
TRAGEDY
You’re never really ready to 

say goodbye to someone you 
love. But with the support 
of those around her, one 
Jebel Ali woman found a 
way to channel her grief 
into an inspiring future… 

Words by Yi-Hwa Hanna 

Transforming 



I knew he wasn’t well—I’ll never 
forget that phone call from my 
mum four years ago, telling me that 
Baba had had a heart attack. Even 

her reassurances that it had been a minor 
one, and that he would be ok, weren’t 
enough to change the fact that in my 
heart, I knew it was the start of the end. 

I’m not a crier—I hate crying in public 
(or in front of anyone really), and I’ve 
never been a fan of wearing my emotions 
on my sleeve. My friends jokingly call me 
a cold fish with an iron-clad heart, but it’s 
self-preservation, really. Yet when you 
hear that kind of news, you just don’t care 
about any pretences of being strong 
enough to keep your feelings locked 
inside, and losing my father when I was 
just 23 years old was the hardest thing 
I’ve ever had to go through. 

Even though I knew he was okay, a 
million thoughts ran through my head as 
I tried to choke back my tears—I was 
living on the other side of the world, what 
if something happened and I wasn’t 
there? I had been living abroad for almost 
seven years, and what if he died and I 
never had the chance to spend time with 
him again? And what about my mum? My 
dad was the centre of our world, the king 
of our family, and I just couldn’t fathom 
the idea of life without him. I felt scared, 
guilty, frustrated, angry at myself, and 
alone. So as hard as it was to leave my 
then-home, I quit my job, said goodbye to 
my friends, packed up my apartment—
and my life in Boston—and moved back to 
Dubai.

It’s a decision I will be grateful for, for 
the rest of my life. My father passed away 
six months later, and I will be forever 
thankful that I had the chance to spend 
that time with him. But it wasn’t easy. 
Even though we knew he wasn’t well, and 
that we probably wouldn’t have much 
time left with him, we never imagined 
that six months was all we’d have. I 
thought I’d have years, and no matter 
how mentally “prepared” we had all tried 
to be, nothing really prepared us to say 
goodbye to him. My father, my hero, was 
gone. He wouldn’t ever be there to see me P
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NO WILL? WHY YOU NEED ONE—NOW

succeed in my career, or to give me away 
at my wedding if I ever got married 
someday. He was the one I’d always 
looked up to, and had found comfort in 
when everything in my life went to pot; 
he had always been there as my safety 
blanket, and all of a sudden, he was gone.

My mother was amazing through it all 
—she is the strongest woman I know, and 
despite the pain of losing her husband, 
she stayed strong for all of us. Although 
my siblings and I were all grown up, she 
was there—my other safety net—and she 
never once faltered in her determination 
to stand firm and protect us from the 
worst of it. And awful it was: not only did 
we have to deal with the emotional 
distress of having lost our father—or in 
my mum’s case, her husband—there was 
all of the confusion that ensued. 

When people think of someone dying, 

they often tend to think of the emotional 
aftermath. But what they don’t think 
about is all of the other things you have 
to deal with that cause just as much 
distress. Documentation, legal matters—
and in this region, the death of a loved 
one can also mean frozen bank accounts 
and assets, tricky conversations about 
whether the deceased has a valid will (or 
has a will at all), countless visits to the 
courts to sort it all out, and so much more 
—and of course, all of the planning, costs 
and decisions involved with a funeral. We 
didn’t even know where to start, and if it 
hadn’t been for the help of the wonderful 
family friends who had rallied around to 
support us, I don’t know how we’d have 
gotten through it all. It’s precisely these 
difficulties that lead so many expats in 
the region to leave and return to their 
home country when the unthinkable 

The fi nancial and legal aftermath of 
death can be a confusing maze of 
problems, especially when you are 
feeling so vulnerable. Nita Maru, 
Founding Lawyer and Director of 
The Wills Specialists (www.willsuae.
com), a legal consultancy fi rm 
licensed by the Dubai Legal Affairs 
Department and The Rulers Court of 
the Government of Dubai that 
specialises in wills, asset protection, 
business succession planning, 
offshore companies and trusts, 
shares her advice.

“The Dubai government’s offi cial 
website states that ‘the UAE Courts 
will adhere to Shari’ah law in any 
situation where there is no will in 
place.’ This means if you die without 
a will, the local courts will examine 
your estate and distribute it accord-
ing to Shari’ah law. While this may 
sound fi ne, its implications may not 
be so. All personal assets of the 
deceased, including bank accounts, 
will be seized until liabilities have 
been discharged. Unlike other 
jurisdictions, the UAE does not 
practice ‘right of survivorship’ 
(property passing on to a surviving 
joint owner upon death of the other) 
and the local courts will make fi nal 
decisions. A wife who has children 
will quality for only 1/8th of the 
estate, and without a legal will, this 
distribution will be applied automati-
cally. Even shared assets will be 
frozen until the issue of inheritance is 
determined by the local courts, and 

surviving family members are often 
left without access to money during 
this period. The absence of a will may 
also goad authorities to intervene in 
the guardianship of bereaved 
children, especially when death 
befalls both parents simultaneously.” 

