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‘An instantly gripping memoir by a Syrian migrant in Ireland about displacement, suppressed trauma and, above all, love.’

Sunday Times Ireland

‘Full of heart, honesty and hard-learnt wisdom, I Don’t Want to Talk About Home addresses complex issues about identity, belonging and family. This book took me on a captivating journey across continents, history and culture. Suad Aldarra possesses a rare gift when it comes to storytelling; I literally couldn’t put this book down.’

Jan Carson, author of The Raptures

‘Illuminating, vivid, and insightful, this is such a timely book.’

Louise O’Neill, author of Idol

‘An excellent and ultimately hopeful memoir, essential for anyone seeking insight into the world of an unwilling migrant.’
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‘This is a heart-wrenching memoir. Suad’s courage, resilience and determination to find a place she can now call home shines through. A beautiful book that I read in one sitting.’

Sinead Moriarty, author of Yours, Mine, Ours

‘Will prompt readers to reflect that “this could be me” and in doing so, to hopefully examine their own privilege, their attitudes to and assumptions about migrants.’

Irish Independent

‘It is difficult to convey in a few words how much I loved this book. Full of heartwrenching moments, it moved me to tears frequently, tears of both empathy and joy. A beautiful evocation of a lost home and a lost homeland, tender, heartfelt, elegiac, full of humorous and wry observations that create a vivid picture of a vibrant world little known, understood, or appreciated in the west, it gives identity, humanity, and dignity to all those too often dismissed as faceless and nameless “refugees” or “migrants”.’ Arnold Thomas Fanning, author of Mind on Fire

‘A fascinating read.’

Claire Byrne, RTÉ Radio One

‘This is a stunning book on growing up in Saudi Arabia, leaving Syria after the war began, working in the humanitarian world in New York and creating a new (and very successful) life in Ireland. It’s full of insights into war, religion, humanity and the meaning of home, combined with beautiful writing and humour too. It is a love story as much as it is a story of migration and deserves as wide a readership as possible.’

Sally Hayden, author of My Fourth Time, We Drowned

‘I Don’t Want to Talk About Home is a singular and moving portrait of the chaotic times in which we’re living. Suad provides a unique view into how religion, family, and love mix together into a modern story of losing and finding home in a world torn apart by war and conflict.’

Chris Fabian, co-founder Giga, UNICEF

‘Aldarra writes about being a fire starter and her voice is a bright new spark. An insightful and intimate personal testimony of resisting limits, whether imposed by borders or beliefs, illuminating how our roots and identities are myriad.’

Caelainn Hogan, author of Republic of Shame
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‘The wound is the place where the light enters.’

Rumi






Prologue

WE ALL COME FROM somewhere.

However, when someone asks where I come from, I pause, for longer than I should, before I answer. And every time I say I am from Syria, I feel like I’m standing at a funeral while Syria lies in an open casket and mourners tell me how sorry they are for my loss.

When I’m asked what I miss most about home, my mind bustles with a thousand memories from the vibrant streets of Damascus. I picture what I left behind: my sweet grandmother, my fluffy black-and-white cat, my pile of books. But more than all of this, the thing I miss most is myself. I was a different person then; my thoughts, my words, my outfits and my friends were all different. Everything about me now has changed – whether for better or for worse isn’t yet clear – but the earlier version of me is still trapped inside. Some might call this integration. I call it an identity crisis.

I may have stopped trying to explain the love I hold for Syria, but I have never let go of it. I carry my troubled homeland within me; I hide it like a crime. After nine years of forced separation and living in other countries, I am still not sure if I should move on, stop counting the years and settle for a new home.

Sometimes, I try to define home in my mind, in order to try to recreate it. I always fail and end up even more disappointed than I was before.

What, after all, is home? It is the smell of a traditional home-cooked meal that greets you as you walk through the front door after a long day. A warm hug from a grandmother who always treats you like a special guest. Hysterical laughter with an old friend at a favourite coffee shop where they know your usual order. A loud family gathering you secretly wish to escape to avoid the endless prying questions. Your native language on the street signs and on the radio. Familiar faces, and the roads you know like the back of your hand. It is all the little things that can’t be written down or described to those who haven’t been there. It is the hole inside your soul that can’t be filled by any other place.

A few years ago, I discovered a term for what I feel when I think of home. A Portuguese word: saudade. Defined in the Dictionary of Untranslatables, saudade is deep nostalgia, the longing for something that is no longer there.

