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					Life is with people.

					— Sherman Goldman (1937–2009)

					
						
					

				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					
				

				Prologue

				This is how I imagine it was:

				She wakes up to the loud flapping of the tent canvas. Still half asleep, she tucks herself under the blanket, trying to block out all sounds, but can’t help wondering if the wind is picking up again. There have been so many sandstorms lately that it is almost unbearable. Sheltered by the comfy heavy blanket, she feels the warmth radiating from the tiny delicate body next to her. She carefully turns halfway around and tries to find a snug position on the pad on the ground without shifting about too much. Oh no, her movements have disturbed her daughter anyway. The baby stirs, begins to make sounds. Hopefully, she won’t wake up fully and awaken the rest of the tent.

				Even though she is extremely tired, she can feel an unease growing in her mind — the unease that haunts her waking hours and that, over time, has become her constant companion. Well, at least today, all mouths were filled, she tries to reassure herself. She has noticed that the food portions being offered to them have improved in both quality and quantity. Maybe her talk with the neighbors, who have the same concerns she does, somehow made its way through the right channels to reach the ears of those in charge. It seems as though the camp’s administration has stepped up and made an effort to ensure a more stable supply of food. The last three of her children were born here; she remembers that she was heavily pregnant when she arrived at the camp such a ruthlessly long time ago. She has been so worried for the three-year-old boy and the four-year-old girl. For a long time, it seemed like they were not gaining weight or thriving.

				She listens to her father’s gentle snoring from the other end of the tent, to the right of the entrance. As her eyes slowly adjust to the darkness, she can just make out the inner side of the canvas. She watches the dust move in the air beneath the ceiling as it makes its way through that ever-growing hole in the corner of the fabric. Time and again, she has asked her husband to deal with the tear in the by-now-worn-out fabric, but each time his reply has been that he hasn’t been able to find the right materials. Tomorrow, she will remind him once more.

				She really should get some rest now. The wind seems to have died down a bit, too. Just as she is finally about to conk out, the girl begins to whimper under the blanket. She hurries to place a soothing hand on her daughter’s belly and then, in one practiced move, lifts up the comfortably loose-fitting dress — she has breastfed twelve children — and puts the girl to her breast. Lying half on her side, she smiles sleepily down at the little greedy mouth sucking eagerly. Uhhhhhnnn — whoa. Is she right when she thinks she hears something moving outside? Is that the sound of footsteps in the sand close by?

				Instantly, she is wide awake, pricking up her ears like a watchdog. Yes, definitely, it is the sound of feet — now more feet — How many feet are there? The feet move cautiously, as if trying to go unnoticed, but her attention is fully focused on the other side of the tent canvas. She is sure somebody is out there. What are they up to at this hour? Very few people in the camp dare to venture outside their tents at night.

				Her entire system is on alert, all her senses sharpened. She is thinking very fast, yet at the same time it feels as though she is paralyzed and unable to do anything. Isn’t that someone moving stealthily at the tent entrance? Her body stiffens completely as the tent flap is flung aside and a tall, dark figure enters silently but without hesitation. With a swift glance, he sweeps the tent, as if trying to get an overview of the positioning of the many bodies in the room.

				Instinctively, she holds her breath, as if to make herself invisible. Despite her fear, she draws her youngest child closer. Even in the darkness, she can make out that the man is fully masked; only his eyes are visible through a narrow slit. Under the blanket, the baby begins to moan a little. The eyes in the slit meet hers. From his hip, he pulls out his firearm and points the barrel directly at her as he takes a couple of confident steps forward. Through the half-open entrance, another four men step inside. At a rapid pace, they disperse to the different corners of the tent, except for the last man, who stands guard at the tent opening, which is then closed again.

				The initial intruder switches on a flashlight and sweeps the interior of the tent with its beam. Peering from under the blanket, she notices that all five men are armed, tight-fitting black masks wrapped around their faces and necks. Faster than she can keep up, almost as if in a coordinated move, the children, by now wide awake, are herded into the farthest corner of the tent. From behind the black hoods, loud whispers shush her offspring into silence. She is rigid with fear. The scenario feels unreal, like one of those movies she once watched back home in Iraq. Time freezes. The seconds stretch out, long as years. Her husband is grabbed by the hair and captured with the muzzle of a weapon just beneath his chin. Her old father has a gleaming firearm pointed directly at his temple. Her mother lies on the ground, curled into a crumpled ball. A black-masked beast has viciously placed his right heel on her bad shoulder while aiming his weapon at the side of her neck.

