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HOPE NOT FEAR


It starts with a feeling in my stomach. A watchfulness that stops me sleeping. A sense that something is coming and I’ll need to prepare. All my senses on high alert.


After all that has happened in my life, I’ve developed a radar for danger. It’s like my superpower. A software adaptation in my psyche.


I felt my early-warning system kick into gear as soon as people began posting memes on social media about the outbreak of a new virus in China, confident that such a thing could never reach the UK. I felt a creeping certainty that it would. As commuters streamed past Evening Standard billboards about Wuhan without a second glance, rushing home to hot dinners and Netflix, I wondered why they weren’t panicking. I was.


I can see danger on the horizon. Indeed, sometimes it feels as if it is following me around.


The general reaction to what was happening in Wuhan reminded me so much of that other time, before, in my home country of Syria, when things were changing quickly, falling apart, but people clung to their everyday routines like some sort of security blanket. Back then, my radar hadn’t yet developed. Instead I had a young man’s idealistic conviction that everything would be all right. Sometimes I miss feeling that way. 


I’ve changed a lot in the last ten years, but one thing has stayed constant. No matter what kind of danger I find myself confronting, I become overcome with an overwhelming desire to contribute as best as I can. To help. I don’t know exactly where it comes from. But my first instinct is to question what I can do to try and make things better. To ask how I can personally contribute. 


That’s how it was in March, when Italy became the new centre of the coronavirus. I watched news reports of people sitting on their balconies, playing musical instruments and singing to one another. By then I was certain that the virus was coming to my adopted city of London and that it was going to cause untold heartache. I recognized the feeling, of previous certainties shifting under my feet. But I also knew the best remedy for coping. 


I understood that there would definitely be ways to help. There always are. And in my experience, sometimes being there for others is the only way we have of taking control over difficult things. 


That’s why on 27 March 2019, sitting on my sofa in my flat in East London, I googled a simple question. ‘How can I help the NHS?’ Like everyone, I knew the health service was under great strain, that it might struggle to cope with the influx of coronavirus cases. An agency link popped up with a job listing for cleaners and porters. Next to the word ‘cleaners’ was another in brackets. Urgent.


I looked at the documentation required. It asked for a DBS check and a passport. I had already applied for the former for a previous job and I had my refugee travel document, which I’d received just over four years earlier, after claiming asylum at Heathrow Airport. It was all I needed. I put scans of the documents in an email and hit send. Two hours later a woman rang me.


She outlined the desperate need for cleaning staff. Her tone was calm but the gravity of the situation was clear. I asked whether I would be provided with personal protective equipment or PPE, a term I had only just become acquainted with from all my obsessive watching of the news. She reassured me that they would be taking all necessary precautions. But I was still unsure about whether I could find the courage to go through with it. Reports were coming out about how many frontline staff were becoming infected and dying. Was I really prepared to put myself in harm’s way, just at a point in my life when I thought things were becoming easier for me?


Since claiming asylum in 2016, I had started to build myself a life beautiful for its ordinariness. Despite the legacy of PTSD symptoms – claustrophobia, a constant restlessness, nightmares and flashbacks – I was trying hard to make the most of the opportunity I’d been given and that so many other Syrians will never have the chance to experience. Weekends away, holidays to cities I had never seen before, walks in Epping Forest, nights out with friends, fulfilling work. A future I thought I might never get the chance to have. 


I paused. 


But the voice on the phone explained that there were five hospitals in dire need of help and one was Whipps Cross – the hospital just ten minutes from my house, that I walked past almost every day. The building serving the community I had grown to know – and love. My doubt evaporated. I knew I had to do it. 


Two days later, I found myself standing outside. 


Whipps Cross is one of the oldest hospitals in London. A warren of Victorian buildings, many of them out of use, it looks like an intimidating cross between Hogwarts and an asylum. It’s a place where lives change. Sick people are healed and some of them die. On the day I arrived there were already twelve wards full of coronavirus patients, many of them gasping into oxygen masks, others unconscious and being kept alive by tubes running deep into their lungs. Helping to look after them and keep the hospital running, was an army of nurses, healthcare assistants, porters and cleaners, many working for less than the London Living Wage. In a just a few months, these frontline workers would become as dear to me as family members. People like Gimba and Albert and Pilar and Giby and Vittorio, to name just a handful.


But I didn’t know any of that back then, standing at the reception entrance. All I knew was that I’d never been as terrified. Even when I’d had my bones broken. Or been shut in a windowless cell and told I would never leave. Or when I was in a leaking dinghy full of other Syrians, including many children. Or during those afternoons when I longed for my distant parents and siblings so hard I thought my heart might break. Perhaps it’s strange to say, but none of those experiences rivalled the unadulterated terror I felt that morning. 