This feeling, saudade, sometimes hits me out of the blue. I might notice an Arabic word, or a colleague tells me about their trip to Syria back in the day. A song that I used to play back home pops up on shuffle, or an old photo from my archive appears on my computer screen. It hits sudden and hard, like a car crash. As if I’ve just woken up from a coma, I can’t recognize the world around me. What am I doing here? Why is everyone speaking in English rather than Arabic? Everyone becomes a stranger.

I become a stranger.




CHAPTER 0

Goodbye, Home

Damascus, Syria – 3 December 2012

I DON’T KNOW WHAT exactly is waiting for me on the other side, but I know what I am leaving behind. And that, for now, is enough to keep me going.

The car barely moves through the busy streets of Damascus while I sit in the back seat, trying to stare at the crowds instead of overthinking what we are about to do. My cousin Samer drives, while Housam, who became my husband three days ago, sits beside him in the passenger seat. We are quiet, but the noise of traffic surrounds us. It has always been packed in Damascus, but the newly installed checkpoints on every major street have suffocated the city. The ramifications of recent events are reflected in the faces of the people walking by. No one knows what is going to happen next. People go through their daily routine, hoping for the best, hoping they don’t get killed or arrested on the way. I can’t remember who said ‘Homeland is not a hotel that you leave when the service goes bad’, but that is all I can think right now.

I didn’t want to leave, not at the beginning. I love it here. I’ve accepted this bad service for almost two years: the lack of electricity and gas, the explosions, the threatening security checks and, finally, the collapse of the currency. I wanted to stay and help. I was on the waiting list to join the Red Crescent emergency team. A sudden missile explosion takes me out of my thoughts, falling somewhere too far to be seen but close enough to be heard. My heart races; these missiles don’t seem to be stopping any time soon. If anything, they are getting more frequent. I can’t bear to hear that whistle any more. I can’t keep wondering if we will be the next target.

I need to leave Syria. I need to leave this country of unanswered prayers.

This traffic seems to be holding us back deliberately, refusing to let us leave the city. I’ve already said my farewells to the friends who haven’t yet left, but who will probably say their own goodbyes soon. I hugged Lara, my closest friend, who held her big supportive smile right until the last minute. I kissed my grandmother, who walked unsteadily to the front door of her house to say goodbye and wish me luck. I said farewell to my fluffy cat, my precious books and my home. I took a total of forty kilograms of my belongings in two suitcases and stored the rest. I covered my furniture with old sheets and closed the wooden shutters. As I switched off the electricity and stood in the now dark house, I could hear the sounds of our former normal life: summer visitors, morning radio, evening news reports on the TV, my beginner piano practice, the waves of laughter and endless arguments with my family. The darkness swallowed all the noise. I left the house before the ghosts of the past could follow me, and locked the main door and the backyard gate, not sure when – or if – I would be back.

‘Yes, we are on our way to the airport now.’ Housam is talking on his mobile phone. ‘I just wanted to thank you for …’

I am not sure what the travel agent has said, but I see the look on Housam’s face change.

‘What? When did this happen?’

I move to the edge of my seat, trying to understand what is going on.

‘No, we weren’t notified. OK … I see … We will figure it out. Thanks.’

Housam hangs up and sighs. I look at him desperately, dying to know what has just happened, but at the same time afraid to hear it.

‘Our flight to Egypt has been cancelled.’

My heart skips a beat.

‘Looks like the conflict around the airport has spiked today: our plane couldn’t land and had to return. They’ve shut down the airport completely.’

‘What about leaving through Lebanon?’ Samer asks.

‘I guess that’s our only option now.’ Housam smiles with leftover hope. ‘We will have to rebook another flight from Beirut.’

I collapse back in my seat without saying a word, leaving Samer and Housam to figure out how to hire a car to drive us to Beirut. A tear slips down my cheek. I close my eyes tight, trying to hold back sobs, until Samer notices me in the rear-view mirror.

‘Hey, hey! You will make it out, don’t worry!’ Samer tries to cheer me up while Housam remains silent, feeling helpless and guilty for breaking the bad news.

‘I know.’ I look at the road to avoid any eye contact. ‘I know it’s for the best. I know we might have been killed if we’d continued driving to the airport.’ My voice trembles as I try to stay composed. ‘I am just … tired … of all this.’

