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PRAISE FOR LAURA KASINOF AND DON’T BE AFRAID OF THE BULLETS

“Well written… essential reading for anyone wanting to understand the details of events during this historic year in Yemeni politics.”

—British-Yemeni Society Journal

“This is a beautifully written, highly personal account of a young journalist’s experience with revolution and war in Yemen. Kasinof offers a revealing portrait of the lives and work of a rising generation of young journalists at a time of urgent and perplexing changes. She weaves together their stories with a compelling account of Yemen’s ambiguous revolution as witnessed by one of the few Western journalists on the ground. It is a gripping, thought-provoking read about how the news is really produced in today’s turbulent Middle East.”

—Marc Lynch, professor and director of the Institute for Middle East Studies, George Washington University

“A fast-paced journey through the Yemeni uprising that began in 2011, by someone who witnessed much of it firsthand. Kasinof offers a welcome corrective to the pervasive view of Yemen as an incubator of terrorism and little else, showing the humility, humor, and grace of ordinary Yemenis as they attempt to navigate fiendishly challenging circumstances.”

—Sarah Phillips, the University of Sydney, author of Yemen’s Democracy Experiment and Yemen and the Politics of Permanent Crisis

“As I was anxiously watching the political situation in Yemen unravel and become more dangerous in the years leading up to its Arab Spring, there was one reporter whom I read with interest and confidence, and that was Laura Kasinof. She clearly knew Arabic well, was familiar with the local scene, and talked to more than the ‘usual suspects’ when she wrote up her columns. To produce that kind of nuanced reporting required a person of tenacity and ingenuity, a true force of personality. This memoir provides us with a fascinating glimpse into both those turbulent years and the kind of fearless reporting it took to render them intelligible.”

—Steven C. Caton, Khalid bin Abdullah bin Abdulrahman Al Saud Professor of Contemporary Arab Studies, Harvard University

“Laura Kasinof has written one of the most fascinating books about Yemen. It paints an excellent portrait of the country’s politics and society. Just as it was essential to read Kasinof’s reporting in 2011 to keep up with Yemen’s revolutionary news, it is essential to read Don’t Be Afraid of the Bullets to understand and capture the fuller and more complete picture of Yemen.”

—Farea Al-Muslimi, journalist, activist, and a 2013 Foreign Policy Leading Global Thinker
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For the shabab from the media tent

For Ibrahim and Chris, I wish we could laugh together about these stories, and more


AUTHOR’S NOTE

After moving back to the United States from my home in Sanaa, I wondered at times if I would have been better off had I left Yemen before the turmoil of 2011—if I had not experienced the heartache or grown more cynical. I know now that this is not the case. To debate such options is a luxury, and to be able to pop around the globe and be welcomed into foreign lands is a privilege. I took this for granted when I first went to Yemen. That is to say, I feel privileged, blessed, and honored to have had the chance to live a portion of my life with Yemenis, through the good times and bad, and to have been brought into that endless delight with which Yemenis approach life. The Romans knew what they were doing when they nicknamed Yemen “Happy Arabia.” I am lucky to have experienced some of that happiness myself.

I want to briefly touch on what this book is, and what it isn’t.

This is not a step-by-step account of what happened in Yemen in 2011 during the height of the so-called Arab Spring and after, so it should not be read as such. I leave parts out. I stress parts that probably aren’t crucial to the larger story of the uprising and presidential transition. Rather, I hope readers can learn about a place that isn’t as black and white as Western rhetoric sometimes leads one to believe, and come to understand that there is a richness to Yemen that cannot be expressed in a two-minute clip on the news about al-Qaeda. I hope that those who are interested in Yemen and the Middle East more generally learn some of what happened behind the scenes during this decisive year in the country’s modern history. For those who dream of someday becoming a freelance foreign correspondent, I hope this provides one glimpse of what that world is like. Although it is, of course, far from the only glimpse.

Also, I need to stress that I am not an academic. Right now the academics in the crowd are saying, “Clearly you aren’t,” and will be saying that even more after they finish this book. The fact that I am not an academic means I do not use any one system for transliterating Arabic words into Latin script. I know that some of you will hold your heads in disgust at this, but I find official systems of transliteration difficult to decipher for those not familiar with the language, and I don’t want that. So instead of abiding by anyone else’s rules, I go by my own.

Lastly, this book has been a personal endeavor and by default will be different from my previous work as a reporter in which I strove everyday to remain neutral. Any opinions that reveal themselves in these pages are not reflective of the entity that was employing me as a freelancer during 2011, the New York Times, and do not appear in my reporting while I was in Yemen. That said, I hope readers find that this book supplements my reporting and vice versa.

Thank you so much for going on this journey along with me.
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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

At a popular cafe near downtown Beirut, I met a friend who had just arrived from war-torn Yemen. At a time when smart, moderate voices in Sanaa were being snuffed out, there was certainly reason for him, a politically active journalist, to leave.

Despite what he had just been through fleeing war, my friend was in a positive mood, laughing and reminiscing. I wouldn’t expect anything different from a Yemeni. They are strong as stone. I know this all too well: I spent nearly three years living in the country as a reporter during times of peace and war—but that war was not like the one currently raging, in which Arab neighbors are dropping bombs from above, in which forces from within claw one another with a new ferocity.

Abdu Rabbu Mansour Hadi’s presidency was a failure, and Ali Abdullah Saleh never stopped conniving after he relinquished his role. The Houthi rebels, an Iranian-supported militia from northern Yemen, made an alliance with the ex-president and took over Sanaa in the fall of 2014. This ignited the fury of Saudi Arabia, which, along with an alliance of other Arab nations, began a war with the Houthis in March 2015. The average Yemeni has suffered the most.

It hit me, as I was talking to my friend, that he is a refugee. The word has become so loaded, the label so definitive, that I didn’t want to use it. He’s not a refugee. He’s my friend. But to the rest of the world he was a statistic, part of the first wave of Yemenis fleeing their country as it crumbled, brought down by conflict from the outside and from within. Yemen’s unraveling was a truth about my former home—a home I loved dearly—that I had been loath to admit.