I’d grown to fear hospitals after what happened to me in one of them in Syria. I vacillated, my heart racing, my throat dry. Could I? It would be so easy to walk away and pretend none of it was my problem. 


Somehow, though, I found myself stepping over the threshold, powered almost unconsciously by my strongest belief: love triumphs over fear.


The Red Zone. When I first went upstairs to the ward, I didn’t know what that meant. I only saw a red circle on the door. The colour of blood, stoplights, danger. Then it was explained to me that it meant that every single patient inside had coronavirus. Once you stepped through the door, you had to be wearing full PPE. This was dangerous territory.


Things had to be put on in a certain order. Clean scrubs. Then the thin blue gloves. Then an FFP3 mask, sturdier than a surgical one. A plastic apron, similar to those worn by sandwich makers in cafes, tied around the torso. Finally, the visor. That plastic shield was the only piece of the flimsy kit that didn’t need to be disposed of as contaminated waste when you walked out again. There simply weren’t enough visors to throw any away, so they were disinfected instead. Every layer was essential, but carefully rationed. Supplies would arrive every morning on a trolley – a precious cargo of two boxes of masks, three boxes of gloves, one box of aprons. The gear was scarce; they could never give us enough to last even the week. There was constant anxiety about whether it was going to run out. When I first started, we were told to put our face masks into plastic bags and re-use them. But then the news came that this was in fact extremely unsafe and we needed to use a fresh one each time. The rules seemed to change by the minute, along with the guidelines. 


Behind the door, every bed was full. And not only with the elderly. Many patients were younger – in their forties or so. So many of them struggled to breathe, leaning back, the lower halves of their faces covered by oxygen masks, their eyes unobscured. I didn’t know if their expressions were desperate or resigned – I couldn’t bear to really look. For the first few days, I wasn’t able to make eye contact with anyone. It was clear that I was face-to-face with the virus. 


Sounds come back to me from that ward. The constant coughing. The squeak when you rolled a bed to one side to disinfect underneath it. A ‘Hello’ from Albert to one of the patients or nurses, in his Ghanaian-via-Hackney accent. The gasps of people trying to catch their breath, desperately trying to suck in oxygen. 


After three or four days, I started daring to look at the patients a bit more. The first one that I had an actual conversation with was a sixty-year-old man from Cyprus. He looked a lot like my granddad. Every day, I would come and greet him. 


‘How are you, uncle?’ I would say, as I cleaned. ‘Are you looking forward to going home?’


‘Yes. My granddaughters are so worried about me,’ he would reply. He was very ill, it wasn’t clear if he was going to make it. Talking to him, witnessing the relentless rise of the death toll, made me determined to do the job as well as I could. I would clean every last bit of his bay, his side table, the light switch on the wall next to his bed. I was trying to throw a protective ring around him, to keep him safe. To do what I could. Luckily, he recovered, but so many didn’t.


Nobody apart from the staff was allowed onto the ward. But one afternoon, an Asian man in his thirties somehow managed to make it to just outside the door of the Red Zone. I don’t know how as there were so many secured areas to get past. He was obviously distressed, breathing heavily behind his mask, gesturing through the panel of glass, loaded down with bags. I went out to see him.


‘Please,’ he said. ‘My mum’s inside. I just wanted to give her some of her bits.’ I knew the elderly woman he meant. She was gasping for breath just feet away.


‘Okay, I’ll take them for her,’ I said, reaching out for the bags of stuff. I wasn’t sure I was supposed to but he was so upset. I called one of the nurses. She looked at me and at the upset man and extended her hands for the bags.


‘Please . . . can I just come and see her. My mum? I need to see her,’ the man said.


‘I’m really sorry but that won’t be possible,’ said the nurse. ‘You’re going to have to leave. It’s simply not safe for you to be here.’


‘Please,’ the man appealed to me. ‘Can’t you help me? I just need to see her. Even if it’s only for five seconds. Please.’ He had started crying, tears rolling down behind his mask, sobs heaving his torso, unable to stop himself. 


I felt desperately sorry for him. It was so unnatural and cruel. And it reminded me of how much I wanted to see my own mother. The vast distance between us. The constant anxiety of hoping she was okay during such frightening times, not being able to be close to her in person. How hard that was to bear. I glanced at the nurse, but she shook her head.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said to the man, with heartfelt regret. ‘You can’t.’ 


As well as the vast scale of death, it was quickly clear to me how much the ward was held up by immigrants. Most of the porters, cleaners, healthcare assistants had come from other countries. It was like the United Nations. Immediately I felt like I belonged. I had spent the previous four years advocating for the rights of refugees and immigrants and here I was surrounded by them, witnessing up close their vital contribution. We had so much in common. We may not have shared a language or cultural similarities, but what united us was that we had made Britain our home and were working in that ward as a unit, to combat the virus. Risking our lives and the lives of those closest to us, to make a difference.