The last sentence breaks the dam of tears I have held back through the past stressful months. I have pretended to be strong through every explosion, every farewell and every heartbreak, reminding myself that it will all be over soon. I have been anticipating this moment, the moment we would finally get on a plane and leave this hell behind. And now it’s not going to happen – not today, at least – and I am exhausted. I cry it all out as Samer takes the next exit, returning to Damascus, the city that we never left.

Tomorrow is another day.

The staff at the hotel are surprised to see us return after checking out earlier in the day. I am numb and out of words, so I stand behind Housam and let him deal with the woman at reception. She hands him a key for a new room. We are no longer newlyweds now. It doesn’t matter where we spend the night or in which bed we lie next to each other. We head to our new room, and we scatter our disappointment on the tidy bed.

‘Now what?’ I say, lying down and staring at the ceiling.

‘Now nothing,’ Housam says. ‘It is already too late to do anything today. I will deal with it first thing tomorrow.’ He grabs his phone as it vibrates, then adds, ‘Ahmad says that he is coming with the rest of the group to check on us. Are you OK to meet up with them?’

‘Whatever.’

‘Get up and wash your face. Let’s go for a walk around the hotel.’

My body doesn’t respond until I feel Housam’s fingers pressing gently on my shoulder as if to wake me. How is he still holding up? It feels easier to lie on the bed and watch the ceiling than to go out and meet other people, but I find a ray of hope in Housam’s eyes and I hang on tight to it.

The company of our good friends changes the rhythm of the day. The jokes start being cracked as soon as we meet and last until the end of the night in the relative safety of the hotel’s terraced restaurant. A dark sense of humour has been a powerful survival tool for the Syrian people over many decades. I feel lighter, surrounded by our friends, as the weight of the unfortunate events begins to lift. We laugh contagiously, dine together, and for once it doesn’t seem such a bad idea to stay one or two more nights in Syria.

It’s softly raining in the morning when Housam leaves to book another flight and deal with another dilemma. Because he is a Palestinian refugee, he requires a security permit to enter Lebanon, obtained through a bureaucratic procedure that consumes time and patience, especially during such a difficult period. Housam’s father accompanies him for support, and he manages to convince the arrogant employee at the General Authority for Palestinian Arab Refugees to issue the permit on the same day.

While I wait, I decide to check on my cat at his new home. Beso rushes towards me and meows nervously while he circles my feet and rubs against them, as if saying, ‘Where have you been?’ His new owner tells me that he hasn’t been eating for the past three days. ‘But he’ll be fine. He probably just misses you.’ I want to cry, but I am out of tears.

I am breaking, quietly, into thousands of pieces inside. I bend down and pass my fingers through Beso’s thick white-and-black fur, not sure what to say. He will never understand why I left him or why I came back, so what’s the point of staying? I get up at that thought and thank the new owner for letting me see him for the last time. I turn my back on Beso and march towards the door of the house without looking back. His meows get louder as I close the door behind me. I merge with the noisy streets of Damascus; I can still hear my abandoned cat calling for me. I am gone.

Housam and I reunite at the hotel in the afternoon. His face is lit up and he holds the travel permit in his hand.

‘I can’t believe my father managed to convince the man, just as I was about to punch him in the face!’

Housam’s enthusiasm sends hope through my veins as I realize that things are back on track. He shows me our new tickets to Cairo, this time from Beirut instead of Damascus.

‘I’ve booked a taxi driver for nine a.m. tomorrow,’ Housam adds. ‘He’s an expert in checkpoints and border control, and does this journey all the time, so everything should go smoothly.’

I notice the time of our flight’s departure is 7 p.m. Although the trip usually takes less than two hours, Housam wants to beat the odds and be prepared for any surprises. Something impossible to do during these times, but one can only try.

The yellow taxi arrives right on time. The driver takes our luggage from the hotel entrance and places it in the boot. Housam’s parents show up at the hotel to say goodbye. I wait in the car to give them a moment alone and watch them hug for the last time, thinking of my own far-away parents. I block the memory and look away. Housam joins me after a few minutes and sits in the passenger seat, avoiding eye contact. I rub his shoulder from the back seat and whisper, ‘Don’t worry, honey, they will be fine.’

Our plan-B escape out of Syria is now on. We reach the border before noon – the driver managing to fulfil his promise – and breeze through the security checkpoint. The knot between my shoulders relaxes as we leave Syria, knowing that the worst part is over, but the tension sneaks back up my spine as soon as we hit the Lebanese border and I catch sight of the long line of cars ahead of us.

The driver parks on the side of the road and turns his face to us.

