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    Dedicated to all those who make the perilous journey for a better life.


Not everyone wants to make it, but some have to.


“Do not mistreat or oppress a foreigner, for you were foreigners in Egypt.


God loves 'em
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(Nowhere to run)
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Chapter 1
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The rain was coming down hard as they made their way along the waterfront cornice. The wind blowing in from the east didn’t help things, as it brought the bitter cold straight off the Siberian plains.

There were three of them. A man in his early thirties, a young woman and a child, no older than two or three years. Cold and wet, the child was crying and hungry. The man had a small device in his hand; it had some form of a keypad on it; he was pressing the buttons on the pad. As soon as he finished, he held the device to his ear. It was a mobile phone. Not a device he was all that familiar with, but one that was essential for what he was about to do. He had insisted that they had to do this before going back to the hotel. It was a call to London.

“Are you really sure about this?” The woman asked. She agreed that what they were doing was necessary, but was this the right way to go about things? That she wasn’t sure of.

“Yes,” Samir answered. They’d talked through this already, but he was patient and understood the fear that Sara, his wife, was showing. He was scared as well.

“Do you really trust him?” she replied. “Do you really trust that he’ll come through for us?”

“Ishmael and I served in the military together,” Samir replied. “He got badly wounded in the fighting and was sent to London for operations after the war, but yes, I think we can trust him. He saved my life a few times in the fighting. If we send the documents through to him, he’ll keep them safe for us,” he tried to reassure her.

“But these people!” she went on, “those taking us over the border, that’s who I meant. Do you trust them?” She looked pleadingly into his eyes, so desperately wanting to hear reassuring words, words he couldn’t say. He chose the truth.

“No,” he replied, “but if things fall apart, Ishmael will be our insurance policy. The documents at least will be safe until we can get to them,” he carried on, offering an alternative. One neither of them liked, but one that needed to be said, “Or we could keep the passports and the like with us, take our chances that these people are trustworthy.”

“And if we’re caught with them, what then?” She replied, “We’ll be returned home, back to Baghdad. You know what that’ll mean, don’t you?” She sounded deeply upset. They were Iraqis, and they loved Iraq with a devotion they couldn’t put into words, but they were also Christian, and that meant growing up as a second-class citizen in their own country, a country where they could trace their ancestors right the way back to even before the time of Jesus, but they were foreigners in that country and always had been.

“But Hamid said to keep them with us. It’ll help when we cross the border,” Samir replied, referring to one of the people smugglers. 

“You yourself said you didn’t trust Hamid,” Sara replied. “Samir, I can’t explain it, but something tells me that Hamid’s up to no good!” She stopped to nurse little George as they walked, “We need to send the passports away before we’re caught and returned to Baghdad,”

“But if they catch us,” Samir reasoned, “they’ll return us there anyway, then what will we have gained?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’ll take them longer to work out who we really are?” It was half a question and half a statement. “Maybe they’ll only return us to the North, you know, where the Kurds are in control?”

“I think this is the best option we have. After all, I’ll need to prove my ID when we get to London, to get the money out of the bank. If we send them to Ishmael, then everything will be there, ready for us. What about that?”

***
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The place they were staying was a small ‘hotel’ just a ten-minute drive from the airport. A small ‘inconspicuous’ place that tourists from the Middle East often stayed at when they visited. Not as sumptuous as the places the Westerners stayed at, but just good enough for them to ‘blend into the background.

Not that the family was poor, they weren’t. In fact, before the invasion of Kuwait, they’d been a pretty wealthy family. The kind that could afford a trip to Europe once every few years. Samir’s father had done business in Europe and, as a result, they had a healthy bank account in England with at least £100,000 in the account! (that was what Samir knew about, and was without the interest that it’d earned in five years of not being touched), but as soon as the War in Kuwait happened, all those accounts were frozen.

When an account is frozen, the Banks, often seemingly being generous, say, “If you present yourself with proof of identity, you can have the money,” knowing full well that there’s no way on earth they can get there. But they reckoned without Samir, ‘If there’s a way to get there, I’ll find it, he often thought to himself, this was his way!

“What time are they picking up the luggage?” Sara asked as  he’d been the one to make the arrangements.

“He didn’t say,” Samir replied truthfully, “He said to have the bags ready tonight, leave them with the hotel manager and he’ll arrange for the pickup, something about too much weight on the boat, so they’re sending them by road in a truck!”

