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Imagine a world where a boy’s dreams dictate the behavior of warriors in battle; where a young couple’s only release from forbidden love is death; where a suicide bomber survives only to become fiercely pro-American. This is the world of Terrorists in Love.





ACCLAIM FOR Terrorists in Love


“[Ballen] adds nuance to a problem that Americans have tended to understand only in terms of good and evil … a much more human—though no less terrifying—picture of [those] committed to defeating the United States and Western civilization.” —The Boston Globe


“More than a captivating read … exposing first-hand personal accounts … within the terrorist movement [that] likely will hasten its demise.” —Foreign Policy


“Engages the emotions, challenging readers … Ballen is bringing us closer to the real motives of terrorists, and thus closer to the truth.” —The Huffington Post


“Illuminating, if harrowing, real-life love stories of Muslim extremists. From their sexual desires and liaisons to frustration with the backlash against these romantic fantasies, to mystical dreams and fiery verses summoning them to martyrdom, the book explores intimate sparks of Islamic fundamentalism … [A] must-read.” —St. Louis Post-Dispatch


“[A] disturbing, intimate look inside another world.” —San Jose Mercury News


“Revealing, often touching.” —Kirkus Reviews


“[A] groundbreaking book … Ballen seeks to dispel our mislaid conceptions of terrorism in order to show the personal struggles and inner demons that inspire an individual to dedicate their life to the jihad.” —Urban Times
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Praise for Terrorists in Love


“Written by [a] former federal prosecutor, [Terrorists in Love] tracks the quotidian events that can lead sensitive young men to violent jihad. The result is an unusual atlas of extremism—a riveting, behind-the-scenes look at the events that turned six young Muslims into terrorists. Heart-wrenching, haunting, [the book argues] that what all these Islamic radicals have in common is a dearth of love on earth.”


—The Washington Post


“[S]ix fully drawn portraits of people often reduced to caricatures in American thinking. … [Ballen] adds nuance to a problem that Americans have tended to understand only in terms of good and evil … a much more human—though no less terrifying—picture of [those] committed to defeating the United States and Western civilization.”


—The Boston Globe


“Terrorists in Love is more than a captivating read. It provides fresh insight into how al-Qaeda and its jihadist allies have manipulated young Muslim men into following a hateful and destructive ideology that kills countless innocents—mostly other Muslims. We have heard a great deal about al-Qaeda’s recruitment and training process from U.S. experts, but Ballen describes the terrorism phenomenon in the terrorists’ own words, bringing deeper understanding to the issue.”


—Foreign Policy


“Ken Ballen is someone who gets it … [going] to significant lengths to corroborate the key facts of each individual’s biography by consulting the relevant documents and witnesses he could track down. The result is one of the most in-depth looks at individual terrorists’ lives that is currently available, help[ing] to reverse some major misconceptions. [I]t engages the emotions, challenging readers … bringing us closer to the real motives of terrorists, and thus closer to the truth.”


—The Huffington Post


“Illuminating, if harrowing, real-life love stories of Muslim extremists. From their sexual desires and liaisons to frustration with the backlash against these romantic fantasies, to mystical dreams and fiery verses summoning them to martyrdom, the book explores intimate sparks of Islamic fundamentalism … [A] must-read.”


—St. Louis Post-Dispatch


“[A] disturbing, intimate look inside another world.”


—San Jose Mercury News


“Revealing, often touching.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“In a ground-breaking book, author Ken Ballen seeks to dispel our mislaid conceptions of terrorism in order to show the personal struggles and inner demons that inspire an individual to dedicate their life to the jihad. … The depth of emotion that Ballen captures is at times enlightening and at other[s] disturbing. Traveling the gradient between true love, fear, and absolute hatred Ballen shows the motivations that drive one to become a terrorist.”


—Urban Times


“An unprecedented and unusual look at Islamic radicalism.”


—Publishers Weekly


“The 9/11 Commission grappled with the question of what drove the nineteen hijackers to their terrorist acts in 2001, but we did not have time to investigate and fully understand their motives. Ken Ballen’s exhaustive research, scores of interviews, and gripping writing make Terrorists in Love a uniquely valuable—and sometimes chilling—behind-the-scenes account of the extreme beliefs that often fuel the actions of jihadist militants.”


—Lee H. Hamilton, former congressman and co-chair of the 9/11 Commission


“Ken Ballen has managed the impossible for an American. He has worked his way into the intimate thoughts and frustrations and family conflicts that drove six young Muslims toward the jihadist movement, and he presents his findings in a series of compelling narratives.”


—David K. Shipler, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Arab and Jew and The Rights of the People: How Our Search for Safety Invades Our Liberties


“Ballen not only gets beneath the skin of terrorists, but all the way into their hearts, revealing unimaginable emotional and personal secrets. He has shed surprising light on the never-ending question about militant jihadis—what are they thinking? Anyone who wants to know ought to read this unusual book.”


—Jane Mayer, bestselling author of The Dark Side


“It’s simply astonishing how much Ken Ballen, an outsider, penetrated the closed world of Islamic radicals. In a fast-moving, absorbing, and at times shocking narrative, Ballen destroys stereotypes and defies conventional wisdom by allowing the ‘enemies’ to speak for themselves. America, meet the terrorists, really for the first time. And if you find yourself in the strange position of empathizing with them, don’t recoil in horror, for you might just have stumbled upon that unexpected insight that could help design a more effective response.”


—Ammar Abdulhamid, former Islamic radical and leading prodemocracy activist in the Arab world


“Terrorists in Love shatters the dominant dispassionate treatment of modern-day Islamic purveyors of death and destruction and instead offers a profoundly intimate portal into the fragile, emotional, even sexual factors that drive their behavior. Ballen blasts past the clichés about what animates terrorists and takes readers to places that no one has gone before. The profiles and revelations in this book are at times as uncomfortable as they are vital to appreciate what lies in the mind of some terrorists. I couldn’t put the book down.”


—Steve Clemons, Washington editor-at-large, The Atlantic, and senior fellow and founder, American Strategy Program


“Deploying techniques developed during his two decades as a prosecutor and investigator, Ken Ballen interviewed more than a hundred Islamist terrorists in depth, evincing from them their inner stories. Here he profiles six of these men, and the results are eye-opening and full of startling implications.”


