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  Prologue


  It is time.


  I have been waiting a long time for the right moment, the right way, the right reason. I am sitting at home, watching the sunlight stream through the open window, swamping and surrounding my beautiful, tiny granddaughter, until she dislodges her sunhat and scrunches up her baby eyes against its glare. I rescue her, of course, and snuggle her closely. I bury my head into her crinkly neck and cover her with kisses until she collapses into giggles. That wonderful, seductive baby smell. The smell my own babies had, talcum powdery, fresh, new, somehow innocent, unscathed . . .


  Read my story, darling Chloe. When you are older, read my story and know that there is nothing as strong as a mothers love for her children, even though sometimes, no matter how hard you try, it just doesnt seem to be enough.


  Your mother, my first daughter, is now in charge of her own destiny. Your aunt, my second daughter, has just turned eighteen years of age and can finally claim an identity and tell the world that she exists  officially.


  I have waited fifteen long years and now I know.


  Yes, it is time.
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  On the Run


  It is time. In the shadowy light of dawn, I watch the hour hand reach five, and slip quietly out of bed. Bending down, so close that I can feel his breath on my cheek, I watch my husbands face as he sleeps. Curled up in slumber with one arm slung out over the end of the bed, his face is gentle, relaxed, innocent.


  I tiptoe out of the bedroom to wake the girls. Everything is ready; Leilas school uniform on the back of the chair, Amiras clean clothes and a doll to play with. As they clamber out of bed to start the day, I put my finger to my lips and they are both instantly alert and conscious of the noise they are making. They too tiptoe around, preparing for school.


  We must not wake Papa. If Papa wakes up he will be angry with us. My heart is beating fast and loud. I pray silently that he will sleep through the morning. Already the sounds of a new day begin to drift through the shutters: the grating and creaking of wooden wheels as donkeys drag carts along the dusty street, people on bicycles ringing their bells, the women at the local tap gossiping.


  Within ten minutes we are ready to leave. I gather Amira up into my arms, put my school bag over my shoulder, and turn to look for the final time, at the life we are leaving behind.


  The whole of our lives had been contained in that flat: two carpets, a filthy, flea-ridden three-piece suite, a cooker, water in the taps most days, a water heater and a black-and-white TV. It had taken such an enormous amount of effort to accumulate and it would all have been worth it, but for the brute on the bed.


  I was wasting valuable time I realised, as I stole another minute to examine my husbands features. This man, once the best husband a girl could wish for, was now a stranger. He awoke every morning, confident that he could treat us exactly how he liked when he liked, and knowing that there was nothing we could do about it. Well, there was something we could do, and now I was going to try to do it. Yet if he woke up too soon, if he realised we were gone, he would go mad. He would track us down and kill us. I had no doubt of that.


  In the heat of the early morning, I shuddered, kissed Amira and, with a last brief glance at his face, closed the door as we made our way noiselessly down the four flights of shadowy stairs and out into the blinding sunlight that was the street.


  Look down, act normally. Like a Moslem wife should, I reminded myself.


  Though still early morning, the heat of the sun slammed into us. As we passed a woman sitting in the dust outside her doorway, I panicked, convinced she must be able to hear my heart beating. I muttered a greeting in Arabic, feeling the sweat begin to run down my cheeks. Come on, come on, hold it together, girl. Youve only just left the flat. Theres an awfully long way to go yet. Get a grip.


  We passed the communal water tap and Leila ran up to chat to one of the girls clinging to her mothers black robe as she filled a bucket. Amira and I continued on to the top of the street and round the corner, walking slowly to disguise the sense of urgency rippling through every bone in my body.


  With a wave to the girls, Leila ran to catch us up. She was looking this way and that for the school bus, which usually waited at the top of the street, signalling us with three loud blasts of the horn.


  But today, the school bus was not waiting. Where the bus normally stood was a little grey car. I could do nothing to prevent a smile escaping, for a moment breaking my mask of indifference. But I was immediately back in control as I casually approached the car and motioned for the girls to get in.


  Everything okay?


  So far, so good.


  The relief began to flood through me as Jill threw me a reassuring smile from the drivers seat and we zoomed off to the bus station.


  Wheres the bus? Has it broken down? Are you taking us to school, Jill? Where are Jack and Sheila?


  Theyre still at home, Leila, getting ready for school. Im taking you to the station. She looked meaningfully at me. The bag is down there.


  She indicated under the passenger seat. I pulled the bag out and set it upon my knee. Such an unobtrusive, ordinary, black barrel bag  with the rest of our lives tucked inside it.


  Its happening, its actually happening. The thought raced through my mind over and over again, as I unzipped the top and took out a skirt and T-shirt.


  Come on darling, slip these on. How would you like to go on holiday and give school a miss?


