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To everyone who has ever fought or is currently fighting borders to be with the people they love.










Prologue: An Indecent Proposal


I had only known Salem for one week before I accidentally proposed to him.


“You know,” I said, flirtatiously perching myself on the edge of his sofa, an IKEA foldout couch with a quintessential bachelor pad aroma of cigarette smoke and spilled alcohol, “I wouldn’t mind marrying someone so that they could have a US passport.”


In my defense, we had hit it off. A friend had put us in touch when I told her that I was travelling to Istanbul and wanted to meet other journalists. According to her, Salem was “the guy” for all things Syria, a confirmed badass known for filming nail-biting footage of the front lines of the war and for smooth-talking jihadists whenever another journalist ran into a problem. He was a staple of the freelance journalism community, a motley crew of rogue brothers and sisters that drank like sailors and had each other’s backs as they dipped in and out of conflict zones. As a young reporter, I was captivated by their courage and camaraderie.


Growing up in the United States at a time when the Middle East was thought of as a universal enemy, I knew how important it was to capture the realities of war and show it to the world. Forever wars were justified as patriotism and then forgotten about, as if invading Iraq and Afghanistan didn’t inevitably kill hundreds of thousands of innocent people who had nothing to do with the so-called War on Terror. I took it personally. I am Lebanese-American on my mother’s side, and always felt a little bit closer to the people who were living under the bombs than the people who were dropping them. I started writing because I wanted people to know that these wars weren’t over, and that both American intervention and indifference were killing people. I wanted people to give a fuck.


Eventually I became a journalist. It felt like the best way to fuse my writing with my desire to inform and see the world. The minute that I decided that was what I was going to do, I couldn’t imagine doing anything else. Now, I had just turned twenty-five and had come to Istanbul to meet Syrian activists who still believed in the revolution and refugees who had recently escaped conflict zones. I wanted to talk to Turkish anarchists trying to change politics, artists who were inspired by the political changes happening around them, and anyone else who would take the time to have a coffee with me and tell me their stories. Salem was exactly the kind of person that I needed to know.


“Let’s we meet in Taksim,” he said, suggesting that we enjoy the city’s nightlife. He was calling me from Şanlıurfa, a small city near the Syrian border, better known for grooming hardline Islamists than free-flowing alcohol and all-night parties. He had been researching a story about women who had escaped ISIS-held territories only to find themselves pregnant with the fighters’ children. Needless to say, he was eager to blow off some steam.


At first sight, Salem seemed to ooze machismo almost too effortlessly, with slicked-back black hair and a fitted leather jacket even though the late summer air hung thick with humidity. He flicked a cigarette into the street as he told me he had a bar in mind, casually mentioning that he had recently almost been kidnapped in Syria. I was annoyed. War correspondents seem to always think that their frontline stories would make young journalists want to sleep with them, and while I’m sure it often works, something about war as a seduction tactic made me uncomfortable. But the more we talked, the more I felt drawn to him, the tough guy façade falling away as he told me stories of his favorite reporting trips and his chosen family of journalists in Istanbul. He affectionately called them “the fuckers.”


“You have got to meet the fuckers,” he said, enthusiastically slamming his glass on the table. “My fucker Javier? He taught me how to use a camera,” he whooped. “My fucker Andrea? That fucker is my wife! We shared a room in Syria together for more than a year. What a fucker.”


I couldn’t help laughing at the way he talked about his friends. He was both loving and irreverent, praising them for everything from being the world’s best wingmen to watching out for him when he took long trips back to Syria. Before long, it felt as if we had always known each other, stumbling over ourselves laughing through Istanbul’s back alleys, popping into nightclubs to dance to cheesy pop songs on sticky floors, taking breaks to suck on cigarettes outside, babbling about our hopes and dreams with drunken enthusiasm.


“When I was eight years old, I wanted to be an international thief,” I told him, blowing cigarette smoke into the humid summer air, eager to show him that I was capable of being an international woman of mystery. “Mostly I just wanted a life of interesting travel.”


His eyes glistened with the mischievous delight of discovering a long-lost partner in crime.


“You’re fucking crazy and I love it,” he said, pulling me toward him. He tasted like nicotine and a promise of adventure.


Our judgment might have been clouded by tequila and pheromones, but it was clear from the start that we were cut from the same cloth, two adrenaline junkies who wanted to see the world and be the ones to witness and document history. We both had an endless list of stories that we wanted to cover and places that we wanted to see, driven by a sense of urgency that these stories mattered. There was only one difference. I had a US passport and could travel as I pleased. Salem was from Syria and, largely for that reason, was stuck in the Middle East.


So, one week later, when the accidental proposal fell out of my mouth, his response caught me off guard.


“No, I will not be do this,” he said, in his imperfect but determined English. He suddenly became serious for the first time since we met.


“I will not marry with you until my passport gives me the same rights as your passport.”


I was mortified. I had not intended to propose to him—we had only just met. We were still lounging around his apartment late into the morning, ignoring our deadlines and responsibilities in favor of long, meandering conversations and bouts of more raucous activities. It was the short but delicious window of the classic fling, where every moment spent together is a moment suspended in time, lighthearted and untethered to the realities of the world, in part because of the mutual understanding that it is only temporary.


It was too early for any kind of commitment. It was definitely too early to suggest marriage fraud.


