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To Jim Foley, Peter Kassig, Steven Sotloff, and Kayla Mueller. I wish you were here to tell your stories.






PROLOGUE

On my first day in my first prison, the Eye Specialist Hospital of Aleppo, Syria, the captors gave me a blindfold—a grime-stained scrap of fabric they called “the cloth.” Before every interrogation and during my twice daily excursions through the hospital corridor to the bathroom, they made me tie it over my eyes.

I knew everything about that blindfold. It lay on the floor of the cell I was occupying then, next to a pee bottle, a water bottle, and some bits of bread crust I was saving up. It was an early springtime green. It felt soft in my fingers. It had been decorated with dozens of tiny violets. I became attached to this blindfold, perhaps because, in that world of al Qaeda prisons, it was my only possession.

This cloth stayed with me through many cellmates, sessions of torture, escape attempts, and transfers from one prison to the next. Sandals came and went, as did spoons and pee bottles. I wore the same pair of bloody sea-green hospital pants for half a year. Eventually, they vanished, too. I held on to the blindfold.

At first, I hated this object because it meant total helplessness for me and, for them, a deeper kind of control. But it was such a tattered, threadbare, throwaway scarf that, if I tied it right, it could be used like a veil. I could see, and they didn’t know I could see. Later, it occurred to me that it had probably once belonged to a woman (because what would a Jebhat al-Nusra warrior want with purple flowers?), that it might have been used in her kitchen or to keep her hair in place, and so I started to think of it as my connection to the world I had lost: women, civility, cooking. I needed to hold on to it for this reason. I clove-hitched it around my neck once. It was long enough, when rolled into a rope, to work as a noose. That scarf was my emergency escape route. I wanted it nearby in case it became clear that a quiet slouching into soft fabric, followed by deep sleep, would be preferable to whatever horror they meant to videotape, then send out to the world.

There came a time when this head scarf soaked up my blood. My hair was coming out in handfuls then, like a dying sort of seaweed. When I removed the head scarf, there was more hair to it than there was fabric. I used it as a bandage now and then. It absorbed the sorts of things bandages absorb.

Through the months, the scarf mopped up my sweat and wiped away graffiti I scratched into the walls, then erased in a panic when a guard warned that my defacing their prisons might bring on the car battery. It soaked up soup I had spilled on the floor. Sometimes, when I had spare food, I hid the food within the cloth.

I had no pen during my first eighteen months, and no way to tell myself what was happening to me. The blindfold, I began to think, was a register. Its blood, pus, and hair were the outward, visible marks of an ordeal that was above all else a trial of the spirit. And it had kept me safe. “Where’s the cloth?” they used to shout when they opened up the cell door. If I had it in my hand and was busy blindfolding myself, they could see I was complying with the prison rules. They didn’t hit me. So I brandished it at them like a talisman, wrapped it around my eyes, and then, in this state of compliance and fleeting safety, I walked out from my cell, into their world.

I could see. I watched them at prayer, at study, in their kitchens and their meeting rooms. I was an unobserved observer in their little Islamic state—so it felt to me—and my safety within it was because of the purple flowers I had tied around my head. Those flowers helped me see. The blindfold was my laissez-passer. It was the little patch of magic carpet on which I traveled.

Now and then, other prisoners needed it. Someone was about to be interrogated. Or led away to god knows where—a torture chamber, the trunk of a car, a grave. “Do you have a cloth?” a guard would ask, banging on my cell door. “I gave mine to Yassin yesterday,” I would lie, or I would sigh: “A cloth? No. By god, I have nothing.”

Over time, it began to seem to me that the captors meant to tamp down all my senses and that, as a consequence, the senses had woken up. About a year and a half into my ordeal, they decided to allow me a pen and paper. Soon, I found myself writing a story. When I began it, I didn’t know much about the plot of this story but I did know that my blindfold would be important in it. For me, that blindfold represented the power of my senses over their ambition to shut them down.

Now I think that in those first months in the eye hospital, they wanted total disorientation for me—and for the other fifty-odd prisoners they kept in windowless cells in that basement. The blindfold was meant to detach me from everything I knew about the world, including my name, which, in those days, became Filth and sometimes Ass and other times Insect. Perhaps I did become a bit unmoored—but as this was happening, my senses were on high alert.

For instance, in a prison, you learn to know what’s going on by smelling the air. The prisons in Syria smell of charred wood, burning trash, people throwing up in their cells, and the floor-cleaning fluid with which they mop up the scenes of their crimes. In the evenings, they smell of the feasts the fighters make for themselves: roasted chicken, cardamom in the coffee, piles of steamy, fluffy rice. On Fridays, the day of prayer, they smell of shampoo. When there is torture, they reek of the patchouli oil the men in black put in their beards. Every time you smell the oil, you know those men are on their way into the cell block.

Of course, I also listened. In the blackness of a cell—or when they took charge of tying the blindfold and so cinched it down tight—my ability to make sense of sound was all I had. Over time, I began to think that the auditory faculty runs much deeper than we know, that footsteps and whispers proceed directly to the lizard part of one’s brain, and that sounds had helped me see just as my blindfold helped me see.

In some of the prisons you hear the interrogations in high fidelity, as if they’re happening in the cell next to yours. Sometimes they do happen there. As they’re flogging the guy next door, they will sometimes tell you to thrust your face to the floor or against the wall, and you might well pretend to have heard nothing at all, but you cannot keep yourself from knowing what’s going on then. Elsewhere, it’s the squawk of the commanders’ two-way radios that sinks into your consciousness, and the codes they use among themselves when they are discussing the next checkpoint to be attacked, or the fate of such and such a prisoner. Sometimes it’s the sound of a certain commander as he barks at his underlings that awakens your senses, and other times it’s the conviction in the fighters’ voices as they sing their anthems.

Under such circumstances, what news does your senses bring you? Once, after I had spent an evening with the car battery and a commander in one of their interrogation rooms, the commander came to me in my cell. I was by myself. It was much too dark in there for me to see his face. I could scarcely see my hands. But I recognized the outline of his head against the light from the open door. I listened to him breathing. He shone his flashlight in my face. “Prepare yourself,” he said, “little liar. Tomorrow will be worse.”

I can handle this, I told myself, but I was drifting away from planet Earth then, and I wanted to drift away. The next round of investigation, as they called their electricity treatments, it turned out, wasn’t better or worse, but afterward I lost track of time. During one of the nights that followed, in the darkness in my cell, I saw my mother at her kitchen table. She was alone and hunched over the Boston telephone book, as if she were scouring the pages for my phone number. Didn’t I have a phone number? Of course, yes. I’ve always had phone numbers. But which one? She couldn’t find the right one—and so scoured every page. Page after page, she scoured.



During a subsequent night, I found my mother in Vermont. In her driveway, leaning across the hood of her car, her head down. She tried to smile. “Mom,” I said, “I’m in Syria now. I’m in the prison here.”

We had a dialog then, a little like this:

Me: Things are bad here, Mom.

Her: I know they are. But this is absurd. Can’t you talk to them?

Me: No.

Her: Surely…

Me: The other thing is… The thing is that I’m not coming home.

Her: What? Don’t be ridiculous.

Me: I wish I could change it.

Her: What? Where did you say you were?

Now she didn’t say a word. Was she confused? She looked into the hood of her car. She spoke to me, but I couldn’t hear. I reached across the hood. I was about to touch her. But she was disintegrating. She kept fading away. I needed her to talk to me then. Maybe she would have come back. Probably she wanted to, I thought. But the call to prayer was coming then and I was too awake to see her.

Once during my daydreams, I saw the last town in which I had been alive and free, a minor revolutionary capital called Binnish. The American journalist James Foley, I learned much later, was being kidnapped in an internet café in this village more or less at the hour in which I was seeing it in my imagination. ISIS beheaded him, of course. One night, I had a dialog—inside my cell—with the sweet-voiced shopkeeper I had met here. He had changed some Turkish liras for me. He had given me a paper napkin filled with baklava. Inside my cell, our conversation went like this:

Me: You said that if I needed anything in the world—anything at all—I should come to you.

Shopkeeper: Yes.

Me: I’m coming to you now. I need you.

Shopkeeper: But it’s too late. They have you.

Me: But surely you can call for help?

Shopkeeper: You came too far, into a country you never understood, that happens to be under the sway of an unopposable kind of faith.

Me: I see.

A funny thing about the al Qaeda prison system is that this feeling of looking down over your earlier life—over life on planet Earth, among living beings—never quite goes away. It can last for years. Sometimes, in your cell, you feel yourself gazing from an impossible height.

If you keep watching and keep a record of what you’ve seen, I think it’s possible that your sense of hearing, and the sense of sight that comes from being in a blindfold some of the time and in the pitch black much of the rest of the time, might allow you to see the society around you more deeply than those who can look on things openly, without restriction. Now I know that the captors sometimes collaborated in my efforts to see, and wanted me to see. At the time, I hadn’t the vaguest notion of what they were trying to do, and their efforts to make me see simply terrified me.

Neither the al Qaeda commanders nor the ISIS commanders with whom I sometimes shared a cell ever forced me to look at anything specific, but I’m sure they did want me, their American invader–enemy, to reckon with the spirit of the times in Syria. They controlled the oil, cities, landscapes, Palmyra. Could I not see how powerful they had become? Did I know this, really, in my soul? They must have felt I did not know.

There were times when they led me from the cell in my blindfold, brought me to the room at the end of the corridor, then had me lie face-first, in my blindfold, on a cement floor. They locked down my hands and legs into a medieval device—an iron cloverleaf sort of thing I felt but never quite saw—behind my back. When they had me lying on the floor with my feet and hands locked in the air in iron loops—I rocked on my stomach like a bloody sort of hobbyhorse—they ripped off my blindfold. They seized my hair by the roots. They thrust their faces into mine. “We want you to see us,” an interrogator told me in one such moment. He introduced himself. He introduced his friends. “We are from the al Qaeda organization,” he said. At the time, it seemed to me that the interrogator didn’t care what I looked at since he knew I would soon be dead. Now, however, I think that he seized my hair by the roots because he thought I was inclined to explain away or deny or, anyway, fail to reckon with the might of their Islamic state. He wasn’t going to allow me that luxury. He was going to make me see. Events like this happened more than once. Why would they have gone to such trouble if they weren’t trying to make me see?

The interrogators would give me their noms de guerre then—always absurd names, pulled from the pages of Islamic history, or dreamed up in order to suggest that the bearer was a sort of emissary from an Islamic state-of-the-future—the Emirate of Tunis, the Emirate of Canada. Sometimes they would pull down the scarves they had tied around their own faces. “Look us in the eyes!” they would say. “We are from the al Qaeda organization. Do you know who we are now?”

My instinct was to pretend I couldn’t understand—or see or know. For two years, whenever I felt I was going to see something I did not want to see I put my head in my hands. I stuffed my thumbs into my ears. But you cannot go on like this forever. Eventually a prisoner will know much more than he’s supposed to know.

Over time, I came to feel that seeing an Islamic state from underground—as most of my cells were underground—presents advantages the people walking about in the sunlight, on the surface of the earth, do not have. In an Islamic state, citizens can easily get themselves in trouble for looking too much or remembering too well. A proper citizen in an Islamic state should devote himself to prayer. Making money is okay. Looking after one’s family is fine. Keeping a private record of public life—as, for instance, spies do—is not. When people are caught up in the hurly-burly of everyday life, they often forget to look around them. In a war zone, death looms. Here, people are busy acquiring bits of food and fuel for the evening tea. If they have energy left over, they involve themselves in quarrels, love affairs, resentments, schemes, dreamy projects—and of course they stare at screens.

My feeling that I was about to die allowed me to see. In a prison cell, at the very end of your allotment of days, you are in a little eagles’ nest, a thousand feet above the surface of the earth. You can see everything. Why do the living struggle and sweat, you wonder, when all they really need to do is to live?






