knew enough to know a MiG was some sort of military plane; I thought they were Russian. The first report was sketchy, but it was enough to send a chill through me.

I had woken that morning to a strange sight. I had looked first at the bedside clock that sat on the chest of drawers. It said eight thirteen a.m. (ten thirteen a.m. Libyan time). Then I had looked next to where I lay, knowing my husband would soon be nestled there beside me, where he belonged. But in my husband’s place I saw a green vapor, like an aura, with a tubular, sort of oblong appearance. How strange, I had thought to myself.

Another two days and Victor would be home. He was flying that morning from Benghazi. I was looking forward to seeing him as always, not least because we needed to clear the air after a silly row. Victor had called before the weekend to explain that, although he should have been heading home for Christmas, his company were making him work a couple more days. I had protested: it was cutting it fine to be home for Christmas with all the running about and present and grocery shopping, not to mention a little time for ourselves. I let my husband know I was not happy. It may have been hard for him, alone in the desert, but he had his work colleagues. In the evenings, after I had put the children to bed, I felt completely alone. The art course at least helped me get through two of the evenings, and I would go to a prayer group sometimes, so really I had no reason to complain; but none of this was the same as being with my husband.

I had never fought on the phone with my husband before; the time was too precious and there was no way to make up a fight over the phone as I could do when we were together. But this was too much for me: Victor had missed last Christmas, and my heart sank at the thought that my children would not get to see their father on Christmas morning. I wanted them to experience that joy. They were three and four now, and they wouldn’t understand that he had to work. I couldn’t help myself; I was cranky.

So we argued, and I hung up on him after a terse goodbye. I regretted it the second I did it. There was no callback, though I stared at the phone, begging it to ring. A friend called a little later and uncharacteristically I said, ‘I can’t talk, I have to get off the phone.’ I didn’t want to hear my friend’s voice; I wanted to hear my husband’s. He could still ring back. Perhaps he had had to wait for someone else to make their call. Surely he wouldn’t leave it like that? Who knew the next time he would be able to get to the phone exchange. Sometimes a few weeks would go by before he had the opportunity to go there. The phone calls were my lifeline and now I had cut him off. I should have been more supportive, more understanding. The fact was, I didn’t know the desolation that my husband felt, being so cut off from his family and normal life. Things were okay when they were busy at work, but in the quiet times there was nothing to do.

The United Nations’ embargo on international flights – part of its sanctions against Libya in an effort to force the handover of two suspects in the Lockerbie bombing – had meant Vic lost nearly a week of his leave. He had to take the internal flight from Benghazi to Tripoli and then the overnight ferry to Malta. The boat arrived the next day but the connection for the flights was not good and sometimes it meant another overnight stay in a one-star hotel in Malta. It was the same coming the other way: what would have been just over a three-hour direct flight from London to Tripoli or Benghazi was now an epic journey. Vic would have to take a flight to Malta, and with an overnight stay there in order to make the early departure of the boat the next day. If he caught the morning boat from Valetta to Tripoli he would sometimes be able to make the night flight in time to Benghazi, but it didn’t always work out like that and there would be a further delay and overnight in Tripoli. At least in Malta the lads could get some beers in, but Tripoli offered no such reprieve.

The lads from his work had complained bitterly to the head office, but they got nowhere. They asked about other routes into Libya, either from Tunisia or Egypt, but they weren’t workable. The UN sanctions were causing havoc for the three thousand or so British expat workers there, mainly oil workers. And yet Libya still continued to produce and sell as much oil as ever. The sanctions did not affect its income, just its people.

After our phone call, I paced up and down the living room, looked to the phone in the hallway intermittently. It stayed silent. I picked up the receiver once or twice and heard the dial tone I hoped was missing; that would explain why my husband had not called again to soothe my ruffled feathers. Finally, I slumped in front of the television, aware that I only had myself to blame for being so snaky. I should have been more understanding, I told myself. This night was the first night of our nine years together that I would let the sun go down on an unresolved argument.

The hours dragged by all weekend, and then Sunday morning brought a promise of hope: the phone rang but there was no one at the other end. That sometimes happened when he rang from Libya. I waited for the callback but it didn’t happen. Finally, I decided that holing up in the house wasn’t doing me, or the children, any good, so we went to church.

A boisterous buzz swirled around the modern church hall as the congregation sang out praises. This church was so different to my Catholic upbringing, and I loved it for its vibrancy. All these years I had searched for God, and I had found him on the edge of our council estate. The preacher read the notices about the Carol Service and the Christmas Day Service. There were five days to go til Christmas, and usually I would have listened with excitement. Now I didn’t know if my husband would be home in time. I rushed the children out of the door the moment the service concluded, anxious to get home and check the answer-phone. And when I did, hallelujah! A message: Victor had called, and would try to reach me again later.