At the points that I’ve felt closest to giving up, I’ve often been buoyed by unexpected acts of generosity. Time and time again, bright spots of goodness have helped me just when I’ve needed it most. Reminders of connection.


Despite the terrible things I have seen – from a prison cell in Syria to that ward in London – my story is one of hope, not fear. If anything, it is a simple example showing that if we unite in kindness and love – wherever we are from, whatever we look like and however much money we make – we can get through the darkest of days.
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AN EDUCATION


In so many ways, life in Syria was sweet before the war. Now that I’ve lived in Britain for five years, I appreciate more fully just how strong a sense of community there was in my old neighbourhood in Damascus. Family underpinned everything and everyone knew their neighbours. I couldn’t walk down the street without bumping into at least twenty people I knew, and anyone going through hardship could find so many people to turn to for genuine support.


Life was also extremely affordable. You could be comfortable without needing to be wealthy. There was a simplicity and connection in everyday existence that was deeply fulfilling. It’s something I see many people around me looking for now, but we took for granted at home. I miss it. 


But despite the many positives, fear was never far away, thanks to the authoritarian regime we lived under. Scratch the surface and there was an implicit threat of violence if you dared in any way to contradict those in charge. A favourite Syrian saying, still uttered by parents to this day, is Don’t sleep in the graveyard if you don’t want to have nightmares. Don’t you dare go looking for trouble, basically. 


Every family had stories about people who had dared to defy the administration in some way. We all knew about people who had disappeared one day and never come back. Older people remembered the brutality enacted by the regime during the Muslim Brotherhood uprising of the late seventies. Where I came from, there wasn’t such a thing as ‘human rights’. That was a completely novel concept, something I had to enter into a search engine when I made it to the UK. People’s votes counted for nothing – after every election President Assad would win – again – with an overwhelming majority of the vote. It was a pantomime of democracy.


The secret police, or mukhabarat, helped to enforce the dictatorship. They brought terror and intimidation to every aspect of Syrian society because they were always watching. Wherever you went, however mundane your activity, you were never far from their gaze. They drove estate cars with tinted windows and the president’s photograph on the rear windscreen. You needed their permission for every little thing – from opening a falafel shop to throwing a wedding party. And we were so scared about them listening to us that my friends and I would always put our phones away if we even skirted the subject of politics. We would never dream of mentioning politicians or mukhabarat when we spoke on the landline. The saying the walls have ears was another that was often repeated.


My family was loving but my parents, Rania and Imad, only knew what they themselves had been taught. And at school, all Syrians began a process of indoctrination from their very first day. Attempted brainwashing. Portraits of the dictator President Bashar al-Assad hung on every classroom wall and stared up from the first page of textbooks. He was watching over us at all times, monitoring our every movement. We had to wear military uniforms. Instead of nursery rhymes, we chanted the slogan of the Ba’ath Party, the only political party in Syria: Unity. Freedom. Socialism. As students, we were given two options: join as an active member or as an ‘ally’. I became an ally, although I had no idea what any of the words in the slogan itself meant. Every morning in the playground, we belted out the national anthem, which started with the lines, ‘Guardians of our homeland / Peace be upon you.’ The message was underscored – those ruling us were doing so for our own protection. Almost every subject we learnt was politicized and from Year 4 until Year 12 we had a compulsory class called Nationalism. We learnt about the achievements of the president and his father (nicknamed ‘The Immortal Leader’) from a thick textbook. We were expected to regurgitate their quotes during written exams. During most of our classes we would address our teachers and other party members as ‘Comrade’, a word I hate to this day. It was normal for teachers to beat their students and, sometimes, to steal from them. I remember my head teacher at primary school slapped my younger sister Ghalia and kicked me in the shin with her stiletto because we were a few minutes late. The pain from her high heel was excruciating. While at secondary school, my PE teacher stole my first phone from my kit bag and then flagrantly used it in front of me. My mum had sold a treasured gold bracelet to buy that phone, but there was nothing I could do. It broke my heart. He was in a position of authority and so he could do what he wanted. That’s how it was.


I was only twelve when I was first taken for active military training. As schoolboys we were driven to a field outside Damascus and handed Czech rifles containing real bullets. The instructors shouted at the top of their lungs, telling us to fire at the targets they set up. It began to rain and the ground was slippery with mud. I remember being so frightened about falling. It’s a miracle that nobody was injured. Militarization was a core part of our upbringing and society. 


Corruption was rife at every level of our society, where the concept of wasta or influence was key. It was all about knowing the right people and bribery was commonplace. At school, I didn’t much care for doing homework, so I’d sometimes pay my classmates to do it for me. When I first borrowed my father’s car as a teenager he told me not to worry if I got stopped. 


