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      Pour Kamaleddine

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        I have become a queer mixture of the East and the West, out of place everywhere, at home nowhere.

        Jawaharlal Nehru

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        If I ever found a place where I belonged, that in itself would be an identity crisis.

        Mitski Miyawaki

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Home’s where you go when you run out of homes.

        George Smiley, in John le Carré’s The Honourable Schoolboy

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      
        
        This is a work of narrative nonfiction. Most conversations and dialogue come from my recollections. The rest are drawn from travel notes, journal entries, articles I’ve written, and other forms of documentation gathered over the years.

      

        

      
        Time is also used here as a literary device. The chapters inside of the original frame story of the bus journey to Mardin, although generally progressing chronologically, do at times move back and forth.

      

        

      
        Finally, the names of certain characters in the story have been changed to ensure privacy and anonymity where circumstances warrant it.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue: The Road to Mardin

          

        

      

    

    
      The overnight bus lurched to a sudden stop somewhere in the lonely scrub-brush mountains south of the city of Erzincan. The abruptness shook me out of my slumber: a drowsy stop-and-go time warp between anonymous Anatolian way stations. When I opened my eyes and gazed out the window, there was no bus terminal as expected; no glowing depot in the dead of night with its steaming round-the-clock cafeteria offerings, its local insomniacs, and its uprooted souls carrying their lives on their backs in the endless drift towards better opportunities. Looking out, I saw nothing but complete darkness.

      Inside the dimly lit coach, most of the passengers, largely men travelling solo across Asia Minor, also stirred awake. Only the man sitting beside me in the aisle seat, a bearded religious Kurd, remained still with his head slumped over his chest. The young man had earlier told me with great pride and in the few words of English he could muster that the three people he loved the most in the world—even more than his parents—were Jesus Christ, Sayyid Qutb and Sheikh Said. All his role models, I noted, were political troublemakers who were executed by the authorities they challenged.⁠*

      The bus remained immobile. I thought maybe there was an accident on the road, or perhaps a local traveller had flagged the vehicle down to hop on between stops. Only when the front door of the bus hissed open and two tense-looking soldiers brandishing serious weapons climbed into view, did I realize we had hit a Turkish military checkpoint. We were in the remote eastern half of the country in 2012, where a guerrilla insurgency had been flaring on and off for decades.

      Terse banter erupted at the front of the bus. The driver shut off the engine and resentfully dismounted the vehicle. Then one of the soldiers slowly walked through the aisle, scrutinizing individual passengers with his flashlight and waving a few of them off the coach, telling them to take their belongings with them. When he reached me and my fellow passenger who had since awoken, he pointed to both of us and said something in Turkish, waving us forward.

      “What’s happening?” I asked the soldier in English. The idea was to make clear I was a foreigner and that I had no part in their conflict.

      The soldier snapped back in his own tongue. The Kurd translated to me: “He say for you to go out.”

      I stepped off the bus, leaving the scent of unwashed upholstery, mutton and dirty socks for the refreshingly cool and effervescent mountain air. Pinpricks of light in the distance confirmed we were in a rolling landscape. Somewhere, perhaps on a nearby ridge, what sounded liked a very large dog barked. Around me, more soldiers wearing helmets, flak jackets and balaclavas, some brandishing flashlights, milled about. The reflection from their torches revealed the dim outlines of an armour-plated jeep with a gun atop it, and a pair of larger armoured personnel carriers with turrets, parked haphazardly in the middle of the road. The passengers who had stepped off the bus before me, including the bearded man sitting next to me, were retrieving their bags from the luggage hold lit by a soldier’s flashlight.

      One of the soldiers closest to me mumbled something curt, prodding me in an unfriendly manner towards the hold.

      I had been pulled into a dragnet. My heart began to race.

      I took some deep breaths and uttered to myself some half-convincing mantras about how this was all a security routine. I pulled out my large backpack from deep inside the hold. Then, following the example of the others, I took my place in a lineup beside the bus, on the shoulder of the road near the edge of what seemed like a steep drop off. Each of our bags was placed in front of us and we were told to open them. Soldiers started rifling through the bags in succession, emptying our clothes and contents onto the asphalt, turning them upside down, inside out, and feeling around into any pockets they could find. Meanwhile, a pair of soldiers began frisking the passenger standing at one end of the line and checking his documents, asking rapid-fire questions. When the passenger remained silent after repeated queries, he took a cuff across his head from the questioning soldier.

      Nothing I’d witnessed so far confirmed my self-assurances that these were casual checkpoint procedures. As a journalist, long-time traveller, and erstwhile resident of the Middle East, I was familiar with the conflict between Kurds and Turks in this far-flung corner of the country. Here young and old, male and female, guilty and innocent—all and everyone—found themselves caught up in the decades-long Kurdish insurgency demanding autonomy from the Turkish state. As in all guerrilla conflicts there was no firm delineation between fighters and non-combatants. People were killed, or were disappeared, regularly. This included the Turkish gendarmes who were ambushed with disturbing frequency. For all I knew, we were about to be attacked by rebels crouched-down invisibly in the shadows around us.