Aside from ensuring you don’t put 
off drawing up a will any longer, Nita 
also advises reviewing it in the case 
of marriage, divorce, the birth or 
adoption of children, desire to add 
or change guardians for children or 
to add alternative benefi ciaries, the 
death of a benefi ciary, or the death 
or incapacity of a named executor or 
trustee. It’s also important to make 
sure your will is prepared by a 
qualifi ed solicitor. According to Nita, 
some common mistakes that can 
render a will invalid or ineffective are 
that the will has not been signed or 
witnessed correctly; that a witness is 
also a benefi ciary; that dependents 
are left out of the will; and the 
incorrect amendment of a will or 
marking it after completion. 
    Should the unthinkable happen, 
Nita recommends that your fi rst step 
should be to contact a specialist 
wills/probate lawyer immediately, 
and to obtain a schedule of assets or 
liabilities of the deceased in ad-
vance. “It’s important and advisable 
to have the assistance of a fully 
qualifi ed lawyer to advise on wills, 
trusts, and succession planning to 
help you plan today for all that may 
and can happen tomorrow.”

“When you hear 
that kind of news, 
you just don’t care 
about pretences 
of being strong”
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happens and they lose someone they love. 
Yet sometimes, they manage to stay: 

GHME reader Ruth Hall was one such 
person. Her husband, Ed, was an athletic 
man—he was fit and healthy, and almost 
never got ill. So when he suddenly 
collapsed early one evening last year, it 
was a complete shock to Ruth and her 
three children. “An ambulance was 
called, and myself and a few of my 
neighbours were giving him CPR. When 
he went into the ambulance he had a 
pulse, but when we got to the hospital 
they were unable to revive him,” Ruth 
says. “It was seemingly a heart attack,” 
she explains. Ed—who had been Head of 
Key Stage at Jebel Ali Primary School, 
where Ruth has been a teacher for 15 
years—had just turned 41.

“Initially, for the first couple of weeks, 
I just went into automatic pilot: Looking 
after the kids, doing all of the things that 
needed to be done immediately… We had 
a big memorial service for him, and I put 
all of my energies into organising that. I 
knew exactly how I wanted it to be. The 

church was packed—there wasn’t even 
enough room for people to stand in there, 
there were so many people there. Past 
pupils, present pupils, parents, people 
from the last school that he’d worked at, 
people who had flown over from Qatar 
after they’d moved on there…” she says.

It was this incredible community 
support that helped Ruth get through it 
all. “That’s why I’m still here. In every 
single possible way, the entire school 
community has been amazing. Just so 
many things that people did—bringing 
food and shopping around, picking the 
kids up from school—one of my friends 
actually stayed with me until my sister 
arrived from the UK,” Ruth says. But 

while her emotional support network had 
gathered firmly in place, Ruth had 
another source of distress to deal with: 
the paperwork. “The head teacher at our 
school, who is actually my boss and who 
was also a good friend of Ed’s, found a 
company here called Middle East 
Assistance, that took care of it all for me. 
Starting with meeting me at the police 
station, to going to the embassy and 
handling all of the paperwork like the 
death certificates and so much more, 
they went through everything with me 
from start to finish,” she says. 

Thankfully both of the family cars 
had been in Ruth’s name so that was one 
less thing for her to think about, although 
she is still dealing with the insurance 
paperwork to this day. And since Ed 
didn’t have a will, Ruth and the rest of the 
family had to discover what exactly that 
would mean for them, as his death was 
then handled under Shari’ah law. “We 
had literally just spoken about wills the 
summer before, saying we needed to do 
it. When I talk to people now, it’s 

“An ambulance 
was called, and a
few of my neigh-
bours and I were 
giving him CPR”
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something I just say ‘do it’ for. Definitely. 
Otherwise, if not, it makes things so 
much more lengthy, more complicated, 
and more upsetting, because going 
through that whole process is hard 
enough as it is. In terms of paperwork, it’s  
just a complete and utter nightmare,” 
Ruth says. 

With help from the amazing network 
of friends, colleagues and neighbours 
around her, Ruth eventually found her 
way through it all and made the decision 
to stay in the UAE. “I’ve got a good job 
that I enjoy here, I love the people that I 
work with, and I haven’t lived in the UK 

since 1996. My children were born here, 
they go to school here, so to leave would 
have been a harder decision than to 
actually stay. I knew that if I could, that 
was what I wanted to do—to stay,” Ruth 
says, explaining that Dubai is still her 
home now, despite the tragedy. “I’ve been 
very unlucky, of course, with losing Ed, 
but I’ve been extremely lucky with the 
people around me,” she continues. 