‘Just pay the policeman and you’ll be fine,’ he said. So, I did.


Our country was largely closed off from the rest of the world. We were told what to think and believe by an authoritarian regime. Being different was frowned upon and what we were force-fed led to some questionable attitudes.


There was widespread anti-Semitism, given that Syria shares a complicated past with its historic foe, Israel, which has occupied the Syrian Golan Heights since the 1967 Six Day War. Jewishness was conflated with being pro-Israeli. At school we were taught in lessons about how terrible the Israelis were, and the occupation was used as an alibi by the regime to further oppress its own people. We were told that our extensive and repressive secret police would help to keep us safe. 


We were kept in place through a system of lies and intimidation. So perhaps it’s no surprise that I haven’t always thought I could make a difference. It didn’t dawn on me that I had the capacity or the responsibility.


When I was a teenager, you might even have described me as a bit of a thug. I was a bit classist, a little racist, unthinkingly homophobic – in short, not the most pleasant guy. If you had met me back then, you wouldn’t have thought that one day I was going to risk my life to help others or become an activist or would look out for people worse off than I was. Not at all. 


Where I grew up, fights were commonplace, and I even kept a baseball bat in the boot of the car. I never used it against anyone, but I did once smash in someone’s rearview mirrors. Shards of glass on the pavement of a side street. Running away quickly with my friends, blood pumping. I can’t even remember what the argument had been about. Once my shoulder was dislocated during a scuffle. After another, looking to avoid retribution, I hid out at a friend’s parents’ farm in the countryside for a week. 


Aside from scrapping, my hobbies included playing war video games, shooting people on the screen. My friends and I loved one called Counter Strike, in which we played terrorists. I frequently bunked off classes and usually had a spray can about my person, to graffiti slogans onto the walls of Damascus. Nothing political, but the names of my favourite songs like ‘Cleaning Out My Closet’ by Eminem. I just wanted to have fun. I didn’t really care about much. I was a young man embedded in an environment which was a breeding ground for toxic masculinity, where the only acceptable form of emotions I could show were different shades of anger. 


Like all my male friends, I was rather sexist. I had grown up knowing so much more freedom than my sisters. I was allowed out with my friends in a way that as girls they would never be. 


I was also xenophobic. I made fun of the foreign students at the non-Arabic language centre at my university and complained about all the Iraqis who had fled the war in their country and come to my city of Damascus.


‘Those Iraqis . . . why can’t they just go back to their own country?’ I’d say, completely unaware of what it would have cost those people to be in exile, the agony of leaving their homes, the terrible things that would force them to uproot a family. Or that one day I would be in exactly the same position.


I was often homophobic, too. It’s shameful to admit, but it was totally normal. It was common to use ‘gay’ as an insult. When one of my American cousins came out as gay, I was profoundly shocked and bad-mouthed him to everyone. 


I cringe now about my outrageous views from that time. But they were the norm in my social circle, where prejudices were allowed to flourish unchecked in our mostly insular society. Overcoming them has been a process, but I can testify personally to the fact that conquering prejudice is all about education. People are afraid of what they don’t understand. 


Looking back, it’s clear how much I was just a product of my circumstances. Which isn’t to excuse my questionable opinions as a young man, but to give you a context to why I held them. But when I was nineteen, everything changed, when I got my first teaching job. I began to truly understand that all human beings everywhere deserve the same rights and freedoms. 


From an early age, I had been obsessed with learning English. In a sense, it was my first rebellion. I admired how cool my American cousins sounded when they came to stay with us and I loved American music, like Blink 182. For many years I’d memorized lyrics and watched films, managing to become reasonably proficient. I copied out pages of English phrases and stuck them to my bedroom wall. So, I found myself at nineteen at university studying English Literature. I already had a desire to go beyond my own culture and language. I had begun to realize that there was so much I didn’t understand about the world and was hungry for different perspectives. My university lectures were so full of students, however, that I found it really hard to learn. Attendance wasn’t compulsory so I decided to get a job on the side, as well. I still studied for the exams. 


When I applied for a job as an English teacher, I didn’t expect to get it. Teaching had never really crossed my mind until a friend told me about a job in a private school called Little Village and I decided to apply. 


I was interviewed by Ms Tamra, the head of the English department, an American woman who had married a Syrian, converted to Islam and moved to Damascus. From the very start, she liked me. Most Syrian teachers wear smart clothes but I was still a bit rebellious and turned up in ripped jeans and Vans trainers. She overlooked my casual dress because she saw something in me. The chance she offered me changed my life forever. 