CHAPTER 1 MY PLAN


Antakya, Turkey, October 2012

My plan was to find the cheapest possible dive in Antakya, Turkey. I would sleep there, then make daytime excursions across the border, into Syria. Steering clear of the violence, since I was no combat reporter, I would discover quirky but telling stories about life in the shadow of the Syrian revolution. I would type these up, then dispatch them to editors in New York and London.

For a freelance reporter, the greatest certificate of success was a commission from the New Yorker or the Atlantic. Those magazines, I understood, paid reporters as much as $10,000 per article. Rolling Stone paid similar sums. During the previous years, I had sent out pitch letters to the editors of these magazines. I hadn’t gotten a flicker of interest from any of them. Mostly, the editors didn’t reply at all. What was up with those people? Maybe they wanted baksheesh. Maybe they awarded contracts only to their college roommates.

I was fine with this. I had options. A year earlier, I had written two essays about the troubles in Syria for the New Republic’s website. As I wrote, I was under the impression that a chaotic but beautiful upending of the social order was sweeping through the country. I knew that a few Islamists, probably off in the hinterland, had made their presence known and that the deep cause beneath the violence was the people’s wish to be rid of their dangerous-because-very-stupid dictator, Bashar al-Assad. And thus to be free.

In July of 2012, in Vermont, I watched via the internet as crowds ten thousand people strong danced in the central square in Hama, the site of an earlier revolt (1982) against an earlier President Assad (Hafez, the current president’s father). The crowds roared with naughty happiness as they sang to their president:


	Kiss my ass and let all those who bow before you kiss it, too. O, by god, no one gives a shit about you.



This looks like good fun, I thought. I knew that financing a reporting trip to Syria wasn’t going to be easy. The New Republic’s website had paid me $800 per article. I had to ask them to send the money to me in Damascus via Western Union. The Western Union agent in Damascus had taken about $80 off the top each time. An accountant would have added up the cost of the plane to Beirut, the collective taxi to Damascus, the visas, and the expenses on the ground in Syria. To an accountant, it would have seemed that each essay cost me about $800. I wasn’t interested in accounting.

I had loved writing those essays. I wrote them in the early, heady days of the Syrian revolution, in the summer of 2011. Those essays brought me into the living rooms of religious savants in Damascus. They encouraged me to learn the lyrics of the radio hits there and to interview the Damascene pop stars. The writing had directed me into bits of the Koran I had known nothing about. Composing those website essays had been like a miniature graduate school for me in which the cultural life of the capital was my professor. My fellow citizens were the students. When the articles appeared on the New Republic website, I felt I had captured a true, terrifying zeitgeist in the capital about which no one there could speak. When readers commented on my essays, I felt they were attesting to a talent in me—essay writing about Syria—I hadn’t dared to believe in myself.

Naturally, a problem cropped up. In the late summer of 2011, as the violence in the Damascus suburbs worsened, the Syrian government, fearing spies, revoked the visas of most of the Westerners living in Damascus. I had to go home to Vermont. And then the owners of the New Republic sold their magazine. The new editors did not reply to my emails.

Over the following months, I developed a new plan. I would send out letters to the world’s second-tier, lower-pay, low-prestige publications. Didn’t such magazines abound in the world? I didn’t know. I assumed they must. Meanwhile, there was news to report.

In October of 2012, the nation of Syria appeared to be wandering into a sea of blood. In many of the poorer urban districts, and in all of the rural ones, the government had collapsed. In some places, the government officials had defected to the rebel side. In other places, the police, the state security agents, and the military men had been driven away. Elsewhere, as more than a few YouTube videos attested, the representatives of the ancien régime had been lined up, made to kneel in the dirt, then shot through the back of the head.

“We are your men, O Bashar, and we drink blood!” So went the chants the pro-Assad militias made in the wake of their victories, recorded, then posted to the pro-government YouTube channels.

“To heaven! To heaven! To heaven we will go, martyred by the millions!” So went the chants the anti-Assad crowds made during their demonstrations.

In those days, my general feeling was that the revolutionaries were on the side of the angels. I felt that the Syrian Kurds, whose Iraqi brethren had learned to guide American smart bombs to their targets during the Iraq war, could work with Western air forces and democrats on the ground inside Syria to overthrow President Assad. After the air campaign, I thought, the time would come to storm the barricades. I assumed that the revolutionaries would find me charming. Seeing how admiringly I wrote of them and respecting the freedom of the press, they would, I thought, chauffer me from protest to internet café to village square. Because it would be hot and because the rebel brigades would be in possession of confiscated villas, the rebel commanders, I guessed, would allow me to write out my stories in the shade, by the side of the villa swimming pools.

The genius of my plan was that it required almost no money to launch. No money, in my opinion, would make the reporting better. My affection for Syria, my network of friends there, and my familiarity with the beautiful Arabic language—this, I told myself, was the start-up capital that counted. Penny-pinching would force me to sleep in mosques, to take the city bus, to hitchhike where locals hitchhiked, to eat in the houses of friends, and to learn the secrets of Middle Eastern travel austerity from the resident authorities: pilgrims, itinerant tradesmen, and students.

Most people in Syria are poor. Poverty, I told myself in Vermont, ought to be the sine qua non criterion by which editors judged the fitness of the reporter who wished to write about the Syrian people.

In the early summer of 2012, I nearly emptied my bank account—and so added to my eligibility as a reporter—by making a trip to Syria. A generous elderly, possibly out-of-the-loop consul in Houston gave me the visa through the mail. No editors in New York and none in London, it turned out, wished to publish the essays I proposed to them. That trip cost me $1,500. Later, in July, in Vermont, on a whim, I bought a Cannondale racing bike. That bill came to $1,800. Running low on cash, I sold a few things. I borrowed from my mother. At the end of the summer, I had enough cash for a new ticket to Turkey. In order to pay for expenses on the ground, I borrowed again from my mother.

I boarded the plane for Istanbul in early October. Assuming that in the fullness of time, when my reporting career was flourishing, I might hop over to the island of Cyprus for a few weeks of cycling, I brought the Cannondale. I spent my first night in Istanbul on the floor, in a room occupied by a friend I had made during my earlier, fruitless trip to Syria. I told this friend, Freddy, an asylum seeker from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, that I had some reporting work to undertake in Syria. Would he be willing to house my bike during the two weeks or so in which I would be away? Of course, he said.

Freddy, it turned out, objected to all ideas concerning Syria. “What do you want with those people?” he asked. As my host in Turkey, and an able Turkish speaker, he felt himself under an obligation to look out for me. During my twenty-four hours with him, I admitted to him that my American cell phone didn’t work in Turkey. It would have cost me $50 to unblock it. I didn’t want to pay. Freddy offered me his. I refused. He insisted. I tried to put him off. In the end, I took it because the mention of the word “Syria” caused him to shiver, because I knew he wanted to look after me, and because my taking it seemed important to him. If I needed to make a call in Syria, I tried to explain to Freddy, I would walk to one of the village shops in which the owner offered pirated international lines at cut rates. I would listen to the other phone conversations underway in the shops, make friends with the patrons, and, in this way, learn about the life of the nation. It wouldn’t occur to the proper, professional reporters to go about things this way. So much the better, I told Freddy. Freddy, a refugee in Turkey, couldn’t understand why I wished to make life more difficult for myself. “You make me afraid,” he told me.

I took the bus from Istanbul to Antakya, the city on the Syrian border in which the international press had established a sort of ersatz headquarters. On the bus, I counted up my cash. I had $200 in my American bank account, available to me through my ATM card. I was managing another $150 in liquid assets, in the form of dollar bills, stray Syrian notes, and Turkish coins. These deposits lived in plastic bags in the interior of my backpack.

So I wasn’t rich, at least not in American money, but neither would I be poor. In Antakya, life was considerably cheaper than it was in Istanbul. Accounting for the falloff in prices, technically speaking, I would probably be rich. At least I might feel that way. As for my budget: Many people in these regions, I knew, lived for six months on $350. A single publishing success would bring me, at the very least, $200. This would allow me to live—and write and hike and make new friends—in Antakya for at least six weeks. The first success will bring on the others, I told myself.

Right away, on my first day in Antakya, I began sending out my pitch letters. What about a story focusing on the music of the Syrian revolution? No one was interested. What about the mysterious-because-incommunicative young men from Libya, France, and Holland one stumbled into in front of the military supply shops in Antakya? “Fascinating,” said one editor, “but not for us.” Austin Tice, a sometime freelancer and full-time law student at Georgetown, had disappeared in Syria in August of that year. A story about Austin Tice? No one was interested. I had an idea about the zany press characters wars attract. What about an update of the 1973 campaign memoir The Boys on the Bus, in which the bus would be the Turkish bars where the next generation of war correspondents was coming of age? No one was interested.

I fell into the habit of waking up early, drinking a glass of orange juice in the restaurant next door to the boardinghouse in which I was staying, then scanning my emails.

Two weeks came and went. One Saturday morning, after I had sent out a blizzard of pitches—after they had yielded nothing at all—I sat by myself in the restaurant with my chin in my hands. I gazed through the restaurant’s plateglass windows. Every fifteen minutes or so, curious, nosing sheep, in troupes of three or four, ambled by. At a plastic table on the sidewalk, a circle of withered, motionless men sat smoking in the sunlight.

During my first hours of meditation, I allowed my thoughts to drift to the hotel, in the fancy Antakya neighborhood, in which the present generation of war correspondents would have been, just then, sipping the foam from their morning cappuccinos. I half-thought of offering myself to one of these properly employed journalists as a translator or a fixer. Perhaps if I hung out at their cappuccino bar for long enough, a crumb, in the form of an assignment, or an editor’s email address, would fall from their table. I would dash off a letter. The editor would bite. Cash would flow. I daydreamed in this way for a little while, then snapped to. Those adventurers were in love with the correspondent flak jacket and the telephoto lens. They knew everything about gadgets and who, in their correspondent bubble, was in love with whom. How could they help me with Syria? It’s beneath me to speak to them at all, I told myself. It would make as much sense, I thought, to ask the sheep on the sidewalk for help. The shepherd, wherever he was, would inform me about the politics of the region. If I were to turn to my fellow café patrons—ancient, trembling men—they would share their wisdom about warfare with me.

Toward ten thirty, I decided that the time had come in my life for Plan B. Maybe I could retire to a youth hostel on the nearby island of Cyprus? If I could get there, I could certainly ride my bike. But then… I was pretty sure I didn’t have the money to get there. A panic seized me. Did I have enough change to pay the gentle, whispering white-bearded man who pressed his oranges in the back of the café? He had told me that he brought in his oranges from the orchards along the Mediterranean coast, to the south of Antakya, in Hatay Province. Those oranges had tasted like fruit from the heavens to me. I would have died of shame if I had not been able to give the orange juice man his money.

I tried to explain to myself how exactly my cash had dwindled away. During the previous ten years, I had angled and schemed and dreamed of turning myself into a Middle East correspondent. There had been Arabic-language academies in Yemen. There had been a period of study in a Koran school in Yemen and a not particularly successful book about what one learns in such a school. During the three years prior to the war, I had been a full-time resident of Damascus. During this period I had fallen in love, as most foreigners do, with the people, the language, and the culture of this place. My career, however, had foundered.

Naturally, I refused to give up. I dug in my heels. I declared my indifference to money. I don’t require rewards from the world of things, I told myself. Now, however, the economics of my career development program were pronouncing a verdict in figures. There wasn’t enough money in this business, it was too obvious and much too late for me to note, or if there was, it wasn’t for me. I would have to find another way.

For the time being, I required only enough to get myself to Cyprus. In order to come up with that cash, I decided that I would write one last essay. Perhaps the new editors of the New Republic would publish it. Perhaps someone else would. That essay would establish, in my own mind, if in no one else’s, that my essays were fun to read, revealing, cool, better than the others. There was no cash value in such essays? Fine. Once I had rung the Syria essay bell, I would cut my losses. I would trim my expectations, pack up, move on.