—Daniel Pipes, founder and president of the Middle East Forum and author of Militant Islam Reaches America


“Many authors write about terrorism. Ken Ballen took the rare step of talking directly to terrorists. If you want to understand them, read their stories, in their own words. By giving them voice, this book offers a rarely seen glimpse into another world, the world of terrorists, not just terrorism.”


—Philip Mudd, former deputy director of the Counterterrorist Center at the CIA, former senior intelligence advisor for the FBI, and senior global advisor at Oxford Analytica


“A valuable, evenhanded. and insightful window into the mind-sets and emotions of jihadi terrorists. Ballen draws a telling portrait of the human side of terrorists, from childhood traumas to moments of transformation to radicalism and, in some cases, to renunciation of the terrorists’ cause. A compelling, if at times frightening study, one that should be read by anyone interested in the roots—and possible deterrents—of terrorism.”


—Karen Greenberg, author of The Least Worst Place: Guantanamo’s First 100 Days
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BY PETER BERGEN


KEN BALLEN, an American Jew, has gone behind enemy lines to learn what makes terrorists tick. The book he’s written is his synthesis of more than a hundred interviews and five years of on-the-ground research. It may be easier to begin by describing what this book is not. It’s not a travelogue recounting the author’s experiences throughout the Muslim world. Nor is it a scholarly analysis of the causes or consequences of extremism and terrorism.


Rather, Terrorists in Love accomplishes the extraordinary feat of delving deep into the inner lives of jihadis (Muslim holy warriors), in a way that has never been attempted before. Telling the interwoven life stories of six jihadis from Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Saudi Arabia, the book shows us what’s important to them; what formed their characters; which beliefs drove them toward extremism and, as important, turned them away from a life of violence.


It would be wrong, of course, to think that the individual lives of six jihadis can reveal what motivates all Islamist radicals. But Ballen—a former federal prosecutor and congressional investigator who brings formidable interviewing and writing skills to the task—has gone deeper inside this closed world than any other researcher. Uniquely, he reveals a universe of militancy that is so strange that at times it seems suffused with the magical realism of Gabriel García Márquez. The world of these extremists is illuminated by dreams and visions of great meaning, is dominated by the talismanic figure of the United States, and is shot through with intense sexual repression and decaying family and tribal structures. Ballen, a great listener who spent months with his subjects, has elicited a wealth of such insights that surprise and inform. The book reveals the impact of U.S. policy on these extremists and the stark limits of the United States’ ability to shape their world. It also breaks some stunning news, from the secret war councils of Mullah Omar and the Taliban to the Pakistani army’s direct support for terrorists and an unprecedented look inside Saudi Arabia’s ruling royal family.


Sometimes stories—and these are true stories—can allow us to understand what motivates people beneath the surface explanations and reveal the more intangible emotional, cultural, psychological, and religious factors we often miss. Terrorists in Love offers in-depth understanding as never before. And, through understanding, an unexpected hope.


AUTHOR’S NOTE: Peter L. Bergen is CNN’s national security analyst and the bestselling author of The Longest War: The Enduring Conflict between America and Al-Qaeda; Holy War, Inc.; and The Osama bin Laden I Know.




INTRODUCTION
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AS A FEDERAL prosecutor, I convicted Muslim terrorists. I also served as congressional counsel exposing the Iran-Contra scandal and the chief investigator for Senator John McCain on a Senate investigative committee. I spent nearly two decades going after all kinds of bad guys—many much like the jihadis I now write about.


Yet I had learned as a prosecutor and investigator that, whatever crime a man had committed, empathy was the key to opening up trust and getting the hidden story. I had to place myself in his shoes, no matter how evil the deed and uncomfortably close the fit.


Over the years, I prosecuted Middle East terrorist financiers and heroin dealers, who took me inside their personal lives. I convicted Mafia hit men and capos, some of whom I gave new identities in the U.S. government’s Witness Protection Program. I investigated corrupt government officials, whom I wired to capture their greed—even a son who wore a wire against his father. I also interrogated child molesters, whose confessions had to be the most vile I’d heard—and of course, terrorists and radicals themselves. It was all accomplished through long days of patient, detailed, in-depth interrogations. Sometimes, to encourage cooperation, they received benefits (for example, when I was a prosecutor, the promise of a lighter prison sentence). Mostly, there simply developed a human bond between us.


The idea that the truth could be divined from torture was something that in my experience worked only on the hit TV show 24. In the real world of criminals and terrorists, ironically, a fleeting human connection—with sympathy and without judgment—does more to obtain truthful confessions than torture. Though rough interrogation techniques may make us feel good, they accomplish little. The far more scary reality is that sometimes empathy can bring us too close. And the interrogator sees as much of himself as he does his subject—that is the beauty and curse of a successful interrogation: it leaves everyone feeling vulnerable.


In 2004, I founded a nonprofit research institute, Terror Free Tomorrow. I gave up my legal career of nearly two decades and took no salary for three more years to find out why people support extremism. Our mission required that I spend time on the ground in key Muslim countries. I directed some thirty nationwide public opinion surveys in many Muslim-majority nations throughout South Asia, East Asia, Africa, and the Middle East.


As part of my nonprofit’s research, I have also interviewed more than a hundred radicals and terrorists for five years to find out what motivates extremists in particular. There’s no single path to radicalization, any more than one individual’s story should be seen as representing all radical Islamists or, of course, Muslims as a whole.


I never planned to write a book and certainly not this one. But six Islamist radicals I met in the course of my work changed that. Their lives were so different from Western concepts—and what they decided to share with me was so compelling—that I felt I had little choice but to tell their stories.


I’m often asked why these Islamist radicals—or jihadis, as they call themselves—opened up in such intimate ways to me, an American Jew. I’d like to think that part of the answer lies in my nearly two decades of experience conducting interrogations of criminals and terrorists. Perhaps, though, as much of the reason comes from these six current and former radicals’ own need to convey their stories—and to an outsider, where they would not lose face before their closest peers. I met two of them at the Saudi government prison established in 2007 to rehabilitate jihadis and the third Saudi through a friend of his at the prison. The Afghan Taliban fighter and Pakistani militants I met through three Pakistani reporters and a radical Islamist cleric. In the process of these intense interviews, and within an entirely different cultural context, I even befriended three of the jihadis, as you will read.