‘There is not much I can do here,’ he explains in a serious tone. ‘Each of you should take your passport and stand in the specified line in the passport control building, and I will do the same myself.’

He points at the lines ahead of us: one for women and one for men. There are two extra sub-lines for Palestinian-Syrian women and men. They are always treated with extra ‘care’, given the infamous history of Palestinian military operations in Lebanon.

‘Whoever finishes first should come back and wait here by the car.’

We get out of the car, holding our passports, and part, heading to our specified lines.

The passport control area contains a three-storey, faded yellow-brick building with a sign featuring Lebanon’s famous cedar tree. Due to the large number of travellers, the lines stretch outside the building and into the cold open air.

Alarmed, I take my position at the end of the women’s queue, which is full of raised voices. The women standing around me are dressed in dark-coloured jalabiyas – traditional loose-fitting dresses – and headscarves. They are shouting at the officers while young children are playing and babies crying. I recognize their suburban dialect, and remember that there was a massive conflict in a town near the Syrian border, forcing many families to leave their homes. That explains the long queue, but I have no idea why they are so angry.

I can barely hear my thoughts. I feel trapped in the middle of a fight, being pushed from the back and the front, as more women join the scene and stand behind me in line. As the crowd sways, it becomes more of a wave than a line. I am out of breath. I rise to the tips of my toes to look around.

Why isn’t this damn queue moving?

I have been here for about ten minutes now, and I am still standing, or struggling to stand, in the same place in line. I look towards the window where the officer in charge is supposed to be checking passports and realize what’s going on. The officer is just standing there, away from his desk, along with three colleagues. They’re looking out at the angry women from their booth and not doing anything. They don’t want to work!

Lebanese people have a long history of struggle with the Syrian government and the continuous abuse of power by the army. This moment is their chance to finally get back at Syria. We are all victims of political corruption, but instead of facing the people in power, they are attacking powerless people like us.

I stare in disbelief. I catch a glimpse of their eyes through the crowds, and I see cruel enjoyment on their smirking faces. The Lebanese passport control officers are taking pleasure in watching desperate women pushing each other in line, shouting and cursing. To them, it’s like watching a wrestling game, knowing they have the power to end it.

This is sick.

Between the shouting women and the heartless officers, I am stuck here in the middle, helpless – and quiet. My yells won’t change anything; they will just give the officers more joy. I let a storm of rage seethe within me. There is nothing to do but wait for a miracle to happen. The women are getting angrier by the minute. We all feel the shared humiliation of having to wait for a low-grade officer to let us pass through into the country that is now our only exit out of Syria. Suddenly, he points to one of the women standing in line to come forward. She moves a few steps, and we instantly see the difference between her and the rest of the crowd. She is a young, modern, stylish blonde girl who is clearly wealthy. The officer takes her passport, stamps it in seconds and allows her to pass without a word. As soon as he does that, the women get furious and start cursing the girl and the officer.

‘You like sluts, huh? Well, excuse us for being covered up in hijabs, you animal.’

The modern girl takes her passport and forces her way between the others, impervious to their insults. The officer returns to his regular watch, cursing back at the women, satisfied with the unnecessary rage he’s caused.

I am exhausted. I know if I fall apart now I will drown in the sea of angry women. What am I going to do? What if Housam is waiting for me? I look around, and my desperate glance crosses with the officer’s. I don’t know what he sees in my eyes, but he points at me to come towards the window in front of him. I leave my spot in the queue and pass the others, rushing forwards. The officer takes my passport and stamps it. I am torn between thanking him and spitting in his face for humiliating us all, but I know it’s hopeless trying to change anything. I leave, a coward, as the crowd turns on me. The woman who was standing behind me in line hurls insults. It’s the last straw. ‘I was fucking standing in front of you!’ I yell, defending myself. ‘You saw I didn’t do or say anything, so just shut up!’

The woman is surprised by my reaction, and the others are quiet for a second. She turns away and starts murmuring while I run towards the car, shaking.

This war is changing me. It is bringing out the worst in all of us.

Away from passport control, I breathe the freezing December air and look around for Housam. I spot the taxi driver walking towards me.

‘Your husband is still stuck inside,’ he updates me. ‘His line is not moving. It is the worst one! Come and sit in the taxi. It’s too cold out here.’

The driver unlocks the car, and I slide inside to rest and get some warmth, keeping my eyes fixed on the exit, hoping to see Housam show up any minute.