By the time they got back to their hotel, the rain had stopped, but they were totally drenched, cold and miserable. George was crying. He was so hungry. The last time they’d eaten was in Jordan before they boarded their flight. That was nearly twenty-four hours ago.

They’d brought as much money as they could legally carry out of Iraq over the border into Jordan. Iraqis were still officially allowed over the border into Jordan, but there was always a price to pay, one member of the family had to be left behind so that they would return, if they didn’t then Saddam would take great delight in executing the family member. Fortunately for them, that had been overlooked when they crossed the border. 

Samir’s parents were both dead, victims of one of the many purges that just happened for no apparent reason. Apparently, someone had found out about the money in London and decided they were too much a ‘flight risk’ that would make the regime ‘look bad’. Samir didn’t ask how it had happened. He just found out the usual way one day when he came back from the Army (just before Kuwait) and the family was gone! They missed his wife, but that was because they’d only been married a few weeks and the ‘paperwork’ hadn’t trickled through, but it was only a matter of time.

Samir had one brother, alive and well, and living in Australia. It was his dream to get to his brother, take the family and start a new life!

Sara, for her part, she’d lost her family too. Two brothers were killed in that senseless war with Iran that had gained them less than a hundred yards and cost over a million lives. All because of one man’s pride! Her father had been proud to have sons serving in the Military but was distraught at their loss. A third brother called up and shipped off to Kuwait only to be killed as he fled for his life in a massacre, twenty thousand Iraqis lost in less than an hour, and all of it coming from the air as wave after wave of aircraft pounded the convoy, and all, because some stupid officer had given the order for the men to open fire with rifles on a machine built to patrol the skies and rain death down on all that, defy it, the A10 Thunderbolt!

They loved their country, but all their country had given them in return was bloodshed and pain. They had to get out!
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“We’re here for your luggage,” the man said as he pushed his way into the room. Sara was dressed, but this was highly unusual, and totally against their culture. Men do not visit other men’s houses when they know the male will not be there, and they knew Samir wasn’t here as they would have seen him leave. He was on his way to meet Hamid.

“But the luggage isn’t going until tomorrow, is it?” Sara demanded

“Change of plan,” the man replied. “it’s going tonight. We got a good deal with a truck going to Greece tonight” he moved in and grabbed the bags. The first one he took was the one with the passports in. She said nothing.

Less than five minutes later, the van was gone, along with the luggage. But not before she’d removed the passports. They would be sent via DHL they’d decided at the last minute, they were already on their way to London. For better or worse, their plan was in motion. She just hoped they’d done the right thing.

***
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“ I need the money today,” Hamid told Samir

They were at a small coffee shop, or ‘Qahwe," as the Turks called them. Hamid had a shisha that he was smoking, from the smell of it, it wasn’t tobacco that was in the Shisha, Samir decided not to ask.

Samir had been expecting this. He had the money with him, slowly he took the money belt off and handed the money to Hamid, “It’s all there, as we agreed $2,000 per person upfront, the remaining $3,000 when we get to our destination.”

Hamid’s face turned crimson red. “I meant I need all the money.”

“We agreed to that!” Samir cut him off by pointing to the money belt. “Take it or leave it!” He wasn’t bluffing and both of them knew it. But the fact was, he didn’t have the rest until he got to London. He would pay them. He was a man of his word, but Hamid would have to lie with it, and if he was planning something untoward, well, he just won’t make as much money as he thought!

Hamid snatched the money belt, fuming, “You son of a prostitute, MAKE SURE YOU PAY AS SOON AS YOU GET THERE!”

“As we agreed,” Samir replied, “Now, when are we leaving?”

“Tomorrow night,” he replied, “Be here at this time.”

***
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“POLICE” the voice screamed out over the hammering on the door, “This is a raid. Open up IMMEDIATELY”

They were woken early the next morning, banging and screaming through the hotel as the Police carried out a raid. They were looking for ‘illegal immigrants”

“Quick, up, let’s get out of here” Samir was on his feet and hurriedly throwing some clothes on. Sara was working as fast as she could, getting George up and dressed. Samir had the door to the balcony open when the door to the room crashed open. Two policemen rushed in and physically pulled him from the balcony. They manhandled him onto the bed and handcuffed him. Next, they handcuffed Sara and dragged them out of the room, through the hotel and into a Police van.