				With trembling hands, she hugs her whimpering daughter tightly to her.

				The leader walks toward the group of children at the rear of the tent.

				“Haamid,” he commands, “come here.”

				Her eldest son rises from the ground and moves forward with heavy steps.

				The leader orders Haamid toward the center of the tent. With the weapon aimed at him, her beloved boy is forced down onto his knees. The black-clad figure points the muzzle of the barrel at Haamid’s forehead, right between his eyes, and hisses icily through the thick fabric of the mask: “That’s what you get.”

				Pow-pow-pow-pow.

				She hears the sound of four shots exploding in rapid succession as the bullets leave the barrel, strike Haamid’s skull, and plunge through his brain.

			

		

	
		
			
				
					
				

				Departure Time

				
					I tie my hair at the nape of the neck with a strong blue-and-white-striped ponytail holder that I have fished out of the exterior pocket of my shoulder bag, then wrap a light chiffon scarf around my head. I take a quick look in the narrow mirror that hangs on the pillar between the many shelves lining the walls of the small shop. An abundant selection of fabrics, scarves, and wide cotton hair bands, which most of all resemble a shrunken version of the practical two-layered neck warmers you can find on sale at outdoor gear stores, are stacked high, almost reaching the ceiling. Everything is systematically arranged by color. Soon I will learn that the wide hair bands are called kamtah in Arabic and are worn under the hijab[*] to cover any curls sticking out from the hairline along the forehead and temples. The glass showcase, which also serves as the sales counter, contains a huge display of hair grips and peculiar pins, extra-long and sturdy in their design. Everything is neatly organized in a decorative pattern that catches the eye despite the dim light in the room.

				A comical image confronts me. This does not look like my true face. I slip off the scarf while observing the shop owner, a mature woman with Middle Eastern looks. Her hijab frames her gentle face and covers all her hair. The scarf completes her simple outfit, while on me, the hijab hangs out of place. I need to learn how to tie it around my head without looking totally weird.

				“Erm, can you show me how to tie the scarf?”

				The woman smiles at me and comes closer to stand by my side. With skilled hands, she grabs the hijab and rearranges the fabric in folds around my face and below my chin so that it covers not only my hair but also my neck and the upper part of my chest.

				“You can use a hijab pin to keep the material in place along your cheek,” she suggests.

				The sturdy needle with its oval mother-of-pearl-colored glass head looks alarmingly sharpended. I’d rather go without — better a floppy hijab than being bothered by the pointy hijab pin. I choose three scarves — black, beige, and pink — pay ninety Danish kroner for the lot, and leave the shop.

				Mimersgade is chilly, and the afternoon traffic along it is light. I might as well walk all the way home. Just a few days from now my freedom of movement will be restricted a great deal, so I may as well enjoy it while I can. I cross the Red Square and gaze admiringly at the skateboarders, with their fabulous balance, as they swoop down the ramp and then for an extended moment hang still in the air, almost parallel to the ground. I wish I could do that. Moving on through Superkilen — a large urban park that winds its way through the peripheral part of Nørrebro, one of Copenhagen’s most diverse neighborhoods — I get ready to cross Nørrebrogade, the district’s principal thoroughfare, where biking, walking, and public transportation have gradually taken priority over private cars in the past two decades.

				On a sunny corner, Copenhageners who are hungry for spring are sitting side by side along a brick wall that provides some protection from the wind. Although it is not yet comfortably warm outside, they are hunkered down in this snug spot with hot drinks, sunglasses, and discreet smiles.

				As I continue onward through Nørrebroparken, I find myself preoccupied, thinking about Syria. Just before Christmas, the International Committee of the Red Cross offered me a temporary post as obstetrician and gynecologist at their field hospital in the al-Hol camp. Al-Hol…of all places. The largest of the detention camps in Syria, located in the northeastern corner of the country, not far from the Turkish border to the north and only fifteen kilometers from the Iraqi border to its east. The Red Cross wanted me to go for six months. Driven by curiosity and a desire for new experiences, I have always embraced opportunities to travel, especially to unknown places. My professional fascination with how women give birth in different cultural and medical contexts has already taken me far and wide. This time, though, I’ve hesitated. Despite being keen on going abroad again and continuing my work with the Red Cross, I did not accept the mission right away. The big question is whether I dare to work in the al-Hol camp. Both international and Danish media regularly report on the camp, and from what I have heard and seen, I have the impression that al-Hol is one of the worst and most dangerous places on Earth right now.