Those who have never talked to criminals and terrorists (and certainly not made a career talking to them as I have) are often astonished at their desire to talk. But most feel an overwhelming imperative to justify their lives, whether from guilt or a psychological need to purge their inner demons—or, in the case of most of the young men featured in this book, from deeply held religious beliefs. Convinced of the righteousness of the cause, they believe it is a duty of their faith to share it with others. The fact that these jihadis talked to me is not unusual. The fact that they revealed so much is.


Conventional wisdom in America and the West about the lives of jihadis is far removed from the real world of the Islamist terrorists themselves. I ask you to put aside what you’ve come to expect. I am going to tell the stories that follow in the same way the jihadis shared them with me—from their point of view and in their voice.


A warning: that voice can be completely disorienting. I’ll offer a few examples from the stories that follow to illustrate. When Abby in chapter 2 decides to join Al Qaeda and die as a suicide bomber in Iraq, he does so because he believes he will then become married to his girlfriend in Heaven. This is not a metaphor for him, or an ill-formed romantic notion, or even his desperate escape from the strict traditions of tribal society, though to some unstated degree those unconscious factors may have played a role. Fundamentally, he believed instead that by dying for God he would live again to be married in Heaven—literally. Mullah Omar, the Taliban leader, follows Malik’s dream in chapter 3 because Mullah Omar believes that this dream represents God’s literal directions on why he must fight the Americans. When the Pakistani Taliban militant featured in the book changes course, he does so because he thinks that my dream meant that the Prophet Muhammad had directly spoken. The belief in dreams and jinn (unseen spirits described in the Qur’an and sometimes called “genies” in the West), interpreting God’s voice through a person’s physical attributes and so on, are not metaphors or my desire to write in a literary manner. They are the literal facts that motivate the jihadis to fight and of which we in the United States and the West are largely clueless.


I have made every effort to corroborate the accounts of the jihadis, which I detail at the end of the book in “A Note on Sources and Methods.” These remain, however, highly personal and intensely subjective stories, where “truth” is in the possibly clouded eye of the beholder.


Seeing the lives of these six holy warriors as they chose to relate them allows us to enter the unimaginable mind-set the United States now faces fighting against the Taliban and Al Qaeda. Surprisingly, even when we are immersed deeply in the strange world of these jihadis, their stories allow us to see a way out.




Part I


[image: image]


SOLDIERS OF JIHAD




1
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AHMAD’S TRIP TO HEAVEN AND BACK


CNN LED the news on Christmas Day 2004:


 


On the heels of a visit to Iraq by U.S. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, a fuel truck driven by a suicide bomber exploded Friday in western Baghdad. …


At least eight people were killed and 20 others wounded by the explosion. … Fifteen people, including women and children, were in critical condition, and many had suffered severe burns, hospital officials said. …


Baghdad police said they were looking for another fuel truck in the area and a BMW that they believe is associated with the attack.


 


My inside story of the suicide bomber responsible for this attack actually began in Washington, D.C. Through contacts in the media and a senior American intelligence official, in the spring of 2008 I met one of the top officials of the Saudi Arabian government responsible for counterterrorism. The high-ranking Saudi Ministry of Interior official became my friend. It helped that he was looking to buy a condo in D.C. and his son wanted to attend an American graduate school—both areas where I guided him through foreign shoals. The favor was returned inside the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.


But my unprecedented access inside Saudi Arabia was not only the result of a personal trust between me and the Saudi official; I also benefited from timing—and luck. From 2008 through 2010, the Saudi Ministry of Interior decided to open its jihadi prison rehabilitation program to a few select outsiders. The Ministry of Interior is the most powerful government agency in Saudi Arabia, responsible for counterterrorism and internal security.


Saudi Arabia, in many ways, is the country most important to the future of Islam. Home of the faith’s holiest places, it is the world’s richest kingdom, with a quarter of the earth’s oil reserves and wealth highly concentrated in the royal family and few others. Saudi Arabia is also the home of a strict, fundamentalist interpretation of Islam founded by Muhammad al-Wahhab, which is the source of Al Qaeda’s ideology. Saudi citizens continue to be the principal financial supporters of Al Qaeda, the Taliban, and other radical Islamist groups. However, since 2003, when Al Qaeda began attacks inside the country, the government has led an official campaign against the radicals, or jihadis, as they call themselves. Still, Saudi Arabia is one of the most closed societies in the world, largely inscrutable to outsiders.


As president of the nonprofit research institute Terror Free Tomorrow, I interviewed more than a hundred terrorists and Muslim radicals throughout the world to understand what motivates them. In Saudi Arabia, over many months, I had the unique opportunity to interview at length forty-three Saudi jihadi militants who had fought inside Iraq and Afghanistan. I conducted the kind of in-depth, one-on-one interrogations that were a part of my professional background as a federal prosecutor and congressional investigator. Some people’s accounts were not credible. Other radicals’ activities offered little in the way of implications for future policy, while many were not insightful or self-aware. Yet, by persevering, I came to uncover a world “behind the veil.”


My interviews in Saudi Arabia began during the summer of 2008. In a convoy of Ministry of Interior (MOI) black GMC Yukons, with as much security as afforded the vice president of the United States in Washington, D.C., we sped to the euphemistically named “Care Center”—the special Saudi prison for rehabilitating jihadi militants. When I say sped, I mean it literally. We reached speeds of 100 mph or more on Riyadh’s American-designed superhighways, which reminded me of “the 10” approaching Santa Monica, only without the Pacific on the horizon.


As we left modern Riyadh, the Saudi capital of nearly five million (which also reminded me of Century City with its isolated gleaming skyscrapers surrounded by neighborhoods of strip malls), I looked out at the bright brown terrain in search of Arabian life in the patches of desert that were now cropping up. Instead, I saw all manner of ATVs and 4×4s spewing exhaust and dust, with people camping next to their Land Rovers, open flames, and barbecue grills, and the ubiquitous ice cream vans that continually trolled the sands.


We sped through the “resort” northeast of Riyadh, Al Thumama, with its dusty amusement parks, finally passing Al Fantazi Land on the right. It’s Riyadh’s great amusement park, a Disneyland, my MOI driver said, where Islam reigned.


While I was staring at Fantasy Land, the latest-model Yukon, which still had the factory plastic shrink wrap over its leather seats, took a sudden, jarring right off the highway. Past the run-down Lebanese Fruits Restaurant, over dirt roads and sand-colored, walled-off homes, we pulled up to an unmarked security gate.