Also, in what world did he imagine this happening? As a US citizen, I could breeze through the passport control gates of airports around the world with barely a glance at my documents. As a Syrian, Salem could go to a grand total of twenty-nine countries without a visa—a list that was getting smaller as more and more people fled the war, and more and more countries closed their doors to refugees. If Salem—or any Syrian passport holder for that matter—wants to expand their world even by one country, they have to fill out numerous forms, promising not to overstay their welcome, and pay hundreds of dollars to consular officers and visa processing centers. The refusal rate is high and there are no refunds.


It was the reason that Syrians—and others from similarly war-torn countries—were starting to gather in Istanbul, meeting smugglers who claimed that they could get them to Europe for a price. While it is safe to say that most of them would prefer to travel legally—it is less deadly and significantly cheaper than paying a smuggler—countries like Germany and the United Kingdom rarely gave visas to anyone who couldn’t prove that they wouldn’t stay, and people fleeing a war typically don’t have time to wait around to see if they will be the exception. So, more and more people had started taking matters into their own hands, purchasing bright orange lifejackets from sporting supply shops, using Google Maps to navigate the stretch of sea that separates the westernmost point of the Turkish coastline from the nearest Greek island.


But taking matters into your own hands could have deadly consequences. Just a few days before I met Salem, photojournalist Nilüfer Demir captured the moment that three-year-old Aylan Kurdi’s lifeless body washed ashore on a Turkish beach, showing the world exactly what fleeing a war looks like today. It was easy to imagine Kurdi’s mother dressing him in a red sweater and little blue shoes, taking him in her arms as they boarded a rickety fishing boat, hoping to reach the Greek island of Kos and start a new life. Now his sweater was matted against his body with salt water. If Kurdi’s family had been allowed to board a plane, he would probably still be alive today.


For me, the logic was simple. Marrying someone for a passport was a way to balance out a fundamentally unbalanced world.


For Salem, it meant accepting that the world had to be this way in the first place.
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I could not have known when I first met Salem that our story would take me on a journey into the lives of other people who were fighting to be together in a world divided by passports and papers. As I traveled around Turkey—first to the Syrian border, where I met people who had left the war behind mere days before, and then to the coastal city of Izmir, where I spent time with others who were waiting to hear from smugglers when they, too, would board rickety boats across the sea—I was often struck by how much we had in common. On my first trip to Gaziantep, a mid-sized Turkish city about an hour’s drive away from the Syrian border, a friend of a friend generously invited me for dinner. When he told me that he was making fasooliyeh, a Syrian stew of green beans and meat bathed in tomato sauce flavored with garlic and coriander, I immediately felt nostalgic. It was almost identical to the recipe that my Lebanese family in the United States made—and had been my favorite when I was a child.


“I can’t believe you’re making fasooliyeh,” I said, smiling. I always enjoyed making small talk about food before interviews—a ritual that, in the Middle East, can go on for hours.


“You know, us Syrians and Lebanese—we have pretty much the same food,” he said, spooning a heaping portion onto my plate. We both associated the same flavors with home—and yet, he was a refugee and I was the Western journalist interviewing him, simply because my family had left the Middle East several generations ago and his had not. It felt so random and unfair, that his friends were selling all their belongings to pay a smuggler to take them to Greece, while most of mine had the entire world open to them.


“I’m considering going to Europe,” he said, suddenly. “Do you think I should?”


I never knew how to answer these kinds of questions. Journalists are told not to get involved in the lives of people that they interview, but sometimes an interview is a conversation, and a conversation is a connection. It is difficult to not feel as if you are suddenly involved in their story as well. Newscasters were fretting over the fact that more and more people were making the journey, wringing their hands over the so-called “refugee crisis,” all the while missing the point that the crisis was not caused by the refugees, but by the borders that made them into refugees in the first place. Meanwhile more and more people were packing their bags, casually asking one another “When do you travel?” as if they were going on a short trip and would be back the following week.


As I gathered the stories for this book, I traced these journeys in other parts of the world, as well. I started in the Middle East, with places that were familiar to me—such as Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine—but quickly noticed that this theme of passports and papers, the worlds they open and the worlds they close, was playing out everywhere. It was a common topic—even a source of gallows humor in the Middle East—but it was also the reason that more and more people were fleeing countries like Honduras and Guatemala and taking harrowing trips through Mexico to reach the United States, or being smuggled across Africa through the Sahara Desert in hopes of reaching peace and prosperity in Europe. Meanwhile, immigrant communities in the United States and Europe also were carrying the burden of borders, long after they had crossed them. Pieces of paper could make the difference between a family staying together or being torn apart.


At first, I was interested in passports—the way that the documents we are born with can determine whether we are considered an expat or an immigrant, a migrant or a refugee. But the more I fell in love with Salem, the more I grew curious about how these documents shape our love stories. What does it mean to fall in love in a world that is divided by passports and papers? When I was feeling romantic, I thought about the love stories that are set in motion by someone moving to another part of the world—two people who would have never met one another had they not been displaced, or who grew closer as they followed one another into the unknown. Other times, I ruminated on what happens when borders get in the way.
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In Istanbul, it was easy to pretend that the world had no borders. Salem and I got to know each other over long, meandering walks along the Bosphorus, marveling at the way its sparkling emerald waters swirled together, one continent bleeding into another without so much as a signpost or border guard to delineate where one ended and the other began. Often, Istanbul is a victim of tired clichés about what happens when the East meets the West, but its geography truly creates a meeting place unlike any other. Visitors are known for gawking at the way religious women swoosh through conservative neighborhoods in black abayas while girls in crop tops sip cocktails just up the street, but the city’s mix of cultures and exchange of ideas goes far beyond what women choose to wear and who does and doesn’t drink alcohol. It is a place where Islamic scholars can discuss the merits of political Islam in mosques designed by the Ottomans and secular activists can debate the future of democracy in cafes once frequented by James Baldwin and Leon Trotsky. It is a prestigious international capital, attracting everyone from Vladimir Putin to Beyoncé. It is a melting pot of political exiles and refugees, the singsong notes of Syrian Arabic and Farsi blending with the rich baritones of Kurdish and Urdu.