      Though I was innocent of any wrongdoing, I worried that my angst and paranoia would show, causing suspicion. I told myself over and over again that this was only procedural. I’d been questioned by security people a few times and in different countries before, and all had been fine in the end. Yet I couldn’t convince myself now. Dealing with war-weary soldiers under these circumstances bore little resemblance to fielding questions at an airport. Danger weighed heavily around us.

      The interrogating soldier stepped up to me. What I could see of his eyes—under his balaclava and illuminated by the lights of his torch—appeared heavy with the gravitas of frontline duty. He asked me, I think, for papers.

      I handed him my Canadian passport. He looked at it and asked another question.

      I shrugged my shoulders and lifted my hands. “I don’t speak Turkish.”

      He called another soldier over and handed him my passport.

      The second pair of blinking eyes peering out of cloth looked me over. “Where you go?” he snapped accusingly.

      I was en route to Urfa that night, via Elâzığ. But it was the next destination, beyond that, which was on my mind—and which I blurted out.

      “Mardin,” I said, indicating the hybrid Arab-Kurdish city near Turkey’s border with Syria, to the southeast. It was also an area of political troubles—as were most places in the general direction I was heading. There were no right answers in that regard.

      “Why go Mardin?”

      “Tourizm,” I said. The more precise answer involved other motives and was too long-winded to be intelligible. But given the power dynamic, and the country’s politics, I wasn’t planning on telling the soldier that I was visiting the city of my ancestors, who were non-Turks.

      “No Mardin,” he said firmly, before adding some words in his language.

      “Why no Mardin?” I asked, assuming he’d understand.

      He raised his hand that held my passport. “No Mar-din!” he repeated, annoyed.

      My heart sank when he slipped the passport into his uniform pocket and without further explanation walked away. As his flashlight beam receded, all went dark. The other nearby soldiers also had their torches off now. When I turned to look at the other men beside me, hoping to meet someone’s gaze who could commiserate, all I could see were their tired, humiliated and dejected silhouettes.

      Suddenly another light went on and a pair of pant-camouflaged legs shuffled over to me. A hand gripped my left arm tightly, pulling at it. The man uttered some words in Turkish. I froze. The soldier raised his voice, yanked at my arm, while another gendarme holding a flashlight and shouldering a semi-automatic weapon approached.

      Like a bad jump-cut in a film, the three of us were suddenly walking down the road, past the back of the bus, past another armoured jeep, further and further away from the vehicles. Fear threw my imagination into overdrive: these men were going to throw me off the cliff somewhere out of sight, maybe after putting a bullet or two in me. I was reduced to short breaths, a fast-pumping heart, a cold sweat and tingling arms. My legs stiffened again, refusing to go further, and I nearly dislocated my arm as I got yanked even harder. I thought I felt the second man stick the gun muzzle in my back.

      We stumbled for another few minutes, rounding a gradual turn in the road. I could see more lights, flashlights, far ahead at what appeared to be an initial roadblock that our bus must have passed. It looked like cars were being turned back.

      Then, we suddenly stopped. The soldiers let go of my arms, uttering something to me in Turkish. They both stepped away and just stood there. One of them lit a cigarette.

      As the wind picked up, buffeting my ears and adding white noise to near-total darkness, I thought about what led me here to begin with; and how I was now fatefully ensnared at the forsaken intersection of soldiers and insurgents—and the forlorn land broken by their incoherent melee.

      I slipped into a terror dissociation response, following paths of causation backwards in time to my original motives and obsessions that had driven me like the devil to this exact spot: the seductions of the East, the lure of the exotic, and the desire for a deeper sense of home. And like so many people thinking that they are facing their final moments, I experienced a sudden series of flashbacks. The key scenes of that lifelong trajectory came rushing from my memory: a great journey across epochs, which, at that moment, unfurled and vividly reconstituted itself on that windswept mountainside beside the checkpoint…

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * Sayyid Qutb was a 20th century Egyptian Islamist revolutionary and author who espoused political violence. Sheikh Said fomented a failed Kurdish rebellion more than half a century earlier in the area we were in.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part i: The Lure of the Exotic

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Run-ins with the Riffians

          

        

      

    

    
      Our traipse through the narrow streets of the medina, the old quarter on the hill, felt interminable—like a long, endless march to nowhere. What was presented as a short hop to a nearby café became a furtive and convoluted journey into a featureless maze of empty passageways devoid of activity. Left turn followed right, up flights of stairs, and down long laneways past great ornate doors, many half open, percolating cooking smells and snippets of conversation in an Arabic dialect radically different from my own.

      Setting the pace was Chaouki, a tall and lanky Moroccan tout with a halo-like profusion of thick curls, ripped jeans and scars on his face and arms. Curtis (Curt), my friend and fellow-Canadian travel companion, had summoned him from the ether by way of his blunt questions to several storekeepers about acquiring kif—the local word for cannabis.⁠* With arms swinging buoyantly, the light-on-his-feet Chaouki took us ever deeper into passageways that became narrower as we pushed on. More than once we seemed to pass the same ornate red door set behind a tile-decorated horseshoe arch, suggesting to me that we had retraced our route. I realized later that we were likely being disoriented—in much the same way that kidnappers deliberately drive blindfolded abductees in zig-zags to keep them from accurately recounting where they were being taken.