The guard waved us in before we drove through another gate, stopping at a grassy dead end and finally a sign: MINISTRY OF INTERIOR, DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC RELATIONS, THE CARE CENTER. For two years, this would be my “home from home,” as the prison warden, MOI Major General Yousef Mansour, told me. The Care Center prison for reforming jihadi terrorists offered psychological counseling, antidepressant medication, religious re-education, art therapy, vocational training, water sports—some dubbed it the “Betty Ford Jihadi Clinic.” (I had mentioned to my high-ranking MOI friend the fact that the prison was part of the ministry’s “Department of Public Relations” might give Americans the wrong message, and I noticed on subsequent visits that the center was renamed and the original sign had been changed to remove “Public Relations.”)


Of the forty-three jihadi inmates (“beneficiaries”) I interviewed, Ahmad al-Shayea, nicknamed “Bernie,” had to be the most striking, his entire body bearing the scars of the first suicide bomber in Iraq who had survived his attack. His face was covered with red pustules. His nose curved to a strange hooked point, like a ski jump. The fingers on his right hand ended in a stump that resembled melted candle wax, while his left-hand fingers were twisted like the roots of a miswak stick jihadis regularly chew in imitation of the Prophet Muhammad (and that tastes exactly like the bitter herbs from a Passover Seder). His fingernails were little more than yellowed brown stumps, the color of toes infected with athlete’s foot.


Sitting in the prison faux-tented reception area, or majlis, with the air-conditioning going full throttle, I was accompanied by MOI Lieutenant Majid, my favorite interpreter, who spoke in 1980s American slang (he’d grown up in Orlando, Florida), and “Dr. Ali,” Ahmad’s prison psychologist, a phenomenal host, with whom I shared many long dinners and who had received his doctorate in psychology from the University of Edinburgh. We were also accompanied by the usual retinue of Pakistani and Bangladeshi servants, with the endless small cups of gahwa (Arabian green coffee), highly sweetened black tea, and sticky dates. The occasional MOI security guards never had the patience to sit through more than thirty minutes at a time of our six-to-eight-hour-long interview sessions.


Ahmad was shy and modest. It took much prompting from me, Lieutenant Majid, and most of all Dr. Ali, who would prod Ahmad with what they had discussed in their therapy sessions. As is fitting for a student of both Sigmund Freud and the Holy Qur’an, Dr. Ali helped Ahmad begin his singular life story as a failed suicide bomber with a dream—even if a dream from Abu Ghraib.


BURNED BEYOND RECOGNITION, his skin charred and dark, Ahmad al-Shayea could dream of only one thing: dates. Not the light tan Sukkary dates his family had once so proudly grown in the center of Saudi Arabia—“the best dates in all Buraydah,” his grandfather always bragged. Ahmad couldn’t stop dreaming of the rival dates from the distant eastern province of Saudi Arabia: the bitter, black Khlas dates that Grandfather scorned.


The Holy Qur’an told Ahmad that as a martyred fighter in the way of jihad, he would be eternally nourished in Paradise by “date palms.” Yet instead of the sweetest Sukkary that Grandfather said would be the food of Heaven, his veins were hooked to salty water. Instead of wearing “robes of silk” and reclining on “jeweled couches,” as the Holy Book pledged, Ahmad lay on a stiff white bed. Missing too were “the dark-eyed, full-breasted virgins, chaste as pearls” offered by Allah the Most High to any martyr. He hadn’t reunited with his family as promised either—his younger brother, cherished grandfather, beloved mother. He was alone.


Ahmad had been “thrown into the fire of Hell,” as the Holy Qur’an warned all sinners. He’d come to Iraq to fight the Americans on Noble Jihad. But his suicide mission had ended instead at Abu Ghraib.


And all Ahmad could dream of was the darkest Khlas dates.


FOOD HAD ALWAYS foretold the fate of Ahmad al-Shayea’s family, as far back as anyone could remember. More than two centuries before, with literally no food to eat because of unending drought, the family had left Ha’il in the north to go to Buraydah, an oasis capital of Al Qassim in the heart of Arabia.


Then it was all about the dates.


The family became date farmers and traders, growing mostly Sukkary, unique to Al Qassim. From Buraydah, the “Date Capital of Saudi Arabia,” they cultivated some of the best Sukkary, the most sought-after dates in Arabia, particularly prized during Ramadan. And for Ahmad’s grandfather Abdurrahman al-Shayea, his Sukkary had no equal in sweetness of taste, smoothness of yellow meat and amber skin.


The “International City of Dates” gave them enough wealth that Grandfather could even open a small grocery store. The Abdurrahman al-Shayea Store featured the endless variety of sweetness Grandfather proudly grew and traded.


Riding the back of Saudi Arabia’s first oil boom instead, Ahmad’s father, Abdullah, left the world of dates far behind. With oil revenues exploding into royal government coffers, the Saudi civil service grew in tandem, becoming the largest employer in the country. Abdullah profited and, like so many others, obtained a comfortable position in the government. Starting in police administration, he rose to the middle level of health care administration for Buraydah, which has a reputation as one of the most conservative cities in the entire Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.


While shunning Grandfather’s dates, Abdullah kept faith with tradition in other respects and submitted to an arranged marriage with a second cousin. Tribal custom provided that sons marry a relative, chosen by his family. The couple had two girls and three boys, with Mother staying at home, following tradition, of course.


For tradition meant everything in Buraydah. And as Buraydah is at the center of Saudi Arabia, Saudi Arabia is at the heart of the Muslim world. The birthplace of Islam and custodian of its two most holy places, it is also the home country of Osama bin Laden and fifteen of the nineteen 9/11 hijackers. Buraydah and its surrounding area kept faith, giving the world most of the Saudi fighters inside Iraq—including Ahmad al-Shayea.


BORN IN 1984, Ahmad was the oldest son. He attended the nearby government Ibn Daqeeq al-Eid Elementary School, where half the classes were in religious subjects. The Holy Qur’an was his favorite class—even though his father never recited from the Book. By the time Ahmad was old enough to attend Prince Sultan Middle School, he was still small and frail at only five foot two. He didn’t like to talk in class or enjoy the rough ways of Saudi soccer. He had no friends and spent his free time in front of the screen—TV or computer. That’s when his father would start to yell: “Why don’t you do your homework, play some soccer, something, instead of wasting away at home like a girl?”


Ahmad hated his father’s shouting. Like the hot dust wind from the desert, you never knew when it would strike.


