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			NOVEMBER 2011

			DAMASCUS, SYRIA

		

	
		
			
			I looked down at the swell of mourners moving toward me. A coffin was held aloft, touched and blessed by a thousand hands as it swayed down the street. The men carrying it were sweating despite the cool afternoon, pressed in on all sides by chanting protestors. Some of them had caught sight of me and my camera as I had tried to catch up with the cortege and they cleared the way. They wanted their story of resistance told. I struggled through the crowd and jumped onto a flatbed truck a few yards ahead of the coffin, which was draped with the flag of the Syrian revolution (three red stars rather than the two green stars of the official flag).

			“I can’t screw up this shot, I can’t screw up this shot,” I whispered to myself.

			Lying in the coffin was a sixteen-year-old boy who had been shot by Syrian security forces the day before. He had become the latest martyr of the rapidly growing uprising against the regime of Syrian president Bashar al-Assad.

			I took a deep breath and balanced the small point-and-shoot tourism camera on top of the cab of the truck, willing my hands to stay completely still as the coffin approached. I could see the face of the dead boy now, smooth and gray, his eyes closed, his lips parted a fraction. And then he was gone, carried off on the wave of angry mourners.

			I was on my own in Damascus on my first assignment as a correspondent for CBS News. As a dual citizen with a UK passport, I had managed to obtain a tourist visa, but my producer had not. And I had no cameraman. I had little experience shooting video and did not underestimate the risks of embarking on such an assignment. A journalist traveling alone could easily be disappeared. But I’d been to Syria many times before, spoke enough Arabic to get around on my own, and was desperate to cover the fast-expanding Syrian uprising, which was reaching a boiling point by that fall of 2011.

			Opposition activists had brought me to the sprawling suburb of Douma to cover the funeral. I had been in Damascus for a few days before I had managed to slip away from my hotel and the ever-present secret police to link up with them.

			Hundreds of people now poured in from all directions. The women marched together at the back of the procession. Rows and rows of them waved banners with slogans demanding justice and the overthrow of the regime of Bashar al-Assad. Someone started beating a drum, and the crowd hoisted a boy onto a man’s shoulders so that he could lead the chant. “Oh, Bashar, you liar,” he chanted, “to hell with you and your speech. Freedom is at the door.”

			“Yalla irhal, ya Bashar,” the crowd chanted, clapping rhythmically. “Get out, Bashar!” The chant had become the anthem of the revolution, a revolution gathering strength in the suburbs of Damascus and in Homs and in Hama—and posing a genuine threat to Assad’s rule.

			I looked over the sea of people, cheering and chanting, hands with cell phones raised in the air to capture the protest and beam it out on social media. The crisp November air crackled with the energy and excitement of their voices. Emboldened by their own daring, they grew louder and louder, the clapping thunderous. My foot tapped along with the beat. It was electrifying.

			“Bashar, screw you and screw those who salute you.”

			These protesters had been waiting for their moment since the Arab Spring unfolded earlier that year—knocking over decades-old dictatorships in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya.

			At the time, Assad had told the Wall Street Journal: “This is the Middle East, where every week you have something new.” But he had confidently predicted that the maelstrom would not affect his country. Instead, it would spur reform. He would turn out to be spectacularly wrong on both counts.

			On March 6, 2011, a group of teenage boys, inspired by the wave of protests spreading across the region, had been arrested for spray-painting As-Sha’ab yurid isqat an-nizam! (The people want the downfall of the regime!) on walls in Dara’a, a rundown farming town near the Jordanian border. It was the rallying cry of the revolutions in Egypt and Libya and it brought swift retaliation from local security forces. When the boys were released two weeks later, alive but brutalized, their angry families marched on the governor’s house to demand justice. They were met with a hail of bullets. Three protesters were killed. And an uprising was born.

			By now a pattern had emerged. The funeral of someone murdered by the regime would then turn into a protest against the regime. Security forces would flood in and open fire, and then the next day there would be an even larger funeral. By that November, there were dozens of such funerals across Syria every day.

			I watched the crowd as they chanted “hurriya, hurriya” (freedom, freedom) over and over. They waved banners calling for a no-fly zone to prevent Assad from murdering his people. They had seen Western jets save Libyans in Benghazi from Qaddafi’s advancing forces months earlier and they believed that the West would do the same for them. How bitterly disappointed they would be.

			In that moment, though, I felt giddy with a mixture of excitement and fear. Rallies like these were often targeted by pro-Assad militias, infamous for their thuggish cruelty. Known as shabiha, derived from the Arabic word for ghosts, these men wore street clothes and seemingly appeared out of thin air. People lived in fear of them, not just because of the brutal beatings they administered, but because they acted as informants, telling the regime which families were involved with the protest movement. Unlike the military, you never knew if the shabiha were there or not. Under these circumstances, talking to a Western reporter could be a death sentence. And yet here in Douma, as soon as people saw that I was a journalist, they wanted to tell their story. I marveled at their bravery.

			One man had stopped me in the street as I walked past with my camera. He spoke some English and so I stopped to record an interview.

			“Please,” he implored, “this is the real Syria.” His voice quivered with emotion. “If you come you will see real bodies. They are not stones, they are not toys. They are real bodies.”