In order to solemnize this decision, I typed out an email to the person whose opinion mattered more to me than anyone else’s. She had rescued me from a thousand disappointments, not all of which had involved my being broke. Lately, however, a note of plaintiveness had been creeping into her communications.

“For heaven’s sake, sweetheart,” she had taken to saying, into the ether, when we talked over Skype. “You need a Plan B.”

“I know, Mom,” I would reply. “I’m working on it.”

“As they say in Georgia,” she wrote in an email I received the day before my Antakya restaurant reckoning, “ ‘tell me what you know good.’ ” This, I knew, was her way of saying, What in God’s name are you doing in Turkey? Please. Stop being an idiot.

I had been too embarrassed to reply to her question. Now, however, I tapped out a version of the message she wanted to hear:


I’m still trying with the editors. Nothing definite yet. I mean to get one more piece published. I’ll send that around, bargain, negotiate, and maybe this will lead to more steady work somehow. But maybe not. Anyway, I’m planning on writing one more piece. Then, I’m moving on. Okay? Okay?



I had friends in Odessa. There were English-teaching possibilities in Tbilisi, Georgia. Cyprus, however, was nearby. I mentioned these places, wrote a bit about the delicious Turkish oranges, the whispering of the orange juice presser (he spoke a formal old-fashioned variety of Arabic), then pressed “send.” Right away, as if from the phone itself, I heard the sound of my mother sighing in cheerful, exhausted relief.

Having thus committed myself, I turned to my current accounts. My room in the boardinghouse—officially, the Hotel Ercan (in Turkish: the Hotel of the Brave)—was costing me $17 a night. I was spending $10 during the days easily—on coffees in the morning, lunch, cell phone cards for Freddy’s phone, and cans of Efes beer in the evening. A taxi into Syria was going to cost me $20. I would need at least $40 for expenses inside Syria. My mini-audit told me that about $250 of my freelance journalism start-up capital remained. Under the circumstances, the right thing, I decided, would be to move to a cheaper, more decrepit boardinghouse. But the Ercan, I knew from previous visits, was the cheapest, most decrepit of the Antakya boardinghouses. What to do?

Happily, as if by an act of God, just as I was typing the last of my internal audit figures into my cell phone calculator, Ashraf al-Tunisi (Ashraf the Tunisian), whose musings on the Arab affection for warfare had entertained me during my first mornings in this restaurant, materialized in a patch of sunlight in front of the boardinghouse. I knew him to be the occupant of a room in a cheaper, more slovenly house, in the alleys above the old city of Antakya. I knew him to be in need of money.

I ordered a coffee for him. I stepped outside. Handing him the coffee, I greeted him as my Yemeni teachers used to greet me, high on the top floors of the Sanaa tower houses, when I met them for my first Arabic lessons.

“Morning of the light, Ashraf, my brother,” I said.

“Morning of the rose and the jasmine,” he replied. Did I happen to have a cigarette for him? He paused. “Never mind! God is generous.”

Ashraf had been a student of philology in the Syrian city of Aleppo before money troubles interrupted his studies. When the violence flared in Syria, the regime revoked his visa. He was forced to leave. Now, in Antakya, he disdained the young Syrians who made ends meet by selling vegetables from street corner barrows. They were slaves to the material world. Ashraf preferred to pass the days in contemplation. He read in the mosques. He admired the sunsets. In order to carry on, he sold the TV he had brought with him from Syria. Then he sold an extra pair of shoes, and, finally, his cell phone.

In Ashraf’s opinion, the war in Syria was a species of craziness into which Arab countries often tumbled. He thought my ambition to have a closer look at it was a species of American craziness. But if I was determined to go, he told me when I met him, during my first morning in Antakya, I should allow him to vet my traveling companions. Meanwhile, he said, if there was anything I should need in Antakya—a friend, an advisor, connections in Aleppo—I should address myself to him.

In the sunlight, in front of the Ercan, I gave him a minute to sip his coffee. He found a willing cigarette donor at a café table, lit his cigarette, then returned to me. He smiled into the sun.

“I have a question for you, Ashraf my brother,” I said. I asked him how much he paid to rent his room.

“Rent?” he said. It was nothing at all—a pittance. Did I not want to hear about the house itself? “Surely you want to improve your Arabic?” If so, his house would be the ideal venue, since it was filled with Syrians from every sect, party, and region. The house sat on the lip of an escarpment, with a view over the twists of the Orontes River, the spiraling Antakya suq, and on the horizon a Turkish alpine panorama. From the curb, he looked up into the warren of gimcrack shacks and mosque minarets that hung like a balcony over the southern half of the city. “By god, from my room, you feel yourself a thousand feet over this filthy city of whores. There are birds, my friend. There are clouds.”

“Every night in the Ercan, I spend seventeen dollars,” I told him.

“What?” he said, in genuine—or was it simulated?—shock. “Seventeen dollars for a dirty room in this whore of a hotel?” But this rate was exorbitant. It was haram to charge even half that amount for such a room. I agreed. His rent, he said, was not unreasonable: 200 Turkish liras a month—about $40. We kept quiet for a moment, and then I mooted my idea. I would bring a blanket and a pillow. I would sleep on the floor of his room. I would pay half the rent.

He thought the matter over for a moment, furrowed his brow, and then a smile of the warmest welcome and shared purpose washed over his face. “Of course,” he said. “You are welcome. Welcome, my American friend!”

I checked out of my hotel. We ambled through the suq. From a stall operated by a friend of his, I bought a pink faux-fur blanket (50 Turkish liras) and a pillow (10 Turkish liras). On the far side of the suq, as we climbed through the alleyways, I gave in to the feeling of newfound friendship and serendipity that had hovered over every adventure I’d had in the Arab world to date. I bought each of us a can of beer (10 Turkish liras). He needed a haircut. Okay, I did, too. We went to his friend, a barber whose shop was around the corner from Ashraf’s house. “I’ll pay for us both,” I said (10 Turkish liras).

As we were getting our hair cut, we resolved to strike out, right away, in search of work. Any work at all would do. Did we not both need money? “ ‘Work is blessed,’ said the Prophet, peace and blessing upon him,” Ashraf observed.

“Ameen,” I agreed.

He felt Antakya was much busier with opportunities for people like us than we knew. Until recently, he had preferred not to search them out. He rather liked to think. “I know what you mean,” I said. Lately, however, a feeling had come to him that a little bit of money in his pocket would do him good. And the society of friends at a job site would buck him up. His larger ambition was to save for a ticket home to Tunisia. “May God make you prosperous,” I told him.

“May he give us both wealth,” he replied.

We spent the rest of the afternoon making inquiries at the construction sites on the outskirts of Antakya. Ashraf felt he would have better luck finding a job if he told the construction managers that he was a Syrian victim of the war, lately evicted from Aleppo, by the helicopter barrel bombs. He felt that I didn’t look enough like an Arab for this trick to be useful to me. “Don’t say you’re an American, whatever you do,” he said. He felt that no Turk would believe that an American required work at a construction site. They would assume I had come to spy. They would refuse us both. He thought I could pass for a Russian.

“I’ll do my best,” I told him.

Shortly before sunset, we happened across a sawmill. The supervisor there wanted to know how strong we were. “We’re very strong,” Ashraf said.

The supervisor pointed to a pile of stumps that had been dumped in front of a house-sized circular saw blade. “Can you lift a stump?” he asked.

Ashraf seized an enormous block of wood, hoisted it over his head like an Olympic champion, then beamed at the supervisor. The supervisor beamed back. He asked Ashraf where he was from.

“Syrian from Aleppo,” said Ashraf.

The supervisor gestured at me. “And him?” he asked Ashraf.

“Russian,” Ashraf replied. “But speaks Arabic.”

The supervisor cast a dubious look at me. He greeted me in Arabic. I replied in Arabic. His face brightened. He shook my hand. The workday would begin at 7:00 am, he said. “Twelve hours’ work. Okay?” We would be paid 50 Turkish liras—about $10—at the end of the day. Were we okay with these terms? “Very okay with them, yes,” said Ashraf.

“You’ll be here at seven?”

“Of course,” Ashraf said.

“Of course,” I said.

I’ll make use of this bit of luck, I told myself as Ashraf and I wound our way upward, through the alleyways that led to his room, because a compelling, sellable article about the precarious life of the Syrian refugee was to be found at the sawmill. Surely the Turks were subjecting Syrians to something unpleasant at the mill. Dangerous saw blades? Overwork? Perhaps the Syrian refugees employed in this place were organizing a government in exile amid the stumps. Perhaps they were shipping their pitiable salaries back to their friends in the Free Syrian Army? I would find out the details, then write an absorbing, participant-observer essay about the hardscrabble life of the Syrian refugee in Turkey.

I liked the idea when it came, but as we climbed the hillside alleyways, doubts trickled through my head, and by the time we opened the door on Ashraf’s windowless, furnitureless room, the story idea, which had shimmered for a moment in the afterglow of a genuine job offer—then caused me to try out opening lines in my head, to daydream about which of the magazines might bite, to see figures and feel cash—was falling in on itself. As we stood in the darkness, it dissolved into a puddle of dreck at my feet.

Had there been a single Syrian among the lumberyard laborers I might have tried to pump some life into it. Yet the material out of which I meant to build my swan-song report to the world consisted, as far as I could tell, of a fake Syrian, a fake Russian, a mighty circular saw blade, and some Turks. I asked myself: Even if, eventually, some Syrian woodmen turned up at the mill, would anyone in New York care if poor Syrians were becoming poorer slowly in Turkey? I wasn’t sure I much cared.

At six thirty the following morning, I declined to get out of bed. Ashraf disappeared. At ten thirty a violent banging and shrieking arose from the porch outside Ashraf’s room. I lifted the latch on the door. I poked a nose into the fresh air. A white-haired gentleman stood in the sunshine. His eyes were outraged. He held a heavy stick, almost as fat as a log, like a battering ram, in both hands. He advanced across the threshold, strode to the center of the room, then began to shout—partly in Arabic and partly in Turkish, it seemed, or was that Kurdish? As he remonstrated, I stepped backward, then squinted, and then his howling sorted itself into intelligible Arabic sound.

“Working!” he said. “Now. This instant. Go!” A stack of sacks containing cement powder was to be moved from one spot in the courtyard outside Ashraf’s room to a spot a few meters away. I was to perform this labor. “You get up. Now!”

I slipped on my sandals. In the courtyard, I picked up one bag, dragged it across the courtyard, then picked up another and another. A few minutes into this task, I noticed that the man was staring at me, mouth agape, as if he couldn’t make sense of the alien creature that had touched down in his courtyard.

“You’re not an Arab,” he observed.

“No,” I said.

“Where from?” he asked. “Germany?”

“Yes,” I agreed. “Germany.”

His face softened. He glanced at the little tower of cement sacks I had made for him. “Thank you,” he said in Arabic. “You help me.”

“Of course,” I said.

When I had moved all the man’s cement sacks, he followed me into Ashraf’s room.

Ashraf had not paid the last month’s rent, he said. Neither had this month’s rent been paid. And where was Ashraf? I didn’t know where Ashraf was. The man stared at the blanket on which Ashraf had slept, then turned his eyes to me. “Well, this can’t go on,” he said. He eyed an open laptop next to the faux fur on which I had slept. Was I living in this room now, too?

“Yes,” I admitted. “I am Ashraf’s roommate.”

The man brandished his stick. “You get out,” he said. “This is no hotel.”

“Wait,” I said. “Please.” I reached for my backpack. “I have money.”

He lowered his stick.

Two months’ rent came to 400 Turkish liras—or $80. I counted out the money. I handed it to the visitor. He made a weak smile. He nodded. Holding his eyes on me, he took a step backward. “May God be with you,” he said softly. He paused, murmured to himself, reached through his mind for a phrase, and then with a confused but happy expression in his eyes produced it: “Guten Tag!” he said.