For Salem and me, it gave us a place to meet—and fall in love. As two journalists fascinated by each other’s worlds, it was the perfect place to exchange ideas, unencumbered by the fact that I was an expat, while he was a refugee. I told him about what it felt like to be Arab-American after the September 11 attacks. He told me stories of living through the US invasion of Iraq and witnessing the beginnings of the Syrian revolution.


“When I was twelve, I wrote a letter to George Bush, begging him not to go to war in Iraq,” I told him, eager to show him that not all Americans were war-mongering bigots who wanted to bulldoze the Middle East. He smiled at the image of a twelve-year-old American girl fervently believing that one letter from a middle schooler could stop a war.


“I was arrested by the Americans,” he said, as casually as if he had been sharing that he had once been caught shoplifting as a teenager.


I quickly learned that Salem was no stranger to state violence. He is Syrian, but grew up in Baghdad, living through the US invasion of Iraq and the brutal sectarian war that followed. As if living through one civil war was not enough, he moved to Syria a few years later only to be arrested again, this time by the Syrian regime. For two years, he disappeared into Syrian president Bashar al-Assad’s jails, cut off from everyone he knew apart from his childhood best friend, Musab. They were bound, shackled, and then shuttled between prisons whose names alone evoked stories of men and women being tortured with boiling water and zaps of electricity, or raped. Sometimes he was held in cells that were so overcrowded that the men had to sleep physically on top of one another. Other times he was held by himself in a cell so small that he could barely move.


Still, he somehow managed to conjure up funny stories from this time—something I later realized was a survival skill as much as it was a coping mechanism. One of his favorites to tell was of him and Musab, blindfolded, forced to the ground and certain that they would be lashed by prison guards at any minute. Salem, sensing that Musab was next to him, whispered: “Hey—What do you think Paris Hilton is doing right now?”


Most people would have been eager to leave these traumas in the past, but Salem was not most people. Instead, he spun them into stories, using his experiences to shed light on why Syrians were continuing to fight for freedom in spite of the regime that tried to keep them silent. He knew smugglers and dissidents, revolutionaries and jihadists. He had an encyclopedic knowledge of the history of the Middle East and could talk for hours on the minutiae of the battles that had shaped the region.


It was all incredibly hot.


When Salem and I first met late in 2015, it felt as if Istanbul was insulated from the types of violence that people in other parts of the region were fleeing. As time went on, more and more of these stories crept closer and closer to the city that I was starting to call home. A suicide bomber exploded himself in Sultanahmet, shocking tourists visiting the Hagia Sophia and the Blue Mosque. While Turks are unfortunately no strangers to sporadic suicide attacks, largely from Leftist political groups targeting police officers, ISIS claimed responsibility for this attack—leaving many wondering if the extremist group would stake its claim in Turkey. Next, there was an attempted coup—an insurrection meant to unseat the Turkish government and throw the country into chaos in a violent night of whirring military helicopters and sporadic shooting. Ultimately, the coup failed—but the city changed for good. Everyone was suspect, and almost everyone I had ever interviewed there—from a university professor who frequently spoke out against the government’s authoritarian tendencies to a fortune teller who had predicted the coup from a soldier’s tea leaves—was called in for questioning. Every night, there was a rally in Taksim Square, nationalists and frightened citizens alike waving Turkish flags and chanting—the display of loyalty for Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and the Turkish state was an Orwellian performance of nationalism for the sake of survival.


It became more and more difficult to be a journalist by the day. Turkish journalists who didn’t work for the government-aligned papers were called in for questioning, scrutinized, and surveilled for even a hint of disloyalty. Sources would only speak on the condition of anonymity, paranoid that their words could be twisted into support for the coup’s plotters. Even foreign correspondents—accustomed to a privileged position above the fray of the conflicts that they observed—found themselves the objects of suspicion, accused of being spies with foreign agendas. Frustrated with how nearly impossible it was to report on the country with any accuracy, many packed up their bags and left.


Many of our Syrian friends wanted to leave, too—but unlike the journalists, most did not have the freedom to pack up and fly to a new country of their choosing. Long before the attempted coup, many had started slowly saving up the thousands of dollars needed to pay a smuggler for a spot on a flimsy raft or rickety boat to Greece, fully aware of the risks that it entailed. Rumors were circulating that the Turkish coast guard was going to start cracking down on the smuggling route, leaving them stuck in a country that might also descend into a civil war. I had interviewed dozens of people preparing to make the trip before, but seeing my friends contemplate such a dangerous journey made me feel uniquely helpless. All I could do was press money into their hands to make sure they bought a high-quality lifejacket and ask them to call me the minute they arrived.