“Leave the boy alone, Abu Ahmad,” his mother always said to her husband, addressing him with the honorific title “Father of Ahmad.”


Umm Ahmad was his beloved mother, who always called herself by her kunya, the honored “Mother of Ahmad.” Allah Almighty had given her the greatest blessing of a first son. She loved him “more than life itself.” While the religious imams of Buraydah cried when reciting the Glorious Qur’an, Umm Ahmad cried while holding her favorite child.


“There’s only one God, and there’s only one Ahmad,” she’d say.


Mother Ahmad always took Ahmad’s side no matter what, which only further provoked his father. Indeed, Abu Ahmad almost seemed to be competing for his wife’s affection with his first son. And Abu Ahmad had nothing if not a fierce temper—the only limit to which was his fear of lapsing into “a diabetic fit.”


If it got too bad, Ahmad would flee to Grandfather’s old-world store. The oil boom had transformed even Buraydah into a rebuilt modern city with American-style roads and strip malls of gas stations, furniture and convenience stores. But Grandfather’s traditional grocery and date store on 80th Street in the Prince Mishal district felt like a relic from a former age.


Grandfather always made Ahmad feel at home, kissing him warmly on both cheeks, embracing him with his old smell of sandalwood oil and incense smoke. Ahmad supposed that if his grandfather had a computer or even a TV, he would move right into Grandfather’s “land of dates”: Sefri, Khudairi, Suqaey, Safawy, Shalaby, Anbarah, Ajwah, Helwah, Madjool, Rothanah, Maktoomi, Naboot Seif, Rabiah, Barhi, Rashodiah, Sullaj, Hulayyah, Khlas, and most of all, of course, Sukkary.


Ahmad could name them all. Some boys could recite the Holy Qur’an, yet he could recite all the distinct variety of dates and explain how each had its own unique color, taste, texture. And while he couldn’t recite Qur’anic chapters, he could point out each of the twenty-nine times dates were named in the Holy Book. Reciting their Qur’anic attributes, Ahmad and his grandfather savored every date. And Grandfather’s shot was the stuff of legend: spitting each pit through his missing middle front teeth into a large brass bowl, which had been passed down in the Al Shayea family for generations.


But sweet dates weren’t Grandfather Al Shayea’s only love. Grandfather’s other secret passion was Arabic love songs, most of all, those of “the Noble Lady,” Umm Kalsoum, the legendary “Star of the East.” The great Egyptian contralto continually sang in the background on the old record player. Grandfather loved all her songs but perhaps most of all “Lissah Fakir”: “Do you still remember all that was in the past?” Ahmad’s favorite was the classic “El Atlaal,” especially one version that lasted more than an hour: “Give me my freedom, untie my hands!”


With the grand lady of Arabic song wailing of unrequited love, the old man and the boy mouthed a date at exactly the same time, eating its yellow flesh at the same speed, in rhythm with the Star of the East’s syncopated beats and whirling trills. They’d finish together and, as Umm Kalsoum moaned or cried at the end of a verse, would spit out the date pits like soccer balls into their goal. This was a sport Ahmad excelled in, even though Grandfather enjoyed the advantage of missing his front teeth.


The singing of their recorded “mother” egged them on and became a vital part of the “date game.” As Umm Kalsoum tackled a particularly high note, the date pits would launch together. Sometimes Ahmad felt that the clapping on the old records was not for Mother Kalsoum but for Grandfather and Ahmad, as the pits hit their spot. Score! The people clapped! Umm Kalsoum trilled her deep voice again as only she could! The pits would launch once more. Some people claim that the Noble Lady sparked tarab—ecstasy—in her listeners. Ahmad didn’t know about that. But Mother Kalsoum had certainly provoked the firing of many a Sukkary pit from the lips of Grandfather and Grandson al-Shayea.


Grandfather only played his cherished Umm Kalsoum records in private with Ahmad. When Saudi television and radio stopped broadcasting Umm Kalsoum after the 1979 attack on the Grand Mosque in Mecca, Grandfather didn’t understand why. How Umm Kalsoum could be considered un-Islamic when her father was an imam, descended from the Prophet himself, and when she even sang verses from the Holy Qur’an, eluded Grandfather. But to be safe from the mutaween (religious police), the date game, with Umm Kalsoum providing the musical sound track, became Grandfather and Ahmad’s secret from the world.


By the time Ahmad turned sixteen, he was only five foot six and still thin as a date pit. He looked more like a twelve-year-old boy than a man. But he now felt Mother Kalsoum’s lyrics from “Inta Omri” growing inside him too:


“I started to worry that my life would run away from me.”


His family went to mosque on Fridays, observed Ramadan and Eid, but his father never prayed five times a day. Instead, he complained about getting diabetes, and though he avoided dates like desert locusts, he still constantly drank cloyingly sweet tea, even ate baklava and all kinds of honeyed pastries. Ahmad’s father, who said you should be observant but didn’t make the holy pilgrimage, and who extolled the Book but would smoke his hubbly-bubbly in private when no one was looking—never even listened to the Noble Lady.


IT WAS THE first Eid celebration after 9/11. It was also the first time since Ahmad was little that the entire family went to dinner at a Restaurant. The Jerusalem restaurant, one of the oldest in Buraydah, was the only place Grandfather would eat out since it bought his very own Sukkary dates.


The Eid dinner at the Jerusalem Restaurant was a feast with Lebanese food the family was not used to. The family ate separately, with the women apart. Unlike many families in conservative Buraydah, Ahmad’s family always ate as one at home, the men and women together.


Ahmad couldn’t remember eating separated like this before. But he was sixteen and couldn’t be his “mother’s pet” for the rest of his life.


At the end of the meal, when the overly sweet pistachio baklava came, Ahmad went to stand alone on the sidewalk outside. The desert night air was cool. Perhaps he should turn toward religion, he thought. He had never truly known God. Under his breath, Ahmad was busy mouthing the words of a prayer to himself, moving his hands up and down in the air, like an imam at mosque giving a sermon.


Ahmad was so engrossed in his daydreams that he didn’t notice his father leaving the restaurant. He came from behind and, startling Ahmad, began to mock him, waving his hands wildly in the air.


Father Ahmad always made sure his head was meticulously covered with the customary red-checkered shemagh headdress. Continually taunting his son to “crawl out from under Mama’s abaya,” he had even threatened Mother Ahmad that if she didn’t leave the boy alone, he would take a second wife. But Grandfather didn’t approve of having more than one wife, so Father Ahmad showed him the “tribal honor” that was due any father—why couldn’t his own son show the same? All he wanted was for his eldest to “wear the white”—become a man.