A few years ago, when the world started to realize that the wave of anti-regime protests spreading throughout the Arab world may bring more destruction than our hopeful energy was ready for, I happened to cross paths with another friend in Washington. He was an American who had spent a year teaching English in Homs, Syria.

President Bashar al-Assad’s regime had begun its brutal attacks on the city relatively early in the Syrian war. I asked my friend, “Have you talked to people you know in Homs? How do you deal with all of this?”

“Honestly,” he answered, “I just don’t think about it. I block out that I lived there. I tried to get in touch with people at the beginning, but I didn’t hear back from them, and now I don’t want to think about it.”

That’s awful, I thought to myself. I’m better than that. I’m better than him.

But then I sat in a taxi in Beirut when news about Yemen aired over the radio, and I told the driver to turn it off. He probably thought I was crazy, but I couldn’t care. I didn’t want to hear about the war in Yemen in a one-minute audio clip. I didn’t want to hear about it at all.

I have written before about my love for Yemen, how I enjoyed my years living in Sanaa. I even wrote this book based largely on that theme. At lectures on Yemen, Americans often seem surprised that I could have positive memories about Yemen. They are surprised at what life was like for a twenty-something American woman in a country that they were told is nothing but a messy knot of extremism. I’ve watched people refuse to believe me when I said that Yemenis couldn’t help but ooze kindness to foreigners in their country. These Americans think I’m the delusional one, not them. “When are people over there going to stop choosing weapons over everything else?” a man once asked me during a Q&A, and he was a medical doctor.

The truth is, if you are a foreigner who has lived in Yemen, you have worried that this day would come, when the country would burst into conflict, because it always seemed possible, not because of an inherent violence in Yemenis, but because of fraught geopolitics and a clash of old traditions—many of which are beautiful—with the reality of the modern world. But I, the foreigner, lived there anyway, because in Yemen I could forget the anxieties that weighed me down in America, because I didn’t have to worry about fashion or productivity. In Yemen my concerns were human relationships because those are Yemenis’ concerns. I lived there because it was fun and because Yemenis became my friends. I lived there because it made sense for my career and I was able to find purpose in writing the news.

Then the nightmare came to life in 2015 and Yemen did devolve. And though it was not unexpected, I had never thought about how I would handle it when it happened.

When the war that still rages in Yemen began—when Saudi jets started bombing Sanaa—part of me wanted to forget that the city being reduced to rubble had also been my home. It ruined my day to worry about how the lives of people I once lived among were in danger. Worse, it sent my already burned-out nervous system reeling. Maybe people I know are doing the killing. What good does it do to dwell on all of that? I didn’t want to watch the city I loved get bombed by a foreign force, or watch other cities I loved, Taiz and Aden, be desecrated from an internal force, the Houthis. I didn’t want to be aware of just how hard it will be for the country to come back from this, not just because of the bombs but also because of retaliatory fighting and killing. Yemen is leaderless, and the Saudis and other Arabs bombing the capital view Yemenis as less than themselves, not unlike how Americans viewed Arabs at the height of the Iraq war. It’s okay if they die like that. They are not our equals.

My situation while living in Yemen was easier than that of most Yemenis—I could afford the rising prices, I could leave the country whenever I chose to. But I did experience some of life as an equal to my neighbors. I felt fear when the shelling started. I felt hope when peace was near. The war affected my life, too. Now I don’t feel any of the things they feel. I can only feel sadness that a beautiful place is suffering. Without living alongside Yemenis to see their strength in times of war, all I see is destruction, and I’d rather not see that.

Now, my friends are scared while I am not. I can fly to Europe without immigration questioning me, and they can’t. I don’t have to sit awake in my house at night knowing that at any time a Saudi or Houthi bomb might hit my house, and I’ll die instantly along with my family. I don’t have to worry about when a rebel militia will release my kidnapped father.

I could carry this burden. It could weigh me down. It probably does. Part of me wants to rely on the excuse that I am not Yemeni and that it is not my problem, that I need to focus on the life that is before me and not find myself floundering in the past. Part of me thinks I should sit and call my friends in Yemen every day and pay limitless attention to every detail of the war. Part of me is guilted by what I should do.

If I was truly noble, I’d go back to Yemen and report. That was the person I used to be: someone who watched too many superhero movies growing up and wanted to find the ways that I could save the day as well. But now I’m older, married, and aware that as an only child, I have a duty to my aging parents. I realize now it’s not so easy to be a hero.

Shouldn’t I also have a duty to Yemenis, who have gone out of their way for me time and time again? Yes, I should. This kind of guilt will eat you alive.

When I saw my friend in the Beirut coffee shop, denial was no longer possible. This thing I had tried to escape was staring me in the face—there’s a war in Yemen, and that’s why you, oh friend, are right here in front of me. A wall broke, or at least shifted. I felt restless faced with my futility. I felt guilty because of my ignorance.

I fought these feelings by traveling to Djibouti to record refugees’ stories, but I went also because I thought it would be a way for me to stop willfully ignoring the fact that war is destroying Yemen. I still couldn’t bear to look at photos of bombed buildings in the Yemeni cities Sanaa, Aden, and Taiz, let alone those of the dead bodies left in the streets. I wrote an article about Yemeni refugees who had fled to Djibouti by boat for an American magazine, but I did it all for myself.

It worked. In Djibouti, I sat on the floor all day, chewing qat with Yemenis, and heard that the home I once lived in and loved, that had taught me to be a good person, didn’t exist anymore. More so, I saw the chips in the stone. As an outsider, I had idealized the integrity of Yemenis and their tribal codes. But now I saw that they are people just like me. I could no longer deny this war.

After that, when my partner, Austin, wanted to read me a part of the novel he’s writing, my thoughts drifted back to Yemen. When he reminded me of why I loved him, my thoughts drifted back to Yemen, and I couldn’t reconcile the two loves, the one I felt for Austin who makes me laugh and the one I felt for a place that had once made me laugh and that now makes me cry. It felt impossible to hold on to both at the same time. When living through a war, one clings to love because it is so needed. But now I’m not living through a war. I’m just watching it on television.