			A group ushered me over to the small graveyard designated for those who had been killed in the uprising. They were called shuhada, or martyrs, and there were about sixty of them buried in neat rows. A photograph of a young boy smiled out from one of the headstones. I thought of the man’s words—“they are not toys.”

			Each shaheed (singular for martyr) left behind the grieving. The day before the funeral, I had been introduced to a tailor who sat on a stool and wept quietly, his eyes fixed on the ground, as he told me about his son’s death. He spoke so softly that I strained to hear the details. His son had attended a protest at his university. Security forces arrived. Bullets were fired. His son . . . He stopped speaking and his body shook softly with sobs. I watched his hands, fidgeting constantly with fear and grief. I wanted to take them in mine and hold them, to put down the camera for a minute and be a human being. But I knew the only way I could help him was to make sure that people heard his story. I prompted him to keep going, “Wa ba’dayn? And then?”

			His son was shot in the stomach on the university steps, he went on. The hospital didn’t want to treat him because they feared punishment from government forces. He bled to death. The man’s voice cracked. It was excruciating but I held the shot, held the pause as he wiped his eyes.

			

			—

			IT HAD TAKEN ME WEEKS OF RESEARCH and Skype calls to connect with the Syrian opposition, which by the end of 2011 was being relentlessly harried by the regime. Many activists had already been thrown in jails or simply disappeared; stories of terrible abuse and torture were beginning to circulate.

			For the first few days I had played the role of tourist, which is what my visa insisted I must be. Then, one morning, I had put on a headscarf, or hijab, and slipped out of the hotel—away from the watchful gaze of the chain-smoking secret policemen. With my blonde hair hidden away, I was suddenly invisible. The difference from the previous days, when everyone seemed to be staring at me, this foreigner, was incredible. I would often wear the hijab on subsequent assignments in Syria. From a security stance, it lowered my profile significantly. But it also allowed me to stand on the sidelines quietly and take in a scene as it was unfolding instead of becoming its focus. It’s never easy as a television reporter, because carrying a camera inevitably attracts attention. Anything I could do to minimize the distraction of my presence was a plus.

			I was careful to ensure I wasn’t being followed as I meandered through the streets of the Syrian capital on my way to meet an activist called Hussein. We had been introduced through another Syrian activist online who acted as a coordinator in Damascus. The night before we had stayed up late on Skype, discussing where and when to meet. I agreed I would come and find him at Bab Touma, one of the seven entrances to the old city, the following morning at eight o’clock. For the next five days, I would stay with him.

			Hussein’s face was round and smiling, with a permanent five-o’clock shadow, and he wore the same sweatpants and plastic sandals every day. He looked like a college student who had pulled one too many all-nighters. He shared his small courtyard house in the old city with a litter of white kittens that climbed over him as we chatted and kneaded their paws on the sofas noisily.

			Like many of the activists I would meet that week, Hussein was giddy with the excitement of being part of a revolution. In the evenings, he would take me to meet up with his friends in their apartments. For the most part, they were educated and urbane, a mix of Sunni Muslims, Christians, and Alawites. Later on, the uprising would take on a distinctly Islamist hue, but these were the heady early days that burned with idealism. I would sit with them and watch as they smoked cigarette after cigarette and talked late into the night about what their revolution would look like. They spoke with passion about freedom and democracy and human rights and yet, even then, you could sense that they had little understanding of or exposure to the foundations and institutions needed to build and nurture these ideals.

			Hussein introduced me to Razan Zaitouneh, a central figure in the protest movement. She was pale and tall and slim with long, wavy, mouse-colored hair and watery blue eyes and a gap between her front teeth. She chain-smoked when she talked and she rarely smiled. Razan was in a different league from Hussein and his friends. She was a human rights lawyer and had been an activist in Syria for years before the Arab Spring began. She spoke with a blunt confidence and she was savvy enough to know how real the risks were. The Syrian regime had been tracking her movements for some time and she was now living in hiding to avoid arrest.

			“Are you scared?” I asked her one day as we drank tea together in Hussein’s apartment.

			“Who is not?” she replied matter-of-factly, taking a deep drag of her cigarette. She stroked one of the kittens absentmindedly as she talked. “But we have to continue. We decided to start our revolution. This is what we have been dreaming of from a long time ago.”

			She looked up at me as she stubbed her cigarette out. “Yalla [Come on], let’s go.”

			Razan and Hussein had taken me to the funeral in Douma and to the protests that were becoming more and more common on Fridays, the Muslim holy day. Often, the demonstrations would begin seemingly out of nowhere, like a flash mob. A chant would start and a crowd would form, only to melt away again just as quickly, their point made: “We are here and we won’t be cowed.”

			One afternoon, they took me to meet a network of doctors who set up underground field clinics to treat those wounded in the protests. We climbed through a hidden passage in the wall that led to a stockpile of medical equipment. Bandages, antibiotics, syringes, and, most ominously, skin staplers.

			The courage and determination of the opposition, which at this stage eschewed violence despite the brutality meted out by the regime, were inspiring. At a demonstration late one night in a Damascus suburb, two young women, their faces covered, sidled up next to me and handed me a note. The handwriting was neat and childish. They had drawn the flag of the Syrian revolution in ballpoint pen at the top left-hand corner of the paper. It said simply, “We don’t shed tears for the martyrs, we shed tears for the cowards.”