  Where to, Mama?


  I realised that Leila had discarded her uniform and was already pulling the T-shirt over her head. She was six now and ready for adventure.


  Well, Nanna and Grandad are taking a short holiday in Israel, and thats right next door to us here in Egypt. So I thought wed bunk off school, not tell Papa and go to see them. What do you think?


  The car rounded a corner and the bus station came into view. My heart began to pound once more, as Leila asked, Mama, do we have to come back?


  Jill leaned over and whispered in my ear, The return bus tickets are in the side pocket, with your passport and $60 as agreed. Good luck, Jacky. You can do this.


  We hugged and kissed briefly, Jill wiping away a tear, me reluctant to leave the security and peace inside of the car. A minute later we were waving her off, three solitary figures on the dusty roadside with a doll and a small black holdall. It was still only six oclock. The bus out of Cairo left at half past. It was a five-hour journey across the desert to the Israeli border, so before approaching the bus station, I stopped at a barrow on the side of the street and bought a kilo of tangerines. From a kiosk I bought two bottles of water and some processed cheese triangles that Amira loved. From the black bag I pulled a headscarf and quickly covered my long blonde hair which I had swept up into a tight bun that morning to avoid attracting undue attention. It was important to look as much like a dutiful Moslem wife and mother as possible for the plan to succeed. Taking Leilas hand, I crossed the road to the bus station.


  There was an overriding smell of urine inside the tiny ticket office. A small but very rotund man was sitting behind an old, scratched desk, chatting loudly with three other men. There were three glasses of black tea on a tin tray, and a fan whirring away in the corner. Flies were crawling along the dusty window and walls.


  He greeted us in Arabic. Good morning. Come in, come in here, as he shouted at his colleagues to make room for the three of us. One of the men picked up Amira to admire her.


  Thank you. Good morning, I replied, making sure to keep my head respectfully inclined as I handed over the tickets. As the man inspected them, I noticed two flies collide and land on the rim of his glass of tea. They crawled inside as he held the tickets up with one hand and grasped the glass firmly with the other. I took back the tickets as he slurped noisily from the glass.


  Your husband is not travelling with you? he asked, wiping the tea from his chin with the back of his hand.


  He must work, unfortunately, but he will be able to collect us on our return, God willing, I lied.


  God willing, he replied, as I retrieved Amira and we made our way towards the bus.


  Find a seat near the back, I urged, as Leila got on ahead of me. I wanted to be as unobtrusive as possible, to melt quietly into the background. Fortunately, there was a seat for everyone. This vehicle was far more modern than the old buses that wobbled around the city, overloaded with passengers and belching out frequent blasts of black smoke. This was a coach, and it was easier to maintain a degree of privacy.


  Once in our seats, Amira sat happily with two cheese triangles, feeding one to her doll, of course. She never left her doll out of any activity, if at all possible. At two years old, she was a generally happy child, easily pleased, and at that moment in time I was immensely grateful for that.


  Leila reached up and pulled one of the brown curtains across the far end of the window to block the glare of the sun. Will we see Nanna soon? she asked eagerly.


  Yes, darling. But not many papas let their wives and children travel without them, and so some people may ask us questions because Papa is not with us. If they do, I want you to promise me not to say anything, even if I say some things that may not be completely true. Its because we want to see Nanna, and I dont want anyone to send us back. Do you understand?


  Yes. Were moving, Mama, the bus is moving.


  My stomach lurched along with the coach as it began its fight with all the other vehicles and their horns. We were off at last. But would we make it all the way?
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  From Egypt to Israel


  Once out of the city, the road was straight and narrow, stretching for miles. The scenery was fascinating to me. It was as if we were embarking on a journey back in time. There were lots of palm trees, occasional plots of land that were farmed, and traders standing with their barrows at the roadside, selling watermelons or tomatoes.


  Every so often we passed a small village or settlement. The houses were made from rough brick and mud as in biblical times. Women dressed from head to toe in black walked barefoot with huge water carriers on their heads. They supported these giant clay urns with just one hand, holding a baby with the other. I could see thick, navy-blue tattoos decorating their arms and they wore many gold bangles around their wrists. Children with unkempt hair and dirty, bare feet were running about, flies buzzing around their heads. There was also a cattle-driven well with a man in a dirty galabeya regularly whipping the blindfold beast to keep it moving.


  Gradually these intermittent signs of civilisation gave way completely to the vastness of the desert. Amira fell asleep and Leila watched the desert fly by, mesmerised by the unending sea of sand stretching into the distance.


  But I couldnt relax. I checked the black bag, counting the dollars, examining the passport and making sure they were still there. I fingered the piece of paper with the name of the hotel in Israel on it, imagining we were walking up the steps to the reception right now. Finally, I tucked the return section of the bus tickets in with the dollars, and was about to close the bag, when I froze. Someone was looking right at me, watching everything.