Soon it became old news that Yemen is overrun by violence, that children are dying, and the hospitals are understocked, and the snipers are killing, and there is not a peaceful solution so why get your hopes up? The funny thing—ha ha—is that Yemenis are getting used to the war too. But no one should have to get used to this. That’s the thing about the human spirit. It’s so incredibly adaptable. I almost wish it weren’t.

There was a TV station in the Arab country where Austin and I were living that played nothing but images of dead Yemenis, and after Djibouti, I would sit and watch it. I wanted to feel something when I did. I felt nothing. I could watch it forever. I only switched away because I didn’t want Austin to see.

Yemen is becoming just one of those wars that happen in the far-off distance of American consciousness that a few well-read, internationally minded people keep up with here and there. Look at people dying in Yemen! Look at them! Children are dying! But children are dying everywhere, children are dying in the Mediterranean on the path to Europe, and why should I expect an American to care about Yemeni children in particular?

I could list the reasons, but I think readers can find them for themselves.

There are characters in this book who have passed away. There are characters in this book who are right now imprisoned by the Saleh-Houthi regime. There are characters in this book who are now refugees. That’s what life has turned into in Yemen. There are Yemenis whose names aren’t mentioned in these pages, who I had the privilege of sharing life with for a few years, who are suffering from a war that no one in the international community is standing up against. Did we know it could get this bad? Can it get worse?

I hope these pages show how it all came to be this way, via the lens of one young American woman who traveled to Yemen for all the wrong reasons, to find herself writing about the country for the world’s most famous newspaper, who now yearns, more than for anything else, to one day return to Sanaa, to Taiz, to Aden, to all the places I have yet to visit, to a Yemen at peace.


CHAPTER 1

I slid into a taxi for my daily commute, the road to Change Square. It was a Friday around noon, and Sanaa’s dusty streets were quiet, small appliance shops shuttered, restaurants closed, everyone praying.

I leaned my head against the taxi’s backseat window, watching the outside world pass by while shielding my eyes from the sun. Sleep had become more elusive with each day. I just hadn’t been able to drag myself out of bed early enough this morning to gulp down an extra cup of Nescafé. Now I regretted it. I looked down at my brown leather satchel and dug through it, making sure I had remembered to bring my cell phone. I caught a glimpse of my brittle nails, chewed from worry, and scolded myself for the nervous habit. So far, 2011 had not turned out how I had expected.

My friends, young journalists like myself, had been deported from Yemen a few days prior. The same threat hung over my head. During the last few weeks, I had seen people fire guns for the first time in my life, and those guns had been aimed at other human beings. I had never planned to cover conflict. Never dreamt of being a war correspondent. I was afraid of what the future would bring, but also believed in what I was doing. I loved Yemen and had the opportunity to write about the country for one of the most important newspapers in the world. The sense of purpose trumped fear. That’s also how the protesters at Change Square felt, except some of them ended up dead. That sense of purpose had betrayed them.

It was March 18, 2011. Just over a month since former Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak had conceded power after mass protests swept through his country, jolting the remaining dictators of the Arab world. Inspired, Yemenis were taking to the streets in the thousands, more every day, calling for the resignation of their president, Ali Abdullah Saleh. They set up a city of blue and green tents in a part of Sanaa that had once been a busy thoroughfare, dubbed their sit-in Change Square, and protested, slept, prayed, and danced there for days on end. Occasionally, the Square came under attack from the army when the protesters tried to expand the sit-in, taking over new street blocks on Ring Road. Tear gas, water cannons, and at times live gunfire were shot at them. A handful of the peaceful protesters had died as a result. Yet this had only strengthened the protesters’ resolve and attracted more to join them at the Square.

On this morning, I arrived at the sit-in’s northern edge, concerned that at the main, central artery into the Square I would have run into government soldiers who would prevent me from entering as the government was trying to quell media coverage of the growing political dissent. I passed by a row of men, protesters, standing with their hands on their hips, elbow to elbow like a human chain, guarding the entrance and searching all those who entered for weapons. It had come as a surprise to us, the few foreign journalists in Sanaa, that Yemenis had insisted on peaceful resistance and that no guns be allowed inside the Square. Weapon use is endemic here (“A man isn’t a man if he leaves his house without a Kalashnikov,” a northern tribesman once told me), and so is conflict, the traditional dispute-solving mechanism. Blood feuds, tribal war, these were put aside upon entering the Square.

I was patted down by a tiny woman in a black niqab who stood next to the male gatekeepers. She giggled when my ticklishness made me squirm. I was dressed significantly less conservatively than Yemeni women in a long trench coat–like beige jacket that hung to my knees and a scarf around my neck. Yemeni women almost exclusively wore the long black abayas and thin black veils that covered their faces, the niqabs.

Making my way southward on Ring Road, I walked along the curb and passed by crowds of men with their colorful prayer mats draped over their shoulders, fringes blowing slightly in the wind. The communal Friday prayer had just been completed, during which blocks full of men and women, prayer mats lined in a neat row, listened to a sermon delivered over a loudspeaker by an imam on the Square’s central stage and performed the customary prostrations afterward. They had been doing this every Friday morning since the Square began.

Now it was time to protest, and the men around me were chanting in unison against their president—“Ya Ali, After Mubarak!”—with the sort of determination that made it seem that there was no question their president would be the next dictator to go, their voices blending together like a choir. On one side of the street, the large, deserted campus of Sanaa University sat behind a gray wall. On the other, there was a line of small stores and a rickety gas station that stayed open to serve the needs of those living at the sit-in. All around me, rows and rows of tents, either the type that are used for camping or large green tarps propped up with poles, had taken over the street.

I noticed a group of men had gathered in a circle along the side of the road. Their focus was on a handful of bouncing young boys, each launching himself into the air on a trampoline that had been erected at the Square that morning. The boys laughed and jumped in chaos, one springing into another with no regard for safety. The men surrounding the trampoline clapped their hands, cheering, goading them on with loud yelps. They were in their own world of merriment despite being in the middle of a large antigovernment protest. The sight made me smile. It reminded me why I enjoyed working here as a reporter after all, and some of the morning’s anxiety dissipated. Yemenis sought to enjoy life, despite the hardships of their present situation—and they were so good at having fun.