			Still, by the end of 2011, protest was starting to give way to resistance, and an armed insurgency was beginning to form. Force could only be met by force. At the funeral in Douma, a man had come up to me carrying a sign. It said: “The Free Syrian Army represents and protects me.” The Free Syrian Army, known as the FSA, had formed in July and was made up mostly of Syrian soldiers who had defected after refusing orders to fire on the people.

			Razan and Hussein had differing views about the inception of the FSA. Hussein emphasized that the militia’s only role was to form a perimeter around the rallies and protect the people: “I guess it’s some kind of necessary right now.” Razan was much more skeptical, concerned that the group would fundamentally change the spirit of their nonviolent movement. Her concerns turned out to be prophetic.

			It was the beginning of the militarization of the conflict, one that Bashar al-Assad welcomed. He liked to claim that Syrians and the outside world had a binary choice: him or terrorism. And in a move of callous calculation, that spring he had released thousands of imprisoned jihadis—they would graft themselves onto the insurgency and eventually consume it.

			Late one night, Hussein offered to arrange for me to meet members of the Free Syrian Army. While some FSA fighters had been interviewed in Homs, none had done an on-camera interview with a Western journalist in Damascus—largely because very few foreign journalists had managed to get into Damascus, with the exception of a handful of Europeans who had visas from the regime. But they had minders assigned to watch their every move and weren’t able to get near the protests. I knew I had a singular opportunity—and I wanted to see how real this armed resistance was.

			Hussein drove me back to Douma, and from there I got into another car with a man who apologized before blindfolding me. He explained that he had to make sure I didn’t know the location of the safe house where the interview would take place. Hussein was not allowed to come with me.

			I willed myself not to panic as the car twisted along winding back roads. I had no idea where we were going. After about twenty minutes, we stopped, and the cool air rushed to my face as the car door opened. Someone helped guide me inside a house, where my blindfold was removed. Standing before me were about a dozen men in military fatigues, carrying AK-47s and RPGs (rocket propelled grenades), their faces covered by checkered scarves known as keffiyehs.

			My mouth felt dry. I was all too aware of how much of a target they were—and I half expected a bunch of Syrian military commandos to come bursting through the door at any minute, guns blazing.

			I cleared my throat and introduced myself while trying to work out how I was going to shoot this interview. The frame needed to be wide enough to get all the men in it as well as me. How I wished for a cameraman and a tripod. In the end, I gave the camera to the man who had driven me there, and he balanced it on a pile of books on a side table. This would not be a beautifully produced piece of television.

			“We are fighting those who made our children orphans and our wives widows,” the commander began.

			I asked if he wasn’t concerned that by militarizing the conflict, more people were going to get hurt.

			“We didn’t choose to go to war,” he said. “It was imposed upon us to protect our people and our honor.” He sounded stiff and formal. The commander claimed that his men had carried out attacks on military targets around the capital, the heart of Assad’s power base, seizing weapons along the way.

			I couldn’t get a sense of how this contingent of men fit into the hierarchy of the FSA, which was an early clue that there wasn’t really a coherent structure to the organization. Any group could make a banner and upload videos to YouTube, declaring themselves members of the Free Syrian Army—but it didn’t mean there was communication and coordination between the groups. The Islamist movements that would eventually subsume the insurgency were more disciplined, more ruthless.

			As we were finishing the interview, one of the fighters beckoned me over. He was holding up a passport-sized photo of a smiling little boy with chubby cheeks and curly brown hair, his son.

			“This is what we are fighting for,” he told me with an air of urgency. “So that he can have a better future.” His eyes bored directly into mine, as if to say, “Do you get it now? Do you understand?” I nodded slowly. His sincerity was obvious. But it was also clear that the fighters didn’t have a real strategy and they were up against an unrelenting enemy.

			After a week in Damascus, I wanted to try to get to Homs, where the crackdown had been at its most brutal. I messaged my bosses in New York. “No,” came the immediate reply. “It sounds like you have great stuff, don’t push your luck.”

			It’s easy, as a journalist, to spend time in a dangerous place and become desensitized to the risks, to want more, to never think that what you have is enough. You rely on experienced colleagues who can check your ambitions. I remember the great CBS reporter Allen Pizzey quoting an editor with the Reuters news agency in Africa who would summon his reporters back from the front lines of far-flung war zones with a simple telegram: “Cannot file if dead.”

			In addition to the lure of a better story, in those early days of the Arab Spring there was also a hope that a better reality was actually possible. That change was within reach. I hoped that my work could in a small way aid that cause, but in Syria I would come to realize that the idea of “making a difference” in journalism is as seductive as it is dangerous. It encourages hubris and shifts the focus from the actual job. The reality is we are not there to solve the problem, we are there to illuminate it.

			On my last night in Damascus, a blackout blanketed the city, one of many small signs that all was not well in the capital. Hussein and Razan and I sat in the darkness in his living room, the glow of Razan’s cigarette lighting up her face a little when she took a drag. I thought back to that morning when I had asked her if she had a message for Bashar al-Assad.