Nevertheless, Salem and I had no plans to leave—largely because we had nowhere else to go. Salem had no interest in being a refugee, and I had no interest in living anywhere without him. Istanbul was our home, the place that allowed us to fall in love without caring who we were, or where we were from. Everything might be crumbling around us, but we would always be at home arm in arm, looking out over the turquoise waters of the Bosphorus, marveling at the way the water swirled together, where his world met mine in the only city on Earth where our love story was possible.


The city was ours. Until the day it wasn’t.
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“I’m being banned from Turkey,” Salem’s voice came in flat, without so much as a greeting.


I was in my friend’s living room when I got the call. Salem had just spent the past two weeks in Iraq filming the US-backed military offensive to take back Mosul from ISIS, and I was eagerly awaiting his return after a particularly tumultuous time apart. We were used to communicating frequently whenever we were away from one another, but Salem rarely had cell phone reception on the front lines of Mosul. I distracted myself from imagining how an ISIS car bomb could swallow a convoy of journalists by spending long hours with friends, cooking elaborate meals and playing board games with them while we waited out a snowstorm together. We thought it would be a quiet beginning to the new year.


Instead, an ISIS shooter dressed as Santa Claus stormed an Istanbul nightclub on New Year’s Eve, starting 2017 by opening fire on more than 700 people whose only options to survive were to play dead or leap into the freezing Bosphorus. Even though I was far away from the nightclub, Salem assumed the worst and chased a signal through the abandoned streets of Eastern Mosul until he could get ahold of me. Neither of us imagined then that the danger that would change our lives would be lurking at passport control, a few days later.


“What are they going to do?” I rationalized, energetically pacing around my friend’s apartment. It felt as if we were surrounded by disasters, first a war, next a terrorist attack that happened too close for comfort, now Salem was being told that he couldn’t come home. “Kick out a Syrian refugee that has nowhere to go?”


Salem was not the first journalist to be kicked out of Turkey. Dozens of other foreign correspondents had recently been either detained or denied entry, typically after reporting from the Kurdish areas in the Eastern part of the country. But while other journalists wore their deportations with a badge of honor—a sign that they had committed crimes of journalism worthy of exile—their definition of exile was setting themselves up in a comfortable city like Athens or Berlin and continuing their work as usual.


Meanwhile Salem was already living in exile—and had no way of escaping to a safer city in Europe or North America, as some of our friends did. Worse yet, if some bureaucrat decided that he should be sent back to Syria, he would certainly be killed. It was dangerous for anyone. But with Salem’s track record of being wanted by the regime and making films critical of ISIS along with numerous other jihadist groups, he wouldn’t stand a chance.


I leaned out of the window and uncharacteristically lit a cigarette, a habit I previously had only indulged in socially. Istanbul was supposed to be our romantic sanctuary, where it didn’t matter that I was an expat while he was a refugee. An Iranian-Canadian friend once joked that Istanbul’s Atatürk Airport was the only place in the world where it didn’t matter which of her two passports she presented. Now, it felt like everything was changing; I didn’t see how our love story could survive without the city that had brought us together.


As our world began to fissure and fracture, I realized how quickly borders could stop a love story in its tracks. How can two people navigate a world that won’t allow them to be together? As a journalist, I had witnessed the way that the Syrian civil war had uprooted its people, scattering them to Lebanon and Turkey, and later Europe, sometimes sending loved ones fleeing in opposite directions. But this was happening in other parts of the world, as well. I had a US passport and could at least travel and see if a long-distance relationship could work. What about people who did not?


I set out to write this book to chronicle the stories of people who love one another in spite of borders. It is the story of Syrian lovers who fell for each other despite being separated by the Mediterranean Sea, and of a Honduran queer couple who fled street gangs and death threats to be together, only to be separated by ICE agents once they crossed into the US. It is about US citizens who were separated from their partners, some by Obama’s deportation policies and others by Trump’s Muslim ban, showing that borders continue to stand in the way of people trying to be with their loved ones, regardless of which party holds political power.


Many parts of this book have a naturally American orientation. I am an American journalist who came of age during the war on terror and started gathering these stories at a time when Donald Trump was bellowing about building a wall at the US–Mexico border and ordering a total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering the United States. But this xenophobia is not limited to US borders, and neither are these stories. This book also tells the stories of people who came to the United Kingdom as subjects of the British Empire, only to be unlawfully stripped of their citizenship in a national scandal that left thousands of families stranded between the Caribbean and the United Kingdom. It is the stories of young men from West Africa who dreamed of opportunities in Europe only to encounter the rise of xenophobia and neofascism after leaving their loved ones behind.


A book about borders must also reckon with the question of citizenship and statelessness. For this reason, I have also included stories of Palestinians who were born stateless in refugee camps, and people who fell through the bureaucratic cracks when the victors of war drew the borders of new countries, erasing people’s homelands from the map. What happens when you belong to a country that no longer exists? Papers are not just the flimsy pages of a passport or the brittle plastic of a residency permit. They are identity documents, grounding us in a society, granting us the right to live, work, and vote. Sometimes, we can extend these privileges to the people that we love. Other times, we cannot. Inevitably, it affects the way that we move through the world and fall in love.