“Even people that weren’t that close to 
me before have really become such big 
parts of my life now because they were 
there for me, some of them were there on 
the night… all of those things mean that 
we have a big connection. My daughter is 
incredibly strong, and she went back to 
school I think less than a week after it 
happened. She wanted to go back to have 
some kind of normality, and everyone 
has just been great in understanding 
what we were going through. Everyone 
around [us]—the kids in the school and 
the staff, were all grieving with us. I 
think in some ways that was quite 
comforting for her. Everybody around us 
was just amazing. And that’s where Team 
Ed came from,” Ruth explains. 

Team Ed—a group of runners that 
plan to take on the Dubai Marathon each 
year in Ed’s memory, intend to raise 
money for a worthwhile cause on an 
annual basis. Last year—their first year 
—they raised money to help support the 
Hall family through the very difficult 
time, as well as raising funds for the 
British Heart Foundation. This year, 
Team Ed will be running in support of 
another worthy cause: a new wheelchair 

for Tom Mead, the brother of another of 
JAPS’s teachers who suffers from the 
debilitating disease Friederich’s Ataxia.

“A very good friend of mine, Nick 
Harvey, was running the marathon that 
year. It was the first time he’d ever run a 
marathon, and he told me that he wanted 
to run it in memory of Ed. A few other 
people then came forward and said they 
wanted to join in, and it just became 
Team Ed. I think all together, there were 
about 50 or 60 people running the three 
kilometre, 10 kilometre or the marathon, 
including children, and it then turned 
into a money-raising initiative. That 

actually ended up being how I was able to 
stay [in the UAE]—the money from that, 
raised by the efforts and generosity of the 
people who participated and those who 
sponsored them, is what enabled me to 
stay here,” she says.

It’s a fitting way to honour Ed’s 
memory—he was a runner himself, and 
Ruth laughs as she thinks of how Ed 
would have reacted to the news that she 
is planning to join in the run this year, to 
show her commitment to the cause. “I am 
most definitely not a runner, but I’m still 
going to make it through the 10 kilometre 
somehow!” she smiles. As the poet 
Thomas Campbell once said, “To live in 
hearts we leave behind is not to die.” Ed 
may be gone, but as his family and friends 
remember him each and every day, in 
their hearts he will live forever.  ■

For more on Team Ed and Team Tom, visit 
http://team-ed.org.uk. Contact information  
for The Wills Specialists, Middle East 
Assistance, and the Raymee Grief Centre 
can be found on page 102.

The UAE’s fi rst and only pro-bono 
grief centre, The Raymee Grief 
Centre was started by Dr. Saliha 
Afridi, Clinical Psychologist and 
Managing Director of The Light 
House Arabia, and aims to be a 
place of healing where people 
can share and process their grief. 
    “People who have experienced 
signifi cant losses to death don’t 
necessarily have a plan regarding 
how to deal with their grief; they 
undergo a transformation 
following their loss,” explains Dr. 
Tara Wyne, Clinical Psychologist 
and Clinical Director of The Light 
House Arabia. “They are typically 
plucked out of the normal rhythm 
of life and their single focus 
becomes who they lost,” she 
continues. “Grief is exhausting,” 
adds Carey Kirk, Counseling 
Psychologist and Program 
Coordinator for the Raymee Grief 
Centre. “It’s ok to accept people 
helping you—you do not have to 
do [everything] alone,” she says. 

Grieving as an expatriate can 
present a new set of challenges: 
“In situations where people are 
separated from their support 
systems and networks, they 
should continue to be in as much 
contact remotely as they can,” 
advises Dr. Wyne. “People in this 
position would also benefi t from 
joining grief support groups. 
Always make time and space in 
your life to acknowledge the loss 
you have experienced. Seek out 
social and emotional support to 
provide the necessary comfort 
and encouragement to allow 
yourself to express grief and loss. 
Don’t judge your grief process; 
allow yourself to move forward in 
life despite the loss,” she says. 
“Give yourself permission: to cry 
when tears come, to laugh when 
you feel like it, to be alone when 
you need to, and to be in the 
company of others when you 
want to, for as long as you need 
to,” Carey says, adding: “There is 
no one road map to grief. If you 
give yourself permission to feel 
what you are feeling when you 
feel it, you are in a position to 
take better care of yourself.” 

For more advice from the Raymee 
Grief Centre, visit our Facebook 
page from January 15th–20th.

SUBHEAD HE

HELP IS AT HAND

“My children were born here, they go to 
school here, so to leave would have been 
a harder decision than to actually stay”


	066
	067
	068
	069