				In an effort to gain some clarity, I began researching the political and humanitarian situation in the area. The Red Cross was fully understanding of my reservations and did not put any pressure on me. On the contrary, they made it clear that I should accept the offer only if I felt comfortable with the situation. I discovered that the al-Hol camp had existed for many years, even though I had only recently become aware of its existence. Back in 1991, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) established the camp for approximately fifteen thousand people. Initially, it served as a regular refugee camp, providing protection for Iraqi civilians fleeing the Gulf War. Now, more than three decades later, the camp still exists. Today it houses around fifty-seven thousand people, the vast majority of whom are Syrians and Iraqis. The more I read, the more questions come to my mind. Do I dare to go there?

				To get a sense of the working conditions, the Red Cross put me in touch with health staff who had previously been deployed to their hospital in the camp. I was eager to know what type of patients sought help, what the most common conditions were, and how many of the women were pregnant. I sifted my way through extensive program documents, updated situation reports, and end-of-mission reports. But the picture was still somewhat hazy. Working with patients in the hospital did not seem it would be all that different from tasks I had been faced with on previous deployments. What occupies my mind the most are concerns about the security situation. Without question, this trip would be no picnic.

				I settle down on the couch with a cup of freshly brewed tea.

				“Hi, Maria, how are you doing?”

				Sara’s lively face appears on my laptop screen via Teams from London. I adore listening to Sara: her well-chosen words, her phenomenal insight into security risk management, her reflections and analyses, and not least her perfect British accent. Everything is crystal clear when she speaks. The Danish Red Cross has offered me a briefing with Sara, who serves as their security adviser. I am hoping for a final clarification of my decision. Next to me is a piece of paper with all the questions I have written down over the past few days. I know Sara from my earlier missions, where she has briefed me on the security situation both before and during deployments. And after returning home, I have met her for debriefings. I have been given the opportunity to share my own perception of the security situation on given missions. She has always listened to me, and I have felt safe to voice my concerns.

				Sara updates me on the security situation in al-Hol camp, and then we turn to my list of questions. Among other things, she tells me that a health worker from the Kurdish Red Crescent was killed in the camp a short time before. It happened suddenly, without any warning. One evening while he was at work, two men entered the clinic and shot him in the head. He was twenty-six years old. The motive is still unknown. It is unclear whether the now dead healthcare worker was a target or if he simply fell victim to brutal, random violence. Then, early the next morning, the surgeon from the International Red Cross was stabbed with a knife on his way to the operating theater, in the very same hospital where I will be working. He escaped without any serious injuries, but, of course, he was deeply shocked. Again, the motive is unknown, and it is unclear whether the assault specifically targeted the surgeon or the organization. Finally, it is not known if there is any connection between the two incidents, even though they occurred disturbingly close together. Sara openly shares all the information she has. I am taking it all in.

				This is absolutely absurd, I tell myself. Healthcare professionals, willing to work in a humanitarian hot spot and simply doing their jobs, becoming victims of violence and even paying with their lives? We think of hospitals as safe havens. Unfortunately, all over the world, especially in conflict zones, attacks on medical infrastructure, ambulances, and healthcare workers are reaching alarming levels, even though any such attack is a clear violation of international humanitarian law. The number of aid workers killed or injured in the line of duty has increased in recent years. The consequence is often that the surrounding community is deprived of health care and other humanitarian aid in the aftermath. And despite strong condemnation from the international community, it seems as though respect for humanitarians has vanished. Working in conflict and war zones has become notably riskier. It is more obvious than ever before that wearing a distinctive red vest with a white cross no longer protects me 100 percent from becoming the next victim.

				Paradoxically, the more insight I gain into the security situation in al-Hol, the less scary it becomes to go there. It is what it is. There is less of the hidden and unknown that can frighten me. Gradually, clarification sets in. Yes, I dare to go to the al-Hol camp and work. I know it will be challenging, but I intend to do it.