“Guten Tag,” I replied. He neglected to shut the door. I returned to my blanket on the floor.

During the preceding weeks, an essay about the deep, invisible causes of the war in Syria had been writing itself in my head. I judged its value as a commercial enterprise to be approximately zero dollars, which was why I hadn’t bothered to put it down on paper, but as I lay in the semidarkness, it occurred to me that this was the value of all my enterprises, in which case it made sense to write what I wanted to write.

I knew how the writing of this essay would make me feel: missing Damascus, frightened for the country, agog at the paradoxes of the place, and full of admiration for the rebellious crowds. There would be sadness in this essay, since totalitarian societies crushed the life out of a nation’s youth. I felt Syria’s coming generation was especially hope-filled, curious about the world, happy—though afraid to be so—and pullulating with undiscovered talent. There would be humorous bits to my essay, since Syrians loved to make fun: of the lisping president, the putative stupidity of the citizens of Homs, the Baath Party, the sorry state of the Syrian army’s equipment, and the feeblemindedness of the state’s bureaucrats. The writing would amble along in this lighthearted mood, since encounters in Syria, even the ominous ones, perhaps especially them, often began in courteous bonhommie.

Yet my essay would come to the point quickly: A sadistic cult of Assad lovers had cast a spell over the nation. Those in the grips of this delirium had so enthralled themselves, with what exactly I would reveal at the end of the essay, that they were willing to shoot their political opponents in the face, openly, on international television, week after week, without a twinge of regret. Perhaps the intoxicating substances at issue here were occult doctrines, arising from Zoroastrianism, fire worshiping, and hatred of Islam, which were now propagated by the president’s semisecret religious sect, the Alawites. So the opposition preachers intimated during their Friday-afternoon sermons. Perhaps the current president’s father, Hafez, now twelve years dead, had cast his own variety of fairy dust across the nation. So the chanting crowds (“Oh! Oh! May God curse your soul, O Hafez!”) seemed to feel. Anyway, that summer, the Assad partisans could be seen on Twitter videos, strolling in plazas littered with corpses. They pumped their Kalashnikovs into the night sky as they chanted: “We are your men, O Bashar, and we drink blood!” During the summer of 2012, the blood had flowed more thickly, in more places, than at any point in the war to date. During my earlier, botched trip to Damascus, in June, I had run across a Damascus journalist friend in a café. “It’s just that I don’t see any ending to this thing,” I told her. She stared at me. “Nor do we,” she replied. And then she burst into tears.

My working theory was that emotions driving the violence in Syria didn’t have a local habitation exactly, but I felt an attentive traveler could uncover the darkness beneath the placidity of everyday life by visiting the places in which the previous generation of Syrians had murdered one another. Of course, the traveler would have to listen carefully. Of course, he would have to find obliging strangers. Of course, they would dissemble. Of course, the phrases they uttered would mean one thing in a certain cast of light in the morning, then give way to richer, deeper meanings as the day’s shadows lengthened. If the traveler was willing to draw no conclusions, to keep his ear to the ground, to make friends, to read, and to watch, the ground, I felt, eventually, would speak.

My plan was to carry out this listening project in a line of villages that runs in the shadow of the Syrian Coastal Mountain Range, north from Homs to the Turkish border. Since this is the frontier along which the mountain people, most of whom are Alawites, give way to the desert tribesmen, all of whom are Sunni, I imagined that some conversation I encountered would be ruled, as it is along the Syrian coast, in the Alawite homeland, by love for President Bashar al-Assad. Other villages I felt would have given themselves to the passionate hatred I was seeing in demonstrations on YouTube. In other villages, I imagined, I would find a muddle.

My idea was to amble along this frontier for a few days and then return with my notebooks to Antakya. There, in the safety of Ashraf’s hovel, I would draw up my portrait of the nation. I knew the general feel of the picture: It would show a nation adrift, unsure of its identity, jealous of more eminent, richer rivals, wanting admiration, longing to prove its powers but unable to keep itself from being pulled into the darkness.

Since some secrets are hard to keep, and since I wasn’t much in the mood for concealment anyway, I meant to acknowledge that the reporter in the background of this essay had worked his life into a similar fix.

Such were my essay-writing plans. A month or so after they first came to me, I was kneeling on the floor of a cell in the basement of the Aleppo eye hospital. Teenage toughs were making me press my hands and face into the wall above the lice-ridden blanket on which I slept. They laughed as they flogged my back with their galvanized steel cables. I screamed for help. “Oh mi God!” they shouted at me in English. “He is need helb! Helb!”

During those moments, I was aware, on some level, that the idea that had brought me into Syria was a literary travelogue, a bit like Rebecca West in Yugoslavia, a bit like George Orwell in Down and Out in Paris and London. This was the butterfly I had chased over the precipice.

In the minutes following these flogging sessions, when my torturers had left my cell, I would stare at the walls. What bubble of self-involvement had I been living in, I wondered, that I should have allowed my life to go floating away—correction, paid my last pennies to cause it to float—into his hell? If only I could wander backward in time to the hovel in which I resolved to pursue the idea, I thought, I would wring the would-be travel writer’s neck.

Such is the wisdom of hindsight. That morning in Antakya, as I listened to the landlord clomping about upstairs, I attached myself to my writing idea like someone who falls asleep while driving, nearly comes to grief, then directs a maniacal concentration on the road ahead. I would not be swayed. I refused to permit opposition. I cared about the details of the voyage and nothing else. How much cash should I take? What footwear would be appropriate for October in Aleppo? I resolved to take a pair of plastic sandals. In case I should have the opportunity for a jog, I brought a new pair of running shoes.

Ashraf liked to say that he knew every one of the ten thousand smugglers in Antakya as he knew his own brothers. He had been a café hanger about in the poorer, Arab-speaking quarter of the city for long enough, I judged, for the boast to be more than idle chatter.

Should I trust myself to his friends? I wondered. I didn’t much trust him anymore. His lot, I felt, were as likely to finagle my last dollars out of me, then leave me stranded on the windy plains north of Aleppo, by the side of a potato field, as they were to help me. But who in Antakya could I trust? No one, I decided. In which case it made sense to choose at random.

My two weeks of letter writing in Antakya had given me enough time to contemplate a random sampling of travelers. A cigarette dealer Ashraf and I sometimes saw in the evenings, as he rattled through the Antakya alleys on his moped, had a guileless, friendly demeanor. Apparently, he spent his days on jeep trails deep in the Syrian mountains. His customer base, soldiers in the Free Syrian Army, lived under the strafing of the attack helicopters, somewhere in the hills along the Syrian coast. If I traveled with this person, the ride would surely present dramatic scenery. It would cost me pennies, but the risk to life and limb, I felt, was incalculable. And therefore unacceptable. The traveling companion for the voyage I was writing in my head, in any case, was a raconteur, an amateur historian, a singer of songs, and a teller of dirty jokes. I judged the cigarette seller, who was in his twenties, too young and too focused on distributing cigarettes to be useful to me.

A band of young men Ashraf identified as Libyans sometimes lounged at the plastic tables on the sidewalk in front of my ex-boardinghouse. Their story, an obvious fiction to the resident café patrons, was that they had come to the area on a humanitarian mission. They were nurses. Or teachers. Or aid workers or something. One evening, shortly after Ashraf began his lumberyard job, he and I spotted a group of six of them huddling in front of the grocery store across the street from the Ercan. Ashraf rose from the café table, shook their hands, smiled, pointed at me, palavered for a moment, then watched in surprise as their faces darkened. One of them spit on the ground. No, they would not talk to a journalist, they told him, nor would they go anywhere with an American, nor did they have any plans to go anywhere near Syria. “God be with you,” they told Ashraf.

A day later, again after his workday was over, he and I wandered into the lobby of a boardinghouse above the Antakya suq in which every one of the twenty or so armchairs lining the perimeter of the room was occupied by a wounded rebel fighter. Some of their faces bore hideous gashes. Others had arms in slings and feet in casts. They grinned as they showed me cell phone photographs of more damaged, bloodier comrades-in-arms. In the photos, men lay on the floor of a sun-dappled forest. Their entrails spilled into the dirt. Some of those soldiers were not quite dead, it seemed, but clasping on to the thread of life, as the Arabic phrase has it. This was why the photographer had taken the picture, a soldier explained to me: to capture the instant in which the martyr’s soul entered paradise. Allegedly, the eyes, though lifeless, registered the happiness the soul experienced on seeing the face of God.

In this room, Ashraf declined to identify me as an American. I was a French reporter, he said, who wished to travel into Syria. A half-dozen soldiers interrupted their conversations to offer me a ride into the war. I took down the numbers of two of them, but I knew from the moment I saw the gaping, somehow unbandaged wounds in these men’s faces that I would never, under any circumstances, go to the places at which they had been injured. Those people had been in a war. Bullets had flown about. Stuff had blown up. A reporter interested in this sort of thing required a camera. He wore aviator glasses. He would want to write about bravery. Maybe he himself was brave. Maybe he was just reckless. He was not me.

As I said my good-byes to these invalids, I wished for God to send victories to the Free Syrian Army. “Ameen,” a dozen mumbling voices replied. I promised to stay in touch, as is proper after an exchange of phone numbers, but I walked down the boardinghouse stairway certain that those men would soon be killed, down to the last man, and supposing that that was what they wanted. What is it about death, I wondered, that young men in this part of the world wish to make friends with it, to carry it around in loving portraits on their mobile phones, and to return to it whenever their wounded bodies allow? I have nothing in common with such people, I told myself, since the only thing I want to return to was a canny, true, colorful essay.

The next morning, a Friday, I made a visit to my old boardinghouse in order to chat with the two young Syrians with whom I had shared a bathroom on the top floor of the Hotel Ercan. Ten days earlier, we had spoken about the possibility of making an excursion together into Syria. They struck me as trustworthy—or anyway as trustworthy as strangers in a frontier town can be. I found Adnan and Gibriel in their room on the hotel’s fifth floor. During their three weeks in Antakya, they had roamed up and down the Turkish coast. They had interviewed fishing boat captains, fishmongers, and strollers on the beach. Their understanding had been that, in exchange for a small fee, some such person might drop them on a beach on the island of Cyprus.

Their research had established that the going rate for this crossing was $3,000 per person. They had come to Antakya with hundreds of dollars in their bags—but not thousands. It often happened, they learned, that the boat captains who demanded these absurd sums proved to be bandits who beat their passengers, robbed them, then abandoned them on a desolate stretch of the Turkish coast. So yes, said Adnan, he and his friend Gibriel were indeed planning to return to Damascus. In order to trace their way back to the troubled suburb of Sayyidah Zaynab, where their families lived, they would travel as they had come: by a tortuous concatenation of farm lanes and forest paths on which Syrian government officials never appeared. Some of this smugglers’ highway could be traveled by car. Other portions had to be negotiated on foot. The voyage would cost about $75. Because Adnan would be conscripted into the army if the government caught up with him, both friends planned to play it safe: They would never set foot within sight of a government checkpoint.

Their plan was to leave Antakya the following morning at seven thirty. If I wished to come with them, I could meet them in the lobby the next day, Saturday, at that time. Both of these young men made sure that I understood: If I were to travel with them, I would have to assume responsibility for my own well-being. Were I to find myself in trouble, I understood from the stern look in their eyes, I would be on my own.

“Don’t you need an ID to get on a bus?” I asked.

Adnan shrugged. “Sometimes yes, sometimes no.” I asked about pop-up checkpoints on the highways, the cost of bribing highway officials, whether the officials would be pro-government, pro-rebel, or something else, and what would happen to the traveler if he didn’t have the money to pay.