From the first class, I could feel my perspective starting to shift. It was the first time that I had a true responsibility. I could see the children in my class literally looking up to me. So many of them were from my own neighbourhood or were the younger siblings of my friends. I realized that I could actually have a personal impact on these young people, potentially changing their perception of the world. I resolved to become the teacher I had never had myself. 


I had a good role model in Ms Tamra. She was a natural-born educator and profoundly influenced my life. She was the very first person to tell me that she was proud of me. My parents were very caring but they didn’t have the vocabulary to express it. It wasn’t really done. Nowadays, they tell me they love me but growing up that wasn’t something they would have thought to do. My dad was a typical Syrian father figure – a little autocratic and remote. As a teenager, I was always a little bit afraid of what he thought.


Ms Tamra was proud of me and said so. Knowing that I could make a difference was a remarkable feeling. Almost overnight, my view of myself and my character began to change. I didn’t have to be a hustler after all. I stopped fighting, discarded my spray can and baseball bat, and resolved not to mess around. 


I took my role seriously, planning lessons carefully, determined to make them as fun and engaging as possible. I’d ask my students to memorize a speech from films I loved, like Braveheart or Armageddon. I shared the tricks I had used myself to help them learn. Within a short time, I was very popular with students. I found it really rewarding. What’s more, the school paid me well, much better than my previous jobs had. It seemed as if I had found the route to a worthwhile life and now I had a reason to be better.


If I needed a reminder of the brutality of the Syrian regime though, I only had to look out of one of the classroom windows. Right behind the school there was a disused military base that had abandoned rocket launchers and rows of trenches dug in it. This was all just metres from a playground. This wasn’t unusual: Damascus is full of secret police stations, constant reminders of the measures that those leading us would go to.


When I was a student myself, my friends and schoolmates had made fun of my obsession with learning English, but it had paid off. And I found that it brought benefits in other unexpected areas, too. Sometimes I would speak it in shops and find that I was automatically treated better than if I’d spoken Arabic. On one occasion, I was pulled over by a police officer for not wearing a seatbelt when I was driving. I pretended not to understand him when he spoke. A bit of my former rebelliousness was still in place, after all. I rang my brother and told them to tell the officer I was his cousin, over from America, unsure of the rules. The policeman believed the story and let me go. 


The message was clear to me: the fact I spoke English was a ticket to success. Autonomy. A different, better life. 


Years later, standing anxiously in an airport queue, my palm curled around a shiny, new fake passport, my entire future dependent on my ability to pass myself off as European, I was to remember that earlier conviction. And it still held. My English skills were to save me again that day. 


But as a young teacher, it wasn’t about preserving myself. It was about trying to positively influence my pupils and help them understand the world. It was the first time I realized how much I liked helping others. In teaching them, I learnt so much. 


If I could undergo such a radical change of perspective about my personal capacity to make a difference, I really believe anyone can. 
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HOME


There is a tattoo on the inside of my left forearm. A set of co-ordinates marked forever in soft flesh. It helps to obscure the scars I have there, that legacy of torture, and gives the location of a place that is often on my mind and always in my heart, although I doubt I’ll ever see it again. My home. 


Our three-bedroom apartment near Maysat Square in Damascus was a happy place. My parents had saved hard to buy it and they furnished it proudly with thick oriental rugs and elegant furniture, including a long dining table that we all sat around at mealtimes. My mum had her favourite ceramic vases in a wooden cabinet and a special stand for reading her beloved Quran.


The apartment was on the eighth floor and had balconies on both sides that looked out over the city. You could see Mount Qasioun, the mountain that watches over Damascus, then the low-rise buildings of the cityscape rolled out like a prayer mat, punctuated by minarets. At night it twinkled with lights, dots of green emanating from the mosques.


Over time, as the situation in Syria changed, so did the view. It became a curse instead of a blessing. It was easy to bear witness to just how much destruction was being wrought upon the city we loved. I could see thick black smoke curling up from numerous bomb sites and hear the sickening thud of explosions. The air, once so sweet with the floating scent of gardenia and jasmine on summer nights, now smelled of burning. When the Russians got involved in the Syrian conflict and the violence escalated, we knew that the civilian uprising was doomed. Somehow our gorgeous balcony view only highlighted everything that we were going to lose. 


But I still love that place and miss it every day, which is why I got the reminder tattooed on my arm. It reminds me of a time when my family was happy and together. It was the last place we were all under one roof: my father Imad, mother Rania, my brother Bassel and sisters Dania, Ghalia and Ranim. We haven’t been reunited since 2012.


Family means everything in Syria. There is no welfare state but you never see homeless people. They would be looked after by their relatives. People tend to live with their parents until they get married themselves and sometimes even afterwards, too.