				I walk farther along the wide poplar tree allée, which runs down the center of Assistens Cemetery. I take a sharp left onto the cemetery’s network of earthen pathways and walk onward to burial area N, where two of my contemporary male heroes have been laid to rest far too soon. I stand still in front of a mansized monument made of white Italian marble. Morten Lindberg sits peacefully like a buddha, and even though his eyes are closed and his soul rests beyond, he smiles gently at me. Silently, I smile back. Morten, also renowned as Master Fatman, was a multidisciplinary artist who lived just around the corner while he was still with us. I often bumped into him and was always uplifted by his warm presence and ever-creative approach to life, before he passed away a few years ago at the age of fifty-three.

				I head westward, taking about forty steps to reach a circle of small, separate grave plots joined in an inner circle by a common low hedge. From the loamy soil in front of the plain flat red marbled stone, in which is carved jakob ejersbo 6.4.1968–10.7.2008, countless glory-of-the-snow are sprouting. The delicate blue floral blanket radiates optimistically. Among the stems resting on the decaying autumn leaves lie three blue Bic ballpoint pens. Ejersbo is one of my absolute favorite authors; I have immersed myself in his thirteen-hundred-page Africa Trilogy about seven times. His writing style is vivid and raw, his approach uncompromising. He never shied away from portraying the rougher sides of life, whether it was in Denmark or Africa, where he spent part of his youth. Unfortunately, he passed away prematurely, at the age of forty, within months of a cancer diagnosis. I feel the stillness — and life’s transience. The elements of nature are present, even in the middle of the bustling city. Jakob, thank you. I would have liked to have read much more from your hand.

				I pull the hood more firmly down over my ears, shivering in my short jacket, as I squint at the low, bright sunlight. The rays beam over the cemetery, fighting the cold for supremacy. The combination is something only Denmark can offer at this time of year. The graveyard is a true oasis in the heart of Nørrebro. Dear friends, we will meet again.

				I move on, heading directly homeward, zigzagging my way through the Blågård neighborhood. Just two days ago, I received my much-delayed visa — or, to be more precise, a predeparture approval of my application for a visa. For the couple of weeks before that, I had no idea when I was set to leave. I was just waiting, on standby, as it is called, not knowing when I would travel. The message has been that I should be ready to depart within twenty-four hours. My suitcase is already more or less packed, and I have said my farewells to family and friends, although the good-byes felt a bit odd without a fixed departure date. Now it looks like I am really going, but I was beginning to have my doubts. The Syrian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Expatriates has finally granted my entry into Syria via Lebanon. I have received an email with an attachment: a scanned copy of a fax message in Arabic, with the logo of the Syrian Arab Red Crescent stamped in the upper-right-hand corner. In between the Arabic characters, I can make out my name, in block letters and bold, along with my passport number.

				The biting wind hits me as I turn the corner from Nørrebrogade. I am back in my own neighborhood again, at Copenhagen Inner Lakes. I hurry upstairs. My brown suitcase is waiting for me on the floor in the middle of the living room. I squeeze the three newly acquired hijabs in between clothes and shoes. I have been told to pack nice and decent-looking clothes that are practical and suited for both cold weather and scorching heat. A tough call. I have been warned that the temperature can top 50 degrees Celsius (120 degrees Fahrenheit) during the summer months. From the fridge, I grab four packs of sliced rye bread, and from the shelf above I fetch an extra-large bag of delicious Blue Jeans licorice coins, and stuff in both my must-have tastes of home. I get the bathroom scale and heave the suitcase on it. Yep, just under the weight limit: The pointer reads nineteen kilos (about forty-two pounds).

				The next day, I am floating high above the ground on the driverless metro train. It glides smoothly along the high-line, passing by the densely populated neighborhoods of Amager Island. All the way at the head, right behind the large windshield, I sit and look out while saying my good-byes to Copenhagen and its fragile spring. I feel rested and clearheaded — and at the same time excited at the thought of what is awaiting me in Syria. I write a few farewell messages to friends and family as the train makes its way to the airport.

				I peer through the small window with its rounded edges as my plane climbs into the sky. The airport’s runways and the large offshore wind farm that stands in a soft curve on Middelgrunden shoal slip out of sight beneath me. On the Swedish side of the Öresund Strait, Turning Torso, a two-hundred-meter-tall residential tower in neo-futurist design, becomes smaller and smaller until it, too, disappears as the plane takes us farther up into the clouds.