A few minutes later, after we had said our good-byes, when I was outside again in the sunshine, I tried to imagine what was likely to occur during a voyage to Sayyidah Zaynab. It was a regime-controlled, mostly Shia suburb, lately settled by waves of Iraqis in flight from the violence there. Every few weeks, the rebels in this newer Middle Eastern war tried to blow up the Sayyidah Zaynab Mosque, a destination for Shia pilgrims. My traveling companions belonged to the minority Sunni population in this majority Shia suburb, which was itself under assault from the all-Sunni suburbs in whose midst it sat. Could be interesting, I thought. My traveling companions would be on the side of the young men who disguised themselves as women—their childhood friends, so they said—who hid their suicide belts under their black robes, then blew themselves up among the crowds of Iranian pilgrims.

Adnan and Gibriel did not strike me as suicidal. They seemed rather cordial. They were certainly quick to warm to the idea of traveling with me. I was certain they could teach me about the difficulties of escaping to Cyprus. But if I should find myself questioned at an improvised checkpoint along the highway or blocked by an ID-demanding bus driver, I knew—because they had been as explicit as they could be without being impolite—that they would leave me to my own devices. Downstairs, in my favorite restaurant, as I drank a glass of angelic orange juice, I decided that too much of Adnan and Gibriel’s itinerary passed through country too thick with Syrian government agents. Those agents were on the hunt for undocumented foreigners in Syria. “American journalist” to government minions in Syria meant “undercover CIA agent.” I dreaded the minions. And then how would a voyage to Sayyidah Zaynab help me with my fault line of villages?



Later that day, I walked to the top of the escarpment that overlooks Antakya. I contemplated the views the tourist takes in: The Alexandretta plains about which Gertrude Bell had written in her 1907 chronicle of a voyage through Syria, The Desert and the Sown, lay to the left. Beyond those plains, the Mediterranean shimmered. Beneath me, flocks of birds floated over a field of minarets and church towers. I took a picture with my iPhone. I sat on a rock. At my feet, a column of ants was marching away, into a talus field and, from there, upward, into the highest reaches of the escarpment. How duty bound the ants are, I thought, how single-minded, how unquestioning, and how busy. Why was I not capable of living out my life with as much purpose as the typical Turkish ant?

As I walked downward, into the center of town, I turned into the narrow, darkened alleyway by which one entered the Ercan. Almost always, at every hour of the day, Syrians with whom I had a nodding acquaintance could be found milling about in front. On this evening, a café lounger who called himself Abu Firas happened to be smoking a cigarette at a sidewalk table. During our first meeting, I had told him that I was a reporter who wished to travel into Syria. The moment I appeared in the street, when I was still fifty paces from him, he called out my name. I ambled to his table. He invited me to sit. There were no formalities. He proposed a trip into Syria. For $100 in cash, up front, he would take me to any village I wished to visit in Idlib Province. He had grown up in the province. He knew everyone there. Okay? Was I in agreement? Okay?

“Idlib?” I said. “What’s in Idlib?”

“Okay,” he said. “Fine. Aleppo.”

Apparently, during our first café conversations I had related details of my life I don’t normally relate to strangers. Or had someone else related these on my behalf? Ashraf? Adnan and Gibriel? Anyway, Abu Firas knew my story: I was the American reporter who wanted to spend no money, was curious about religion in Syria, had once lived in a Damascus neighborhood called Sha’alan, and now lived in a hovel with Ashraf.

“You have memorized well,” I said. “You are spying for whom?”

He smiled. “Yes. Spying. Like you.”

I smiled back. I asked him how he proposed to take me to Syria.

“A car,” he said. “A Mercedes.”

“Right,” I said. “I should take you there in my private jet.” He did not smile. Anyway, I said, if I was going to pay $100, I wanted a proper guide, approved by the Syrian ministry of tourism, with degrees in Roman history, classical architecture, and Syrian politics. “What do you really have, Firas?” I asked. “A bicycle?”

I meant to tease him. Most of the Syrians in the area were more of a mind to blow the ministry of tourism in Syria into little bits than to apply to it for a certification. Firas was meant to chuckle at the mention of their certifications, and to scoff at the idea that anyone should want anything from them.

He stared at me. “You don’t like me?” he said.

I told him that I wanted a man of culture as a guide. He spoke a rural, hard-to-understand version of Syrian colloquial Arabic. “What have you studied, my Abu Firas?” I asked. “Anything at all?”

His face darkened. I waited a moment for him to smile. He stared at me, frowned, then turned away. I sighed. Why must I make smart-alecky remarks? I had wanted to be cute. For an instant, I regretted it. I needed to apologize. And then I caught myself. Was not every Syrian café lounger in Antakya on the make?

Perhaps some of the Western reporters in Antakya were easy marks. I wanted it to be known that I was no rube. During our first meetings, Abu Firas had come across as too forward, too aggressively friendly, almost angry. I had felt he was working an angle. I wanted him to take his line of patter elsewhere. So it was okay to have crossed a line with him. I didn’t regret putting him off.

Abu Firas, however, was not put off. It took him an instant to swallow his pride. He sucked on his cigarette, then ordered me a tea. We chatted a bit about conditions in Idlib—such government troops as had not yet been killed or kidnapped, he said, were besieged on every side. Sooner or later, they would die. The people would rule. The government would be gone. He sighed. He took another drag on his cigarette. Would I object if he made a phone call?

When his correspondent picked up, Abu Firas stepped away from the table. He began one of those warmhearted conversations, full of Syrian formulae for good wishes, followed by doublings and tripling of the wishes, that affirm membership in a venerable brotherhood. He chatted for a moment under his breath, then returned to the table, the sour mood I had provoked in him earlier vanished. He suppressed a grin.

“I have excellent news for you,” he said. The friends he had just now spoken with were journalists themselves. They were Syrians, friendly to the opposition, who would be returning to Syria soon.

“Yes?” I said. “Journalists? Who do they work for?”

Abu Firas wasn’t sure. Anyway, his friends were constantly occupied with work. Probably they had many employers. They were in demand because they knew every back road in Idlib Province. They knew the main roads, too. Basically, they were travelers. One day, they were here; the next day, they were elsewhere. As chance would have it, this evening they would be at the hotel above the central taxi stand in Antakya, just around the corner from the Ercan.

“They want money,” I told Abu Firas.

Abu Firas shrugged. “Maybe they want free,” he said. “Ask them.”

“Free, free?” I asked. “Or free now and pay later?”

He shrugged again. He didn’t know. “Possibly free, free. Maybe a few liras.” I could find out the details myself, since the two people in question would be upstairs, in the first-floor hotel lobby of the Hotel Antakya, that evening at 7:00 pm.

At that hour, a breeze was rolling through a wall of floor-length curtains. Otherwise, the lobby was dead. I examined the reception desk, peered down an empty hallway, then stepped through the curtains. I met my kidnappers out there, on the balcony, in a haze of soft evening light. It cast a coppery glow over their jeans, their baseball caps, and their white basketball sneakers. They had propped their feet on the balustrade. They turned their heads but did not remove their feet. Probably this was a bad sign.

Eventually, Abu Firas stood. He smiled in surprise and awkwardness, then abruptly stopped smiling. He offered me his hand. “This is the American journalist,” he said into the slanting rays. I was the one who wanted to visit Syria, the one who spoke Arabic, the one who used to live in Damascus. The kidnappers offered me their hands.

The kidnapper closest to me wore a red baseball cap. His tresses glowed in the evening light. His eyes twinkled. He could have been a model in a magazine advertisement. “Welcome, my brother,” he said. “Welcome, my American friend!” He offered me a cigarette. I declined. He put a glass of tea in my hand.

His name, he said, was Mohammed. He was Syrian, lived in Syria now, and planned to return there soon. He grinned his Cheshire cat grin. I like this person, I thought. I liked the way he tipped backward in his chair, his tea perched high above the Antakya din, and his blue-jeans-and-baseball-cap ensemble. I had to restrain myself from peppering him with questions.

“Speak English?” he asked me.

“Yes,” I told him in English.

“My language speaking very well,” he said. “I am study. English, if you please.”

He switched to Arabic. In Arabic he said that he had had to abandon his university course but carried on now as best he could, by studying the grammar on his own, reading stories, and of course watching American movies.

In the midst of these declarations, Abu Firas announced, out of nowhere, implausibly, as if he’d been struck by a bolt from the heavens, that he had left his phone in his hotel room. He apologized. “You’ll be fine by yourselves?” he asked. He is giving us space to discuss money, I told myself. So Abu Firas, despite my earlier rudeness, was being polite.

“Going?” I said to him. “Stay. Drink tea.” This, too, was a politeness.

“I have things to do,” he said. He offered me his hand. “Anything I can do for you?”

“Anything I can do for you?” I replied. These were formulaic, situation-appropriate courtesies, but Abu Firas had gone out of his way to do me an act of generosity. He couldn’t have known what his good turn meant to me, and I had no way to express my gratitude. Still, I felt it. He had introduced me to an ideal traveling companion: the Syrian citizen-journalist. I despised all other kinds of reporters. The citizen-journalist, however, I liked. I liked the idea of the citizen-journalist and didn’t care about the details. I would learn the details along the way. I wished I had some truer way to thank Abu Firas. In the event, the only thing that came to mind was: “God be with you, brother. A thousand thank-yous!”

Hours later, it occurred to me that Abu Firas probably wouldn’t have sought out my kidnappers for me if, earlier in the evening, I hadn’t made condescending remarks about his accent, his sophistication, and his car. One oughtn’t to tell strangers in Antakya that one is an American. This, too, had been a mistake. Perhaps he genuinely believed me to be scouting around on the CIA’s behalf. I oughtn’t to have joked with him about the possibility. Hours later, when I was trying to retrace my steps, in my mind, to the library of a house in which I was being tortured I kept seeing Abu Firas’s half smile in the evening light. I saw his uneasiness, and his urge to slip away. Perhaps the kidnappers had been telling him, before I arrived, of their feelings that Americans deserved to be shot wherever they could be found. I came to know those kidnappers. Declarations of this nature would have been quite in line with their true feelings. Perhaps he had misgivings about sentencing me to a voyage with such friends. Perhaps he half-agreed that Americans should be shot when possible but didn’t feel like carrying out the shooting himself, so made an excuse about his cell phone, then slipped through a dusty, diaphanous curtain, and so out of the plot he had set in motion.

In the fall of 2012, he was a common sight at the coffee tables in the Arabic-speaking section of Antakya. His phone number is in my iCloud account. He doesn’t answer it now. I never saw him again. Where have you gone, Abu Firas, you travel agent of death?

Though no one offered me Abu Firas’s empty chair—though the kidnappers had returned their feet to the hotel balustrade—I sat in Firas’s chair. I smiled at my new friends.

I made a remark about the sweeping view the hotel balcony offered. My hotel, I said, was a stack of dark boxes, in a darkened street. Mohammed nodded and grinned. His friend grinned. They gazed outward, into a flock of cotton candy evening clouds just then settling over a ridgeline about ten kilometers to the south. That balcony permitted an expansive view: the busy taxi stand beneath us, the forest of Turkish rooftop bric-a-brac in the middle distance—water tanks, satellite dishes, ventilation pipes—and, beyond this, the falling night.

I was curious about what these young Syrians were up to in Antakya.

“We’re tourists,” said Mohammed, in an accent that suggested “educated” to me, “middle class,” and “Damascus.” “Vacation,” he said. “Marvelous, Antakya. Yes?” He winked.

I changed the subject. Mohammed had grown up in a rebel-held suburb outside of Damascus called al-Tal, he said, had studied computer science and English at the university in Damascus. Sadly, the violence in Syria had prevented him from continuing his studies.

He wore his baseball cap backward, like an insouciant pop star. I judged this to be a sign of boyishness. His clothing was clean, possibly new. I judged this to mean “comes from a nice family.” He was neatly shaven. I judged this to mean “not particularly religious.”

As he talked, I scrutinized his eyes for evidence of the qualities I meant to avoid—bossiness, an insistence on having the upper hand, recklessness. Here was someone too into American mall fashion to insist, I thought, on taking me to witness a battle or a bombing. Perhaps he and I would strike up a friendship? That evening, in that light, I judged this possible.