Ahmad turned toward him and blushed like a boy. He felt humiliated to see his father mocking him.


“Stop,” he cried. There was no sin worse than to talk back to your father. It could send you to Hell. Hell, the religious teachers told him, where fire seventy times hotter than the earth’s would burn off his skin only to grow back and be roasted off again; where he’d carry his intestines in his hands, chains binding him while he hung from his boiling feet, bitten by scorpions the size of donkeys and snakes as big as camels, and his dry, cracking desert mouth would beg for the only drink ever offered: his own pus and blood that never stopped flowing.


No sooner had the word “Stop” left his cursed lips than he regretted it and his father’s open hand slapped Ahmad’s left cheek.


As Ahmad then raised his arm to stop another blow, it hit his father’s hand, which enraged his father even more.


Ahmad saw his father’s brown eyes turn black with hate. “How can a little mama’s boy strike me?” he yelled, balling his fist in full fury.


Ahmad fell back and instinctively spat, as if a date pit were leaving his mouth at full speed, as if an evil jinn were caught inside his throat. It wasn’t as if he were trying to spit at his father, God forbid, but he tasted pus and blood.


His father hit him again before Mother Ahmad came between them, as she always did.


“Abu Ahmad,” she cried, deliberately addressing her husband by his kunya. “He was just talking to himself. Where’s the sin in that?”


“Out of the way, Umm Ahmad.” His father wasn’t finished, his face now red as pressed date paste.


“By the Word of God, you’ll have to strike me first before you hit him again,” she said. She didn’t flinch.


Mother Ahmad was imposing in her own right. She too loved food and was the reason the family never ate out. A wonderful cook, her jareesh was the sweetest in Buraydah. She was equally strong in or out of the kitchen. She was the love that held the family together.


“Damn you both,” Father Ahmad muttered.


“Jafar,” she now said firmly, using the secret name only she called him. “You keep this up, and you’ll send yourself into a diabetic fit.”


At that the father dropped his fists to his side and loosened his fingers. The wife’s plea for his survival worked better than a mother’s plea for her son.


Or perhaps it was that Grandfather had finally left the restaurant. Ahmad felt sure if Grandfather had been outside with them, his father never would have struck.


That night, his mother came to kiss him good night, as she always did. She brought his glass of hot milk to help him sleep and repeated her customary bedtime greeting: “How’s my favorite son I love more than life itself, the very best son in the whole wide world?” He did not reply, as he always did in turn, “He kisses the hands of the very best mother in the whole wide world.”


Instead, after his mother shut the door behind her, he couldn’t stop crying. It was the first time he remembered crying like that in years. Maybe because he saw a tear in his mother’s eye before he rudely just told her good night. Maybe because Grandfather never saw what happened or said anything to come to his rescue outside the Jerusalem Restaurant—Jerusalem, where the Prophet Muhammad ascended to Heaven. Because of his father’s eyes, Ahmad was headed to Hell: he saw the black hate inside them, and nothing was the same again.


THE NEXT DAY, Ahmad dropped out of school. His father refused to get angry. “You’re not worth a diabetic attack,” he said.


Ahmad wanted a friend. He had none in school. He’d used to hang with his cousin all the time when they were little in primary school. Even some in Prince Sultan Middle School, until they fell out of touch in secondary school. Adel was everything Ahmad was not. Tall, with dark eyes and wavy black hair, he even had the beginnings of a manly beard sprouting on his face. Adel played soccer and drove his very own “love car”: a neon-red Chevy Camaro with tiger gold stripes. He even smoked when no one was looking. There was nothing awkward or shy about him. What would he want with puny Ahmad?


Ahmad was so nervous when he first tried to call, he dialed the wrong number.


“Adel? It’s Ahmad, Cousin.”


Adel was more than a year older and had just turned eighteen.


“Hey, Cousin.”


Ahmad’s fears melted away.


“Long time no hear, Cousin.” Adel peppered his speech with “cool” American slang.


“I dropped out of school today and figured you’d help me celebrate.”


“Cool. I’ll pick you up, Cousin. Long as your old man doesn’t see me.”


“Fuck him.” Ahmad thought of “El Atlaal”: “Give me my freedom, untie my hands.”


Adel laughed. He was the one who seemed nervous now, but came to pick Ahmad up in his blazing red Camaro. Everybody saw the classic. It was a head turner, the hottest car in Buraydah or even its twin city, Unayzah. It had everything: a carbon-fiber hood scoop, signature turbocharger, custom hypersilver wheels, and of course those gold tiger racing stripes.


As Adel almost “burned rubber” speeding the Camaro away from Ahmad’s house, he raised his right hand to give him a high five American style. Ahmad slapped his hand like an American too and never felt so happy in his whole life.


From that day, they hung together nonstop. More, Adel brought him into his “posse.” With a core of six boys, the posse sometimes grew to eight, even nine.


They raced the classic Camaro against another gang’s souped-up Mustang. Adel was one of the best at drag racing. More than drag racing: tafheet, or “drifting,” where Adel would spin out and skid the Camaro sideways, down the parking lots and deserted side streets of Buraydah and Unayzah in the middle of the night. The gang also went to the Al Nafud desert outside Buraydah, racing 4×4s over the rocky, steep dunes and sand hills. Camping in the desert, the boys tormented the poor dhub lizards around them, never bothering to cook them over an open flame in true Bedouin tradition. They were not about tradition.


With so many boys, there sometimes was a free house to hang at when the parents were at mosque. But the gang usually went to estirahas, small houses outside town, where they could play video games, watch TV, smoke cigarettes. “Hot cars, cool friends, and free air,” they said.


Soon the posse started to score hashish. Getting high on hash helped pass the time. Getting high made Ahmad better at the video games and surfing the Internet, something new and cool.


“To kick it with girls” was the posse’s main drive, or so they’d say.


The boys would roam the streets and “spy girls.” They’d follow the girls who shopped in groups. And if the girls had no adult man with them, it’d be open season for “spying”: asking them to take a ride in the hot Chevy, come back to the estiraha, and hang out. They asked if the girls found them sexy. They’d even ask for a quick peek behind the veil. The boys would also “spy” from the street, driving in the Chevy or in Mohsin’s Impreza. Of course, a girl riding with another Arab man would be off limits. Only if a Pakistani, Filipino, or Bengali servant were driving would the boys feel free to spy.