      We finally arrived at the café, an unmarked and cavernous space with crumbling walls of peeling blue paint, and rickety chairs. Two men in hooded djellabas, each sat alone at the far corners of the large room staring into space, seemingly content in their own company. The three of us sat at a table and Curt, who had become impatient and nervous, asked Chaouki in English when he would see the kif.

      “Tell your friend he has to wait,” Chaouki said to me bluntly in Arabic.

      The Moroccan could speak broken English. But he disliked Curt, and preferred not to engage with him. Because I could converse in rudimentary French and a somewhat more functional Egyptian Arabic, I became the point man.

      When I translated, Curt made a dour face.

      “Attends,” Chaouki said delicately, but coldly, to him in French, bringing his fingertips together in the Eastern hand-gesture for patience. “Wait.”

      A server emerged from the kitchen carrying a large embossed silver teapot and three small glasses. The man poured a round of sweet mint tea. Chaouki spoke a few rapid-fire words to the server that were incomprehensible to me. The waiter nodded and returned to the back before he re-emerged carrying a long, thin object wrapped in a brown cloth sack, which he placed on the table beside Chaouki. Our host opened the sack and removed an absurdly long wooden pipe that measured the length of an orchestra conductor’s baton. Chaouki dug into his pocket and removed a small ball of foil which contained hashish resin. He pinched off a piece of the brown cake and thumbed it into the bowl and raised the pipe to his mouth. He extended his arm and lit the small bowl at the end. Voluptuous plumes of thick sweet smoke curled upwards and danced in pirouettes around us. Chaouki handed the pipe and the lighter to Curt, who had been utterly spellbound from the moment the implement was unsheathed.

      As my friend underwent the same ritual, Chaouki watched intently with a glazed and drowsy—but pleased—glance that spoke to things going his way. When the pipe and lighter were handed to me I took them, hesitatingly. A pang of anxiety shot through me. We had just arrived in Tangier on the boat from Spain—my first trip to Morocco, and ‘the East’—and had barely dropped off our packs before Curt sought out his heart’s desire in the most public and exposed fashion. I neither wanted to smoke or be anywhere near these port town underworld types. But I was 24 years old and amenable. And the siren call to misadventure, to anything exciting, found its receptivity in the rationalizations thrown up by a mind unwilling to muster any resistance.
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        * * *

      

      Earlier that day, we had stood on deck as our ferry see-sawed on wind-whipped breakers through the Strait of Gibraltar. We gazed in breathless awe at the rugged sun-burnt shores of Africa looming beckoningly before us. Curt, standing beside me, revelled in the blissful knowledge he’d be high within hours.

      “Tangier!” he shouted, bouncing on his tiptoes and gazing into the distance with the euphoric look of a pilgrim nearing the gates of his personal utopia. He went on to intone the names of the Beat Writers and other patron saints of post-war literary counter-culture who had graced the ancient byways of the approaching city and whom he idolized: William Burroughs. Allen Ginsberg. Jack Kerouac…

      It was our first time on the road together, an event for which we established sobriquets. I called him “Colonel”—a play on Colonel Kurtz from the film Apocalypse Now. He called me “Admiral,” an attempt on his part at a corresponding military title that appealed to me if only for the little-known fact that the word derived from the Arabic term Amir al-Bahr, which literally translates to “Prince of the Sea.” Our pseudonyms signified a puerile band of brothers pact devoted to adventure glory that only seemed to work against us.

      We had been travelling for less than a week and had already found ourselves at the centre of an international commotion. Days earlier, Curt had been arrested and temporarily detained in Alicante, Spain, for not having a tourist visa. Canada and Spain were embroiled in a nasty Atlantic fishing dispute in the Grand Banks off Newfoundland at the time, in which their usual diplomatic niceties, including visa-free travel for each other’s citizens, had been suddenly and resentfully revoked. In the end, Curt wasn’t imprisoned by the interrogating Spanish plainclothes police bureaucrat in suspenders that he was taken to see. Acting on Curt’s tearful pleas for clemency, and perhaps on a phone call from a higher authority, the policeman settled on him, and us, voluntarily leaving Spain within 72 hours. We were free to go.

      The incident was enough to impress upon me an important observation early on: travel with Curt was a high-risk venture. He could draw trouble to himself even as he sat still. My rebellious friend with a Jesus complex, the son of kind but stern Baptist Christian parents, had a burning desire to live without boundaries and to seek suffering at any cost. Curt had spent the previous summer vagabonding with another friend through France and the Benelux countries on bikes, sleeping by the sides of roads, and getting drunk on cooking sherry. In Paris, the two hit their faux Beatnik strides when they jumped into the Seine from a bridge in the 7th arrondissement and were barely rescued in time from the fast-flowing torrent by a tourist boat filled with scandalized, camera-toting seniors. For these reasons I got him to agree with me early on in our travels that we could part ways if either of us felt compelled to continue on alone.