I was home a little more than an hour when the phone rang again. Victor had even allowed the coffee time after church before calling back. He knew me so well. I grabbed for the phone, ejecting a quick hello before settling on the stairs by the phone.

‘Hello, darling,’ said the dear voice at the other end. ‘Do you still love me?’

‘Of course I love you, darling,’ I told my husband, our fight completely forgotten.

‘I have to work tomorrow, that’s all,’ Victor went on to explain. ‘It’s cutting it fine but I’ll still be home for Christmas. I’ll try to ring you from Malta once I’ve confirmed a flight.’

We talked for a few more minutes, neither of us wanting to hang up. Then, after we finally said goodbye, and ‘I love you’ again, I took a few minutes to compose myself. I was purring like a cat that had just been stroked. There was so much to say to him still; a letter, yes, I would write him one of my long, rambling letters about how much I missed him and how much I looked forward to seeing him. Never mind that I’d just told him this on the phone; I would put it in writing, as was our habit. I stood up from my cramped seat on the bottom step, and stretched, arching my back and then smoothing down my tummy. Perhaps we would have another child, I thought. I wanted more children; we had agreed that four was a good number. Victor was keen to have more, but I had held back, just allowing a little breathing space. Now Tallena was three, perhaps I would give him what he wanted this time.

For the next couple of days I bustled about preparing for Christmas and to welcome home Victor. On the Tuesday I planned to take the children to the park and then run some errands, but first I’d finish up some housework. The television was on, just background noise, as I worked, and the word jumped out at me in the quiet of the room as I turned off the vacuum: Libya.

Slowly, I moved over to the television and turned the knob of the volume control up. The sunlight streamed in from the windows across the length of the outside wall, but it wasn’t the blinding light obscuring a clear view of the television set that made me slump to the floor. A map of Libya was on the screen and, emblazoned across it, the route from Benghazi to Tripoli.

‘There are reports of a Libyan fighter plane colliding in mid-air with a civilian plane. It is not known how many casualties they are, but the pilots of the MiG military war plane have ejected to safety.’

The newsreader didn’t have many details; an archived photo of the Russian-built warplane appeared on the screen. As he rambled on about Gaddafi’s ageing military fleet I began to scream.

The children came rushing in to find me doubled up on the lounge floor. Their happy, smiling faces turned to stone when they saw me.

‘What’s wrong, Mummy? Mummy, what’s the matter?’

I looked at my children, but I didn’t know what to say. As young as they were, they could perceive something was seriously wrong. I tried to speak to them but all that seemed to come out were frantic, wrenching cries.

‘Mummy, I’m scared,’ Theo said. They stood flanking me on both sides, their anxious eyes peering into mine as I stayed hunched down on the floor, unable to move or speak. My son tried again, ‘Are you hurt?’ He was going to be five in a little more than a month’s time and his father had often said to him, ‘Look after Mummy while I’m gone.’

I don’t know how long I sat on the floor. My children didn’t move from my side. Their faces were grim and they knew something was terribly wrong. I rocked back and forth, waiting for some words to come. Finally, I pulled my little girl and little boy into my arms and said bleakly, ‘I’ll get you some lunch,’ then added, ‘Mummy and Daddy love you.’ I kissed each in turn on the forehead, then got up and walked to the kitchen.

My young son called out to me, ‘Mummy, are you sure you’re alright? Do you need a doctor?’

I had completely forgotten my doctor’s appointment. I had made arrangements to have my IUD out so we could try for another baby. I thought about the appointment for a few seconds. ‘Yes, that’s a good idea, darling. Maybe I’ll go after lunch.’

I busied myself in the kitchen, all the time thinking furiously. I knew Vic was due to take an internal flight today from Benghazi to Tripoli, where he would connect to the ferry to Malta. But perhaps he had been forced to work a little longer. To avoid my annoyance, he wouldn’t have rung to tell me. I needed more information. There was no point panicking, I told myself firmly; after all, hadn’t I convinced myself once before he’d been involved in an air disaster, only for him to walk in the door and kiss me hello?

That time, two years before, with Theo just a toddler round my knees and my stomach swollen with pregnancy, my sister Elaine had sat with me through news footage of a Korean airliner crash-landing at Tripoli Airport. I knew Victor was flying home that day. My sister and I called everyone we could think of – the news station, Reuters, the Foreign Office. Finally, Elaine got through to someone who delivered the words I was desperate to hear: ‘There were no Westerners on board the Korean airline.’ My life, which had been on hold for the past few hours, resumed, and then later that day my husband arrived home safe and well.

As I gave the children their lunch, I thought, this just cannot be happening again. Another air disaster just when my husband was travelling home from Libya. What were the odds? The newsreader didn’t really have many details, and now it was nearly one p.m. so I decided I would watch the news in a few minutes to see whether there was any new information.