Aside from the trampoline, I could see most men spoke amongst one another with furrowed brows, concerned eyes. Their attention moved from one area of the Square to the next, searching for any indication that the government was about to attack. Their protest chants were angrier today, underlined with tension. I knew they were expecting soldiers and their Kalashnikov-toting thugs to show up once again. Yet they were still here, protesting. In fact, there seemed to be more people at the Square than ever before, swarms of bodies had taken over this street for a mile. Some ten thousand came out. And they weren’t just university students and civil society activists anymore; tribesmen from the countryside had started to come to Sanaa to join. They dressed traditionally, in floor-length white robes called thobes, with blue, gray, or brown suit jackets worn over them. A curved dagger—or janbiya, as it is known here—tucked securely into a wooden sheath decorated with rust-colored leather and intricately detailed silverwork, and then attached to the center of the men’s leather belts, worn at the waist of the thobe.

A group of such tribesmen had surrounded me, an obvious Western reporter. They shouted in my face about how corrupt Saleh’s family was, and how they couldn’t get jobs, and how there was no electricity in their villages. Once one started talking, another felt like he had to tell his story as well.

“Okay okay, but I won’t understand any of you if you don’t speak one at a time,” I said in Arabic as I reached into my bag and pulled out my spiral notebook and pencil. I was accustomed to this, the zealous verbal diatribes of protesters that spilled out whenever a Western reporter was present. But I was still eager to record. I felt they were the underdog and somehow I could help them. I was not afraid of the anticipated violence. Attacks on the Square had always been localized, and I had always been able to find safety. And anyway, I had great trust that a Yemeni would never intentionally hurt a foreign woman. That went against their honor code. The only Yemenis who broke such codes were al-Qaeda, and they lived in the southern deserts, far away from the capital.

“I want you to tell President Obama that we are not terrorists. That we want democracy just like you,” one of the tribesmen shouted at me.

“Yes, yes,” I said, nodding my head. I looked up to see the tribesman’s unkempt hair, his wrinkled suit jacket, and his black-stained teeth.

As I was taking notes, I saw one tribesman turn his head to concentrate his gaze down the street. Then another did the same, until the collective attention of the crowd turned southward. Men pointed and murmured about a large cloud of smoke billowing to the sky on the southern end of the Square, about a half mile down Ring Road. We were all confused by what this could be. A car on fire? That’s what happened last week. I needed to get down there to see.

A group of white-robed medics ran past me through the crowd toward the site of the fire and I jumped in behind them as people did their best to make way. One of the medics in the front shouted “Isaf, isaf!” “Emergency, emergency!” as if they were an ambulance rather than a handful of volunteer doctors and nurses on foot.

After we jogged a few blocks through the crowds of tents and men, a buzzing sound made us all look to the sky. A military helicopter descended near the Square’s center stage, high enough that we couldn’t see inside, but low enough that there could be no doubt that its presence had to do with what was about to happen. It hovered for a second, and then continued flying westward toward the surrounding mountains as protesters shouted insults to the sky, pumping their fists.

Before I could figure out where the helicopter was headed, my focus shifted down Ring Road again, to the more residential section of the street. My ears immediately recognized the sound of gunfire. Not just the occasional bullet like in the past, but a banging that crescendoed into a blanket of noise enveloping us. I could feel its reverberations in my chest.

For the first time since the start of the protests in Yemen, bullets rained down from the sky onto the large crowd of men and children who were just rolling up their prayer rugs. Snipers opened fire from the fourth and fifth floors of nearby brick residential buildings. It was one bullet after another, as if they were trying to pick off the protesters one by one.

Despite the onslaught, dozens of protesters did not run, but stood their ground. They defiantly took their positions in the middle of the street and yelled out to the men who were aiming assault rifles at their heads. They pulled their T-shirts up over their heads and faced the snipers with bare chests. A mix of adrenaline and conviction drove them to sacrifice their lives. This was the start of the massacre that would change the course of Yemen’s history.

I pressed forward toward the gunfire because I didn’t know how to draw the line between my inner desire to get to the story, to see what was happening, and keeping myself safe. The street, a four-lane road, was crowded with men. There was no clear directive as to what to do, whether to run away or stand ground, yet we all knew that the government had crossed the line and entered new territory of brutality. “This is Gadaffi!” one protester yelled, referring to Libya’s draconian leader.

This was around the fifth time I’d been near gunfire in the past two weeks. I had grown used to it because a person can grow used to anything. I didn’t grasp the severity of what was unfolding in front of my eyes because I didn’t yet understand what fellow humans, fellow Yemenis, could do to one another. Yes, there was the bang of the gun, but no one expects that he will be the unlucky soul to take a bullet. And anyway, I thought that I needed to be there to do my job.

“Ganasa, there are ganasa,” I heard the protesters telling one another. There are snipers. It was a new word for me. Snipers meant that we didn’t know the source of the shots being fired. Snipers meant anyone could be a target.

About six men ran past me, eyes locked straight ahead, holding the edges of a bloodied blue-and-red checkered blanket, a blanket that had been inside a tent for warmth in Sanaa’s chilly nights. Now it was holding a man whose face was pale white. His hands grasped futilely at his blood-soaked T-shirt, around his stomach, as if he couldn’t believe what had just befallen him. Another group of men ran past, hauling another man in a blanket. He was already dead. I could see it in his eyes. His neck hung limply. Another blanket; the man inside just stared at the sky with a dull expression. I couldn’t tell where he’d been shot.

I had already started building the wall that prevented me from being debilitatingly traumatized by all this. It was the wall that allowed me to report, to suspend a part of my humanity, the part that feels. The wall came so naturally, I didn’t even know I was building it at the time. I suppose it’s an intuitive defense mechanism. My brain knew that my body would not flee, that it must stay and be witness to tragedy, to men dying violent deaths. I knew I wouldn’t run because that’s not who I believed myself to be—a person who flees.

I had come to Yemen with the desire to be tough, the need to prove myself to some nebulous judge of the universe. The harder the situation was, the more I felt that I earned the right not to feel guilty for my privileged white American upbringing. But what if, in doing so, I put my well-being in jeopardy? It wasn’t possible to realize that distinction in the moment.