			“Leave!” she said simply. “Leave now because you know that you will leave at the end but with more victims, with more suffering of the people. So just leave and leave us to start our new future, our new country. You got enough of our blood.”

			But Assad didn’t leave. And within two years of that trip to Damascus, Hussein would be imprisoned and Razan would be kidnapped by armed men. Neither have been heard from since.
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			By the age of eight, I had gone through eleven nannies. Michelle from Singapore was fired because my mother thought she was working for a phone-sex network. Theresa from South Africa was let go after putting my pet bird, Orchid, out in the garden during a snowstorm because he was chirping too loudly. British Debbie started dating my tennis instructor in Florida and then crashed my mother’s BMW—that was the end of her.

			Often, they simply weren’t there anymore when I got home from school. But their short tenures never bothered me too much. I was always excited when the new one arrived.

			I was fortunate enough to have both a privileged and a thoroughly unconventional childhood, one that probably made me allergic to routine. It may not sound like the training for a foreign correspondent but it taught me to be adaptable, self-reliant, and curious.

			My petite, beautiful, American mother, Donna, has irrepressible energy and a strong opinion on just about everything. In another era, she might have been called “formidable.” While pregnant with me, she insisted that she would soon be the mother of a son, whom she referred to as “my Rupert.” There was some surprise when I was born on January 31, 1980, at Queen Charlotte’s Hospital in London.

			My father, Rodney, is a handsome, six-foot-six-inch, British former investment banker who rowed for Cambridge and attended Yale Law School. A workaholic, he is brilliant and charming and also kind and gentle. Both of them were devoted to their careers, and after we moved from London to New York they separated. Later, when I was fourteen, my dad moved to Hong Kong, where he lived for more than twenty years.

			For most of my childhood, my parents had other partners, but it was always assumed somehow that these relationships were secondary to the profound bond that they shared and to our small but strong family unit. Divorce never even came up and they are still married to this day.

			My mother and I lived in a string of townhouses on the Upper East Side of Manhattan that she would buy and gut and then do up and sell. They were houses not necessarily designed for children. “Don’t touch the walls,” my mother would yell as I streaked up and down the stairs.

			She worked around the clock but did her best to fill my days with ice-skating, ballet, and horseback riding. Still, as an only child, I spent huge expanses of time on my own, rattling around the top floors of New York townhouses. I would spend hours acting out improvised dramatic scenes from television shows like Divorce Court, in which I would play all the parts. (“He’s my son, goddammit, and you’ll have to kill me before I will share custody with that man.” “Well, maybe if you weren’t so busy sleeping with your boss, Lydia, we wouldn’t be in this position.” “ORDER, ORDER.”)

			When I was eight years old, my mother suddenly announced that we were moving back to London. She had been mugged twice on the Upper East Side in the space of a year and she was sick of New York, she said, though I suspect a series of toxic love affairs with men who made her cry a lot were the real reason. She insisted my life would not change at all. My father traveled regularly to London anyway, so I would still see him. I would simply transfer from one elite private girls’ school to another.

			The doyenne of my London life was my grandmother on my father’s side: Granny Greegs, as I called her. At six feet one inch she was an intimidating character, to say the least (though I pity the man who dared ask her how tall she was). She loved my father with a passion, he was her darling boy. Sensing in my mother a woman who was similarly brilliant and complicated, she had taken an immediate disliking to her.

			Granny Greegs was a classically trained pianist who spoke four languages fluently and had written seven novels, at least as many plays, and several volumes of poetry—all unpublished. My grandfather, John, was a senior officer in the colonial service, and the two of them had lived in British Somalia and Singapore for most of my father’s childhood. In Singapore, my grandfather had fallen in love with his Chinese secretary, Mavis, and Granny Greegs had accepted this as long as he agreed not to ask for a divorce.

			My mother told me that the first time she met Granny in London was at the flat where all three of them lived in Warwick Square. A fence had been erected down the middle of the apartment to separate Granny’s living quarters from Mavis and Grandpa’s. It was an unusual arrangement, to say the least, but for years they got along, as long as Mavis agreed to cook a big curry for Granny’s guests when she was entertaining.

			Given such a setup, it is perhaps not altogether unsurprising that, years later, Mavis left my grandfather and went back to Singapore. As he grew old and frail, he begged Granny for a reconciliation. “Oh, Vivienne,” he sighed, “I want to die in your arms.” “Well, John,” she retorted, “it’s a shame you didn’t want to live in them.”

			At least once a week I would walk around the corner to the duplex that my grandmother shared with a long-suffering young Polish woman called Teresa (who was part protégé, part companion, part dogsbody) and an endless stream of cats and dogs with names like “Delphinium” and “Ksenia” and “Nefertiti.” She would sit in an armchair next to the grand piano and I would come in and kiss her on both cheeks. She would squeal with genuine excitement, “Helloooo, my DARLING girl, now sit down and tell me everything.”

			After about two minutes, she would interrupt me. “My darling, has your mother been feeding you? You look positively bilious. You need some beef tea. TERESA! Bring us some beef tea.”