As he was being pushed into the van, demanding to know what they were being charged with, the police screamed at him “Shut the hell up you Iraqi scum! What do you think you’re being charged with? You’re here illegally!” the cop had a wicked grin on his face, “and we’re shipping you all back to Saddam, you Iraqi turds!”
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“I knew we shouldn’t have trusted him” Sara’s voice wasn’t angry, more of a sad resignation to their fate. They were sitting in the back of a police van heading for the Turkish-Iraqi border. The nearest point at which the Turks could get ‘rid’ of them without causing a row with someone.

“There were thirty-eight people” Samir was still in some form of disbelief. He was glad they’d done what they did with the passports and documents, that had meant the Turks couldn’t just fly them back to Baghdad as they’d done with the rest of the people, he shuddered to think of the hostile reception those poor people would have gotten on the tarmac at the border. But the sheer magnitude of what Hamid had done? He was having serious problems with that. “Thirty-eight loaded on a plane and flown back to Baghdad.” He buried his head in his hands and wept.

They knew only too well what awaited those thirty-eight people. A fate that was as gruesome as you could ever imagine. The only consolation was it would be swift. They wouldn’t even make it back to Baghdad.

A one-way flight to Amman in Jordan, Jordanian troops waiting to load them onto trucks where they’d be driven to the border where Saddam’s infamous ‘Mukhabarat’ or secret police was anything but secret and ruled by fear. They’d be waiting, machine guns loaded. As soon as they had them in custody, they’d be driven out into the desert and never seen from again!

“Did he take money from them all?” Sara asked. When Samir’s brother left Iraq during the ‘91’ Gulf war, he’d gotten out as a refugee. He still hadn’t been in Australia long enough to become a sponsor, but their situation had become so bad they had to act, and the high risk ‘Smuggler’ (or ‘Kachache’ as the Arabs called them) was the only way.

“Two thousand American dollars for everyone,” Samir replied. “Cash upfront. Now we know why he had no intention of getting us through!” 

They were both quiet. They were the only ones in the vehicle, at least in that part of it. The guards were in the warm cab at the front; they were in the back, a metal box on the chassis of a truck. Almost no suspension meant they felt every slight hole in the road, (and there were lots). The temperatures were well below freezing point, and there was no heating. All they had were a few flimsy blankets that one of the police staff had given them and each other. That was it.

They did not know if it was day or night. All they knew was it had been daylight when they were bundled into the vehicle.

“Any idea where they’ll take us?” Sara asked, not that she wasn’t aware of world events, but as a woman, and a Christian she had a place in the world, and there were times when she was really glad not to have to make the decisions, not that they had any choice in the matter.

Samir was one of those who could think and could do it ‘on his feet. That ability had saved him from Saddam’s henchmen a few times. Just being able to ‘out-think’ them, yet stay respectful, despite the fact they were monsters, could keep you alive. It was also the reason they ran. It was only a matter of time before he couldn’t out-think them anymore.

“The only real border crossing that’s still working is Zakho,” Samir began, “but that’s controlled by the Kurds, and things are terrible up there with sanctions from the West and no electricity!”

“At least they will not kill us,” Sara tried really hard to find something positive about the situation, “and they won’t hand us back to Baghdad. That has to count for something, right?”

The Kurds were a strange people. Samir never fully trusted them. There was a long history between the Kurds and Christians, centuries ago it had been a good history, but ever since the massacres in Armenia in the early part of the twentieth century, where a million Christians died at the hands of the Kurds and Turks, that trust was broken, now they lived together. Needing each other, but not fully trusting.

“The enemy of my enemy is my friend.” So the old Arab proverb goes, but Saddam was the Arab, neither the Christians nor the Kurds are Arab, “are they my friends?” Samir asked himself as they travelled along.

“You,” the official screamed as he opened the back of the van, “on your feet. Time to go” he jumped into the van. 

Samir was struggling to get to his feet. His hands and feet were so cold he couldn’t feel them. His legs were stiff and painful from the cold. Sara was gripping young George in a vice-like grip. Partly from terror at the being separated, and partly because she was so cold the fingers no longer responded to the brain’s commands, she was trying, but so cold she just couldn’t do it.

The official reached down and started manhandling her to the back. “come on, MOVE” he screamed as he physically picked her up and threw her out of the vehicle.

“There’s no need,” Samir tried to intervene. He was halted by a sudden crack across the back of the head with some form of truncheon, he was fell to the floor.

Sara was crying, the terror of Samir getting injured or even killed, causing more worry than being thrown out of the vehicle. ‘God alone knows where’ in the snow covering their ankles. “Where are we?” she whimpered as she crawled out of the vehicle.