The wintry sun starts to disappear behind the passport control building, announcing the end of a restless day. I check my watch for the millionth time. It’s 5 p.m. Almost five hours since I split up from Housam. A knock on the window of the taxi startles me. Housam’s troubled face appears. He joins us in the car without saying a word, but with a stamped passport. The taxi driver is the only one with energy left.

‘We can still catch the plane, don’t worry.’

He starts the engine and wakes up the cold car. It is now a race against time.

We fly down the road leading to the airport with less than two hours left to catch our salvation flight and sixty-seven kilometres still to go. My soul is aching. I feel the urge to vomit the whole experience out of my body. I close my eyes and lie back, but December creeps under my woollen jacket. I shiver as I feel the car jumping on the bumpy road, but can’t find the energy to open my eyes. I think of my favourite hot milky drink, sahlab, with cinnamon sprinkled on top. I think of how its warmth spreads through my hands when holding the cup, and then down my throat when I take the first sip. My head is heavy, and my stomach is unhappy. I am lost somewhere between consciousness and dreaming. I hear the mixed voices of my husband and the driver, but can’t understand what they are talking about. Did they just say ‘snowstorm’?

I am not sure how much time has passed before I open my eyes. I realize we are not moving any more, but one look around tells me we haven’t reached the airport yet.

‘What happened? Where are we?’ I try to speak up, but my voice comes out low.

Housam turns back to me and gives me another desperate smile.

‘A snowstorm has blocked the road. We are waiting for the snowplough over there to clear the way.’

I feel a punch in my stomach. I look at my watch, then to Housam, and then to the road.

‘But … the flight …’ I try to articulate my words, but they vanish.

‘You guys have the worst luck,’ the driver says. ‘I am really sorry, but this is the worst weather I have ever seen.’ His voice is flat now. He was beaming with enthusiasm when we met him this morning. Now he can barely talk. We did this to him.

I look through the windshield and see the giant snowplough working slowly through the white mounds. The yellow street lights make the snow look gloomy in the dark. I used to love snow back in Syria, but now I can’t look at it any more.

In The Alchemist, Paulo Coelho wrote, ‘When you want something, all the universe conspires in helping you to achieve it.’ What a pretty lie! Why does it feel like the whole universe is conspiring to sabotage our attempt to leave?

We are so close to Beirut’s airport, but still too far to reach it on foot. There is nothing we can do but sit and wait in the cold, listening to the thunder of the snowplough. As the noise dies down, we take it as a sign that the road is now clear. The driver restarts the engine and gets us back to the road, a sliver of hope still remaining. We’re at full speed, trying to race time, but I wonder if we can reverse it.

We arrive ten minutes before our scheduled flight.

We know we won’t be admitted, but the driver keeps us hanging on to the last thread of hope. Maybe the flight has been delayed. Maybe they are still waiting for us. Housam hands me the passports and urges me to run to the check-in counter while he brings the luggage. I push my fragile body through the airport and rush towards the Egyptian Airlines counter, but I don’t see anyone. I nervously ask around, but no one has a clear answer. Minutes later, an employee saunters towards the desk. I explain our urgent situation, but he barely looks at me.

‘I am sorry you missed your flight.’

He isn’t sorry. I can see it in his face. I turn around to see Housam rushing from the airport entrance with our luggage. I shake my head, and he slows down to catch his breath. When he reaches me, I tell him what happened, but he insists on talking to the airline’s agent.

‘I am aware you missed your flight, and there is nothing we can do,’ the agent replies in his arrogant tone.

‘OK, when is the next flight, then?’ Housam asks.

‘It is tomorrow at seven a.m.’

‘Can you change our booking and put us on it, please?’

‘I am afraid I can’t do that. It is fully booked.’

‘Isn’t there a waiting list that you could put us on?’

‘No. Come back again around check-in time. If two of the confirmed passengers don’t show up, then we can give you their seats.’

‘But … we need a clear answer or we’ll have to find another solution.’

‘I can’t help you. There are many others in the same situation as you. Go help your people who are sleeping on our streets.’

The terrible Lebanese revenge is still going on.

We stand at Rafic Hariri Airport with our big suitcases, not sure what to do next: we have no phone coverage or Wi-Fi, and we don’t know anyone in Beirut. We conclude we’ll have to spend the night at the airport. The taxi driver has already left. There’s no going back.