      Though I was not impelled by such fiascos, I lived under a different yet similarly problematic spell—one that I shared with Curt and which made us otherwise simpatico travel companions: my enslavement to the exotic.

      We had both grown up languishing in the ennui of North American suburbia, victims of its logical orderings, clinical subdivisions and manifold sensory deprivations. The suburban commuter existence marries the least desirable aspects of both rural and urban living, creating a bland insularity of existence. Morocco was a raw octane stimulant and antidote to the banality of our lives back home. For Curt, embracing its seedy underbelly was also a ‘fuck-you!’ to the world of convention, under whose thumb he had lived as the son of strict fundamentalist parents. For me, ‘the mysterious East’ was becoming an object of personal obsession. So much so that this ridiculous situation with Chaouki that Curt had cultivated in pursuit of life’s exhilarating friction, was justified by me as a fleeting detour that had to be experienced.
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        * * *

      

      Just as the kif took its mind-warping effects, a friend of Chaouki, another scuffed-up ruffian in unwashed jeans, sailed into the café. Without a word he took a seat at our table, reached into his pant pocket and removed a brown rectangular object wrapped in several layers of cellophane. It was about as large as a man’s thick wallet. Chaouki placed it on the table between him and Curt, with the deftness of a casino poker dealer

      “Voila,” Chaouki said, with self-satisfied finality. “Le chocolat.”

      Curt gazed at the hashish, transfixed in wide-eyed incredulity. “Wow,” he muttered to himself.

      No one said a word for several seconds.

      “But,” Curt said, breaking the silence, after looking at me, “I don’t think we need that much.”

      “Mais. This is what we have,” Chaouki said.

      Another long and uncomfortable pause ensued. Chaouki then broke the impasse with an uncaring exaggerated shrug.

      “Pas de probleme,” he said, taking the brick in his hand and pushing his chair back. “We go.”

      “No, no!” Curt implored. “What do you want for it?”

      Chaouki froze and then slowly leaned back again into his chair. His expression lightened before bringing his hand to his chin. “One hundred dollar,” he said.

      Curt concealed his delight beneath a muddled smirk. He dug into his fanny-pack and extracted a crisp Benjamin Franklin and pushed the bill across the table. Chaouki examined the bill front to back like a money exchange clerk looking for signs of counterfeiting, before looking again to Curt.

      “Alors. The rest, then?” Chaouki said, with a touch of sarcastic insult.

      “The rest of what?”

      He shook the bill like a flag flapping in the wind, “This one hundred. Price, two hundred.”

      It took our slavish minds, diverted by tangential thoughts that ended in cannabinoid cul-de-sacs of forgetfulness, more than a couple of beats to conclude what was going on.

      Curt’s face became contorted in outrage. “Heyyyyy,” he scowled. “What kinda bullshit is this? You just said one hundred!”

      “Non. Deux cents,” Chaouki held his fingers in a peace sign and waved them back and forth deftly. “Two.”

      Curt turned to me: “He said a hundred. That’s what you heard, too, right?”

      “Clearly,” I confirmed.

      I turned to Chaouki. “You told him one hundred dollars,” I said in Arabic. “Give him what he bought.” I half-expected my cultural and linguistic bona fides, which meant nothing to Chaouki, would magically negate the scam and resolve all.

      Chaouki leaned forward in his chair and grinned. His friend looked on with the quiet intensity of a chess match observer. “Mes amis,” he began imploringly. “We have some smoke. We drink mint tea. This big piece kif is best Moroccan quality. For this: two hundred.”

      “You lied!” Curt said.

      Chaouki shrugged. “C’est pas cher pour vous.”

      Curt sighed. He looked at me and for a long time made a show of sitting on his haunches and deliberating. “Okay,” he said, reaching into his pack. “But you’re not getting any more.”

      Chaouki eyes fell again on the money.

      “Did you hear me? I said I’m not giving you anymore.”

      Chaouki looked up at him and barely nodded.

      “Give me the hash first,” Curt said. “Put it near me.”

      As Chaouki did so, keeping his hand near, Curt slid him another bill and simultaneously took the block of cannabis resin. He held it in his hands in wonderment, and then smelled it, as if it were a long sought-after treasure with which the Fates had finally united him.
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        * * *

      

      Silence hung over us as we sauntered slowly, lost in convoluted thoughts, through the empty byways of the medina. Curt and I neither knew where in the old town we were, nor in which direction we were heading. To say that all of the previous zig-zagging to reach the café had deliberately disoriented us would be technically inaccurate since we hadn’t been in town long enough to become oriented in the first place. The mind-tricks wrought by the kif wrecked our navigational senses. The whole situation: the unfamiliar surroundings, the tawdry deal, Curt’s self-immolation, and the kaleidoscopic and paranoid distortions of smoke put us in a tenuous place.

      “Curt,” I said, breaking the silence, “that thing you’re carrying in your pocket… It’s a problem.”

      Curt turned to me with a blank stare that transformed into a knowing, horrified look.

      “Let’s go back to the room,” I said.