At times, this book is my story. As Salem and I found ourselves navigating a world that opened its doors for my passport and put up its walls for his, I became obsessed with the ways that arbitrary laws and invented boundaries were shaping our ability to be together. Some of these questions were practical. Where could we live in a world that felt as if it had no room for our relationship? As we wrestled with the fallout of the Syrian civil war and the Muslim ban, we got to know each other in a strange kind of exile, where our love—and my passport—were the only things that held us together. What if our anger at the situation turned into anger at one another? I was afraid of the way these rules could limit our love, and of the jealousy I felt toward couples who could love without restrictions.


Who could we be if these laws did not exist?


I recognize that my story is unique in that both my US passport and my job as a journalist granted me a degree of freedom that is not afforded to most people who find themselves divided by borders. For this reason, I often slip into the background as a narrator, and only emerge to connect others’ stories with my own where I see the need. Nevertheless, I found that we all shared an understanding of the way that policies and immigration had shaped our stories, and a fear of the arbitrary rules and invisible lines that we knew could break our hearts.


I also felt compelled to dig into the histories and rationales for borders themselves. Why is it that refugees fleeing wars in Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan are forced to take dangerous journeys across the sea to seek asylum in Europe, while citizens of the European Union can fly wherever they please? How come so many Mexican families in the United States are living in the shadows while US citizens are slamming tequila shots during spring break in Cabo San Lucas? I brought my questions to historians and scholars, who helped me piece together the ways that white supremacist ideology and colonial legacies have shaped borders into the global maze that they are today.


Ironically, I started writing this book at a time when COVID-19 had shut down the world, and travel, for the first time in my lifetime, was limited for everyone. Some interviews that I hoped to conduct in person were instead gathered over the course of many Zoom calls, Facebook chats, and WhatsApp voice memos. At first, I worried that this technique might cause me to lose essential details, the “color” that we depend on as journalists. Later, I realized that our long conversations and glimpses into one another’s lives through a computer screen mirrored the way that loved ones connect when they have been separated by borders for much longer.


Borders have not always been this way. Syrian passengers were once on board the Titanic. Mexican communities continuously inhabited the present-day United States longer than the Anglo-Americans who drove them off their lands. Passports were once little more than identity documents. Rights have not always been tied to citizenship. But we have let borders conquer and divide us into a broken and unequal world. What would it mean to break free?


Above all else, this book is a journey into the hearts of people fighting an unjust system to be together. While it is impossible to include, or even attempt to represent every story of love and borders around the world, I hope it offers a snapshot into the myriad ways that borders shape our lives and impact our ability to be with the people we love. As you read this book, I invite you to imagine a world where borders do not exist. It is not as far-fetched as you might think. Most borders are mind-bogglingly new, and many of these stories would look quite different if history had unfolded differently. Mine would probably look different as well.


We are told that love conquers all. What happens if you do not have the right passport?










1 Be Brave


The fishing boat was bigger than Wala’a imagined it would be, though it still looked somehow defunct. As she watched it bob in the water from the rocky shore of the Turkish beach, she wondered if it had been resurrected from a trash heap for its final voyage. If it were daylight, she might have seen the Greek islands dancing on the horizon, just ten kilometers away from where she was standing. If it were daylight, she might have forgotten about her fear of the sea, and instead thought about what it might be like on the other side.


But smugglers’ boats don’t sail during daylight hours. Instead, it was pitch black—the sound of the sea smacking against the shore reminding her that it would only take one wave to send her and everyone else on board tumbling into its dark and unforgiving depths. She shivered as the wind cut through her clothes, reminding her that she was about to step into the unknown.


“I was absolutely terrified,” she told me, her enormous brown eyes becoming even wider as she remembered the moments before she boarded the boat and left behind everything that she had ever known.


I first met Wala’a at the Melissa Centre in Athens, Greece—a community center, named after the Greek word for “honeybee,” that brings together migrant women from around the world. When I introduced myself as a writer looking for stories of love and borders, Wala’a immediately shot me a mischievous glance. “If it weren’t for the war in Syria, I would have never met the love of my life,” she told me, revealing a dark and slightly twisted sense of humor. Naturally, I immediately felt drawn to her. She is about my age—that is to say, twenty-seven or twenty-eight—and she is not only beautiful, but perfectly styled, with a floral-print headscarf that matches her top and turquoise eyeliner flicked into little wings that make her look like a sparkly cat.


It is difficult to imagine her shrouded in dark colors, hiding from the prying lights of police officers. It is even more difficult to fathom that she is one of many. During 2016 alone, more than 350,000 people made the same journey, on unseaworthy vessels that looked as if they could capsize at any moment, transforming the rocky inlets of the Turkish coastline into transit points, challenging the notion of borders as God-like arbiters of where certain people can and cannot go. Most that year, like Wala’a, were Syrian, fleeing the brutal civil war that was destroying their country—but many were also Iraqi and Afghan, and some came from as far away as Bangladesh and Cameroon. Many were trying to reunite with family members who had already made the dangerous voyage—family members who had been hopeful that their relatives could join them later by a safer route. But when family reunification policies took too long, they took to the sea, as well.


And Wala’a? Wala’a was taking a chance on love. His name was Ahmed.


“I kept hearing his voice tell me, ‘Be brave, habibti,’ ” she told me, bringing me back to the moment that she was getting ready to board a tiny fishing boat, just before it would be optimistically pushed toward Greece.


For days, she had thought only about the swirling sea, the way it could swallow anyone whole. But in that moment, she let herself close her eyes and imagine what it would be like to see Ahmed for the first time.