But nothing ever happened. The boys were all talk, and the girls, while sometimes giggling, never ended up meeting a single boy. The game of spying seemed more important than a real girlfriend or the arranged marriages that tradition would eventually grant them.


Ahmad passed the next year like this and hardly slept at home. Every time he did, his father would repeat the same litany. He’d begin by yelling, you’re supposed to be the eldest son, but what kind of role model are you? Then, still red, he’d yell how Ahmad was not even worth a diabetic fit, while his mother always sided with Ahmad, telling her husband that he was the one driving Ahmad away. It ended with his mother in tears and Ahmad fleeing with Adel and the posse: scoring hash, drag racing the Camaro or drifting the Impreza, spying girls.


UNTIL THE DAY Adel came back to the guys boasting of his conquest.


“My-ree-ah, oh, My-ree-ah,” Adel said. “I did her.”


The boys, always ready to shout at any mention of girls or sex, didn’t know what to say.


“She’s Pinoy, kafir. Small, skinny body, but man, what big tits,” Adel said in their cool boy talk.


The entire desert estiraha was swimming with hashish smoke. Of course, Adel waited to tell his tale when they were quite high and giggling like babies. If Adel wasn’t the hero, the leader of the group before this, he’d certainly be so now: the only one who had a girl, even if she was a Filipino.


“Ya fuckin’ liar. Bet’cha didn’t fuck no one, smart-ass,” Farid said, almost tagging Adel with a large wet clam of spit. Farid had the deserved reputation of having the juiciest spits of the whole posse.


Adel’s manhood challenged, the happy hash laughing stopped.


Ahmad was afraid Adel might hit Farid, though he’d never seen him turn violent. Whatever mischief the boys got into—spying girls, drag racing, drifting cars, smoking dope, or drinking still-made liquor—they never looked for fights or stole or really got into deep trouble with the mutaween. What if all the boyhood bullshit suddenly escalated into something really sinful?


“A man doesn’t kiss and tell,” Adel said at last.


Farid just repeated, “Ya fulla shit.”


The other boys were now quiet and seemed to move toward Farid. Adel’s leadership of the gang was on the line. Despite the red Camaro, scoring hash and booze, always the loudest when spying girls, if he now lied to the boys about actually having a girl, his role as leader would never be the same again.


Ahmad wondered what he was doing there. The hash smoke was suffocating.


“Okay, she’s my Filipino maid,” Adel said.


“The maid,” Farid shouted. “That doesn’t fuckin’ count, man.” He now spat on the ground directly in front of Adel.


Ahmad imagined the Filipino maid’s eyes looking at Adel. And felt certain Adel’s story was just made up to impress the boys. But what was the point?


That night, his father started again: when would he get a job, or at least go back to school. Mother Ahmad warned her husband to stop or he’d get another diabetic attack.


It was the first night Ahmad had gone home in more than two weeks. He now felt sorry he had. At least he was glad to see his mother, brothers, and sisters.


In the middle of the night, he turned on the TV, then, next to it, the family computer newly set up to dial the Internet. Adel had told him about a porn site online. He couldn’t find it. Farid had told him about some other site, he didn’t remember the address.


Trolling the Internet, he went from the news sites of Al Jazeera and Al Arabiya to social sites where he couldn’t get access, to religious sites where he could. He couldn’t find the right home page. He hardly slept that night but remembered a dream he’d had sometime during the morning when he should’ve already been awake and praying.


A DREAM—it caused Ahmad to hesitate and Dr. Ali to spring to life. I would soon learn that dreams held a powerful place in Saudi culture and their fundamentalist Wahhabi Islamic faith and are often considered the harbinger of divine prophecy.


Dr. Ali started in, encouraging Ahmad to reveal his dream. “Leave nothing out, Ahmad,” the doctor said. “Inshallah” (God willing).


In the Care Center prison, facing a man whose entire body was permanently disfigured from his suicide attack, I knew I needed Dr. Ali’s help if I was ever to truly know what mix of religious, cultural, political, and personal factors had led Ahmad to blow himself up.


“Inshallah,” I now knew to respond.


IN THE DREAM, his father was praying before asking Ahmad, in a very calm and sweet voice, to pray with him before he died. That was when Ahmad woke up. The news the night before had said that the king had a dream that foretold his death.


The following day, Ahmad left the house in the afternoon to hang with Adel and the gang as always.


He coughed with his first draw on the hash pipe. Maybe it was something he’d seen on the Internet or the TV the night before. He didn’t feel like being there.


Maybe it was the dream. It had been so long since he prayed. “What’s the point of all my sins?” he thought, though was quick to stop as he remembered how talking to himself had gotten him in trouble before. Instead, he asked, “Where’s Farid?”


The boys were in the middle of a video game, high anyway, and said nothing as Ahmad walked out.


He didn’t pray. His whole life didn’t amount to anything. He felt sorry for the Filipino maid, sorry for his mother. His sins would send him to Hell.


For the next couple of weeks, he wandered in and out of the gang and his house, not knowing where to go or where home really was. Then Abdurrahman, his younger brother, who had looked up to him, dropped out of school, saying he wanted to join a gang too. Mother Ahmad now pleaded with Ahmad for the sake of his brother to be a better role model and quit the gang.


Abdurrahman always got along with both his father and mother. Ahmad hoped that one day he could get along with his father too, as he did with his grandfather and mother.


Ahmad told Abdurrahman that he had quit the posse.


“Better to be a good Muslim, a good human being. Why would you want to practice a life of sin and end up burning in Hell for eternity?” Ahmad said.


“You did it,” Abdurrahman retorted.


“And now I need to repent for my sins,” Ahmad said.


Just saying the words changed him. But he didn’t know how.


He started going to mosque. And he soon got a job as a delivery boy. That lasted only a couple of weeks. He hated driving around, as he had endlessly with Adel and the other boys. No one from the gang ever called him, not even his cousin. His “friends” dropped Ahmad without a single call.


Ahmad found another job at a call center and several weeks later a better one at the Al Qassim Chamber of Commerce and Industry, near Prince Abdullah Sports City. He started with data entry, advancing to computer training. They began him at a low salary, only 1,500 riyals ($400) a month, promising to triple that after six months. After nine months, when he complained that he’d never gotten a raise, he was fired.