I was close to my brother and sisters, but we also enjoyed winding each other up, as all siblings do. Bassel always played the eldest brother’s role to bossy perfection, while Ghalia was annoyingly obsessive about keeping her room tidy. I used to go through her stuff and mess up her neatly made bed. As the youngest, Ranim was always a little bit spoiled by our parents. But Dania, who is only two years older than me, was almost like our second mother. She is very loving, with the kindest heart of anyone I’ve ever met.


It’s weird to think that nobody lives in that place now. Those rooms, that were full of the sound of us talking, the smell of my mother’s cooking, the sound of the TV, lie empty and silent. They must be covered in dust.


There are so many memories of us together there. If I shut my eyes they come rushing back in. My mother sending me up the road to the local market to buy dinner. Twenty pence bought twenty pieces of falafel, the Syrian ones with the palest yellow insides rather than the greener Palestinian ones. I would always munch on a couple on the walk home.


Talking to Bassel in the bedroom that we shared, the cotton curtains moving slightly in the breeze, their pattern lit up by sunlight, the notice board covered in our sketches and notes, the shelf stacked with hundreds of DVDs. Pirated versions of Die Hard, Lord of the Rings and Terminator. 


Sitting in the living room, on my parents’ smart sofa, underneath a treasured print of a verse from the Quran in gold lettering called Al Kursi. It is regarded as one of the most powerful verses and those who recite it daily are believed to be under the protection of Allah.


The walk from our apartment to the swimming pool around the corner, where we had swimming lessons every summer. The ability to swim well was something I was grateful for later, when I found myself swimming alongside a dinghy, trying to push it into Greek waters. 


Driving to the orchards close to Damascus for serans, or picnics, a Syrian tradition. The countryside in the ring outside the city so lush and hilly, studded with fruit trees and springs which overflowed with the sweetest water I have ever tasted, so icy from the ground that my hands would almost freeze as I cupped them to drink. 


Crates of fruit from those orchards. Apricots and peaches sweeter than anything I’ve ever tasted in Britain. We never described produce as organic – everything simply was. 


Dressing up in fancy dress with my siblings on one of our many birthday parties. One time as the Backstreet Boys, we all drew on moustaches and danced for hours.


The smell of my mother’s cooking coming from the kitchen. Vine leaves. Chicken and rice. Foul mudammas – fava beans with garlic, olive oil, tomatoes, parsley, onion, lemon and salt – the traditional breakfast before Friday Prayers, so that everyone in the mosque had garlic breath.


The music of Fairuz, the famous Lebanese singer, which we would always play in the mornings while getting ready for school. Across the Arab world her songs are fundamental, often touching on the specifics of village life in the mountains of Lebanon, with lyrics about fig trees, nightingales and drunken neighbours, but also carrying a universal and inspiring message of hope. Morning coffee and Fairuz always go hand in hand. Her delicate voice is played on every radio station and so formed the backdrop of our morning routine.


My mother bent over her sewing machine mending or making clothes. Or cutting relatives’ hair – everyone in the extended family used to come to her to have it done. 


The long runs I got into the habit of taking as a teenager, inspired by the Canadian athlete Terry Fox, who embarked on a long fund-raising run after his own cancer diagnosis. 


My father coming home from the pizza restaurant he owned – named Pizza Roma and branded to look as much like Pizza Hut as possible – with sweets and juice boxes for us children. He had taken on his own restaurant after years of working in Saudi Arabia to save up. 


Walking through the souk. Spice stands stacked with cinnamon, cardamom and cloves. Silk rugs, soaps from Aleppo, Syrian sweets, bright textiles.


The supper I had for my graduation, to which I invited all of my closest friends. My mum cooked a feast and we ate and ate. A photograph of the night shows our faces shining with youth and optimism. 


The day I packed my bag to go, I knew that I was probably leaving for good. By then I had been put in the position of making a straightforward choice. Leave or die. Part of me was hopeful that one day the crisis would be over and I’d be able to go home. But I knew deep down that it was unlikely. 


How do you decide what to pack from a life? There were things I left behind that I wish I hadn’t. Like the shoebox full of old mementoes in my wardrobe. I think about that box often. It had cinema tickets and love letters in it, flyers, a bra from an ex-girlfriend. Fragments of the life of a young man. 


There were also photographs I’d taken of my friends. Photography was a passion of mine from a young age. I just had an instinct for it. In Arabic they say, ‘You have the eye.’ I inherited it from my dad. On a trip to Lebanon, I bought a Canon camera with my savings, a semi-professional one with a good lens. I became the go-to person among my friends for anyone who wanted a new profile picture for Facebook. But what I really loved was street photography, especially photos of people going about their everyday lives. I would often go to the old city of Damascus looking for subjects. I also took many pictures from the balcony of our apartment. Of the mountain, the gleaming compound of the presidential palace, all the buildings running up towards the horizon. I had an urge to document things. 