As of that moment, she had never laid eyes on him—at least, not in person. Even though they had both grown up in the same city in Syria, the war was enough to ensure that they never crossed paths at home. Once the fighting engulfed her city, Wala’a fled across the mountains to Lebanon, hoping that the war would end and she would one day be able to return home.


But the fighting did not stop—instead it dragged on, spreading throughout the country, transforming ordinary cities into front lines. Meanwhile, Syrians in Lebanon were beginning to weigh their options—they could either continue to wait out the war or take their chances on one of the smugglers’ boats and try to reach Europe. It was dangerous—during 2015 alone, more than 4,000 people drowned or disappeared on the ten-kilometer trip between the Turkish coast and the nearest Greek island, and this does not count the number of people who were held up at gunpoint by smugglers or turned around by the Turkish coast guard.


“I think you should come with me,” Wala’a’s aunt—whom she affectionately calls Khalto Lamia—told her one night, in the apartment they shared together just outside the northern city of Tripoli. “You need to leave Lebanon if you are going to have a life worth living.”


First, Khalto Lamia would fly to Istanbul and meet a smuggler who would arrange their journey for a price. Fifteen hundred dollars was the going rate at the time for a spot on a rubber boat, but there were discounts for children and anyone who dared to travel during the winter months, when the seas were higher and boats had a greater chance of capsizing. Just imagining the trip turned Wala’a’s stomach into knots.


“I don’t want to cross the sea,” she argued, unable to get the images of families clinging to one another in the water out of her mind. It felt reckless and desperate, as if she were accepting that her life was disposable. Besides, she had a job in Lebanon—teaching English to Syrian children whose education had been cut short by the war. It made her feel like she was doing something useful. It made her feel like she would someday be able to go home.


“A new life doesn’t just come to you,” her aunt told her, lovingly but sternly. “You have to seize it.”


So, Khalto Lamia went ahead—and left Wala’a behind in Lebanon, as she wished. At first, it seemed as if she really was seizing a new life. As soon as she arrived in Greece, she assured Wala’a that the sea was calm, and she had nothing to worry about. But now, it was far more difficult to move on to Germany. Ever since hundreds of thousands of people had walked across the open borders of the European Union to Germany in 2015, many governments had cracked down on their allegedly open borders, building walls and setting up checkpoints to ensure that refugees wouldn’t move through their countries. Now, most people without EU citizenship needed to hire smugglers to get from Hungary to Germany, or even from Greece to Macedonia.


Khalto Lamia had made it safely to Greece, but, for now, she was stuck there.


Most afternoons, she would go for long, aimless walks and stop to drink coffees and smoke cigarettes with anyone who cared to chat. It was during one of these long, lazy, yet somehow also anxious afternoons that she met a young man whose eyes twinkled mischievously as he introduced himself as “Ahmed, from Aleppo.” She took a liking to him when he offered her a cigarette to calm her nerves.


“So, Ahmed from Aleppo,” she asked, lighting the Gauloise Blond and blowing smoke out the side of her mouth. “Are you married?”


Wala’a never wanted an arranged marriage. She always imagined herself free-falling in love, an act of fate that struck when the stars aligned and everything fell into place. But Khalto Lamia had other plans, and if she had to align the stars herself, she would. Wala’a should not have been surprised when she called her, gushing into the phone. “I’ve found someone for you.”


“You must speak to him right now.” Wala’a shook her head in mock exasperation, realizing that it was impossible to escape an ambush.


“Hello?” Ahmed said, shyly—even though he was very interested in meeting Wala’a, he hadn’t expected it to happen quite this quickly.


“I see you have met my dearest aunt,” she laughed, and it is easy to imagine Ahmed relaxing the moment that she did—her laugh is whimsical, like wind chimes on a summer breeze, enough to make anyone fall in love the moment they hear it for the first time.


Wala’a was surprised, too. Ahmed’s voice was soft and familiar, more like the cadence of an old friend than a stranger coming in over a crackling phone line. “We had this warm feeling between us from the very beginning,” she said, remembering how that first phone call turned into two, and two turned into three, and soon she found herself giddily skipping around her apartment with the phone pressed against her face for hours, talking about everything from their favorite places in Syria to the places that he hoped to someday show her in Greece.


“I thought he was so worldly and open minded,” she remembered. “He was so different than anyone I had ever met before.” Still, as their flirtation blossomed into a romance, he started to express that he wouldn’t be able to continue like this forever. “I hate all of this technology,” he told her. “I want you here, with me.”


Wala’a wanted to be with him, too—but she didn’t want to cross the sea. “If you are going to be with me, it has to be like this,” Wala’a responded, trying to convince herself that she was able to fall in love over a pixelated Skype connection, that she could feel connected to another person through a crackling WhatsApp call.


Day by day, Ahmed grew accustomed to the long phone calls. Wala’a became more curious about what it might be like to meet him in real life. “I loved talking to him, but it was starting to feel like there was a barrier between us,” she confessed. “There are so many emotions that you cannot read, so much room for miscommunication.”


Falling in love with Ahmed made her realize that she no longer felt attached to living in Lebanon. At first, it felt familiar, a place that shared both a border and a language with Syria, allowing her to fantasize about someday being able to go back. But as time wore on, it became more and more difficult to be a Syrian in Lebanon, a reminder that she would never be quite at home there. At first, it had been easy for Syrians to come to Lebanon. Around the time that Wala’a left Syria, in 2012, the border was open, and Syrians could stay in Lebanon for up to six months. But as the war dragged on, the Lebanese government started cracking down on refugees—first limiting entry, and then requiring visas, which essentially closed the border altogether. I remember living in Lebanon when Lebanese landlords started refusing to rent to Syrians and my Syrian friends started changing their accents when taxi drivers asked where they were from. Some lost their jobs, and others had trouble getting hired in the first place. Often, children tried to sell roses in the street, begging for money to support their families who had no other options.