  Give these to your daughters. Your little one wanted a sandwich, didnt she? Cheese  we have enough, thanks be to God.


  An Egyptian woman, her head uncovered, caught my glance and smiled. She then held out a brown paper bag and offered it to me for the children. She spoke rapidly in Arabic, but then noticed my hair under the scarf. Are you American? she asked.


  I smiled and nodded, finally accepting the sandwiches and offering her some tangerines. This was not a wise thing to have done, I discovered, as she then took this as an invitation to sit and talk.


  Many well-educated women in Egypt choose not to cover their heads with veils or scarves. They take care with their hairstyles and pay great attention to their make-up and nails. This womans make-up was immaculate, in total contrast to that of poorer Moslem women. Black kohl had been delicately applied, with eyeshadow and foundation, finished off with burgundy lip liner, framing full, red lips. Poorer women applied kohl very thickly all around their eyes. Her nails were perfectly manicured, and her black hair was cut into a short, modern style.


  Such was the degree of nervous tension running through me, I had failed to make these observations about her until it was too late. She began asking question after question in English now. As Id lied about being American in the first place, it was then doubly difficult to dream up more lies that were feasible.


  Her name was Mona and she was travelling alone. She paid a lot of attention to Leila, making her laugh and tickling her. Leila, with half a sandwich inside her, was obviously warming to the woman.


  Im six and my little sister is two. But shes only just two and Im nearly six and a half. Were going to see our Nanna.


  I wasnt angry, merely exasperated. Leila was a friendly child, and for the moment had forgotten about our little chat earlier. It wasnt hard to draw her into conversation usually. A cheese sandwich and shell tell you her life story, I thought.


  This was stress that I could definitely do without. In desperation, I nudged Amira awake, gave her a drink and offered her a sandwich.


  Thank you for the sandwiches, Mona. I need to rest now, so we will speak later, yes?


  Mona smiled. Of course. If the little one wants, she can sit with me while you rest. I will tell her stories.


  Maybe later, thank you.


  Mona stood up and reluctantly returned to her seat. I immediately pulled the scarf right down to cover every bit of my hair.


  Why did you say you were from America, Mama?


  Sssh, darling. We dont want anyone to know anything about us. We just want to get to Nanna. I know its hard for you to understand now, but youll see why later, I promise.


  I put a reassuring arm around both my daughters and hugged them to me. I was so terrified of what we were doing that I needed their comfort and trust more than ever. I pretended to sleep, but Amira was restless, so we passed the time dressing and undressing dolly.


  About a mile from the border, in the middle of the desert, there were buildings along the side of the road. Soldiers in green uniforms were standing around, armed with bayonets on their rifles, which were glinting in the sun. There were a couple of coffee shops, with tables outside where men were playing tavla, or backgammon. Inside, I could make out two old men smoking bubble pipes.


  There was a lot more traffic  lorries, coaches, white Peugeots (the standard passenger hire cars), private cars. The coach veered off to one side and stopped. We were told to collect our entire luggage and take it with us into the building to buy our exit visas to leave Egypt. This was it. I had been rehearsing possible questions and answers in colloquial Arabic over and over in my head. Now it was for real.


  We got off the coach, but I hung back to take a drink from the bottle of water. My throat was dry and my hands clammy, but then it was a sweltering day, so that was nothing unusual. I looked back across the desert. There was still such a long way to go.


  Inside the building, I scanned the desks set up behind iron grilles, where men were issuing visas. People were paying up and moving on. The men stamping the visas looked bored and were chatting across their desks as they worked.


  I chose carefully: an elderly, senior-looking man with a smile on his face. He was the most approachable, and we waited about ten minutes in his line.


  I held my breath as I handed over our passport and bent down to pick up Amira.


  Peace be upon you, madam, he stated without looking up, peering down at the passport.


  And on you, sir, I replied quietly.


  He was instantly more alert and attentive as he studied my dark-blue British passport. The people who had passed through before me had all been Egyptian, and he had begun to speak to me as if I were too. He was obviously surprised at the correctness of my form of address and, as a result, more interested in us. This was exactly what I had hoped wouldnt happen.


  He held out his hand. The other one, if you please.


  Im sorry?


  Your husbands passport. It is written here in your passport that you are married to an Egyptian national. Of course you are travelling with him, are you not?


  Unfortunately not, sir. His work has prevented him from travelling with us this time.


  Mama, mama, I need the toilet. Leila tugged at my skirt.


  Just a minute, darling. Well go together when Ive finished here.


  Is anyone accompanying you  an uncle, perhaps?