Ahmad couldn’t find work again, not even his old job as a delivery boy or at the call center. For a high school dropout in Saudi Arabia in 2003 and 2004, that was hardly unusual. At least half of all men under age twenty-five were unemployed.


His brother never joined a gang. Mother Ahmad doted on Ahmad as she always did. His father’s temper seemed to worsen, so he just avoided him as much as he could. Ahmad watched TV, trolled the Internet, but felt “each day was like a year,” as the Star of the East sang.


But he also went to mosque every day and said his five daily prayers. He thought of growing a beard. He wanted to redeem himself from his sins.


On Fridays, he would go to Jumu’ah prayer and hear sermons in different mosques throughout Buraydah and Unayzah. Many of the sermons were from radical clerics. Buraydah was a center of fundamentalist Wahhabi thought, and after the U.S. invasion of Iraq, jihad against the infidel invaders of neighboring Iraq became the call from the pulpit.


It was the spring of 2004. Ahmad had gone alone to a new mosque with a fiery imam on the other side of town. Then, after Friday Jumu’ah prayer and sermon, he was struck as if by a miracle from God.


He saw Adel, and Adel was transformed. Adel looked much taller than Ahmad remembered. Maybe all the time that had passed was just playing tricks. After all, it had been more than a year and a half since they last saw each other. But he could swear that Adel had grown or was holding himself taller. And Adel had a beard, pious dress. The beard changed the man.


“Cousin Adel.” Ahmad was the first to speak.


“Cousin Ahmad, God has blessed me in seeing you again.”


AHMAD HAD TURNED nineteen and Adel twenty, and they went together to Grandfather’s favorite, the oldest restaurant in Buraydah. Sitting at one of Jerusalem’s old tables, they drank gahwa, followed by sugared tea. Shunning baklava and other honeyed pastries, they ate just dates—sweet Sukkary, of course.


Adel told him all about jihad. He had learned from the imam how jihad could be a shortcut to Heaven and allow them to repent from the sins of their gang days.


Ahmad started to hang with Adel again. Rather than video games, they watched videos about Americans bombing schools. In place of surfing for porn, they surfed for jihadi websites together. They no longer talked about girls they were going to “spy” or maids they could boast about raping but together were moved by TV and Internet reports on how American soldiers were raping Muslim girls in Iraq.


Ahmad was struck by an interview on Al Jazeera of an Iraqi girl, maybe sixteen or seventeen, which the boys watched together. She had large black eyes and full lips; she showed her face but covered her hair. The poor girl could barely talk as she described how the Americans had raped her. Ahmad thought of the Filipino maid and could tell Adel was thinking of her too. It didn’t matter whether his story had been true then, it became true now.


For the next several months, they were friends again. Instead of driving fast cars, they fasted. Instead of chasing dhub lizards in the desert, they prayed in the mosque. Instead of smoking hashish, they watched a sheik on DVD issue a fatwa, which held that jihad was the surest path to forgiveness from sin. A religious friendship replaced their gang bond.


Then Ahmad saw the TV pictures that changed him.


They were of Abu Ghraib. The Americans had strung up a Muslim man as if he were about to be hanged, except his face was hooded in black and his body was completely naked. The American soldiers exposed him: everything was stripped away. The news said he had been raped.


The next shot was even more devastating. It showed the man afterward. He wasn’t any older than Ahmad. He hardly looked much different either. Ahmad could even see into his eyes. They were brown, like his, not the raging black of his father.


Ahmad could never remember feeling so moved in his life.


“There’s no greater sin than rape,” Adel said.


“We must stand up for our brothers in Iraq,” Ahmad replied, choking on the tears caught in his throat. He didn’t eat for days.


He would go to Iraq to defend his Muslim brothers. An invading foreign army was attacking innocent Muslim women and children. It was his religious duty to protect them. He was at last on the side of the good, on jihad in the way of God.


Ahmad fixed himself to follow the righteous path. The photos of Abu Ghraib called him to Holy War. To see this abuse and humiliation would call any good person, any good Muslim, to arms.


“You must swear on the Holy Qur’an not to tell anyone,” Adel said.


Ahmad stayed mute and told no one—not his grandfather, brother, or even mother. He knew his mother would just cry. He had to do this to be a man. He didn’t want to disobey his parents, but thought Grandfather would be proud. Grandfather was a good Muslim. He knew all twenty-nine times dates appeared in the Holy Qur’an; he prayed five times a day; he fasted during the month of Ramadan. And he was strong enough to know for himself what was right. Even though the Saudi government had banned Umm Kalsoum, Grandfather listened to her sing.


It was the beginning of Ramadan in October 2004. And because it was the holiest month of the year, no one would suspect he might not obey his parents.


Ahmad collected his passport, $1,600 in cash and wore his favorite leather jacket for good luck. He had gotten the jacket from his father when he was thirteen and wore it everywhere. His mother even joked that he slept in it (he sometimes did), went to the bathroom with it (well, not really), and took a shower with it still on (obviously not!).


The morning they left Buraydah, Adel and Ahmad together trimmed their beards and took on the look of their gang days. Transformed back, they seemed no different from before, but felt truly proud for the first time in their lives.


Taking a taxi from Buraydah on the highway through the desert to the capital, Riyadh, Ahmad wanted to swing by his grandfather’s Prince Mishal store on the way out of town.


“We can’t take detours from our mission, Cousin,” Adel said.


It was the first time that Ahmad had ever left his hometown, the International Capital of Dates. Now he’d be truly international—not something just any boy from Buraydah could boast of.


They stayed in a run-down hotel, the Al Mutlaq, which Adel had found in the center of Riyadh on the Old Airport Road. It was not much better than the estiraha near Buraydah they had hung at: smoky old lobby with deep red curtains and paintings of date palms and camels peeling from the cracked green walls. Their room was small and smoky too.


Ahmad had trouble falling asleep that night without his mother’s glass of hot milk. But he hoped that “the best mother in the whole wide world” would one day understand.


Adel gave Ahmad the contact phone number and meeting place in Syria he got from his imam and said from now on they must act as if they didn’t know each other. Each taking their own taxi to King Khalid International Airport, they checked in separately. Ahmad did not need a visa for Syria.


The Saudi Airlines flight to Damascus put pressure on his ears. He could barely hear all the instructions the flight attendants gave.
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