Samir was picked up semi-conscious and physically thrown out, only the fresh snow preventing major injuries. “Where do you think you are?” The official sneered, “you’re at the border, your new home is that way.” He pointed out into the blackness, “now get moving, get out of my sight!”
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It took a full ten minutes for him to regain his senses. Ten minutes of falling snow, but at least the wind wasn’t blowing. That, at least, was a small blessing. 

The light was just beginning to show in the eastern sky. That told them they must have driven through the night. It had been daylight when they were bundled into the truck, though what time of day neither of them had any idea!

Zakho is one thousand six hundred and ninety kilometres, or just over a thousand miles, all in the back of a police van, no heating, in the middle of winter with snow and freezing temperatures, yet they’d made it, ‘Only God knows how?’ Samir thought to himself, and it wasn’t the flippant statement many Westerners would make. It was genuine thankfulness at still being alive after the ordeal, and here they were. It wasn’t the destination they hoped for, but right now, any destination that didn’t involve getting killed was a good one!

They slowly struggled to their feet and approached the customs post. They were just about to enter the Turkish side, a few moments of warmth before the freezing ‘no-man's-land’ was looked forward to.

Trucks were lined up five deep, the drivers camped in makeshift tents at the side of the road, having spent almost as uncomfortable a night as they had in the freezing weather. Each truck had a few sacks of either potatoes or onions on the back of the truck, just the kind of things the locals would not understand how to cook, but the size of the fuel tanks on the vehicles was massive. Some of them easily took a couple of thousand litres! Samir had worked in the motor industry, and he could scarcely believe his eyes. He’d never seen vehicles with such enormous fuel tanks.

“You” they heard a voice shouting. They stopped, half scared that they were being called back, that the Turks had changed their minds, and were going to send them to Saddam, anyway! 

“See those people over there” the voice belonged to a border guard who was with a driver whose truck had just cleared the customs post and was heading into Iraq. He jerked his thumb back towards Samir and Sara. “Put them on the back of your truck and take them across!”

“What?” the driver asked. He was almost as worried as they were. The last thing he needed was to upset the guards, he’d just spent a week waiting to get through the checkpoint, upsetting them could mean spending another week when they cancel his permit, or worse yet that he antagonise the guards on the other side and gets to spend a few days in ‘no-man's-land. He had a family back at home in Diyarbakir. The last thing he wanted was trouble either here, or on the Iraqi side, and extra passengers could be just that!

“You heard me!” the guard snarled. “Now don’t argue!”

***
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The place looked bleak, just a seemingly concrete hut, with a huge, but totally blacked outbuilding behind. Not one light in the entire complex, just weary guards huddling round the remnants of what used to be a brazier, its embers dimly glowing.

The truck pulled up close to the hut, just as two of the guards sauntered over. They looked totally unlike any guard from a conventional customs post you can imagine. Full beards down as far as the middle of their chests. Short curly hair and baggy trousers tied together with string that tightened as they went down the leg almost to the point of being a ‘drainpipe’ at the end, traditional Kurdish wear that said it all, they were the dreaded ‘Peshmerga’ the scourge of the Iraqi Army.

The driver wound his window down and waved a piece of paper at them. “I’m bringing vital food supplies in,” he yelled at the guards. “I need to be on my way!”

“Then what the heck are you stopping for?” The guard shouted back, it was time for the Turks to let the trucks through, but they didn’t get stopped on the Iraqi side, not on the way in that is, on the way out was a different story, everyone had to pay the ‘backshish’ on the way out.

Samir opened the back of the truck and climbed out. The guard wasn’t even fazed by it, he’d seen it too many times before.

“They made me bring them,” the driver screamed, panicking, thinking that the guard might think he’d done something illegal. “The guards over the other side” he was frantic.

The guard stopped him with an upheld hand, “Shut up” then turning to Samir he asked, “Where are you from?”

“Please sir,” Samir addressed the guard but turned to help Sara from the truck. The guard himself slung his weapon and stepped up to help. A few of the others had seen what was going on and came to help. “We’re from Baghdad, went to Istanbul to try to get out,” he replied.

“That’s all I need to know,” the guard cut him off, he held up his arms to take little George off the back of the truck, “The office doesn’t open for another hour, but you can stay with us for now, there is hot food and tea over with the others, come, I’ll take you, you look like you need it,”
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Chapter 3 
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The hut was small, just big enough for the four guards. A small heater, which they were using to cook their food on, and two small beds, but it was warm, and for that the family was thankful.