After twenty seconds of conversation with Mohammed, I turned to the other kidnapper—the leader of the plot, as it turned out. “And your name, my friend?” I asked. He thought over my question for a moment. He stared into the distance. “Abu Osama,” he replied. Then he turned his face toward the mountains. He grinned over some private happiness.

In prison in Syria, whenever I saw these moments in my imagination, which was often, every detail of the scene made the malevolence of Abu Osama’s character flood into my consciousness. I couldn’t get these details out of my head. The reason Abu Osama hesitated before giving me his name, I knew after it was much too late, was that he hadn’t expected his kidnap victim would turn up of his own accord, smiling and gregarious and ready to be eaten up. I was a fish leaping into his net. The fish spoke cheerfully, in colloquial Syrian Arabic. The singularity of the situation would have thrown him for a loop. So his surprise—and a need to rummage through his imagination for a suitable name—left him at a loss for words. Instead of speaking, he skipped a beat. He stared into the void. And then his stroke of wit in naming himself after the Terrorizer of America, as one of the anthems popular in Idlib at the time referred to Osama bin Laden, made him giggle. He couldn’t laugh in my face, and so he smirked at the rising moon, at the Antakya rooftops, and at the painterly clouds on the horizon.

I, however, was too interested in the idea of the citizen-journalist to notice. Probably I wanted to prop up my feet alongside a crew of friendly, principled, moneyless Syrian reporters. Probably I was lonely.

“May the mercy of God and blessing be upon you,” I said to Abu Osama. “May he keep you and preserve your parents.”

Abu Osama said he was from Idlib. “In truth, Mohammed and I are activists,” he said. “Activist-journalists, actually.”

Did he write? No, he and Mohammed took photographs. They also made videos.

“I see,” I said.

Mohammed turned to me. He spoke in English. “No vacation,” he said. “We are work. Journalist sometime. Sometime activist. See?”

“I see,” I said. I said I would help him with his English. Of course, it was fine as it was. If he wanted help, I would help him.

“You are welcome,” he said.

“So you go out on demonstrations?” I asked. “You also do some reporting. Is that right?”

“I lead the demonstrations,” Abu Osama corrected.

His Facebook page, which I didn’t bother checking at the time—which I discovered easily enough after I was released—shows that he hardly lied at all during our first meeting. To be sure, he spoke in generalities. I filled in the rest.

As for leading the demonstrations, his Facebook page videos show him to have been a fiery, effective leader of the crowds in his native town, an agricultural outpost on the northern Syrian plains called Marat Misrin. On Facebook, he called himself the singer of Marat Misrin—by which he meant that he led the dads and sons who gathered on the boulevards here in colorful, strident, naughty, outraged song. The crowds—especially the little boys among them—adored him.

His Facebook page shows him to have been a busy Facebooker, with 3,124 friends. He posted new pictures every few days. By 2014, he had married. His real name was Abdou Nijaar. In 2015, he had a son. Naturally, he called the son Osama. Because fathers in Syria often adopt their sons’ names, his friends on Facebook began calling him Abu Osama. Probably his wife, who did not post on his Facebook page, called him Abu Osama.

So his fib to me about his name might have been more like a wish—a fiction he would make fact in the fullness of time. The rest of what he told me that night was true. For instance, here he is as a photographer.
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A 2012 self-portrait from Abu Osama’s Facebook page.



Somehow, in Antakya my feeling was that activist-journalists only advanced the revolution through peaceful means. If they had wanted to be combatants, they might have been, I thought. Instead, principle or temperament or talent led them toward documenting the infinite quantity of facts that would advance the cause of the Syrian people.

I know now that in an Islamic state kidnapping, killing, activism, and journalism are one. The most loved, most widely celebrated citizens do all of these things well. The activist-citizen makes the dream of a caliphate real by rallying the faithful. The journalist builds it by sending out photographs of victories, family happiness in the streets, and the togetherness of the men at prayer. When he puts the video of a killing on Facebook, he shows the world that here, on this stretch of Syrian ground, while the black flag waves, the enemies of God are coming to grief.

When I met Abu Osama, I had no notion of how important the activist-journalist was in the social phenomenon underway, a few kilometers away, on the far side of the international boundary. What does it take to build an Islamic state? A glance at his Facebook page might have brought deeper understanding, though the fake name he gave me would have made it hard to locate. To his 3,124 friends, in any case, and to all others inclined to drop by (his settings were adjusted to “public”), he made his declarations in an international, impossible-to-misinterpret language of symbols.

Here they are, in a self-portrait on his Facebook page. The camera symbolizes journalism. It delivers tidings to the global body of believers, the Ummah, which might not otherwise know of the phenomenon unfolding in the overlooked, untouristed regions of the world. The book gives the law. The Kalashnikov slays the enemy. The face mask—impersonal, unknowable, watching—represents the state. Why can’t a believer deploy all of his talents on behalf of the state at once? He can. He should. The brightest believers do.

Sadly, on the night I met these young men I had no notion of civic virtue in an Islamic state. I wanted to know that these young men were journalists, not militants. I dreaded being dragged into the midst of a battle I hadn’t the courage or the equipment to document. I hoped that these new friends had found some means of supporting themselves in the profession, unlike me. So I asked Abu Osama where he published his photographs.

“Among the opposition,” he said, using the Syrian expression for press outlets operated by government opponents. “TV. Newspapers. Anywhere.” It wasn’t an implausible story. The opposition television had offices in Beirut and Dubai. I hadn’t known they paid photographers in Antakya. But why not?
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Abu Osama in 2013, somewhere in Idlib Province, also from his Facebook page.



I turned to Mohammed. “Peaceful demonstrator,” he said. “And photographs, too.”

I decided that Mohammed was the warmer, more talkative one of the pair. He said that his purpose was to help the opposition.

“Any particular branch of the opposition?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “We help them all.”

“And by helping, you mean…?”

Mohammed smiled. He shrugged. He shifted his gaze to the rooftop bric-a-brac. I have badgered him into silence, I told myself. Didn’t I have a talent for this? Mohammed’s clamming up, I felt, with a twinge of annoyance at myself, was a mark of his intelligence. My questioning proved my naïveté. A canny Syrian, when confronted by a curious stranger, particularly a foreign one in a foreign place, shuts his mouth. I knew this. Yet I had behaved as if I were having a chat on a bench in a London park.

So there were indescribable ways in which these young men helped people of no known affiliation. Fine. Indescribability interested me. I liked secrets. Later, perhaps, after I had earned the trust of these two journalists, they would confide. In the meantime, I meant to control my urge to pry.

Some moments of uneasy silence passed, and then Abu Osama wondered, apropos of nothing, what I wished to see in Syria.

“I don’t know,” I told him. “I’m open.” I wanted to travel and to learn. I meant to write an essay. He nodded. I asked him if his current trip to Antakya involved journalism.

“No,” he said. On this trip, he was picking up supplies.

Perhaps they’re not journalists after all, I thought. Or if they were journalists, they made their money carrying goods from Turkey into Syria. Did they deal in alcohol? Cigarettes?

“I see,” I said. “Supplies?”

“Yes,” he said. “Many different sorts of things.”

A new silence fell over our discussion. Abu Osama looked at the moon. Mohammed rescued the conversation. He said that he had recently taken an Italian journalist on a tour of the Aleppo front. The journalist’s name had been Marco. Marco Something. Actually, he couldn’t remember Marco’s family name. I asked who Marco worked for. Mohammed searched the air above the balcony. He couldn’t remember who Marco worked for.

So there was no Marco, I concluded. Or maybe Mohammed had seen Marco months earlier, on television perhaps, or in passing, in a van filled with combat-vested, pith-helmeted journalists.

“Very famous reporter in Italy,” he said. “I can find you his number if you need it.”

No, I didn’t need it.

Abu Osama interrupted. He had a question for me, if I didn’t mind. “Are you Muslim?”

In the Syria I knew, before the war, this had been a rude question. It sometimes meant “in your personal life do you abide by any kind of moral code at all?” Sometimes it meant “I don’t trust you.” But there were times when it meant, simply, “I have never met anyone like you.”

“Does it matter if I’m not?” I said.

“Not at all,” he said. He was merely curious.

“Good,” I said. “Because I am not a bit Muslim.” I told him that I respected Islam, had studied it, but had never thought of converting. Was this a problem?

“Not at all,” Abu Osama said.



That evening, the three of us spent about a half hour sniffing at one another. It wasn’t unfriendly sniffing. It wasn’t hostile. Toward the end of the conversation, Mohammed asked how long I wished to remain in Syria.

“Two days,” I said. “Then back here.”

Mohammed thought about the program for a moment. He looked at Abu Osama.

“Would that be a problem for you?” I asked.

“Not at all,” Mohammed said. Yes, in fact, now that he had given it some thought, that would be easy indeed.

I wanted to know if the voyage they were planning would take them to dangerous places.

“Of course not,” Mohammed replied. He went only to the safe places. But what gave him confidence in the safety of those places? “Isn’t it our country?” he asked. “We know the roads. We know the people. It’s our country.” He smiled. “We grew up there, so we know.”

“I see,” I said. I asked if he could bring me to one of the field hospitals in which European doctors were helping wounded rebels.

“Doctors?” he said. He turned to Abu Osama. Abu Osama nodded.

“Certainly, doctors,” Mohammed affirmed.

“What about foreign fighters?”

“The muhajireen?” Mohammed asked, using a colloquial term meaning foreign fighters. “Yes, of course.” He smiled.

Everything is “yes” to these people, I thought. Of course it will turn out, I told myself, once we start moving on the ground in Syria, that many things are “no” while only some are “yes.” So they were over-promising. Was this wrong? Not particularly, I thought.

During the first summer of violence in Syria, before I gave up my apartment in Damascus, I had heard rumors of foreign journalists who, hailing a random cab, failed to suspect that the driver was an incognito regime agent. They asked to be driven to notorious, revolution-fomenting mosques. The drivers agreed, tore through the alleys in the helter-skelter way customary among Damascus taxi drivers, then delivered the journalists to the front steps of the Syrian National Security HQ. The greenhorn reporters were arrested, accused of wishing to kiss up to terrorists or, worse, funding them, jailed, and, after many days of unpleasantness, expelled from the country.

As Mohammed was assuring me of the availability of foreign fighters and foreign doctors, I stole glances at him. I eyed his friend. I took a deep breath. Regime agents? I wondered. It’s not their sort of thing, I told myself.

Rather, they were out to make a buck. Was this wrong? It was not. Now that the border crossings outside of Antakya were in the hands of the rebels, some among Syria’s vast population of underemployed, undereducated young men wished to establish themselves in the import-export business. And so? Had I been in their place, I thought, I would have done the same.

At the time, in October of 2012, a single Western journalist had disappeared in Syria. That evening, this person, Austin Tice, was on my mind. I wanted my new friends to know what I knew about Austin: An adventurous freelancer and law student from Texas, he had set out for Syria about six weeks earlier, in August of that year. From Antakya, he had traveled to a village in Idlib Province called Khan Sheikhoun. He had been taken in by a family there, according to his Twitter feed, and had then traveled deeper into Syria, toward Damascus. I thought I might be able to learn something of his disappearance from the citizens he had met in Khan Sheikhoun.

I asked Mohammed, “Can you maybe take me to this town?”

He reflected on the question for a moment. “Khan Sheikhoun?” He turned to his friend. “Can we take him to Khan Sheikhoun?” He turned back to me. “Why, yes, I believe we can.”

“And how much do you want to take me there?”

Again, Mohammed turned to his friend. The wise thing to do when contemplating an excursion with any Syrian driver, I knew, was to insist on an agreement up front, before any debts were incurred, and to repeat it several times, so that the terms could be affirmed, out loud, by all concerned. Drivers sometimes pretended to be offended by a discussion of money. “Pay what you like,” they often said. Later, bitter arguments ensued.