Some of the Yemenis around me were panicked—a boy ran through the crowd holding his arms straight out in front of him, trying to force his hands as far from his body as possible. They were stained in someone else’s blood. His face was contorted in shock and horror. Most others, though, stood their ground or continued walking toward the worst of the gunfire. A young man defiantly threw his arms up into the air, bellowing to the sky curses at his president.

It was as if with each bloodied body carried through, the crowd’s resolve strengthened. Young and old, rich and poor, they were standing together, facing whatever may come. A protester patted another on the back. “Look,” he said, pointing to the top of a nearby building where he thought there was a sniper. “God will hold them to account,” another told a group of men, strangers brought together in this moment.

Then a whizzing sound, like a racecar zooming by. I instinctively understood what that meant. I realized I didn’t even know from where the bullet had come.

That’s not safe. So that means I’m not safe.

My thoughts were no more complex than that.

I searched the side of the street for a hiding place, a small alley to run down or a store that would open its doors to me, a foreign woman, someone whom Yemenis were always eager to protect. I saw a couple of Yemeni journalists ducking behind a large, rust-colored metal gate to my right. One motioned for me to join and I ran to them. We hid in a small frontyard of dirt, shrubs, and pavement that led to a four-story apartment building. I leaned the backs of my shoulders on our enclave’s brown brick wall and inhaled deeply.

Finding rest in my new position of safety, I felt that part of what had just taken place had actually been fun, dodging gunfire, adrenaline pumping. I didn’t know how easy it could be to become addicted to adrenaline. I wish someone would have told me that from the beginning.

I giggled nervously and looked around to engage with the other men hiding with me. An older male journalist was bent over at the waist, hands on his knees, panting. He glanced up, his eyes met mine, but he was far from smiling.

I turned back to peer out through the crevice between the garden’s gate and wall into the street. I saw some men retreating from the gunfire, walking—certainly not running—back toward the center of the Square, but others pressed forward. One man dressed in tribal attire with round belly spilling out over his janbiya belt walked southward toward the carnage, chanting into a megaphone, “Don’t be afraid of the bullets! Don’t be afraid of the bullets!”

Don’t be afraid of the bullets?

These were the Yemenis I had come to know, with whom I had spent life at the Square for several weeks. Were they brave or were they crazy? I didn’t know, but I admired them.

Another bullet whizzed very close by, and I pulled back against the wall with a jolt, moving away from the door.

“Be careful,” said a man’s voice from behind me in clear English.

I turned to him. “I know,” I said, wide-eyed, smiling.

“Are you a journalist?” he asked. He was tall, attractive, Western-dressed, and spoke English in a near flawless American accent.

I told him I was, and the man took out his camera to show me a video of when the sniper fire began just as prostrations ended. He showed me that a protester standing right beside him was shot in the head and collapsed to the ground.

“See, they are aiming for people with cameras. They were aiming at me, but hit him instead,” he said.

I can’t remember if I asked the man why he spoke English like an American. Even if I did, his answer wouldn’t have been honest, and I wouldn’t find out the truth about him for many months, during which hundreds would be killed violently, including this man’s brother.

For now, we were just two strangers brought together in this moment, searching for safety in a massacre.

• • •

After about an hour, I felt it was safe enough to walk up to the mosque at the center of the Square that was being used as a field hospital. The shooting had slackened off to the intermittent bullet.

The mosque’s frontyard, a square, barren, dusty space, was full of frantic protesters bringing in bodies, ambulances bringing in bodies, and bodies that hadn’t yet made it inside the mosque lying in the dirt yard. The scene contradicted the defiance I had witnessed on the street. It all became less exhilarating immediately. Any fun that I was having earlier evaporated in that moment.

Volunteers guarded the mosque’s gates, trying their best to only allow in medics, journalists, and victims’ families. Inside the large foyer area, bodies were lying on the stone floor in no particular order, blood pools everywhere, limbs hanging at weird angles. There were far fewer beds than injured. Everyone had expected the government to resort to violence, but not at this level. I learned what death smells like because the air was rank with it. My mind immediately recognized the smell though I had never encountered it before. This is death, it told me. And it has a dull stench.

I searched through the congestion for friends. Had anyone I knew been injured or killed? I only found Salah, a young, skinny protester whom I had come to know in recent weeks. Salah was a know-it-all and stubborn, but sweet enough that it didn’t matter. He was trying to help the doctors and had an empty look in his eyes, just doing what was required of him. This was not the time to reflect, but the time for urgent action. Work on adrenaline, suspend empathy. I wanted to hug him, but that would have been inappropriate in conservative Yemen.

All of these people lying on the floor were fathers, sons, brothers. These men had once been alive, smiling Yemenis—because Yemenis are a happy people, despite their poverty. They came to the Square because they wanted to peacefully pursue a better future for their country. Now they were dead. And death came so quickly. A bullet is a small thing, but it can steal a life in the blink of an eye. Fifty-three died that day, and around one hundred others were shot. All displayed before me. I had to step over them to avoid getting in the way of the volunteer medics who weaved around the bodies in blood-stained smocks, cursing their president—who had turned against his own people—under their breath. They tried to save lives, sending the most severe cases to a nearby hospital, unless there was no hope. An emergency surgery center was inside what had been the mosque’s administrative offices to the left of the entrance. To the right were the doors that led into the mosque’s main room, where usually men lined up side by side in neat rows for prayer, but where on this day dead bodies were laid side by side on the cold, tiled floor lining the wall, bandages covering their most gruesome wounds, a Quran placed on their chests next to a piece of cardboard on which their names were scribbled with a black marker.

I knew that there was a kind of tyranny in dictatorship that, as an American, I had difficulty fully understanding. But that it could be taken to this level seemed like a crime against humanity. Why did this have to happen? played on repeat in my mind and, looking at the faces of the alive around me, it seemed they were thinking the same. I didn’t know the victims’ histories; maybe the bloodied man before me writhing on the stone floor of the mosque had been a bad man. Maybe he beat his wife and abused his children. But that doesn’t matter when you’re watching someone die in such a needless way. Though he is a Yemeni man and I am a young American woman, though our histories outwardly are disparate, we are connected because we are alive, breathing the same air. But he was soon not to be, and I could not fully grasp the magnitude of what that meant.