My stomach growls, and we realize we haven’t eaten anything since we left Syria this morning. Housam leaves me with the luggage to grab some food, but there is only one restaurant left open at this late hour, with an expensive menu. Housam brings back a variety of mezzes, and spreads out the small plates on the metal seat we’re resting on. Over the food, he tells me how he dealt with the passport officer who was determined not to allow anyone entry on his shift. After waiting for hours, Housam had to explain to everyone in line ahead of him that he was about to miss his flight. Although everyone sympathized and let him go first, it wasn’t until another Lebanese officer intervened that Housam managed to get his passport stamped.

I look at Housam miserably, feeling guilty that while I was resting in the taxi, he was going through another level of humiliation.

We wander around the airport until we find a PC with an internet connection and send our friends and family a short email updating them on our current situation. We pick a bank of seats as our bed for the night, and I lie down on the hard metal, while Housam stays up to guard me and the luggage. It is cold, even inside the airport. I keep turning, failing to find a comfortable position. The airport announcements continue to broadcast. Nobody cares if it is late; nobody expects us to be sleeping here. I didn’t expect that either. I close my eyes and pretend to be asleep, pretend to be in a better place, pretend to be dead – anything to get through this night.

I manage to sleep for an hour or two before the check-in counter opens again. The arrogant airline employee still stands between us and our chance to leave this miserable place. I wait in my seat while Housam is trying to get us tickets on the next flight. He goes back and forth between me and the counter as the employee keeps asking him to wait for longer. An hour passes slowly. We are nervous about missing the second flight and spending another day at the airport as we notice crowds of passengers waiting ahead of us. I can see Housam’s veins throbbing as he struggles to control his rage. Finally, he comes back with tickets in his hand.

‘Come on, let’s go. We are leaving this place,’ Housam announces.

I jump up with a sudden charge of energy. ‘What happened?’

‘I upgraded our tickets to first class with some of the money I was saving for our trip. That asshole completely changed his tone with me when he realized I had money.’

Housam takes our luggage to the check-in counter. At this moment he looks heroic to me. We head together to the designated gate to make our third attempt to leave.

I never thought that the first time I flew first class, it would be a one-way ticket, from war to the unknown.




CHAPTER 1

A Girl with a Typewriter

MY NAME IS SUAD. It should actually be spelled Sua’ad, but my mother couldn’t bear to break a grammatical rule and have three consecutive vowels, so she dropped the a’, which stands for an Arabic letter that has no equivalent in English. My mother never broke any rules, except once, but it is still too early to talk about that.

I was named after my paternal grandmother, and my elder brother, Walid, was named after my grandfather. My mother had wanted to call me Sally, but my father controlled names, as he did everything else in our lives.

My father was a proud Syrian from Al-Kanawat, a district that existed inside Damascus’s ancient walls long before the city grew beyond them. These walls had ceased to exist over a thousand years ago, but he occasionally joked about my mother’s inferior origins in the conservative neighbourhood of Al-Midan, technically on the outskirts. My father expressed his love for the city by despising everyone who wasn’t from there. His xenophobia was a side effect of his Syrian patriotism, his feelings for the country he remained in love with even after leaving it. His father’s death at a young age pushed him to take a job in Riyadh to build a decent life and support his family. My mother left for different reasons. Around the time she became the first woman in her family to graduate from university, a wave of troubles started in Damascus. In 1980, a failed attempt by the Muslim Brotherhood to assassinate the then president, Hafez al-Assad, led to arbitrary arrests of conservative Muslim men. My mother wanted to help her brother escape the tension, so she accepted a teaching job in Saudi Arabia where the rules stated she should be accompanied by a male guardian. My mother’s plan was to get her brother settled in Riyadh and go back to Damascus, but after meeting my father, she was married in 1982 at the age of twenty-six and uprooted for ever.

‘It was raining heavily that night, and you couldn’t wait to be born in the streets of Riyadh,’ my mother would say, smiling, in her calm voice. ‘We were worried you would pop out in the car before reaching the hospital.’ After a complicated delivery with Walid three years previously, thankfully my birth was easy. She always laughed afterwards, before adding, ‘But later you sure made my life harder due to your stubbornness!’

My father’s abiding memory is rather different. ‘When I held you for the first time, I realized you had dark skin!’ His eyes would widen in shock. ‘I accepted this and thanked God, but after they gave you a warm bath, you turned out to be a blonde girl!’ He grinned. ‘I was over the moon!’

When I was younger, I didn’t realize that my father was a racist. I didn’t understand why he frowned when he smelled the incense spreading out from our Sudanese neighbours next door, or why he mocked our Palestinian neighbours’ dialect when he overheard them talking to my mother. I was brought up to believe that the Damascene people were superior to any others, our food, culture and ancestors the very best.