      We were staying somewhere on the opposite end of the medina, but had no idea how to get back there. We decided to find the gate we had entered from by leaving the old town altogether and trying to locate it again from the outside. The medina was built on a hill and to leave it meant going down. We found the first of several staircases that led to the streets below. As we descended, I looked back over my shoulder and unexpectedly caught a glimpse of Chaouki and his band of hustlers poking their heads around a corner at us. I turned several times to confirm I wasn’t imagining it. His orange “Good Vibrations” Sunkist t-shirt made him easy to spot. By the time we reached the bottom I knew we were being followed. The men shadowed us, making no effort to conceal their presence. They were aloof, keeping their distance, yet remained mostly in the open.

      When we reached the road, I broke the bad news to Curt. He spun around and looked up at them on the staircase.

      “What do they want now?” he cried.

      Chaouki broke ranks with his myrmidons, and trotted down a ramp that led from the lowest level of the medina to the main avenue where we were standing. When he reached us, he was panting and appeared frightened.

      “Mes amis! Danger! The police, they come. Quickly, go! Vit vit! ” With that he glanced fearfully over both shoulders and dashed off.

      Curt and I looked at each other, folded our map, and resumed our walking into the new town, but now more quickly.

      Every few hundred metres another member of Chaouki’s team reached us and conveyed the exact same message. With each subsequent rendering of that warning, the urgency was greater, the police closer, our implied detainment nearer at hand. The Moroccan law enforcers, the last of the grifters told us, could only be stopped if we coughed up payment—in US dollars.

      Even as we put distance between ourselves and the medina, the surveillance against us did not abate. The opposite seemed to be the case: because of the effects of the smoke there appeared to be more of them, an ever-multiplying army of extortionists, new faces, who stared at us, from both near and far. When we found ourselves passing Tangier’s busy train station, we felt ourselves sandwiched between our pursuers and the handful of police, soldiers and bystanders standing outside the terminal—some of whom eyed us with interest. The kif we’d smoked, which had been meant to confuse and frighten us, reached its pinnacle impact. Panic was cresting.

      “That’s it, I’m throwing it away,” Curt said, shoving his hand into his pocket.

      “Don’t,” I said tersely, grabbing his arm. “Not yet. Everyone’s watching.”

      Curt seemed on the cusp of tears. I realized we needed to get back to our room as soon as possible and away from the eyes of the crowd.

      “Let’s split up,” I said. “That will confuse them. They won’t be expecting it.”

      “And then what?”

      “I’ll meet you back at the room.”

      “Alright,” he said, before giving me a grave look and heading off in a different direction.

      It took no more than a minute to realize that by leaving Curt, I had merely abandoned him to the sharks. Several glances over my shoulder confirmed that no one, not one hustler, was following me. Chaouki and his team, hawked-eyed and shrewd as they were, must have known Curt was still the keeper of the kif, and thus they stuck to him. A part of me simply wanted to distance myself from Curt’s contraband—and I regretted my impulsivity. But it was too late. My friend had melted into the surroundings, nowhere to be seen amid the thick pedestrian street traffic moving to the pulse of a magical rhythm I’d left home to seek.
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        * * *

      

      I eventually found my way back to the room, located in a small guest house with a riad and a few other units, beside a butcher’s shop, which I recognized. I realized that Curt, who had not arrived yet, had the room key. I approached the manager to let me into the room. I spent the remainder of the afternoon waiting for my friend to materialize, while unknown people knocked and banged on a second door to our room that led directly in and out of the medina. Each time I opened it I found no one there. But I began to suspect Chaouki and company were the perpetrators. This was confirmed several knocks later, when I opened the door to find yet another of Chaouki’s alley cats standing before me uttering the words “police” and “money” with his hand outstretched. I shut the door in his face.

      Over an hour later Curt came shuffling through the other door leading into the riad. He looked upset and exhausted.

      “You made it,” I said, with huge relief. “All fine? Did you ditch the stash?”

      “They took it from me,” he said resentfully. “They pulled it out of my pocket when I was talking to them.”

      “Good riddance, let them have it,” I said. “We should probably leave this place.”

      “Not before I get the stash back. Or my money.”

      “What?” I said with alarm. “What do you mean?!”

      “I’ve changed my mind. I paid two hundred dollars. They can’t just steal it from me. We made a deal.”

      “Dude, they’re thieves, criminals. You won’t win with these people.”

      “No, I’ve made my decision: I’m going out again to look for them,” Curt said stubbornly. “I’ll be back before it gets dark.”

      “Don’t do it,” I implored him, as he ignored me and stumbled wearily out the door.

      Moments later, I went to my bag and pulled out my journal. I tore out a blank page from the back of it. After looking through my travel guidebook I scribbled a message to Curt instructing him to meet me at a certain spot in the central square of Marrakesh in five days’ time. He and I had agreed after the Spanish debacle that we could part ways and meet up again later during our trip, if need be. I now unilaterally decided to enact this plan. A sense of foreboding hung over me. I envisioned no respite from this army of petty criminals who specialized in playing cat and mouse with travellers. Curt might yet tussle with Chaouki and his underlings in the backstreets for days to come. In any case Tangier had become another fiasco. I felt I had to exit and reset our situation to avoid entanglement in deeper trouble—possibly with the police.