  No sir, not this time. It is only a short trip, just two days in fact, to see my parents.


  The man leaned forward to examine Leila more closely. It is a problem for you travelling alone with two little ones. It is most unusual. He paused, as if mulling something over, stroking his chin as his gaze wandered slowly over us.


  Look down. Stay calm. Raise your eyes very slightly and smile a little  not too much. Gently does it. Now, wipe the sweat very slowly from your face. Not too fast, dont give anything away. I was mentally yelling to myself as we waited.


  Suddenly, the man put down the visa stamp and picked up the telephone.


  Oh, God, hes not going to let us out! What is he going to do? What will happen to us? Should we make a run for it? What had the British Embassy said? Dont turn back, whatever you do.


  The consul at the embassy had spelt out very clearly the possible consequences for us if we did not make it and had to return to Egypt. It was a very serious offence to take a mans children away from their father. I would be killed and the girls closely guarded until they were married off at an early age of maybe thirteen or fourteen. Even if I managed to get away, we would have to be very careful to stay hidden from him for the rest of our lives. My husband had the right to have a fatwa issued against me for my crime. A fatwa is the Islamic right to have someone killed, a death sentence. In leaving with the children, I would commit a sin against Islam and should not be allowed to live. The enormity of the risk I was taking suddenly dawned on me as I stood there.


  My mind was racing, as the man shouted angrily into the phone and then slammed it down. It wasnt working. One of the few reasons I loved Egypt at that moment was the unreliability of their telecommunications system.


  I wondered why he was so angry. I had chosen him because he looked so amenable and pleasant.


  Hesham! the man suddenly yelled. Immediately a young man with a frightened look in his eyes appeared at his side. He wore brown trousers with a creased, beige, short-sleeved shirt.


  The man turned his back on us and they spoke quietly together. Then he pointed at Leila, while Hesham nodded.


  A plan, I need a plan, I thought desperately.


  You stay here, he said, Hesham will take your pretty daughter to the toilet.


  I shrank back, putting a protective arm around Leila. Im sorry, sir, but we are a Moslem family, and I will not allow her to go anywhere alone with a male. I will take her in a little while, God willing.


  So! he exclaimed. You are Moslem. Peace be upon you.


  And upon you, sir, I replied demurely.


  Hesham, bring Iman to sort out this little problem.


  A girl appeared from a doorway behind the desks, wiping her hands on her long skirt as she came towards us. She greeted me and offered to take Leila to the toilet. As I let her go, I had an idea. If there is a problem, then I have my husbands telephone number at work. He will be happy to answer any queries you may have.


  I foraged in my bag, as if searching for the number. Instead, I took out my purse. I pushed fifty piastres through the grille towards him. Could you reward Iman with this, please?


  I took a deep breath and pushed two five-Egyptian-pound notes through. Enough for a hundred phone calls. And this is for you to cover the cost of the phone call.


  He sat there looking unwaveringly at me for several long moments, as his fingers closed over the money. I continued to look down at the desk. I could feel his eyes boring into me.


  Iman returned with Leila. He handed over her tip and she looked delightedly at me before scuttling away.


  Thank you for your concern, sir. We are most grateful. I almost looked up at him, stopping at his nose, before lowering my gaze again quickly. I could feel him looking at us once more. He knew what was happening. A British woman was giving him money to let her out of the country with her children. He should make that call and contact the husband. But what difference did it make to him? It was certainly enough baksheesh to keep his mouth shut. He pocketed the cash, wet the stamp on the inkpad, and stamped the passport with exit visas.


  It was no trouble at all, madam. You have two beautiful daughters. Have a pleasant trip. You need to pay thirty-one pounds, fifty piastres for the visas. Peace be upon you.


  I counted out the money and handed it over. I had brought fifty Egyptian pounds with me and now I had six pounds and a few piastres left. For the moment, I was too excited and relieved to worry about the money, even though it had taken me many, many months to accumulate, hiding it away a few notes at a time. We had done it. We had managed, against all odds, to get out of Egypt, and I just could not wait to get back on that bus.


  And suddenly we were walking away, out of the building, into the sunshine, looking for the bus. But the bus was not there. A lorry was parked in its place, and behind it was a stream of other vehicles.


  Surely the bus could not have left without us? Would I be able to find another one to take us into Israel? For six Egyptian pounds? That wouldnt even cover the tip.


  You stupid, senseless idiot, I chastised myself. Oh so clever, masterminding your little plan in there. Well, it took too long, didnt it? And now were stuck in this hellhole!


  I could feel the panic rising in me. I clutched my throat and had to rush back across to the side of the building where I heaved and retched, until there was nothing left in my stomach.


  The bus had gone without us, and we were stuck between countries with no money. I had no idea what to do next.
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