Sami was my younger brother. He came along in the year following my birth, and together, we gave my parents the busiest year of their lives. As we grew, we spent all our time either playing together or plotting against Walid. Sometimes I would change my strategy and plot with Walid against Sami, but they were never allowed to plot against me. My father constantly reminded them to look after me. His overprotective love made me invincible. I could risk getting into trouble because I knew he would always have my back.

Whenever my father was asked about us, he would say, ‘I have two girls and a boy,’ referring to me as the boy. I was louder, more active, more destructive and more curious than my brothers. I loved to hear him say that. It was his way of being proud of me.

‘He called you girls!’

I would tease my brothers and burst into laughter, as if being a girl was an insult. Little did I know how sexist my father’s compliment was. Although I was my father’s favourite then, that was to change a lot over the years.

I inherited from my father more than just his looks; I also got his explosive rage and tender heart – two characteristics that I have struggled to control through most of my life. My father blamed his diabetes for his extreme mood swings, while my mother blamed his troubled family history and his first marriage, which was deemed unsuccessful after less than a year. His disease did not stop him from eating sugar-loaded sweets, a habit that sparked many arguments between my parents, on top of the many differences triggered by their twelve-year age gap. I don’t think they loved each other – I don’t think any married couple I knew loved each other – but they still cared. She looked after his diet and medicines, and he would put out a protective arm in front of her whenever he braked suddenly while driving. But most of the time, he was angry, she was anxious, and I was both.

We lived in a two-bedroom apartment located in a new residential complex in the old part of Riyadh, beside Deera Square – or ‘Chop-Chop Square’, because of the occasional Friday public executions. On other days, the spacious, palm-lined tiled square would be full of kids playing on their bikes or scooters, and shoppers wandering in the retail area – women wearing the black abaya and men in the white thobe. Children were mostly exempt from such traditions, so they added a vibrancy with their coloured clothes and bright laughs.

My father’s job as an accountant at the Saudi Ministry of Electricity didn’t impress me as a child, but it was, combined with my mother’s salary, enough to provide a decent life for our middle-class family. It was my mother’s job as an English teacher that fuelled my youthful curiosity. I still remember the echo of the typewriter whenever she brought it back from school to type up an exam paper. I used to drop everything I was doing and rush to sit next to her, and try to touch the keys.

‘I will let you use it when I am done; just don’t touch anything and let me focus,’ my mother would promise. I would hold my breath, following the dance of the type bars with my eyes as she clicked on the keys, the letters appearing on the paper like magic. Each time she grabbed the lever on the side of the typewriter to start a new line, I would ask, ‘Mama, are you done now?’ until she finally pulled out her paper from the roller and blew on it to dry the ink. That was when I knew it was my turn to be the writer. She would slide a new sheet of paper into the typewriter or reuse the back of one she had made a mistake on. My chubby face would gleam with excitement as I started pushing keys – in a rush at first, but then more slowly, trying to see the exact moment the ink was transferred to the page. Sometimes, I would end up getting my little fingers stuck in the void between the keys, or one of the letters would jam. At that point, my mother would say, ‘OK, that’s enough for today,’ and pack the typewriter away in its case. I knew it was the school’s property and not ours to keep, so I didn’t argue. Instead, I reminded myself that one day I too would be a teacher. I would have my own typewriter, and no one would stop my words.

The typewriter wasn’t the only fascinating thing that my mother brought back from school. Before the beginning of every semester, she brought a pile of new English books along with a couple of black markers.

‘The books are from Western countries, and they contain inappropriate images,’ she explained, pointing to several pictures of women wearing short dresses or swimsuits. I used to watch her go through each page and black out the same images and words in every book, hiding Christmas, which we didn’t celebrate.

Part of my mother’s job was to make sure such ideas were kept well away from the curriculum and the students’ minds. All the schools in Saudi Arabia followed a similar approach in order to make sure that the education system was in line with Islamic customs and teachings. Whenever I felt bored in class, I used to play a game, trying to guess what lay behind the black strokes.

Is it Santa?

Is it wine?

Is it a woman?

Is it a pig?

Similarly, video games were also censored in Saudi Arabia. We would often buy games with the female character blacked out on the cover. My favourite game was Tomb Raider. Lara Croft was all black except her face, but I could still see her fully detailed, pixelated body when I played the game.