It’s the same impulse that a few years later saw me take out my smartphone and film the protests that I went on. Or later still, keep the lens of my GoPro fixed on the dinghy that was slowly but relentlessly letting in seawater, panning around the frightened faces of people who were risking their lives because they didn’t have an alternative. Recording their expressions, the sound of a baby crying, the uneven, indifferent sea. Unsure if I was about to drown, but still keen to pay close attention. It has always seemed important to me to really observe what is going on around you, to try and bear testimony to events. 


Perhaps my tattoo springs from this same instinct. It’s a testimony of where I come from. Who I am.


I never imagined that the situation in Damascus could unravel as quickly as it did. Thanks to my teaching job, I was starting to build a life that I really enjoyed and even better, becoming somebody that I was proud to be. 


I knew we lived under a dictatorship. I comprehended how corrupt many Arab regimes were. But I was living a good life. I hadn’t had direct experience of what was happening in the dungeons of my city – although everyone had heard rumours. On the surface Damascus was flourishing. You could walk through the ancient souk, which led to the Umayyad Mosque, and see tourists sitting in cafes, alongside women in headscarves and those with their hair uncovered. To an outsider, it seemed to be a model of tolerance and diversity. The new world layered upon the ancient one. But so much lay behind this romanticized image of the city of jasmine. 


In Syria we were ruled by fear. The president’s father, Hafez al-Assad, had been a famously hardline despot himself, who demanded nothing less than absolute devotion to the state during his almost-thirty-year tenure. Under his rule, the presence of the mukhabarat, or secret police, increased in Syria and, by the time he died, all political opposition had been effectively crushed. His successor was supposed to be his eldest son, Bassel, a preening, macho figure who was groomed for the role. But Bassel died in a car accident in 1994, so the succession fell onto his younger brother Bashar, a gawky ophthalmologist who had previously been working with children at a London hospital. This mild-mannered man seemingly advocated modernization and the internet. He flirted with reform after taking power in 2000, promising extensive changes, including updating the economy, tackling corruption and launching – laughably – ‘our own democratic experience’. 


He released hundreds of political prisoners and allowed the first independent newspapers for more than three decades to begin publishing. But the ‘Damascus Spring’, as it became known, was fleeting. Just a year later, the press was clamped down on. The country’s long-running Emergency Law, which came into effect in 1963 and suspended most constitutional freedoms remained in effect. Any economic reforms brought in appeared to benefit only the elite and its allies. We all knew that criticizing the regime was still extremely dangerous. The mukhabarat was everywhere. 


I’d even chanted in support of Bashar al-Assad at a demonstration in 2006, following the assassination of the Prime Minister of Lebanon, Rafic Al Hariri. He had been part of the anti-Syrian opposition in Lebanon and was killed in a bomb attack in Beirut. His death was a win for Assad and I took to the streets, along with many other Syrians, shouting in support of our president, hoisted up on someone’s shoulders, the Syrian flag spread across my back like a superhero’s cape.


Among the various different religious groups in Syria, Sunni Muslims like my family form the majority, but there are also Alawis (which President Assad and his family belong to), a sizeable proportion of Christians, Shia Muslims and the Druze. Growing up, the religious differences between us didn’t much matter to my family and friends. We were all Syrians, first and foremost. One of the most awful things about the war has been how Assad has deliberately stoked religious sectarianism, creating divides in Syrian society that didn’t previously hold much significance. 


For example, one of my closest friends as a teenager was a boy called Sammy. We met at secondary school, where we would bunk off together. We both appreciated American pop culture and loved playing basketball. The girls liked us because they thought we were cool. We would save up our money to buy milkshakes in the cafe with the English-speaking TV channels playing. We hung out on a street down by the river that we nicknamed ‘The Beehive’ because of how narrow it was. We had so much in common. For a couple of years, I didn’t realize he came from a Christian family. It simply wasn’t an important thing.


For a long time, he was my partner in crime, but these days we no longer talk. He went into the army and became massively supportive of Assad. When I started to speak out against the regime, we argued and eventually went our separate ways. It’s sad, but this kind of thing is not unusual. My father’s side of the family were generally pro-Assad and I don’t talk to most of them now. What happened in Syria has split up so many friendships and divided families. I simply think of it as ‘the time before’ and ‘the time after’. Everything changed. 


Although I parted ways with Sammy, I am still very close to my other closest teenage friends Redwan and Aghiad. Like me, they were both against the regime and also later had to leave Damascus, fearing for their lives. Both made the crossing to Europe as well. Redwan went first and then I travelled with Aghiad and another man called Alaa. I speak to them all the time. I’ve even visited Redwan in his adopted city of Cologne dozens of times. It’s so good to be in touch with those who knew you before your whole life was uprooted and who can understand what you went through as well as the pressures of a life lived in exile. 