Sadness choked me standing there, like a corset drawing ever tighter. Sadness because this death seemed so futile. I felt it would suffocate me if it weren’t for the realization that, if I couldn’t be a doctor, at least I could be a journalist—at least I could report.

I stood in the back corner of the mosque’s prayer room and tried to speak slowly during a radio interview while connected to a producer in New York. In front of me was the scene of the dead, the injured, the medics scrambling, the guttural shouts of Arabic, the sunlight peppered with dust shining in through the windows. I felt as if I were watching it through a screen. How was this real? I could picture the office in Midtown Manhattan where the producer on the other line must be sitting.

“There were several instances of snipers shooting protesters from houses that are just outside the demonstration,” I said for the interview, trying to speak slowly and calmly. “There were a lot of people shot in the head today. A lot of people shot in the head and neck.”

• • •

In the mosque’s frontyard, on my way out of the field hospital, I ran into a friend, Hassan al-Wadhaf. Hassan was a Yemeni cameraman for a production company that works with a number of international news outlets. He and I had worked together on a project for ABC News a few months prior. Hassan was reserved, but subtly funny. I found him quite endearing, like the shy kid in class who never gets any attention but should.

A few tears were running down Hassan’s cheeks. He just looked at me and shook his head. We were witnesses to tragedy together. Hassan always filmed from the line of fire. It seemed that he too believed deeply in the purpose of his work.

I passed through the front gate of the mosque and made my way back down to the south end of the Square, where the shooting had finally stopped and a few hundred men had gathered without any particular agenda except to express their outrage. I stood among them, barely balancing on that thin line between observer and participant.

A few blocks down from us, on the other side of the street, there was a unit of Central Security Forces (CSF) dressed in riot gear: dark green camouflage uniform, helmet, baton. Our ire was focused on their very existence. Blood and collapsed tents were on the street on our side of the road, and a water cannon truck and armored personnel carriers on theirs. The standoff reached its breaking point when CSF fired silver tear gas canisters into the crowd from their large barreled guns. The sound of a tear gas cannon is more of a deep thud than the bang of a rifle, and when the canisters they omit spew gray, smoky gas into the nearby air, each inhalation stings as if a thousand tiny sharp needles are poking the insides of your throat.

We all ran up Ring Road, coughing and squinting. But as soon as the air became remotely breathable again, we returned. Women who lived in the houses lining the street opened their windows and, holding black veils over their faces, dropped down slices of onion, which relieved the sting of the gas when held to the nose.

I became swept up in the protesters’ rage, mine rising with theirs. I couldn’t help it despite the need for a reporter’s neutrality. Wasn’t I allowed to be upset with a government that just shot more than one hundred unarmed protesters? I wanted to talk to all the men around me, to hear why they were angry, as if telling this to a reporter somehow offered a hint of vindication—for both of us.

“Tell me what happened today,” I asked a man dressed in a long, light blue thobe, with a white kefiya draped over his shoulder, and a surgical mask hanging from his neck, a meager attempt at protection from tear gas.

“You know, we were praying Friday prayers, it is a sacred day for all Muslims, and then they begin to use the gunfire, firing at them directly,” he replied in English, which is spoken only by the relatively few Yemenis who have enjoyed a formal education. “A lot of people praying in that corner over there,” he pointed down to where a brick wall had been, “are getting killed. They killed them directly. They fired from that building,” and then he pointed to the top of a nearby residential building, about six stories high. He went on and on. I couldn’t get him to stop talking.

The protesters nabbed at least two of the snipers by breaking into the homes from which the deadly shooting came. I saw one of them being beaten bloody before he was dragged away and thrown in a temporary holding cell. Incensed, the protesters showed me the Ministry of the Interior ID cards they said they pulled from the sniper’s pocket—proof of what few doubted any longer: that the Saleh regime was behind the day’s slaughter.

After hauling off the sniper, protesters ransacked the building from which he was shooting, discovering that it was the Sanaa residence of the Governor of Mahweet, a district just to the northwest that used to be popular with the few foreign tourists who came to Yemen. They found a large bag with dozens of unused bullets in the house, as well as a blue binder apparently from the US government, which had the words STATE DEPARTMENT written in Arabic on its front along with the department’s insignia. The last of the booty was a plaque noting that the Governor of Mahweet had been deemed the honorary mayor of Baton Rouge, Louisiana. The protesters held the plaque up in the air and paraded it down the street, though they had no idea what it was except that it came from America. This brought me a moment of respite, of amusement amidst the horror and anger.

Then the protesters set fire to the governor’s house.

• • •

I spent a few more hours at the Square, though I didn’t feel the normal passage of time. I glanced at the time on my cell phone and didn’t understand how it could have become so late. For me, hours and minutes stopped existing that afternoon, because each second was so full of the extremes of life.

Back at the field hospital, news spread that the Yemeni government had just declared a state of emergency, though we didn’t know what that meant. What does a state of emergency mean in a country with few state-enforced laws to begin with? The last time it was declared was during a civil war in 1994. But word got around fast once the news was broadcast on state media. In anxious voices, Yemenis passed on the information to whoever was standing around: “There’s a halat atawary in place.”

At this point, there were no other foreign journalists with me. I always preferred to work alone, not partnering with one of the few other young freelancers, but now I didn’t want to take a cab back to the old city alone. Armed, pro-Saleh thugs were guarding the outer rims of the Square, and I was afraid of what their reaction would be to discovering a foreigner, one who had been among the opposition, the worst offense in their eyes. My trust was already waning. I called my fixer and friend Yasser, who worked at a local news organization, al-Masdar, which had an office nearby, and proceeded down Ring Road in its direction.

On my way to the office, I got a call from the New York Times correspondent who was co-writing the day’s article with me. The story was already up on the website, written by others with me calling in the reporting. “So today sounds like a bad day,” came the much older male voice on the line from America. I felt defensive. Did he think I couldn’t handle this? I envisioned the editors of the foreign desk holding their heads in their hands in frustration at having to rely on an inexperienced twenty-five-year-old after the story in Yemen had taken such a violent and chaotic turn. I tried to clearly explain on the phone what had happened, but words spilled out of my mouth involuntarily. Was it coherent? It was difficult to care.