			The words would induce instant nausea. It was a simple recipe of hot water with a teaspoon of an unctuous sticky beef extract called Bovril. A hangover from the days of rationing in the First World War, it was positively disgusting. Fortunately, when I was about fourteen, beef tea was replaced by stiff gin and tonics, followed by not-so-subtle probing about my mother. “Of course, she’s always been very difficult, how are you coping? You can tell Granny Greegs anything, I won’t breathe a word.”

			Granny had endless enthusiasm for all my passions and curiosities. I was interested in the theater, so she took me to see plays and arranged for me to go backstage. I was interested in writing, so she gave me notebooks and pens and would tell me that my stories were the most wonderful she had ever read. She even supported my efforts as a sculptor. One year I gave her a “Viking mug” that we had made in school. It was the ugliest thing imaginable, but she kept it on the mantelpiece for years and declared it “the most splendid mug” she had ever come across. This was in stark contrast to my mother, who would invariably find ways to hide things I made for her in class or put them back in my room. “I’m sorry, but what can I do with a chartreuse mug when the chintz in my room is blue,” she would explain, or, “We only use antique Scandinavian decorations on the tree, darling, you know that.”

			At the age of ten, I was sent to a preparatory boarding school called Godstowe, about an hour outside of London. I felt huge trepidation about being sent away, not least because my father went to boarding school when he was seven and was utterly miserable (he went home only once a year on a steamer to see his parents in Singapore).

			My mother believed that boarding school had left him and an entire generation of Englishmen emotionally damaged. “Your father had a blankie when I met him,” she would say. “They’re all very repressed.” Yet she overcame this belief in order that I might receive what she deemed the best education possible. So she packed up the car and drove me to Buckinghamshire.

			I have the photos of my first day at Godstowe and they still make me weep. A tall, gangly girl with blonde hair and buck teeth is wearing a long, itchy, gray skirt and a red V-neck sweater. She has one hand on her hip and is smiling at the camera confidently. What you can’t see is how hard she is trying not to cry, the lump at the back of her throat, the determination not to let mother down. I didn’t understand why I was being sent away, why my mother didn’t want to have me at home, why I didn’t seem to make her happy. Was it because I refused to wear skirts and hated that itchy, woolly Austrian cardigan she bought me? “It’s Tyrolean and it’s very chic,” she would tell me, exasperated.

			That night, I waited for the girls in my dormitory to fall asleep before letting myself weep into my pillow. My father had told me that whenever I was feeling homesick, I should think of all the fun things we were going to do on my next weekend out. I closed my eyes and imagined him coming to pick me up, driving in the car back to London and playing word games as we always had, and going to eat zabaglione at our favorite Italian restaurant together. Eventually, I fell asleep.

			It didn’t help that I had little in common with most of my schoolmates. They would look on quizzically as my accent swung wildly between American and British English. (It is like being bilingual but in an utterly useless way.) The girls at Godstowe were crazy about horses and spent their vacations doing wholesome educational things with their families. I was more interested in getting my ears pierced. I spent most vacations in the US with my mother, singing along to pop hits like Jon Secada’s “Just Another Day” or Michael Bolton’s “Time, Love & Tenderness” as we drove to the mall. Still, by now I was becoming adept at learning to fit in with almost anyone, anywhere. So I bought books about horses and rode in gymkhanas and banished my American accent unless I was in the US.

			Letters were the only thing that made the Godstowe years bearable. My father was a terrific correspondent. No matter how hard he was working or how much he was traveling, every week I would find a fat envelope stuffed into my pigeonhole. At night, I would take my torch and pore over his long letters under my duvet. Granny Greegs also sent regular missives, detailing the shenanigans of her various animals.

			After two years at Godstowe, I was accepted into Wycombe Abbey, one of the top girls’ schools in the country. On my last night before leaving Godstowe, I snuck into the shower after lights out and dyed my hair bright orange. As a punishment, I was not allowed to attend my own graduation ceremony, which was just fine by me. Instead, I sat in the sanatorium with the Sister drinking milky tea and watching Australian soap operas and relishing my act of defiance.

			When my mother picked me up later that day, she looked displeased but not so much about my act of gross disobedience. “Really, Clarissa,” she chided, “orange is not your color.”

			I would not dispute for a moment that I had a very privileged upbringing, one that threatened to distort any perception of the real world. The only form of discipline from my parents was that I had to get straight A’s. And yet, at the time, I never thought of myself as particularly privileged because as a thirteen-year-old, I had no appreciation of what privilege was.

			Instead, I was consumed by the sort of angst suffered by every pubescent girl, which was only aggravated by my mother. I seemed to embarrass her and she constantly embarrassed me. She would drag me along to lunch parties, muttering, “For God’s sake, put some concealer and blusher on, you look cadaverous”—and then, as I stood sulking, would whisper loudly to her friends, “She’s upset because her breasts haven’t come in yet.”

			When I was allowed to leave boarding school at the age of sixteen, I had a well-developed tendency for mutiny.