As soon as they saw the family, the guards made room for them. In Eastern culture, women eat separated from the men. One of the guards took a small bowl, filled it with some rice and a little of the stew, and gave it to Sara. 

Sara was close to tears. They were four total strangers, men she’d been told all her life were evil, and to avoid at all costs. Yet they were the first ones to show even a hint of kindness!

As soon as they were in the hut, she went to one of the beds and lay down, as a woman she wouldn’t be welcome at the fire, but that didn’t matter, George was on the other bed, Samir was talking with the guards and explaining the situation, she was exhausted.

Within minutes Samir brought her some food from the guards. It wasn’t much, but it was what they had, and they were happy to share it. After all, they had a common enemy, if nothing else!

“Better a morsel with peace than a feast with strife.” 
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They tried everywhere, the local authorities, the local churches (there were two), even the mosques. Nobody had anything or anywhere available. Zakho, a town built for maybe twenty thousand people, was accommodating nearly ten times that. Whole extended families living in spaces designed and built for just Mum, Dad and a couple of kids!

“Surely there’s got to be someone who can help us?” Samir was trying hard not to sound desperate. They’d come to the people at the UN building as a last resort.  

Haj Mohammed was the senior UN guard in Zakho. An older man with close-cropped hair told the story of a senior Army officer. He and the entire contingent were officers in the Bangladesh Army, seconded to the UN as ‘guards’ working as a ‘point of contact’ between the UN, the NGOs and the local authorities. Haj Mohammed had authority, but in the same breath, he also didn’t have it! He had their respect, but they didn’t have to do what he said. The only thing he could do was ask.

“I think there’s still one group we might ask,” Mohammed replied. “They’re really good, if anyone can. They’ll find a way,” he turned to the driver, “Waheed, take us to Operation Mercy,” 

Waheed was another of the UN guards. Back home in Bangladesh, he had the rank of a Major, (Mohammed was a Brigadier), not that it meant much here. Most of the people they were dealing with were civilians.

The fact was Operation Mercy was the one organisation they really liked. There wasn’t any ‘standing on ceremony with them. If you had a need, then if there was any way on this earth to help, they would find it!

“Thank you so much, you are so generous,” Samir was just grateful they were trying, “I don’t know how I can repay you” they were all three on the backseat of the Land Cruiser.

“Allah is generous,” Mohammed replied. “We just respond to him,” he couldn’t help a little smile though. “besides, I can’t make any promises. Look, here we are,”
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They had literally just turned a corner in the street. They were on the main road into town, but slightly north of the main part. On the right was open ground, with the road about thirty yards away and running parallel. On the left were the walls for gardens to the houses that were behind them. One house about halfway down had another small hut, but opposite it, there were people milling around.

“Haj Mohammed, how nice to see you, a female voice greeted them as they started climbing out of the vehicle. “To what do we owe the pleasure? You will join us for some tea, won’t you?” 

“Thank you, Mrs Pauline. We’d be delighted to,” he began. “We’ve got some people here. I’m hoping you can help” he turned and opened the door for Sara as she and Samir climbed out of both sides of the back of the vehicle.

Pauline, all five feet nothing of seventy, maybe seventy-five pounds, and that’s dripping wet! But never let the slight build deceive you. Behind all that facade was one who could charm the most battle-hardened heart, or if that didn’t work, a scowl could leave the same heart ‘quaking with fear’. All the UN personnel liked her.

Sara noticed the braids. Apart from them, Pauline looked just like an Iraqi: olive skin, brown eyes, and a huge smile.

“Merhaba” Pauline held out her hand to Sara, greeting her, not in Arabic, but a Turkish word the Christians sometimes use instead of the traditional Arabic or Islamic greeting.

“Merhaba,” she returned the greeting, a hint of a smile briefly appearing on her face. Trying at the same time to appear shy, Samir wasn’t the kind of man who’d get frustrated at his wife taking ‘centre stage’ but it wasn’t the norm, the only thing that made it acceptable was Mrs Pauline, even though a woman, was clearly in charge.

“Mrs Pauline,” Haj Mohammed began, “This is Samir and his wife Sara. Can we go inside to talk?”

“By all means let’s” Pauline turned to one of the men standing around. “Ramadan. Mr James should be back soon. Can you tell him to come straight in when he gets here?” She spoke in passable Kurdish. Without waiting for a reply, she turned and carried
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