      I gathered my things and moved my note visibly into place on the table. I remember thinking, as I took my first steps towards the door, that I might not see Curt again on that trip.
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        * * *

      

      I left Tangier alone that evening on an overnight bus to the city of Fes. The decades-old vehicle whose gaunt innards resembled the metal interior of a cargo plane, hurtled through the Rif Mountains, between isolated villages, rattling and bouncing like an aircraft thrown around in a storm. It was a monotonous journey through almost total darkness broken only by a series of robed and hooded buskers, singing and playing an ancient-looking string instrument called a kamenjah. The musicians got on and off the bus at whimsical stops in the middle of nowhere, beneath the star-spangled sky.

      Though I had abandoned Curt, Tangier, and my previous worries in a cloud of dust, giving the last of Chaouki’s thugs the slip en route to the bus depot, I was walking into the embrace of a less heinous, yet still potent force which was to affect my life trajectory for years to come: the stimulations of the East.

      The days that followed, first in Fes, then in Marrakesh, became a euphoric dreamlike procession through the exciting and emotive sensory impacts of a novel reality: rooftop sunsets amid calls-to-prayer while flocks of pigeons did cartwheels in the honey-tinted sky; supernovae bursts of carved Arabesques and geometrical textile displays in all colours intimating infinity; beguiling medieval labyrinths and their warren of alleyways bustling with hooded men and their beasts of burden; the sizzle and scent of foods cooking in a panoply of pans and cauldrons crowded by hungry, boisterous masses; a gregarious humanity alertly and creatively navigating life with a graceful, fatalistic dignity; and the ever-beckoning High Atlas with its conspicuous white snowpack resonating otherworldly loftiness.

      The exoticism resonated and found fertile acceptance in a mind that was culturally familiar with, though barely exposed to, such close-quarter impacts. And like any pleasure or stimulus, the piquancy of ‘the East’, I would soon learn, could also become an addiction.
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        * * *

      

      Curt showed up on the fifth day. A lifetime seemed to have passed in the interim. He looked different: gaunt, sleep deprived, but also somehow calmer.

      “I’m glad to see you,” he said, embracing me, and looking momentarily free of his demons.

      I felt the same. There were no recriminations—our paths had simply parted and rejoined. We went to a walled-in, open-air garden, where, in cushioned wicker chairs and under the soothing effects of mint tea, Curt wove a tale even more bizarre, fantastic and convoluted than our brief and sordid experience in the Tangier medina. In the time we were apart, Chaouki and his men hunted and assailed Curt until my friend paid Chaouki off as demanded. In return, the chief of Tangier’s petty criminals offered Curt a job in the Rif Mountains—from where Chaouki and his henchman hailed—at a plantation that processed kif. But all of this was for a price, which, of course, Curt paid. But when he arrived there, the drug mafia farmers relieved him of more greenbacks in every which way possible, passing him along like a football between themselves, while keeping him arm’s length from their operations. Unsurprisingly, the “job” never materialized.

      Hearing all of this, I felt vindicated in my decision to leave Tangier on my own. I asked Curt what he took away from all of it.

      “I’m done with smoking hash. I’m a new man. And anyway, who needs drugs in a place like this?”

      He then went on: “I’ve been thinking about it: that school in Cairo that accepted you for a master’s degree—I hope you’re going to go.”

      “I’m going to decide after the Egypt trip.”

      “You can’t not do it. All of this,” he said, raising his arms to encompass the scene, “this could be your life. Every day. For years. Maybe for your whole life, if you never leave. You could be another Paul Bowles!”

      I smiled, and as I poured us another round of the sweet syrupy tea, a feeling of excitement at this prospect welled in me.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * Etymologically, kif derives from the Arabic kayf whose various meanings and implications include: ‘condition’, ‘state of mind’, ‘high spirits’, and ‘pleasure’ (as in the Arabic expression, ‘as you like it’).
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        Read Sinbad the Sailor’s Voyages and you will be sick of Aeneas’s.

        Horace Walpole in a letter to Miss Berry, 1789

      

      

      

      
      He took his pulpit once the dinner party was in full swing. The living room was crammed with adults, some sitting on tall-backed chairs pulled from the dining room table and all of them wearing their shoes indoors as if they were back in the homeland, and not in Toronto. A concoction of elegant perfumes, cigarette smoke, and the aroma of kibbeh and warak einab filled the air, creating the scent of occasion. It didn’t matter in whose home we were gathered, when the social mood reached that crescendo of receptivity marked by the relaxed tinkling of glasses filled with Johnnie Walker Black in their second and third pours, it was his time. All he needed was his segue. Given that every social gathering of Arabs bristled with talk of politics, he didn’t have to wait long.

      “No, forget Carlos,” Kamal Bey said firmly, waving his finger like a metronome in rapid swing. “And he is no cunning ‘Jackal’ by the way. The real player in the guerrilla world is a man named Sabri al-Banna.”

      “You mean Abu Nidal,” someone said, trying to correct him, referring to the shadowy and faceless Palestinian militant whose name was all over the headlines.