Redwan was on my degree course although, like me, he also worked throughout rather than attending lectures regularly. While I was teaching English, he was behind the desk in a computer shop. Before exams we would push each other to study – he is probably the main reason that I passed my degree despite working full-time. I felt comfortable telling him everything, even the doubts I had about religion. My parents are extremely devout and really pushed me towards religion. They pray five times a day and find great comfort in their relationship with Allah. But I never felt a true connection. Instead, the constant sense that my sins would be met with hellfire only resulted in a deep-seated sense of shame. 


During Friday Prayers, when the imam gives a half-hour sermon, I would often find myself so bored and unmoved that I would pinch my arm, just to feel something. Everyone around me seemed to find it so meaningful, but I didn’t. Although I’ve always loved listening to the call to prayer and can objectively see that much of the Arabic in the Quran is beautiful, the religious feeling never truly ignited in me. I worried that there was something deeply wrong with me, and I found solace in discussing these fears with Redwan. He told me that he felt the same.


We trusted each other implicitly, which allowed us to push at the borders of what was forbidden. I had my first alcoholic drink with Redwan, watching a film at Cinemacity in downtown Damascus. Nobody in my immediate family drinks alcohol. It was taboo when I was growing up. Redwan and I loved going to Cinemacity to watch films and there was a shop selling cocktails next door. One evening we dared each other to try a drink. We went in and casually asked for vodka Redbulls, but the owner could tell we probably hadn’t drunk before and made us something weaker. I still don’t know what it was, but I loved the loosening feeling it gave me, the warmth of the alcohol radiating through my body as we watched the film. 


To some extent, like many teenage boys, I had a secret life that my family knew nothing about, albeit underpinned by shame and fear. There were girls, although I never actually slept with them because I had been told that adultery was sinful. But we found ways to have fun. There was driving around in the car I borrowed from my dad, blasting out Avril Lavigne, feeling as if I’d really arrived. 


I had no idea just how much everything would change, in just a few years. That the life I took for granted would one day be so far out of reach. 


After everything I’ve been through, I don’t scare easily these days. But the idea of being back in Syria terrifies me. If I spoke openly there about some of the things I reveal in this book, I would be tortured and then killed. But my story is important. Although it’s the account of just one man, it stands for so many other Syrians. 
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EVERYTHING CHANGES


They reminded me of my own students, those children in Deraa. When the news first emerged, all I could think of were the open faces of my pupils. Their laughter, their trust. The way they looked to me for answers and leadership.


Deraa is a dusty, unassuming city close to the border with Jordan. It wasn’t somewhere I had ever really thought about, but in the spring of 2011, it began to assume a huge significance in my life – and in that of all Syrians. By then I’d developed a good reputation as a teacher and was also tutoring on the side; I was doing really well by Syrian standards, especially given my age. 


The uprisings of the Arab Spring were spilling across North Africa. The Tunisian street vendor Tarek el-Tayeb Mohamed Bouazizi had set himself on fire in December 2010 as a protest. The fruit and vegetables he was selling had been confiscated by the police because he didn’t have the required permit; in desperation he had doused himself in petrol and self-immolated. It became a catalyst for the Tunisian Revolution and wider demonstrations against autocratic regimes and economic hardship. I watched this phenomenon ignite, reading about it obsessively in the news – beginning a process of keeping myself as politically informed as possible, which continues to this day. I began to wake up politically for the first time, to question what we had been told. We had so much in common with those countries agitating for change. But I knew in my heart that if such a revolution came to Syria, it would be really complicated. I wasn’t entirely convinced that the benefits would outweigh the costs.


But then came Deraa. As for so many other Syrians, it changed everything for me. 


In February 2011, catching the breeze of disenchantment sweeping the Arab world, and with heartbreakingly youthful idealism, a group of Deraan schoolboys graffitied the walls of their school with revolutionary slogans.


They had picked up many of these slogans from watching satellite television. Phrases that had been repeated on the streets of Cairo and Tunis, such as, The people want to topple the regime and the simple but emphatic Leave. But there was also that special Syrian note for Assad: Your turn is coming, Doctor.


In a finishing touch of courageous naivety, the boys signed each slogan with their names. 


For the regime, such a display of youthful insurrection confirmed their worst fears about the Arab Spring coming to Syria. It had to be quashed. And the manner with which they went about it provided a chilling precedent for future state response to the uprising. 


The boys were taken and tortured in detention, their fingernails ripped out. 


When their families went to plead for their release, they were brutally told by Atef Najib, the local head of political security and a cousin of Assad himself, ‘Forget your children. Go sleep with your wives and make new ones or send your wives to me and I’ll do it.’
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