After conferring with Abu Osama, Mohammed turned to me. He held my gaze. He didn’t find the question rude in the least. “Your voyage is free,” he said. He spoke evenly, in a quiet voice, with a touch of indignation in his tone, as if I had asked to pay for the tea he had offered me. “We’re going there anyway,” he said. “You are our guest.”

I wasn’t inclined to believe in “free.” I wasn’t inclined to believe that these twentysomething hipsters had given me authentic names, or genuine hometowns, either. I was, however, curious about what they got up to in life. What if their work involved something very illicit? In that case, a voyage in their company would give me a marketable story to pitch. So what was their line? Alcohol? Women? Phones? I meant to find out. The finding out, apparently, would be free. So much the better.

Because understandings concerning money in Syria have a way of unraveling if left unattended, I returned to the money matter a few minutes after Mohammed had uttered the word belash—literally, without a thing. I put my understanding of our agreement in quasi-legal terms, to make sure that we understood how things were to work between us: “You, Mohammed, and you, Abu Osama, agree to take me into Syria, and to return me here, to Antakya, in two days’ time, in exchange for nothing whatsoever?”

“You will pay in a restaurant, for instance, if we stop for breakfast,” said Mohammed.

“Of course,” I said. “I’ll pay for the gas, too.” I would be happy to pay more, I explained, but I was a freelancer. I made my money after the reporting, not before. I was sorry about this. I, too, didn’t have much. Did they understand this?

They did understand. They nodded. They turned their faces away.

A moment or so of silence passed. I contemplated the view. Who knew how jagged and piney the peaks in Syria could be? They contemplated my stupidity. Who knew Americans could be such fools?

“When do you want to leave?” Abu Osama asked. “Tonight?”

Was he kidding? No, apparently, he was not. He was ready to leave that instant.

I explained that I needed to prepare a traveling bag. I needed to change my Turkish liras into Syrian liras. “Should I take my passport?” I asked.

Mohammed thought about it for a moment, then shrugged. “Sure,” he said.

“How much money should I take?”

“How much do you have?” he asked.

“Very little.”

“Do you have five hundred dollars?”

“No.” I did not. I squinted at him. It was only two days. Five hundred dollars in Syria, I felt, was a fortune.

He shrugged. The checkpoints sometimes required bribes, he said. Gas was becoming expensive. It was best to take extra cash into Syria because there were no ATMs, at least not any connected to the outside world.

“I’ll take what I’ve got,” I offered.

We talked about blankets (no need to bring one) and food (falafel and tea, a few pennies per day) and then Mohammed, wondered, out of idle curiosity, nothing else, how many phones I planned to bring.

“I have two,” I said.

“One is a satellite phone?” he asked.

“No,” I said.

He sighed. He twiddled his fingers through his beard. It was just that he had known other correspondents who traveled with satellite phones.

“Well, I don’t,” I said.

“That’s fine,” he agreed.

It took my new friends another minute or so to work through the rest of their desiderata. Did I have a bank card I wished to bring? I did have one, but what good would it do me? Mohammed thought I should bring it on the off chance that we would run across a bank connected to the outside world. What kind of cameras did I have? I had none. I had a laptop. I didn’t want to bring it. What if it should be seized at a checkpoint?

“Good point,” Mohammed said. “Very clever.”

There wasn’t anything else of value in my possession. When this realization dawned on my new friends, a silence overtook our dialog. They sighed as if I’d given them news of the death of a distant friend.

They had been hoping, I supposed, that American reporters would behave like Saudi princes, tossing $100 bills in the air, smiling at everyone, and passing out spare video cameras like party favors. After I have disabused them of these notions, I thought, they will see that I have as little as they have. Perhaps then we could get on with our journalism, our travel, and our friendship.

In the meantime, I didn’t object to them hoping. Westerners, in general, have. They can always get more. Young men in the Middle East have a bit but not much. They cannot get more.

Rationalizing their acquisitiveness thus, I propped up my feet. I watched the moon rise. My new friends drifted into a whispered conversation. They made warm noises, but not to me. Before I got up to leave I told Mohammed that I could be ready the following day.

“Okay,” he agreed. “Nine?”

“No,” I said. “Noon, at the earliest.”

We agreed to meet at the café next to the Hotel Ercan at 12:00 pm. We shook hands. We wished one another the blessings of God.

I woke the following morning at seven twenty-five. If I hurry, I thought, I can catch Adnan and Gibriel, my friends from the Ercan, before they set out. The three of us would engage the Syrian police in a cat-and-mouse game across the breadth of the nation. Whenever a checkpoint presented itself, we would hike through the forest, chatting, laughing, and never getting caught. In the evenings, we would share our meals. It would feel like On the Road meets Dispatches with an undercurrent of homelessness.

I threw a notebook, a can of beer, the two cell phones, a passport, $50 in US cash, a paperback copy of the Paul Theroux book Dark Star Safari, and my running shoes into a daypack. I put on a white neoprene cycling jacket I had picked up at a used clothing store in Berlin a few years earlier. I was in no mood to try to pass myself off as a local. Locals did not wear white cycling jackets. I didn’t mean to present myself as a war correspondent, either. I meant to present myself as me. So I tucked my iPod into the vest pocket of the cycling jacket, then hurried from the hovel. On the way to the Ercan, I practiced the hale-fellow-well-met greetings I would utter to Adnan and Gibriel when I met them in the lobby. “They left this morning at seven thirty,” the hotel clerk told me.

At the taxi stand in the center of town, I drank a cup of coffee. I had a stroll. I contemplated the trash in a culvert through which the Orontes River flowed. At noon exactly, Abu Osama was waiting for me at a table in front of the Ercan. A duffel bag sat at the side of his chair. He made an unctuous smile. “Would you like a coffee?” he asked. Syrians never arrive early for anything. When a Syrian agrees to do a favor for free, then waits around in a café, grinning and offering to buy a stranger a coffee, something is up.

“Where is Mohammed?” I asked. Abu Osama, it seemed to me, had a taciturn—even a sour—disposition. I was to travel with him alone? My heart sank.

“Mohammed? Oh, he is waiting at the apartment,” he lied. “No coffee?” I declined the coffee.

We caught a minibus for Reyhanli, a Turkish village hard on the Syrian border. In the apartment in Reyhanli, a third kidnapper, also in his early twenties, introduced himself as Abu Osama’s brother. He was to be called Abu Said. Abu Said shook my hand. He muttered a welcome, but his blank face and his fleeting eye contact told me that he didn’t wish to welcome me at all. He directed me to a couch.

As I sat, the brothers settled into a pair of armchairs on the far side of a carpet. I surveyed their flat: It was no bachelor pad but a cleanly, nicely appointed family home. There were carpets in the living room, a prayer room, a heavy television, a vase of plastic flowers on a coffee table. Someone had vacuumed. Someone had arranged a line of pillows along the back of a sofa. Where were Mom and Dad?

Sinking into their armchairs, Abu Said and Abu Osama retrieved their mobile phones from their pockets. They scrolled. They tapped out messages. I scrutinized their faces. Were they really brothers? Perhaps they are brothers in the “brothers-of-the-faith” sense of brotherhood, I thought. They might have been cousins.

Fifteen minutes passed. Why had we come to this apartment? Who lived here? Why were they sinking away into their phones? I had been under the impression that we were striking out on adventure into Syria. In fact, a pair of postadolescent couch surfers were mesmerizing themselves with their cell phones in their parents’ living room.

Another five minutes passed. Abu Said rose. Without saying a word, he disappeared into an interior room. He returned ten minutes later. He sat in his armchair. Then Abu Osama rose. He disappeared behind the same door.

They are having lunch with their mom and their sisters, I told myself. They are embarrassed that they cannot invite me into the women’s sphere. They don’t know how to make their apologies and are not considerate enough to bring me a plate, and so they say nothing. Perhaps, I thought, I could find a sandwich in Reyhanli.

I yawned. So the smugglers make their contraband run during the daytime, I explained to myself, then come home to Mom and Dad at night. Mom and Dad, I guessed, hardly belonged to the normal run of Syrian refugee families. They had the money to rent a Turkish apartment I couldn’t have dreamed of. The wireless internet, the satellite television, the carpets: The occupants of this apartment had been business owners or teachers or civil servants before the violence in Syria drove them into Turkey. They had taken an apartment directly on the Syrian border because they meant to hurry home at the earliest opportunity.

Pillars of the community such as the mom and dad in whose living room I was lounging would not have approved if they had known that their sons were making their money by running goods across the Syrian border. If the sons were to introduce me to their parents, the parents would almost certainly suss out an impending voyage into Syria. The father would be courteous with me, then turn to his sons: “What business have you with this American in Syria?”

An interrogation along these lines could end our trip before it began. Fine, I thought, I shall not pry. If a fatherlike person appears, I thought, I will keep my mouth shut. In the meantime, I wanted to waken my traveling companions from their slumber. I wanted them to understand that our voyage into Syria was no casual, local errand but a project that might easily lead us into mortal danger.

“The two reporters,” I said rudely, in the midst of their silence. “The two who were imprisoned near here a few weeks ago. You’ve heard of them?” My friends had not heard of these reporters.

One was a Dutch photographer and the other a British writer, I explained. I pointed toward a line of Syrian pines on a ridge outside the window. “A band of extremists took them prisoner in a forest. Right here,” I said. The incident had played out over several days. The journalists had emerged in good condition, but only after a foiled escape attempt, and only then after the Free Syrian Army fought its way into the extremists’ encampment. During the skirmish that preceded the journalists’ liberation, several of the extremists, including their leader, I explained, had been killed.

“Really?” said Abu Said, barely lifting an eyebrow. He asked for the names of the journalists. I looked them up online. No, he had not heard of them. And the name of the katiba that took the journalists into custody? I searched further, but the militants had had no name, apparently, at least not one I could turn up. The brothers frowned. They returned to their phones. There were angry birds to be dispatched and candies to be crushed. So bands of extremists were trampling around in the forest a few hundred meters from where we sat, the bands had hijacked people quite like me, the hijacking had turned into an international incident, and my traveling companions, on learning this news, could not be bothered to lift their eyes from their phones.

How addicted we’ve become to our devices, I told myself, and how totally these wicked machines keep us from seeing what’s going on under our noses. I decided I had better take a walk.

I announced my intention. The brothers looked at each other. “To where?” Abu Osama wanted to know. “Why?” He volunteered to accompany me. I wanted to be alone. I told him this. He consulted his watch. “We’ll be leaving here in fifteen minutes. You can be back then?”

“Of course,” I said. At first, stepping out of the apartment, I worried these dour, incommunicative brothers might leave without me, but when I was a hundred meters from them—when their silences and half sentences were no longer annoying me—a dread more powerful than any I had encountered during all previous voyages to Syria washed over me. I ignored it, but the feeling did not go away. The first cold winds of winter were whistling through the trees. No other humans were about.

As soon as I am on the far side of the border, I thought, I will be among people who do not know me or like me, in a war zone, without a working cell phone. I turned my eyes toward the sky over Syria. A bank of heavy clouds hung over low, forested hills. I imagined plumes of mushroom clouds rising from the earth, merging into the cloud bank, then dissolving themselves in the autumnal gray. Perhaps the clouds I was looking at were rather more made up of dissipated explosion smoke than cloud. It was certainly possible. How was one meant to tell the difference between explosion smoke and cloud? I pondered this mystery for a moment. For what reason exactly, I wondered, did I mean to take myself into those killing fields?

I decided that Abu Osama and his brother—or cousin or whatever he was—Abu Said were too silent and too furtive to make the trip enjoyable. The friendlier, baseball-cap-wearing Mohammed had vanished. Good riddance to him, I thought.

In my mind’s eye I saw the brothers driving me to a lonely spot on the high plains, north of Aleppo. They would provoke an argument. One of them would insist on my paying hundreds of dollars. Had they not guided me across an international border? Had they not imperiled their lives in doing so? They would demand $300 in cash. I would refuse. And so they would leave me by the side of the road, as bandit taxi drivers in Syria sometimes do.