Theo was not impressed that he had to forgo Sesame Street to watch a boring guy in a suit drone on about planes, but I overruled his objections. As I switched on the television I gasped in horror: they were actually showing the wreckage of the plane and emergency services pulling bodies from the burning wreckage and placing them onto makeshift stretchers. The workers wore muslin masks as if to block out the burning stench of flesh. I could not look away from the charcoal ground, the burning embers of soil, as the camera panned over the crash site. The announcer read out more details this time; it was just an hour later but more information had been relayed.

The mid-air collision had happened at ten fifteen a.m. local time.

I remembered looking at my bedroom clock that morning. I remembered the time, and the strange shape on my husband’s side of the bed. And I remembered his answerphone message of two days before, played several times already; the next best thing to speaking to him. And I wondered whether I would ever hear his dear voice again.






Chapter 3

When the news report finished, leaving me none the wiser as to the fate of my husband, I was galvanized into action. The next news wasn’t until after five o’clock, and I needed information fast. I jumped up from my seat and fumbled through paperwork in a drawer until I found my husband’s business card, on which was the head office number in Essex. I would ring them. What would I say? I knew I could barely talk. I struggled between reason and panic. I had been through all this before and everything had been alright. Would they think I was an eccentric wife? I didn’t care; I had to phone them. A receptionist answered the phone and I didn’t know whom to ask for. I hadn’t thought that far ahead. Struggling to put two words together, I blurted out something incomprehensible about the midday news and a plane crash in Libya. Finally I got through to a manager, and with a smattering of composure I recounted what I’d seen on the news.

‘Calm down, Mrs. Prazak,’ the man ordered; his conviction that I was overreacting was clear. ‘I’m sure Victor is alright. We haven’t heard anything is wrong here.’

‘But Victor is flying from Benghazi today. He was told by your office to work the weekend and to come back on Tuesday. Don’t you have someone you can ring?’ I begged.

‘You don’t know Victor was on the plane, just wait and see,’ said the manager. He was not going to put himself out, and besides, he knew calls to Libya were difficult to make and costly.

‘I’m not going to wait for anything,’ I told him through my mounting tears. ‘I want you to ring your office in Ras Lanuf and see what you can find out.’ I was unaccustomed to giving directions but I had to do something. If it was all a false alarm like last time, they would tick Victor off for his wife making a nuisance of herself and I didn’t want that, but this man just didn’t seem to believe me. Had it been real? Had I mistaken what I had seen on the news? But I had seen it twice.

The manager promised to phone if he heard anything. It was clear he was pushing me off the phone so he could get on with his day. If I hadn’t been so shocked I would have been furious at the man’s nonchalant attitude.

I went again into the living room and sat down. The children, on the verge of tears themselves, nestled in beside me.

‘Has something happened to Daddy?’ asked Theo.

‘I don’t know, darling. I hope not.’

It was little comfort; their usual laughter and cheeky smiles had evaporated. Just for a moment I lingered with my children. Who knew what was in store for them in the next few hours.

‘I just want to make some phone calls,’ I explained to them as I got up from the lounge. The children stayed seated together, hugging each other.

I dialed directory enquiries, and asked for the number for the Foreign Office. As I listened to the ring tone, I pictured myself sitting that night to write my letter to Victor, looking back in gratitude for his survival, telling him all about the unnecessary worry his family had been through. The Foreign Office operator was indifferent.

‘Please can I speak to someone?’ I pleaded with her.

The operator repeated my question, then asked her own, pausing uncomfortably between the words: ‘Who…do…you…want…to…talk…to?’

What sort of intellect did these people have? I had said I had seen the news report. I had said I knew my husband was flying that day. I had explained it was an internal flight because the sanctions were on. What else could I tell her? Surely the operator could recognize the panic and concern of the distraught person at the other end of the phone? Why wasn’t she helping me?

‘I need a name or a department to put you through.’

Between sobs I told the callous operator I would ring back. I tried to find a number for Reuters, but the directory enquiry operator said she couldn’t find it. What about the BBC or ITV? They had both reported on the event.

‘Well, which one do you want?’

‘Any will do, both of them, then, it doesn’t matter which one.’ I was losing my coherency and had to pull myself together. I was not making sense to people and they simply either didn’t care or weren’t taking me seriously. The number the operator gave just presented the same brick wall I was getting from everyone.

This was unbelievable, and I was beside myself. From the whimpering sounds emanating from the lounge, I knew the children were crying too.

I decided to ring my husband’s work again. The receptionist put me through to the senior boss I had spoken to before.

‘We haven’t heard anything, Mrs. Prazak,’ he said dryly.

‘Well, have you phoned Libya yet?’ I demanded.

‘No, not yet. We would hear something if there were any problems,’ he said in a bored tone.