Along the few blocks I had to walk after leaving the territory of the Square, I saw men with AKs in their hands and angry expressions on their faces. Otherwise the residential street was eerily empty, the few small shops boarded up hours ago. I hurried to the door of the apartment building in which al-Masdar was housed and called Yasser to come downstairs and let me in.

This door had never been locked before, I thought. I glanced behind me, a stab of fear in my gut, though the gunfire had stopped hours ago.

Yasser opened the door part way to let me in, but first poked his head out to have a look at the surroundings.

“Today was bad, no?” he said as we climbed the stairs to the third floor. “Here, have some qat.” He handed me a clear plastic bag full of the green leaves. Yasser had light brown hair, a receding hairline, and a mischievous and playful demeanor, which is why I enjoyed his companionship. We entered the office and walked across a short hallway to a side room where two other journalists, Hakim and Samir, sat atop thin cushions on the ground in the far corner.

“Ya Laura, today was a crime,” said Hakim, the publication’s main reporter, a stout and normally good-spirited middle-aged man. “Today was…” he moved his lips into a circle. “Ooof,” he said, as if he got punched in the gut. Hakim looked at the bare wall for a second, then turned back to me. “This is Ali Abdullah Saleh.”

What else could he say? Hakim went back to watching the Al Jazeera clips of the massacre on his laptop along with Samir, the publication’s owner. I sat at one of the few office chairs in front of an old PC, tried to work out the Arabic keyboard, and pulled out tender leaves of the qat Yasser had given me.

Shooting to kill, as I would learn later, is an abomination to the unwritten code that governs Yemeni society. In northern Yemen tribal conflicts, the aim is rarely to kill the enemy. Men shoot their guns or RPGs above the heads of their enemies on purpose. Conflicts are there to display machismo, not destroy the opponent. Yet the Saleh regime resorted to extreme violence because of politics, because of fear their power was threatened. In the eyes of Yemenis across the country, that was what made this massacre more than just a massacre. That was also why Saleh would forever deny his involvement in the affair.

I chatted online with a fellow freelancer in Cairo because I needed to commiserate. We talked about how screwed up Arab dictators were, how I was afraid of being deported, and that I had just realized I didn’t have any photo ID on me. We had a conversation that would seem cruel to a person who hadn’t experienced conflict; we spoke of death in passing, because it was becoming our new normal. I was one dangerous step further down the road of bang-bang addiction. My adrenaline had spiked so high this day and danger had felt so close, yet I had survived. I could do this all over again.

Finally, around three a.m., after editing and phone interviews, tweeting and uploading, I fell asleep in a back room that was about as long as I was tall amongst boxes of old newspapers and some dirty blankets.

A few hours later, I tiptoed out of the office while the other journalists still slept, down the three flights of stairs, and found a cab on the nearly empty street that took me back to my home in the old city, almost always an oasis of tranquility, no matter if there was a war raging outside. I walked past my neighbors, who supported Ali Abdullah Saleh, waving hello, opened the heavy wooden door of my picturesque brown brick house with its white trim, and trudged up the stone steps, past intricate Arabic geometric designs engraved into its gypsum walls, a flaky white plaster. My mind felt hollow. My thoughts only extended to the bare essentials: sleep, eat, contact the foreign desk at the New York Times. Yet somewhere inside me, a seed of rage had been planted; a rage that, over the coming months, would at times make me hate, not a specific person, but a world that could be host to such atrocities against the innocent. I walked into my bedroom, fell down on my knees on the mattress, and sobbed.


CHAPTER 2

November 2008

Sitting at a high table inside a coffee shop in midtown Manhattan, I anxiously awaited what I hoped would be the writing on the wall, the advice to help me move from life’s current rut. I wanted someone else to tell me what to do. I didn’t want to have to figure it out for myself. I was waiting in one of those chain places with shiny desserts and stale croissants, nervously monitoring the door to see if Mona had arrived. New Yorkers walked in, bundled in long black or gray pea coats. It was a cold day. My palms wrapped around my coffee cup and I took a small sip so as to not scald my tongue.

A few minutes later, a woman with black hair that hung to her shoulders in tight curls walked through the door. Mona al-Tahawy gave me a big smile.

“Hi, Laura. Sorry I’m late,” she said, taking a seat across from me. “How are you doing?”

“Well, how are you?”

“Good, good. Busy as always.”

I had first met Mona, a prominent Egyptian American journalist-turned-activist, a year ago when I interviewed her in Cairo. It was for a story I was writing for a small English-language business magazine based in the Egyptian capital. Mona was one of the first people I had ever interviewed. I definitely didn’t know what I was doing at the time. I had stumbled into journalism quite haphazardly after quitting a job as a kindergarten teacher at an international school in Cairo. Working as a copy editor for the business magazine just happened to be the first job that availed itself at the time. I had never before considered a career in journalism, but it had grown on me. I never thought I’d be one of those reporters who goes to press conferences and reports on breaking news and all those stereotypical things I saw about journalists in movies. Rather, I just liked telling stories.

I recently had run into Mona again at an Egyptian author’s event at Barnes & Noble in Union Square. I saw her across the rows of folding chairs and approached her, praying she would remember me. She did. I asked her if she would be willing to meet me for a coffee. She agreed. And now here we were, a week later.

“So you’re wanting to move back to Egypt?” she asked after turning down my offer to buy her a coffee.

“Yeah, or maybe Syria. Just somewhere where I can find work as a freelancer. But I’m worried that if I go to Syria, I’ll get kicked out. But I kinda want to go somewhere new, you know?”

“That is a risk of working in Syria.”

I explained to Mona my life predicament, thinking she would understand. My New York friends sure didn’t. For them, New York was the proverbial city on the hill, the pinnacle of all professional aspirations, the best place a smart, hip, young person could live out their twenties.

For me, it was claustrophobic. New York represented a monotonous commute to the office, only to party on weekends with other young adults who were obsessed with making it in the finance, entertainment, or fashion industries. Then back to the grind on Monday.