				The first leg of the journey is a Middle East Airlines flight nonstop to Beirut. Every single seat in the cabin is filled, mainly by Lebanese families with lots of children. In the wake of the recent and repeated COVID-19 lockdowns and travel bans, people are eager to travel and are taking full opportunity to visit friends and relatives.

				I reach Beirut behind schedule, late in the evening. I’ll stay for one night at Hotel Crowne Plaza before departing for Damascus the next morning. I am back in the legendary Hamra neighborhood, where I lived five years ago for a period of three months.

				
					
				

				Back in the 1960s and ’70s, before Lebanon’s long, devastating civil war, the neighborhood was a cultural hub, attracting progressive thinkers and artists. Today the area has been taken over by fast-food outlets, juice bars, and convenience stores, interspersed with shops selling cheap knockoff designer clothes and shoes. The streets seem to be filled with homeless people and beggars — mainly Syrians.

				The number of people fleeing conflicts, persecutions, and other forms of violence and human rights violations is on the rise. In the spring of 2022, the statistics passed a tragic milestone: Globally, more than one hundred million people had been forcibly displaced. Of all the world’s countries, Lebanon hosts the largest number of refugees per capita. More than eight hundred thousand Syrians have been registered with the UNHCR in Lebanon since the Syrian civil war began in March 2011. The Lebanese government estimates that more than a million and a half Syrians are in the country, although far from all have been registered as refugees. In addition, Lebanon hosts more than 470,000 Palestinians. All in all, more than one in four of the approximately six million people in Lebanon is a refugee. For a long time, international experts, organizations, and the United Nations have expressed grave concern about this huge influx of refugees and the strain it puts on the country’s political, economic, and social stability.

				When it comes to my personal observations, I note a growing number of Syrian beggars compared with the last time I was on Hamra Street. Women in tattered, weather-worn clothes sit on the pavement along the shopfronts every few meters. Their hair is messy under their head-scarves, the skin on their faces coarsened, dry, and wrinkled. They huddle, seated on scraps of cardboard. Some hold their infants up toward me as living proof of their need for money in their hands — right here and now. The city center’s atmosphere has changed dramatically since 2017. The women on the street appear even more miserable; they have become more intrusive and desperate. There is one simple reason: More of them are struggling to get their hands on a few coins or bills.

				The next morning I get up at six to go for a walk and catch some fresh air before the drive to Syria. It is a short stroll to reach the Mediterranean Sea. I head down one of the steep lanes in the Hamra district, where more or less all the streets are linked to the paved beachfront promenade. Corniche Beirut offers a five-kilometer-long stroll along a palm-lined two-lane expressway that curves around the peninsula where the city center is located. Today, however, time is tight, because I have to be ready for departure at precisely 8:30 A.M. We will first drive to the Lebanon–Syria border crossing, then continue onward to Damascus.

				Since my last time here, a Starbucks outlet has materialized on the top of one of the rocks and apparently put out of business the local café across the heavily trafficked road that used to serve home-baked goods. I have a few thousand Lebanese lira on me and walk inside. The value of the currency is less than 10 percent of what it was five years ago — but my cash is just enough to pay for a cup of coffee. The chain has built a terrace with a prime view of Pigeon Rocks. Just offshore, the two distinctive rock formations, one of them with an archway eroded through it, rise dramatically from the sea, picturesque enough to be in a calendar. To the east, on the mainland, Mount Lebanon towers over the city, its peak touching the clouds.

				Equipped with my diary and a disposable coffee cup, I settle down and contemplate the other early-morning visitors. Gradually, words and small simple sketches take shape on my notebook’s blank pages. I savor the sea breeze, knowing that soon I will be in a faraway place, out in the Syrian desert. Farther along the coast, early-morning bathers are making their way to the Mediterranean. They slide straight off the raw cliffs into the water. They are all men, going about their regular morning routines. Others have brought fishing rods and are leaning over the railing that separates the esplanade from the rocky slope toward the sea, hoping for an early catch. Now that I am back in the city, memories from the time I was deployed to Beirut in 2017 reemerge. Images and thoughts from my three months working at Rafik Hariri Hospital come back to me clearly.

				Following the Syrian civil war, there was a large influx of refugees to Lebanon, in particular to the capital, Beirut. Rafik Hariri Hospital, the country’s largest public hospital, experienced a marked change in its patient intake — not least among women
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