Many of those who have been lucky enough to have never been in the position of fleeing a war do not understand why someone who has already fled to a “safe” country needs to flee further. Why should someone from Syria who has fled the war at home flee further than neighboring countries, like Lebanon or Turkey? But the sense of refuge is often fleeting, and protections can be stripped away as quickly as they are granted, making life all but unlivable. Hostility and prejudice can chip away at someone’s humanity just as easily as barrel bombs and artillery fire can. Who can be blamed for longing for a life worth living?


Wala’a often found herself wondering what would have happened if she had traveled to Europe with her aunt. Maybe she would have met Ahmed there—then again, maybe they would have passed one another in the street as strangers, never knowing what could exist between them. Perhaps they were only brought together by the borders keeping them apart, and were never meant to be more than an idea, a possibility. Or maybe not; maybe Khalto Lamia was right, and she had to seize the life she wanted.


“It is getting more and more difficult to be in Lebanon,” Wala’a confessed to Ahmed one evening, as she prepared dinner—a ritual that made her feel particularly lonely, especially when she remembered cooking elaborate meals, sharing them with the people that she loved.


“I eat alone, I pray alone,” she continued, not sure if she was having a conversation with Ahmed, or an argument with herself. “What is the point if I’m always alone?”


Wala’a felt doors closing. Ahmed sensed an opening.


“If I asked you to be my wife, would you come to Greece?”


And that is how she found herself making her way to the rickety fishing boat as it bobbed in the dark sea, wondering what it would be like to marry a man she was in love with but had never met. As she put one foot in front of the other, she realized that she was stepping into the unknown in so many ways. Be brave, she told herself, slipping the life jacket over her head.


It would only take one wave to end her journey, but if she didn’t face that possibility, she would never discover the life that could be waiting for her on the other side. If she didn’t push through her fear, she might never learn the meaning of true courage—or for that matter, true love. If she didn’t challenge the borders meant to keep her in one place, she might never know what it feels like to break free.


The boat lurched forward as she stepped on board. There was no turning back.
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Sometimes, Wala’a wonders what it would have been like to meet Ahmed in Syria.


“We both grew up in Aleppo,” she laughed, shrugging her shoulders. For a moment, I imagine another world, one where her country hadn’t been transformed into a battlefield and her love story could have played out on the narrow, winding streets of the old city that now only existed in her memories.


Maybe they would have met at university. Wala’a studied English literature, poring over every novel she could find, translating each page until it came alive with meaning. She loved to play with new words, turning them around in her mouth until their foreignness became familiarity, imagining the new worlds that they could unlock. Ahmed might have listened to her, as she gushed about the books she adored, and plotted how he could see her outside of the university’s walls. Maybe he would sneak out at night to surprise her at her bedroom window, smiling at her as she tried to shoo him away, her heart racing at the thought of being caught by a nosey neighbor.


Maybe, just for a moment, she wouldn’t care.


Who would they be if it weren’t for the revolution that turned the country upside down? It started as hushed whispers. Everyone was talking about the news coming out of Egypt and Tunisia, where dictators like Hosni Mubarak and Zine el Abidine Ben Ali who had held power for decades were toppled by protestors in a matter of days. Many wondered if Syria could be next—it was almost impossible to imagine the country without the steely blue eyes of President Bashar al-Assad gazing down from the billboards, without the feeling that “the walls had ears,” which was confirmed every time the security forces snatched up someone for daring to express their opinion. Many disappeared into prisons as Salem once had, though most were not lucky enough to come out alive.


Knowing this, it is even more awe-inspiring that a group of Syrian teenagers scrawled “Your turn, Doctor” on a wall in the southern province of Daraa, just a few weeks after Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak had relinquished power. It was a subtly coded message—Bashar al-Assad had trained as an optometrist.


At first, the protests were euphoric. Wala’a remembers the way that people danced in the streets, shouting in one soaring voice: “The People! We want / an end to the regime!”


It did not take long for peaceful protests to become a bloodbath. Assad’s security forces unleashed reams of bullets over the protestors, killing them indiscriminately. Some grew tired of facing the regime’s violence without fighting back. So they put down their banners and picked up guns, vowing to liberate their country, one neighborhood at a time. City streets became front lines as the regime snipers occupied the rooftops. Soon, the army responded with barrel bombs, shrapnel-filled fuel tanks falling from the sky. Explosions became a part of the soundscape and Aleppo disappeared under a mushroom cloud of flying rubble and black smoke, its skyline, once thought to be eternal, reduced to smoking craters. It was a heartbreak of its own—a heartbreak that Wala’a didn’t want to experience again.
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One crash. Then another. The rhythm of the waves was quickening, the incessant snare drum of mother nature escalating into a deadly crescendo. Wala’a gripped the edge of the boat, her knuckles turning white as she cursed herself for imagining this trip could end in anything other than death. With every crash, more water rushed into the wooded slats, soaking everyone onboard in freezing salt water. “I saw so much fear in their faces,” she said, remembering the moment she saw her feelings reflected in the people around her. “We were absolutely facing death.”