      “If you’ll forgive me, I regard noms de guerre to be fantasies. I refer to people by their real names. It reminds us—including the name holder—of their humble origins. Speaking of which: Carlos, whose real name, if you’d like to know, is Ilich Ramírez Sánchez, is both a Venezuelan and a gun-for-hire. He isn’t even an Arab. By contrast, al-Banna is his own man and makes Carlos look like a schoolboy.”

      The six-foot tall presence in the tweed blazer, bristling pyramidal moustache, and a steeply sloping bald head that screamed for a tarboosh, or fez hat, sat on the edge of his seat and began painting tales with lyrical brushstrokes, hypnotizing all who listened. Once Kamal Bey began there was little but the host’s call-to-dinner to stop him.

      “Obedience to al-Banna is absolute,” he added, raising his index finger up to his nose, focusing our gazes and attention to him. “Each of his recruits, without exception, even if they are his relatives, has to sign a paper promising total and unquestioning loyalty to him. The least amount of faltering is punishable by death.”

      Complete silence fell over the room as the Egyptian singer Abdel-Halim Hafez crooned from the stereo speakers to his melancholy orchestra in the background, hitting nostalgic high notes to the rhapsodic cries of his recorded live audience. All of us waited with baited breath to hear more.

      “If al-Banna orders you as part of your cover and operation to ‘Drink alcohol,’ then you will drink—even if as a good Muslim you have never touched a drop of booze in your life. If he tells you, ‘Get married and have a child,’ you have no choice but to take a wife quickly—the first suitable woman you can find—and start a family right away. If he says, ‘Hijack this plane,’ then you will do so without question—and forfeit your life in the process, as these jobs are little more than suicide missions. He sends his most expendable agents into those situations while telling them he is doing so because they are his finest.”

      Kamal Bey’s first yarn was merely the launching point. His stories were streams of consciousness affairs, with one tale transitioning almost seamlessly into the next. An anecdote about Abu Nidal strangling a Palestinian rival in cold blood in Baghdad would imperceptibly segue into a story about the fierce battle prowess of Margaret George, the first female Christian guerrilla of the Middle East who fought alongside Kurdish peshmerga rebels in the mountains against their Iraqi oppressors in the 1960s. Listeners would then find themselves hearing about Haroun al-Rashid, an 8th century Islamic Caliph of the Abbasid Dynasty and character of The Arabian Nights, roaming around Baghdad in disguise at night in order to escape the insularity of palace life. If you stepped out of the living room to snatch a few seconds of conversation with the hostess cooking in the kitchen (and perhaps sample a stuffed vine leaf finger or two from the simmering pot), you would return to find Kamal relating the details of former Egyptian president Anwar Sadat’s hashish fetish and his relationship to Nazi German agents during World War Two. Those anecdotal epics were rendered in the colourful tongue of colloquial Egyptian Arabic, interspersed with footnotes in English (sprinkled with vulgarity), and punctuated by French turns-of-phrase and proverbs that both created a sugar coating of cultured charm and drove his points home with utter elegance.

      After listening to a particularly heated discussion about the gruesome massacre and deportation of Armenians and Assyrians by their Ottoman rulers during World War One, Kamal Bey interjected with an equanimity that few were able to match.

      “The French have an expression: À quelque chose malheur est bon,” he said to the group, who suddenly fell silent in order to digest the comment. “In each bad thing there is the good,” he translated literally. It was the idea that negative, even terrible, events can often have some positive unintended consequences, especially when viewed from the distance of time. The proverbial, ‘There is a silver lining in every cloud’ conveys a similar notion. In this case, Kamal said, it was that many of the surviving Armenians, and their descendants, went on to forge highly successful diaspora lives in the West in the aftermath of their tragedy. It was something that few in his audience ever considered, although they may not have all agreed about his conclusion.

      An Armenian at that gathering snickered cynically at his comment, to which Kamal Bey responded:

      “Vartan, you enjoy driving a Cadillac and eating filet mignon in what is the safest, most affluent society in human history. This is in part owing to these long-ago events. See the bigger picture and give thanks.”

      Those present seldom asked Kamal how he knew what he knew—it was just assumed that he did. They were aware that my father’s close friend from Egypt was a lawyer by education, a specialist in Islamic sharia law.⁠*  Kamal had great respect for Islam and was an almost unheard-of example of a Christian Arab who could not only point to deep wisdom in the Koran, but could even recite passages from it flawlessly at will. He was not just book-smart and learned, especially on anything to do with the Middle East, but he also lived a storied life in the region before emigrating to Toronto. Once in Canada, he found a secretive job with the government that he never discussed—but which also made him somehow ‘in-the-know.’