I had withdrawn from a graduate program at the New School, a liberal arts university in Manhattan, that past September after being struck with the feeling that, for my life right at that moment, grad school was a waste of time. I was working two temporary jobs I knew wouldn’t be going anywhere. I hid the fact I had left the master’s program from as many people as possible because it made me feel like a failure, like I was someone who couldn’t follow through on her commitments.

“I’m just trying to figure out if it makes sense to go back and freelance,” I said to Mona. I missed reporting, I told her. I missed the way it made me feel tied to the larger world. I missed the process of looking for leads, and then once I found one, putting the pieces together to create a news story.

“Listen,” she said. “Are you single?”

“Yes.”

“If it doesn’t work out, do you have a place to come home to?”

“Yes.” I imagined living in my old bedroom at my parents’ house. I’m an only child. Of course my mom and dad would let me move back in with them.

“Okay, so you’re young, single, and have few commitments. There’s a financial crisis here, and freelancing abroad is a much better way to get into journalism than here in New York, especially if you speak the language. If you want to be abroad, and you want to be a journalist, then I’d say do it.”

“Yes, I do want to.”

I was so relieved to be hearing this advice from a successful professional journalist. Mona had worked for Reuters. Reuters! I considered that an unattainable dream. I had written two stories for American publications while living in Cairo the past year, but that was such a far cry from a staff job at Reuters.

The truth was that I didn’t want to figure out how to live life in New York. Going abroad could put that on hold. The social anxiety that bogged me down in America had practically disappeared when I was living in Egypt. There were bigger things to worry about there: safety, sexual harassment, debilitating air pollution, where to meet with guys because my landlord wouldn’t allow someone from the opposite gender in our apartment of unmarried women. When I negotiated life successfully in Cairo, it made me feel all the better for it. I could thrive in Africa’s largest city. A place many Americans would be afraid of going. That must mean I’m tough and special, I thought. I missed feeling special. I wasn’t special in New York. I was indistinguishable from every other twenty-something living in Brooklyn. It would take until the new year, though, for me to make my move.

• • •

It was January 2009, and Barack Obama would be inaugurated as the first African American president of the United States of America two days after my arrival in Washington, DC. I had traveled down to the capital for the inauguration and, this night, was attending a house party with friends whom I’d met as an undergraduate studying abroad at the American University in Cairo. We all were Arabic nerds. Some of us worked for the government or international banks, others were academics. What brought us together was that we were fascinated with a part of the world that was often vilified in American culture—and this made us feel somehow braver, tougher, better than our peers. While we studied abroad in Cairo, militants in Sinai detonated a bomb in a beach resort that most of us had visited over spring break. We had watched riot police amass on a downtown Cairo street corner ready to attack a political demonstration of opposition supporters. The sense of adventure was addictive. Especially to me, which was yet another reason I felt called to move back.

“Laura! Hey!” My friend TJ greeted me with a hug as I walked through the door of his apartment.

“So glad you could make it. You’re living in New York now?”

“Well, I’m just finishing up work for this author. I’m sort of figuring out stuff right now. I think I might move back to Egypt to work as a journalist.”

I wanted to pretend my life was going just as well as I imagined everyone else’s was.

“Sweet, that’s awesome! Jeez, I miss it. You gotta look up Umm Ahmed when you get back there,” he said of his old doorkeeper in a dilapidated, 1960s apartment building in Cairo’s posh Zamalek neighborhood. Zamalek was on an island in the Nile. That’s right: we used to live on an island in the Nile. Now I lived on Long Island.

“That’s so cool that you’re getting into journalism,” TJ added. “I read some of the stuff you wrote in Cairo.”

“Really?” I blushed. TJ recognized that I wrote about important issues. My friends in New York didn’t.

“Yeah, that one about the Iraqi refugees. What was it again…?”

“The refugees who were denied resettlement by the US government even though the reason they were refugees to begin with was because they were targeted for working for America in Iraq.”

“Yeah, that’s so messed up. God, I miss it.”

A few hours later, I was chatting with Kyle, a friend who had gone to New York University with me and also studied in Cairo. We survived an Advanced Arabic class as seniors by studying countless hours in NYU’s library while we retold each other stories of our Cairo escapades. Kyle was cool and collected, with well-kept brown hair. He was a good-looking straight man at NYU. A rarity, it seemed. In college, I had felt proud that he wanted to hang out with me.

Kyle told me he had recently spent a few months studying language in Yemen and Damascus after quitting some corporate job in Boston. I told him about my desire to move back to the region.

“It just makes more sense to work as a journalist overseas, you know?” I said.

“Dude, totally.” He took a sip of his beer.

“I just don’t know where I should move. I don’t really want to move back to Cairo. Syria seems like the only other choice. There are too many freelancers already in Beirut.”

“Dude,” Kyle said, “go to Yemen.”

I can still picture myself that night, standing in a living room that seemed impossibly big to someone who lived in New York. I can see all the people around me, chatting away, drinking beer, unaware that someone else’s life in that room just changed course. I can still hear Kyle’s words, clearly echoing in my head.

While thinking over the various locales in the Middle East where I could move, it had never occurred to me to try Yemen, though I had a few friends who had traveled or studied Arabic there. Kyle had nothing but praise for the country and its over-the-top hospitality. Another friend who had studied there, Emilie, said the same thing. She had bought a lighter in Yemen that projected an image of Saddam Hussein from a little light bulb on its bottom end. We used to bring it out at parties at the apartment where we lived in Cairo. Sadaam in his green uniform with a scowl and mustache would be surrounded in a halo of light.

I thought Yemen sounded like a great idea.

• • •

Six weeks later, I was on a plane to Sanaa. It never crossed my mind that, as a twenty-three-year-old woman, this move might have been a strange decision. I knew two Americans who were living in Sanaa; what else did I need?

I hadn’t read anything about Yemen until this point. I didn’t even know who the country’s president was. It never crossed my mind either that was both stupid and completely irresponsible. I was going to try to represent this country to the Western world, and I didn’t care to do any research about it prior to arrival. I was just happy to be moving away from my life in New York because to a great extent that’s what this was about, escape.
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