‘You didn’t see the news; I did,’ I snapped. ‘Can you phone your office in Libya and ask someone, please?’ Why was I having to beg everyone to help me?

I decided to try the Foreign Office again too. It was only a few minutes since I had called them, but I didn’t let that deter me. I retold the story to the operator – the same one? The monotonous, disinterested tone made it hard to tell.

Finally, the operator conceded, ‘I’ll put you through to the North Africa Desk.’

I explained my dire situation to the man on the North Africa Desk. ‘We haven’t heard anything here,’ he told me.

‘But it’s nearly two, and it was on the midday news. Surely you should know about this if it was on the news!’ I couldn’t hide my frustration and hurt any more. ‘I want someone to find out if anything has happened to my husband.’

‘You can try phoning your husband’s work,’ suggested the man.

For someone working on the North Africa Desk, I gauged that he knew very little about phoning Libya. The best my husband’s work would do was send a telex, and they hadn’t even bothered to do that yet.

‘I’ve done that and they tried to fob me off as well,’ I told him sternly. My voice was shaking and my emotions were all over the place and I didn’t accept that this was the best that these people could do for me. ‘Can I leave my details and you can ring me back if you know anything?’ I trusted him just enough to take down my phone number. It was in the era before mobile phones, but at least I had the answerphone.

Suddenly, I felt I had to get out of the house, it was smothering me. The children needed to go outside and try to salvage some normality. ‘We’ll go to McDonald’s,’ I told the children. ‘Let’s get your shoes and coats on.’ I left the house in such a hurry it could have been on fire. I couldn’t sit, or phone, or speak to another tactless human being.

Yes, I thought, looking at my glum children, a Happy Meal was in order. They had not long ago eaten lunch, but the way the day was going I wasn’t sure I would be up to cooking supper. But the frisky mood they were usually in for their outing to Maccy D’s frosted over to a quiet, reflective time. The children barely spoke as they ate their meals. I stared out of the window, cradling my coffee in my hands. My face was red from crying. I don’t know how long we stayed there – it could have been twenty minutes; it could have been two hours – but finally I strapped Tallena into the buggy and took a firm hold of Theo’s hand.

What next? I was numb.

A friend caught sight of me, but the last thing I wanted to do was tell anyone because then word would spread and the phone would be going. ‘I can’t stop,’ I told my friend, ‘I’ve got a doctor’s appointment.’ I wasn’t lying to my friend. I did have an appointment at five p.m. I hadn’t planned on keeping it, but now I had said it, I didn’t like to lie.

I asked the receptionist if she would keep an eye on the kids while I went in. I left the children sitting outside reading their books; I knew I wouldn’t be long. I didn’t know what I was going to tell my doctor. Like the receptionist, he went to my church.

In the doctor’s office I slumped in the chair, exhausted. He noted the strained emotion on my face and said at once, ‘What’s the matter, Felicity?’

I recounted the very little I knew, and he said he would get his wife to ring me when he got home. ‘I’m sure everything will be alright,’ he tried to reassure me.

I knew he would use his discretion, as his wife would. I was glad that I had come; that I hadn’t had to fight to be believed.

When we got home I checked the messages at once. My husband’s company had called to say they had sent a telex to their office in Libya and were waiting for someone to get back to them. The only concrete fact they had found out was that there were two flights from Benghazi that morning within about an hour of each other. There was also a message from the Foreign Office; they knew of the plane crash by now but did not have a casualty list yet. At last, I was being taken seriously.

The call from Victor’s company should have given my some hope. I knew my husband; I knew he would have opted for the earlier plane. But which plane had come down? The information was too sketchy. I watched Newsround, but they gave more or less the same version I had heard on the midday news. The doorbell went: it was Ellen, the doctor’s wife. She took over with the children; just what I needed as the six o’clock news was about to commence.

The crash was now the top story. A Libyan fighter plane had collided in mid-air with a passenger plane, and they were now saying that a hundred and fifty-seven people had been killed. The newsreader was making a connection between this disaster and Lockerbie: Pan Am flight 103 had gone down at 7.03 p.m. on 21st December 1988; this flight, LN1103, had gone down on 22nd December 1992. But what brought me to my knees was the newsreader announcing that the United Nations’ sanctions had imposed an embargo on Libya buying any maintenance equipment or spare parts for its civilian fleet. I couldn’t believe my ears: it was bad enough to hear that a plane had been brought down by a military aircraft while the pilots had ejected safely, but now to hear that Libya’s civilian airlines were not allowed to buy any parts to maintain their planes to safety standards! They couldn’t buy the equipment from abroad, and there was no home industry in making airline parts. Was the plane substandard? Had that contributed to the collision?

My mind was exploding; there was so much information to digest. How had the MiG pilots ejected in time? If they’d known they were on a collision course, why didn’t they try to divert? Why was the Libyan fighter plane in civilian airspace? There were too many questions.
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