			I became close friends with a ridiculously handsome boy from my new London day school, who was the opposite of everything I had known. Aidan lived in public housing and wore a tweed cap. He was whip smart and maniacally left wing, with a book by or about Karl Marx always tucked under his arm. He drank too much and would tell me angrily that it was “a fucking disgrace how ignorant” I was about the world. But unlike most teenage boys, he was at least interesting and authentic. Instead of smoking cigarettes in cafés along the King’s Road with my posh girlfriends, I spent more and more time sitting in smelly old pubs in less savory parts of London with him.

			Seeing the city through his eyes, it suddenly became rich and vibrant, full of different communities with unique stories and experiences. We would argue loudly for hours as he set about shattering the fragile ideas I had formulated about the world. Then he would kiss me angrily against a wall before catching the night bus home.

			I knew I wanted to go to the States for college. I had long bristled at the way Brits would roll their eyes if I showed too much enthusiasm or ambition and comment on how “American” I was. And I had come to loathe England’s insidious class system. It was difficult to escape your bubble or to have a conversation that went deeper than banter.

			I was often reminded of the line from Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited: “Charm is the great English blight. It does not exist outside these damp islands. It spots and kills anything it touches. It kills love; it kills art.”

			I tried to explain this to my mother, who would just roll her eyes and say, “Why do you have to be so intense? It’s tedious.”

			I was accepted at Yale, where I studied comparative literature and was immersed in the more superficial side of self-discovery. I dyed my hair pink and pierced my tongue and belly button. I smoked copious amounts of pot and devoured Russian novels and French new-wave cinema. I acted in student films and published a magazine with my friends. It featured a satirical social column written by Granny Greegs under the nom de plume “Lady Lavinia Lunge.” My idea of being daring at college was attending “naked parties” where you disrobed completely at the door and put your clothing in a paper bag until you left.

			And then, in the first week of the first semester of my senior year, everything changed. I was in a deep sleep when my best friend, Ben, called me.

			“Ward, you gotta get over here,” he said. “A plane just crashed into the World Trade Center.”

			The apartment I shared with two other girls didn’t have a television, so I threw on some clothes and walked over to Ben’s. By the time I arrived, there were about a dozen people crowded silently around his TV. I stood over them, struggling to fully absorb what I was seeing on the screen. Both towers were engulfed in flames.

			The next few days were spent in a kind of fugue state, trying to get through to my mother, who was alone in her apartment on Manhattan’s Upper East Side, trying to get through to my close friends studying at Columbia, trying to get down to New York from New Haven, trying to get near the crash site to make it real. Every other waking hour was spent in front of the TV watching the news.

			I felt a sense of profound shame that I had not been more engaged, that I had not been paying proper attention to what was happening in the world, that I had been so self-absorbed.

			I also felt a sense of purpose and clarity that I had never experienced before. It sounds presumptuous but I knew I had to go to the front lines, to hear the stories of people who lived there and tell them to the people back home. In the process, I hoped to give people over “there” a sense of what people “here” were really like. I wanted to get to the root of the miscommunication that was fueling this insanity, this mutual dehumanization. We didn’t understand them and they didn’t understand us. That much was clear.

			I thought back to one night in high school when my best friend, Chiara, and I sat in her parents’ bathroom, high as kites, talking about what we wanted to do with our lives. Chiara was half Spanish and half a mixture of Italian and American. She had grown up in the UK, and we shared a sense of being comfortable everywhere but not quite belonging anywhere.

			“I can’t create,” I explained. “I am not going to write novels or make films or be a great artist. I’m a vessel.” I grasped for the right words in my altered state. “I can understand people and convey their ideas. I’m a communicator,” I said finally, triumphantly.

			In the sober morning light, it was all a bit abstract but it had still felt like an epiphany. And in the weeks after September 11th, the only thing that seemed important or relevant was to communicate.

			Of course, I was more than a little fuzzy on the details of “where” I needed to go and who “they” were exactly. There was a significant amount of hubris at play and it was going to be a steep learning curve.

			I had no sense at the time of what conflict reporting actually entailed. I didn’t understand that straddling different worlds would require taking a wrecking ball to much of what I thought I knew about life, politically and personally. That gradually, but unmistakably, there would be a smashing. A smashing of my preconceived notions, a smashing of what I thought I knew about history, about myself. I didn’t realize that I would have my heart broken in a hundred different ways, that I would lose friends and watch children die and grow to feel like an alien in my own skin. I didn’t understand that the privilege of witnessing history came at a price. But in that moment, only one thing mattered to me: I had a calling.

		

	
		
			Two
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			I bombarded media organizations with applications supported by a sparse résumé. I was far from alone in seeking an entrée into journalism. While thousands of Americans had signed up for military service after the 9/11 attacks, many others were inspired to find out more about a world that had changed overnight.

			I chose television primarily because I was drawn to its social nature. I loved the idea of working with a big team and collaborating. Writing for a newspaper seemed so solitary. It reminded me of the many nights I had stayed up late in the Cross Campus Library trying to crash a twenty-page paper.

			One advantage I did have over other contenders in my search for an entry-level journalism job was my facility with languages. Since my first French lessons at age eight, languages just made sense to me. By now, I spoke French and Italian, as well as basic Spanish and Russian. In the end, though, it was my mother’s savvy and a routine visit to the dentist that led to my first gig in journalism. By a stroke of serendipity, my mother’s dentist in Palm Beach was also the dentist of CNN’s Moscow bureau chief, Jill Dougherty. I was introduced to Dougherty and then was overjoyed to be offered an unpaid internship with CNN in Moscow beginning in September.