      My own drift towards the Middle East was catalyzed by the many warps and wefts woven by Kamal the storyteller. His compendium of random but interlocking tales did not just trace out the Arab World writ large but also breathed life into it and lent it a depth usually not discernible short of being there in person. All of it ignited a wanderlust that would drive my journeys into unexpected corners of that region in search of what I deemed to be my cultural bequest—and which, I felt, my family’s transplanting to the West prevented.
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        * * *

      

      This affinity and attraction to a culture I considered my endowment was bolstered by a taste for exoticism. I recall intense flickers of interest, when, as a child, I looked at my parents’ travel photos from around the world. Nothing focused my gaze in those pictures more than the images of foreigners from other lands: I think of the Mexican cliff-diver in Acapulco posing in a photo beside my parents, or the pretty blonde Danish woman sitting on a park bench in Tivoli Gardens whom my dad befriended while on a university work exchange in Denmark.

      The same tendrils of seduction, the same lure of the exotic, grazed me when I was exposed to anything to do with the Middle East in the media. Whether it was TV footage of crowds of commuters hanging off the exterior of buses or riding on the roofs of trains in Cairo; merchants plying their wares in the dimly-lit byways of the Damascus souq; or ragtag militiamen clad in undershirts and wrapped in coils of ammunition firing their guns helter-skelter along Beirut’s ‘Green Line’ during Lebanon’s civil war in the 1970s and 80s—all of it seemed intensely thrilling, foreign, and on the cutting edge of life.

      The English word “exotic” comes from the French exotique, which in turn had its roots in the ancient Greek exotikos and the Latin exoticus—both literally meaning ‘from the outside.’ When the term first came into usage in Europe in the 1600s it meant ‘unusual’ or ‘strange’ in the sense of something being alien or outlandish. There’s a tendency nowadays to condemn the exoticization of other cultures as a direct link or throwback to the attitudes and legacies of Western colonialism. It is therefore sometimes seen as an absolute moralistic vice. The late Palestinian-American academic Edward Said’s landmark work, Orientalism, similarly described the history of Western perceptions and portrayals of the East as being servile to power. His magnum opus didn’t just make exoticization a bone of cultural contention, but seeded the idea, adopted later, that its perpetration necessarily had political underpinnings. Certainly, objectification of ‘the other’ can grease the wheels of racism and exploitation—something which numerous cultures, not just the West, have been guilty of.⁠* Contemporary Western civilization, as Said pointed out, has consistently misunderstood the East and cast it in a simplistic and monolithic light.

      But, the propensity to exoticize can also be an entirely innocent and apolitical reflex that is simply core to being human: a basic psychological impulse more ubiquitous than the symptoms of political oppression, or aberrant cultural trivializing, that are often attributed to it.⁠* At the most fundamental level, to be stimulated by something ‘exotic’ is merely to experience novelty, stimulation, and excitement born of our exposure to something unfamiliar. All of us are highly sensitized to the new. Our brains evolved to prioritize changes in our environment from an evolved imperative to survive. Anything unusual and different that enters our field of perception is prioritized in our consciousness. We experience a mental jolt from the unfamiliar: a stimulus that makes us acutely aware of it in the moment. It is the reason circus clowns and eccentrics wear bold, garish clothing to gain and hold our attention; and why travel to new and especially foreign places is so stimulating.

      The Middle East—its colours, noises, smells, freewheeling chaos, and expressions of high emotion—represented a kaleidoscopic carnival of stimulus to me. This ‘exoticism’ was made all the more acute by what I took to be the comparative dullness of my Canadian existence. The country’s politeness, sterility, sedateness, culture of risk-aversion, vast spaces, sense of social alienation, and somber blue-grey natural light translated into a vacuity of experience and detachment from the grit of real life. For me, the remedy to that ennui was to throw myself headlong into the only opposite I could conceive: the stimulus-rich and frenetic human ferment that was the Arab World, which Kamal Bey described so vividly and with a very Eastern panache.
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        * * *

      

      It was Kamal Bey who also first articulated and mirrored what would later be my own dissatisfaction with aspects of Canadian life. He would much later speak of it repeatedly.

      I was in the back seat of his big white sedan, riding with him and his wife Lilly, down a four-lane highway, following my parents in the car ahead. We were on a daylong outing to Niagara Falls. I was probably ten years old and a fan of Kamal’s yarns. Thus, a kinship of sorts with him had already been forged. He suggested I ride with them.

      “Look at all of this space,” he said to me, extending his hand outwards to encapsulate the residential suburbs on the outskirts of Toronto, including a vast wooded escarpment. “Everything: the size of the properties, the houses, how far people live apart, the empty spaces… we never had this in Egypt, this kind of space. It is nice to live in your own castle, to have a big backyard and drive everywhere by car. But this emptiness and physical distance separates people. The ease of life here creates boredom.”

      “Kamal…” Lilly said, tonally scolding her husband and suggesting he dial back his complaints. She needn’t have. I didn’t fully comprehend what Kamal was implying at the time. The magical spell of childhood had not yet evaporated.

      “I have a feeling you’re going to be a man of the world,” Kamal said to me, putting on a smile. “When you’re older and start a job, have a career, you’ll move far away from these places.”

      “What is your job?” I asked him.

      His wife turned to him in almost amused anticipation.

      “I work for The Government,” he said.

      “Where?” I asked.

      “At an office in Toronto.”

      “No, I mean for which part of the government?”

      “I work for The Solicitor General of Canada. It is the office responsible for public safety.”

      “What do you
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