By now, the waves were smacking against the sides of the boat with relentless force. At times they were so high that they crashed over the entire boat, baptizing everyone on board in brine. Someone started to pray. Another started to vomit, as wafts of bile mixed with the smell of gasoline that had started slowly leaking into the sea.


“Everything will be alright”? Bullshit, she thought. We are going to die here.


Wala’a pulled out her phone. Miraculously, she still had a signal.


“If this boat sinks and I die, I will haunt you for the rest of your life,” she hissed into the microphone to Ahmed, certain that she wouldn’t live to see his response.


Just like that, the boat snapped in half.
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One of the most nauseating aspects of this story is that, every day, a passenger ferry sails from the Turkish city of Ayvalik to the Greek port of Mytilene. For just twenty-five euro, a passenger who has the kind of passport that unlocks the world—from the US, Canada, Germany, or anywhere else in the so-called “Global North”—can sit on the top deck, gazing out over the horizon as one territory bleeds into another in the gently rippling Aegean’s blue.


For everyone else, this invisible line is a reminder of a life just out of reach. If you are standing on a beach in Turkey, Greece is only ten kilometers away, but it may as well be a different world. Even though everyone has the right to apply for asylum once they are on European soil, for refugees, there is no legal way to physically get there. The ferry that shuttles tourists back and forth would never let them board without a visa, a visa that is nearly impossible to obtain. The low-cost airlines that fly the same route multiple times a day would likely turn them away before they even reached passport control.


But it hasn’t always been this way. Listening to Wala’a’s story, I found myself wondering what it would have been like if the Syrian civil war had happened one hundred years ago. Perhaps it would have scattered people across the world the way it did with Wala’a and Ahmed, but I wanted to know when it became dangerous to cross borders. Once, people moved through the world freely, unencumbered by visas and border controls, because visas and border controls did not exist. It was not that long ago that this was the case for emigrants from the Middle East, as well.


“People were not immigrating from Syria, but rather from villages and towns that made up the Ottoman empire,” Akram Khater told me, reminding me that at the turn of the twentieth century, Syria and Lebanon had no border between them at all. A Lebanese-American historian and the founder of the Moise A. Khayrallah Center for Lebanese Diaspora Studies at North Carolina State University, Dr. Khater combs through old records from the Ottoman Empire to better understand these histories and how they compare and contrast with the experiences of diasporas from the Middle East today.


“Immigration was seen as an investment,” he continued, explaining that in the late 1800s and early 1900s, many people in Greater Syria, like those in Italy, Ireland, and other countries, saw immigration an escape from poverty. There wasn’t a war to flee the way that there is today, but the silk industry that had once been the backbone of the economy in what is now Syria and Lebanon was collapsing, leaving families stripped of their livelihoods. When steamship tickets became more affordable, immigration became a way to imagine, and build, a new—and presumably, better—life.


“If you want to draw a contrast, you could say that they were voluntary immigrants rather than refugees,” Dr. Khater continued, playfully alluding to politicians who argue that some people are more deserving of protection than others. A refugee, according to this line of thinking, is fleeing war or political persecution. Meanwhile, migrants are evil opportunists, committing the cardinal sin of trying to improve their lives.


“But economic hardships, or even the scare of going into poverty, drove people to migrate,” he continued, reminding me that the line between a refugee and an “economic migrant” has always been blurred. It is something that I thought about frequently, as more and more people that I knew prepared to flee to Europe, despite the risks it entailed. Maybe they were safe from the war in a country like Turkey or Lebanon, but they also needed to secure their future, which was increasingly impossible as both governments cracked down on refugees. Around the world, people have always migrated for better work opportunities, or to be closer to family. But whether this is legal or illegal, celebrated or looked down upon, depends on the passport that one holds, and the options that come with it.


For the generation of emigrants who left the Middle East during the late 1880s, it was perfectly legal to travel wherever they wanted and stay for as long as they liked. As long as they could wrestle together sixty dollars to purchase a ticket on a steamship, there were no visa requirements, and few immigration controls. It was so common to travel this way that there were even Syrian passengers on the Titanic, though you would never know it from popular representations of the ship. Most of them were poor farmers and could only afford a ticket in steerage. Historians speculate they either never heard the evacuation instructions or didn’t understand them; the announcement was in English, and the Syrians on board likely only spoke Arabic.


It breaks my heart to imagine these early émigrés, confused and horrified as icy waters filled the hold of the supposedly unsinkable ship, trying to make sense of panicked instructions in a language that they didn’t understand—or worse, being forgotten about completely. Now refugee shipwrecks have become so commonplace that they barely make the news, much less our history books. We have replaced the steamships that once chugged across the sea with jet planes that zip through the sky, and yet the list of who can buy a ticket is far more exclusive. Our technology has advanced to a point that two people can meet and fall in love over WhatsApp, and yet, depending on where they are from, they possibly cannot meet without risking their lives, disappearing into the sea before they have a chance to fall into one another’s arms.


What happened?


Was it passports? Often, I blame these flimsy booklets for allowing some people to move freely, while keeping others firmly in their place. Without passports, there would be no means to distinguish and rank citizens based on their nationality, no debate over who is worthy of protection and who is not. Salem and I would not be worried about being kicked out of Turkey, and Wala’a would be able to be with Ahmed without risking her life for love.
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