My mother didn’t redact the books she got me outside school. When we went back home to Syria every summer, she would take me to Sayegh bookshop in Al-Salhiyah Street, where she used to buy her English literature books for college. My love of reading was born on those short, joyful trips, particularly when I discovered the English books with the red Ladybird logo in the corner. My mother didn’t buy me dolls or teddy bears. Instead, she gifted me the magical world of words, which kept my imagination busy during my early years in Saudi Arabia. The best thing about those books was that they were never marked with black.

My father also used to take me to his favourite Arabic bookshop, Al-Noori, the oldest and biggest bookshop in the heart of Damascus. There I bought Arabic children’s stories and, later, coming-of-age novels. My father was fond of novels and political books, but he didn’t try to influence my taste. He bought his books, and I bought mine, and we never talked about it.

Another summer ritual was going to the shore of Latakia on the Syrian Mediterranean coast. Swimming with my father and brothers was the best part, as I got to show off my skills in front of my brothers and try to copy my father’s moves. Beach days were rare moments when my father smiled more and worried less. His face was brighter in Syria than in Saudi Arabia, and the sun would hide behind his body as he stood tall in the middle of the water. I would swim with him for as long as I could, stretching out those brief moments of happiness, even after my brothers withdrew from the water and went to change.

My mother never joined us in the sea. She would sit on a tall bench on the beach under a parasol, wearing her long skirt over thick nylon tights, a loose blouse under a navy ankle-length coat called a manteau, and a white hijab covering her hair, all in the flaming August heat. I knew she couldn’t join us, so I didn’t try to convince her. Mothers didn’t swim. They just sat in the shade, sweating and waiting for their children to finish having a good time with their fathers so they could help them shower and get dressed.

I don’t want to be a mother in the shade when I grow up.

Every time I glanced at my mother from the water, I had that thought in my mind. It was more intimidating than the vast blue sea surrounding me.

The education system in the Middle East consisted of three levels: primary, intermediate and secondary, which lasted for six, three and three years respectively. I attended the prestigious private all-girls school where my mother had recently started teaching English to the older girls. My brothers attended a public all-boys school. From Saturday to Thursday, I wore a uniform of an olive-green, full-length pinafore dress and a pale-yellow, long-sleeved shirt. My brothers wore white thobes.

My parents wouldn’t have been able to afford the private school fees, but the special discount for teachers granted me a place among the daughters of wealthy Saudi families. It also meant I was on the radar as a teacher’s daughter who had to obey the rules before anyone else. That didn’t bother me at first; my teachers liked me, and it was easy at that age to make friends. No one cared where I came from or what my parents did for a living and I would regularly get invited to birthday parties in massive villas or mansions that looked like a Disney world on the inside. The goody bags at those parties were usually more expensive than the humble gift I had brought.

What used to embarrass me was having to bring my brother, Sami, to those parties. My parents felt better having us together in a stranger’s house, but I didn’t like being the only one arriving with a brother in tow. Though I complained about my brother’s company, there were times when I was grateful for it, especially when he found me after I ended up getting lost in one of the vast party mansions. I felt safer with him, but I never admitted it, and he never complained. Sami was sweet and obedient, but I was too competitive to appreciate him outwardly. I wanted to be the strongest and smartest, and always the winner. That’s why I enrolled in every competition held in my school, and why I always won.

Reciting the Quran was the most important of these school competitions. Participants had to memorize a specific chapter of the Holy Book throughout the year, then deliver it in front of a judging committee and a theatre full of students and teachers. For me, this was just another competition, but seeing my parents’ proud looks every time they asked me to recite parts of the Quran in front of their friends and relatives made me enrol year after year.

Besides learning the basics of reading, writing, science and maths, we also studied Islam, which was broken down into five subject areas, one a day: the Quran, Hadith (the stories and sayings of the Prophet), Jurisprudence, Monotheism, and Quran Interpretation. The textbooks were all written in antiquated language, too complicated for our little minds. It was as if someone had forgotten to update them. We were asked to consider what would be the right portion of zakat to donate to the poor in terms of assets we didn’t have, like sheep
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On day 848, my mailbox wasn’t empty. I received my Irish citizenship certification, along with a long letter of congratulations from the Minister of Justice. The end of it says:


Today marks the start of a new chapter in your life, one that you have chosen to share with us, your fellow Irish citizens. We will celebrate your achievements, support you in difficult times and ensure that you always have a place to call home.
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