Or perhaps they would invite me to witness some episode of brutality I did not want to witness. This lot of Syrians would be murdering that lot. I would refuse to witness it, whatever it was. We would argue, they would insist, I would give in, and then, when we had arrived at their “safe” observation post, some bit of twisted metal would fly through the air, lodge in my kneecap, and maim me for life.

I knew what the other reporters would say: “Really had no business being in Syria at all, did he?”

“Probably thought of himself as a bit of a cowboy.”

“He’s gonna be a one-legged cowboy from now on.” And so on. What a useless lot those correspondents were. I longed for providence to arrange for me to meet one or two of them by chance, in a sandwich shop, for instance, or in a collective taxi. I had read the twaddle they published under their editors’ gentlemanly headings: “A Letter from Syria” and “A Reporter’s Notebook” and “The Aleppo Scene.” Most of it was hogwash. I had yet to meet one of these charlatans in person. If chance were to present me with such a meeting, I decided, I wouldn’t waste time being polite. I would give the nonentity in front of me a piece of my mind. Why not? Those people deserved much worse.

It occurred to me that I could catch a return bus to Antakya. It would have me back in Ashraf’s hovel within the hour. I had my computer there and a pink faux-fur bedspread. Ashraf would appear in the evening. The two of us would drink a beer together, then sleep, and in the morning new safer, wiser career projects would come to me.

At the bus station—a parking lot on a side street strewn with blowing trash—I learned that the bus for Antakya had left minutes earlier. The next one would come in an hour. Or maybe two? The man to whom I put my questions was himself a stranger in Antakya. “Only God knows,” he said in Arabic. He cast a mournful glance toward the sky over Antakya, then lowered his head, then shuffled away into the wind.

I will make my apologies to my new friends, I told myself as I ambled back to my kidnappers’ parents’ apartment. I will bow out and slink away. I walked for a few meters, lost track of where exactly the apartment was, retraced my steps, and as I searched out the lanes that led to their apartment my resolve disintegrated.

It had taken me weeks to settle on suitable traveling companions. The ones I had found were certainly sullen. But their price was right. Anyway, I had cast my lot with them. To change up my plan now would have been to allow my life to be ruled by whimsy and precognition and flights of the spirit.

It was true that these young men had yet to warm up to me. I hadn’t warmed to them. And so? In Syria, there would be travel and interviews with actual citizens. In other words, there would be work. Was I afraid of work? I was not. If Abu Osama and Abu Said proved too somnolent or too disagreeable to travel with or wished to bring me into places in which I did not feel safe, I would make my apologies. I would walk away. I had a job to do. Perhaps, when way led on to way, my traveling companions would let me in on their secret. Perhaps then we could be proper friends. Or not. Anyway, I would be back in Antakya on Monday, my notebooks filled with chance remarks, the exact wording of roadside signs, snippets of song, the prices of things, lists of what I had eaten, and transcriptions of what was said in the prayers. In Syria, all such things were as free as the air. In Turkey, in the comfort of the hovel, I would spin them, in my own good time, under the faux fur, if not into gold, exactly, then certainly into $200.

Abu Osama answered the doorbell. “Hurry,” he said. The driver had arrived. “Get your things,” Abu Osama said. “Now.” I was to put them in the trunk of the Oldsmobile that had appeared in front of the apartment. I was to climb into the back seat of the car.

The driver brought us to a dirt road about five minutes outside of the village. To the south, a line of Turkish watchtowers stood over recently plowed fields. We bobbed down the dirt road. Presently we came to a break in the line of watchtowers. We could see the turrets of the nearby towers, but they were tiny eagles’ nests atop distant pylons. The driver made a sudden turn into the dirt and then gunned the engine. We roared through the furrows, as in a car chase scene, then jolted to a stop in front of a roll of barbed wire. Abu Osama stuffed a pile of Syrian liras into the driver’s face. The driver tossed them to his dashboard. “Hurry,” he whispered. “The Turks. Run!”

It occurred to me that Abu Osama was paying for me to be smuggled into Syria. How gallant of him, I thought, as I seized my backpack from the Oldsmobile’s trunk. I resolved to return the favor by proving an agreeable, uncomplaining traveling companion. In those moments, I knew, he required me to run. Running I could do. I picked my way through a weakened, trampled-down portion of the barbed-wire roll. I turned to glance backward into Turkey. I paused for an instant, then set out at a healthy pace, as if in an important race at home.

As I ran, I kept my eyes on a line of olive trees on the horizon, a kilometer or so distant. Over there, it seemed to me, the nation whose language I could speak, whose villagers had plied me with tea in the past, beds for the night, and, now and then, beseeched me to marry their daughters, was urging me to run faster. It would take me in, I knew. Every instant of life in that country, I felt, was rich in interpretative possibility. When I was there, I was rich, too.

So I flew through the field. I left my fellow travelers as if they had been standing still. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that Abu Osama’s Santa Claus sack of smuggler’s booty was causing him to stagger through the dirt. He stumbled forward, rested his sack in the dirt, hoisted it over his shoulder again, then carried on with his stumbling. What clumsy, slow-witted smugglers I had happened across. They were suited to balcony idling and to languorous tea chat. Such dead weight I had brought with me. Why had I bothered?

On the far side of the field, as the olive grove approached, I slowed to a jog. My mood improved as I approached the safety of the Syrian trees. In the past, I had spent hundreds of dollars and countless hours worrying over my Syria visa applications. Now the ease with which I had waltzed into Syria struck me with the force of a revelation. Why had I troubled myself so? Indeed, why did anybody bother with visas and passports and the like at all? In order to arrive in the desired country, it seemed to me, one slipped into an Oldsmobile. One went scampering away through the dirt. Then came the olive trees. Then came the brand-new life. The reason the common herd insisted on respecting every border regulation in every corner of the world, I decided, was that lines on maps appeared to unthinking people as though they, the lines, had descended from heaven. In fact, bureaucrats in London had plotted them out in bygone centuries. Smugglers, refugees, explorers, and journalists in pursuit of truth, as I was, understood that life does not conform to the notions those long-gone officials entertained about who should go where, for what reasons.

Perhaps I’ll apply for a visa when I’m old, I told myself, or out of courtesy for the men and women who work so dutifully at their borders. Henceforth, I decided, whenever visa regulations annoyed me, I would pursue the many alternative routes to which imaginative travelers repaired when officialdom blocked their way.

For a few moments, in the safety of the Syrian olive grove, revivifying thoughts along these lines came to me. I watched Abu Osama and Abu Said stagger under the weight of their backpacks. Whatever they were smuggling into Syria was causing them to weave and stumble like drunkards.

I turned my eyes to a pair of olive pickers. They were propping a ladder against a tree trunk. I approached one, spoke friendly words to him, listened to the pretty Arabic words of welcome he spoke, and felt that I was coming home. A few minutes later, when Abu Said and Abu Osama had joined me, the three of us sat under an ancient, gnarled olive tree, smiling at one another and glancing backward toward the unsafety of the Turkish watchtowers. So far, so good. Presently, a man with a handgun dangling from a shoulder holster appeared, welcomed us with a string of God-saturated phrases, as is common in Syria, then directed us down a dirt path.

The ease by which arrangements of this sort in Syria are made made me feel free. Our success at the border crossing made me feel free. We walked for ten minutes or so. At a roundabout at the edge of this olive grove, Mohammed, the red-capped lounger who had failed to appear at the orange juice restaurant in the morning, was waiting behind the wheel of a yellow-and-white Syrian taxi. Now he wore a crumpled fedora. During his wait, he had lowered the brim of his hat over his eyes, propped his feet on the dash, then fallen, so it seemed, sound asleep. The sound of our voices in the air as we approached the car did not wake him. The sound of my hand on the door handle hardly stirred him. Surely, he was striking a pose? Opening the car door, I understood: He was indeed pretending to be an idle cabbie, waiting for a fare, napping the afternoon away. It just so happened that this cabbie had decided to fall asleep in the middle of nowhere, by the side of an olive grove. It just so happened that we, the weary travelers, laden with bags, needed a ride. What good fortune! What serendipity. It was in this mood of wanting to have understood Mohammed’s joke, and wanting to be in on it with him, that I slipped into the passenger seat.

We exchanged greetings. As we salaamed, I noticed that his windshield had been cracked into a panorama of spiderwebs. A screwdriver had been plunged into the car’s ignition.

So he took a shambolic approach to car maintenance. Had I been a citizen-journalist in a war zone, I, too, I thought, would have been happy to drive anything that moved. I smiled at him. He smiled back. “Nice ride,” I said.

“You like it?” he said.

“Very much,” I said. I asked him, as is sometimes polite in Syria, how much his car cost and whether he would be willing to sell it to me.

“For you, of course,” he said, smiling, “it will be free.”

This made me smile. We shook hands over our fake deal. We waited for the others to stuff their belongings into the trunk, and then to lash the trunk to the body of the car with a strand of twine. The dilapidated state of their car made me smile. Abu Said and Abu Osama greeted Mohammed with great ardor, as if they hadn’t seen him for months. This, too, made me smile. We were all old friends, it seemed, about to embark on a road trip in a jalopy, through the freedom of rebel-held Syria. As Mohammed slipped the car into gear, I allowed myself to feel the freedom all travelers feel at the outset of an adventure that is to occur in a beguiling countryside, among friends.

Mohammed, I noticed, was an attentive, rule-respecting driver. He drove as if we were in a driver’s ed class. He held his hands on the wheel at eleven and one. He fixed his eyes like lasers on the surface of the road. I guessed that he hadn’t had much experience as a driver. “You drive very well, my friend,” I told him. He grinned. He did not take his eyes from the road. His seriousness at the wheel—or maybe it was the quiet that descended over the passengers in the back seat once we were in motion—reminded me that we were now in a country at war. Perhaps the Syrian government’s helicopters were inclined to target rebel taxis. Such an attack, I knew, couldn’t be ruled out. The reason for the somberness that crept over us in those moments, I decided, was that death, in this part of Syria, might come rocketing out of the sky at any moment. My fellow travelers understood this. By their silence, they were giving the situation the respect it was due. Other travelers, elsewhere on Earth, didn’t have to think about attack helicopters or IEDs in the roadway. We didn’t have this luxury, knew it, and so meant to travel in a silence appropriate to the gravity of the situation. This, I decided, was quite as it should be.

Presently, we rolled through the village of Atme. Atme subsequently became famous for the sprawling refugee camp that established itself on a hillside outside of town. Even then, when the encampment was just a few hundred tents, Atme was overrun. In the village, by the side of the road, refugee families sat on the curbside, waiting like lost luggage. A line of male travelers was filing through the center of the town on foot. Luckier, larger groups had piled themselves onto mattresses, which were strapped to the backs of flatbed trucks. Other families carried their belongings on taxi roofs and, now and then, lashed to the backs of motorcycles. One man had tucked his three infants into a wheelbarrow. He wheeled them along the village high street as if he were carrying a load of potatoes to market.

In the quiet of the olive groves, outside this village, as we crested a hill that permitted a view of the setting sun, it occurred to me that I wasn’t sure whose house we would sleep in that night. Would the house be in Aleppo or Idlib? Would we be staying with someone’s parents? I understood that prudent journalists did not sleep in schools or mosques, since the regime had been to known to air strike such places. What if their idea of a fitting sleeping arrangement didn’t mesh with mine?

Since no one was talking yet we were certainly going somewhere, I concluded that a destination had been decided on, and that neither Mohammed nor anyone else had communicated this fact to me. This, I thought, was discourteous. It occurred to me that if I announced that I wished to sleep, say, in Aleppo rather than in Idlib, my fellow travelers, who evidently had a plan but didn’t want to let me in on it, were likely to lie to me about their plan. I could express whatever wish I felt like expressing. They were going to sleep where they wished to sleep. This realization made me feel slightly less than free. It was just a feeling. I let it pass.
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