			I had studied Russian literature at university and had always been fascinated by the country and its history. My father had given me a copy of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina when I was a teenager. I quickly fell in love with both the writing and Anna as a character. I remember telling my parents over dinner, with tears in my eyes, that I was devastated by Anna’s suicide.

			My mother had taken a sip of her cocktail and waved her hand dismissively.

			“You have to toughen up, Clarissa. Anna was a slut.”

			The Russia bug stuck, however, and at seventeen I went on a school trip to Moscow and St. Petersburg. It was a shock—the Russian economy was in freefall during the chaos and gangsterism of the late 1990s. Boris Yeltsin had been elected Russian president after the collapse of the Soviet Union. His heavy drinking and lack of any consistent policies turned Russia’s experiment with democracy into a nightmare for many of its citizens. We were aghast at the poverty and desperation we saw: old women shivering in the snow while begging for a few kopeks, pensioners who had nothing to eat but macaroni and ketchup. Years later, a male colleague bragged to me that in the 1990s you could get laid in Russia for a bar of chocolate. The casual misogyny of the observation stuck in my throat.

			The grim desperation of Moscow made a deep impression, but so did the resilience of the Russians. Our school group consisted of Chiara and me and a bunch of fifteen-year-old boys who were constantly getting accosted by prostitutes in the bathroom of our hotel—a hideous Soviet-era block called the Rossiya. On every floor there was a “snack bar” where you could go and get pickled herring with boiled potatoes and vodka. Chiara and I would sit there for hours in the evenings watching people as we drank vodka and smoked cigarettes in our newly purchased fur hats. One night, a sweaty man with a round face and a chipped tooth took out a violin and began playing what sounded like folk songs. The snack bar quickly filled with people singing and clapping. It was a beautiful interlude of escapism.

			Before I could reacquaint myself with Moscow as a freshly minted graduate, I had a summer to fill. My father was a friend of one of the producers on Kill Bill, the Quentin Tarantino movie then being shot in Beijing. Both fascinated by movies and eager to see China, I asked if she could find a role for me on set.

			Based on my height and hair color, it was determined I would be Uma Thurman’s stand-in. Essentially, my job was to pretend to be Uma while they tinkered with the lighting and perfected the camera moves. Once everything was just right, Uma would come on set and I would sit back down.

			Initially, it was thrilling. Quentin was brilliant and warm and friendly and his enthusiasm was infectious. But the job soon became quite tedious. We worked long days, often fourteen hours, and I was never able to venture more than a few yards from the set. It was my first time in China and I longed to be out of the studio, visiting the Forbidden City and Tiananmen Square. Instead, I spent six days a week on a set that was designed to look like a restaurant in Tokyo.

			Sundays were my one day to get out. I spent hours walking around Beijing, marveling at the sea of bicycles—the main mode of transport. I would lose myself in the maze of alleyways, called hutongs, where people lived in traditional old houses surrounding a courtyard, called siheyuan. I would watch the men, shirts pulled up over pot bellies in a style that was thought to be cooling, as they crouched on the side of the street playing dice games and chain-smoking Zhongnanhai cigarettes.

			The city was not charming or beautiful but it had grit and character. Walking around, I rarely saw another white face. China was certainly opening up, but expats still gravitated toward Hong Kong and Shanghai rather than Beijing. And if you were an adventurous eater, the food was incredible. Occasionally, the martial arts team on the set would take me along to lunch and watch with glee as I gamely ate duck tongues and chicken feet.

			While I enjoyed getting to know the crew, on set it was apparent that Hollywood operated by its own rules and that those rules were written by powerful men. The women seemed largely ornamental.

			One day, we were setting up for a scene in which Uma Thurman’s character is choked by a meteor hammer, essentially a long chain with a spiked iron ball on each end that offers myriad ways to inflict bodily harm. Tarantino wrapped the chain around my neck and then stood back behind the camera and began pulling on it. I could feel the blood thudding in my ears as the chain tightened around my neck. I looked down the length of it at Tarantino.

			“Just relax,” he said. He was clearly enjoying himself.

			The chain was now tight enough to be uncomfortable. He looked into my eyes searchingly, smiling, as if to challenge me: Can you go further?

			“Enough,” I spluttered, and tried to pull the chain free of my neck. Quentin laughed and let go of the chain. “Ladies and gentlemen, give her a round of applause,” he joked. I coughed and laughed shyly.

			If anyone else found the episode uncomfortable, they certainly didn’t show it. QT was the center of everyone’s universe, breathlessly referred to by all, including myself, as a “genius.”

			One night, my father’s friend, the producer, told me Quentin wanted to have dinner with me.

			“That’s odd,” I told her. “I’m often at dinner or drinks with him and the crew.”

			“I think maybe he wants to have dinner alone . . .” she said.

			“OK . . . I think he’s awesome but not in that way.”

			She looked peeved.

			“I’m not saying you have to have sex with him!”

			I was confused. “Right, but I don’t want to make out with him, either.”

			“Fine,” she said tersely.

			The fact that she was clearly annoyed disturbed me, but the issue never came up again and I continued to get along well with Quentin. It was clear to me that plenty of other girls working on the set had been given similar invitations and perhaps some had accepted. Frankly, I was just relieved that he hadn’t propositioned me directly.

			Tarantino’s obsession with Uma Thurman was well known to everyone on the set. She used to joke that he was punishing her for marrying Ethan Hawke by making sure her character “got the shit beat out of her in every scene.” At the time, most of us just laughed. But many years later, Thurman accused Tarantino of having been abusive to her during the film’s production. Uma revealed that while they were shooting in Mexico, Tarantino had pressured her into driving a faulty stunt car, resulting in a crash that left her with injuries to her neck and knees.

			Toward the end of the summer, Quentin invited me to join them for the second half of production in LA. I was, he conceded, the worst stand-in he had worked with because I always had my nose in a book and never remembered the blocking of each scene. To be honest, I think he enjoyed the novelty of having a stand-in who didn’t want to be a movie star. I briefly toyed with the idea. But it was time to go to Moscow and start my CNN internship.

			The CNN office in Moscow was not a particularly invigorating place. The bureau kept itself busy covering President Vladimir Putin’s consolidation of power, but there was a sense that the Russia story wasn’t hot anymore. Afghanistan and the Middle East were the places to be.

			The bureau chief, Jill Dougherty, who had given me the internship, spoke impeccable Russian and was friendly but away much of the time. In addition to Jill, there was a young American producer who was trying to get on television and who reminded me of a paunchy frat boy. I coordinated his first live shot for him when no one else was around. It was a shambles: rambling, inarticulate, incoherent. But it was also reassuring. If they allowed this incompetent on television, then one day it might be me.

			I had no idea what I was supposed to be doing with my days, so I started frantically searching for stories that might be of interest to an American network. I had my first win when I pitched a piece on a new Russian board game available for kids called “Capture the Terrorist.” For the most part, though, the news was painfully slow and I spent an awful lot of time offering to make people tea and practicing Russian verbs at my desk.

			Away from work, there were acres of solitude. I lived in one of the famous Seven Sisters, the huge buildings shaped like wedding cakes that Stalin had ordered built in the 1940s to compete with the United States. I had no friends and spent my time wandering around in the snow or people watching under the jaundiced light of the Moscow metro, listening to Russian singers like Zemfira and Viktor Tsoi and reading depressing poems by Anna Akhmatova, while secretly feeling comforted that I was having such an authentic Russian experience.

			I longed for the evenings when, somewhere high in one of the Seven Sisters, I would curl up and watch Law & Order reruns, which aired on the Hallmark channel in English at 9 p.m. It was my only connection with home. To this day, the distinctive guitar twangs of the theme song make my heart ache.

			The one huge story that fall broke as I was in the sky on my way back to London for a short break. Chechen terrorists stormed a Moscow theater and took hundreds of people hostage. Russian special forces had pumped a mysterious gas into the theater to put everyone to sleep before storming it. But they had miscalculated the effect of the dosage in that space and neglected to tell first responders what the antidote was. By the time I got back to Moscow, all the attackers and more than one hundred and twenty-five innocent theatergoers were dead.

			Three different CNN crews had been flown in from Jerusalem, London, and Johannesburg to tell the story of this tragedy on the network. I did whatever I could to be of service—fetching tea, printing out the latest news wires, calling the desk in Atlanta, CNN’s hub, to coordinate live shots. This, I knew, was what I wanted to do with my life.

			

			—

			BACK IN NEW YORK, my internship completed, CNN told me I would need to wait a few months before they could hire me full time. A few months? Were they crazy? I would be twenty-three by then. I was desperate to get my foot in the door somewhere.

			I went to an interview with Fox News on a whim. Less than twenty-four hours later, I got a call back.

			“So, we can offer you $27,000 plus overtime, but you have to start out on the overnights.”

			The “overnight desk” assistant’s job at Fox News was about as low as it gets on the totem pole of journalism, but it was mine.

			I wasn’t entirely comfortable with Fox’s obvious editorial bias but I was in a hurry. And the Fox job was Route One to Baghdad. There was no more exciting story on earth. It was January 2003 and America was poised to invade one of the most important countries in the Middle East.

			The hours were midnight to nine a.m. It was brutal, but working the overnights meant you were directly responsible for dealing with the Baghdad bureau as they started their day. I would spend hours every night messaging back and forth with the producers there. I imagined them sitting in the bureau, smoking cigarettes and drinking cups of strong Arabic coffee, as they argued about the lead story. It seemed impossibly glamorous—particularly from the vantage point of the overnight desk, where the delivery of cheese fries from the local diner was the highlight of the shift.

			My colleagues on the overnights were an eclectic mix of nerds, misfits, and underachievers. They liked to tease me about going to an Ivy League college and would shake their heads and laugh when I said I wanted to be a foreign correspondent. “Pretty damn confident, aren’t we, Yale?”

			Of course, I wasn’t actually confident at all, just driven and desperate to get out of that depressing newsroom in the basement of 1211 Avenue of the Americas.

			As a sign of intent, I had started taking Arabic lessons. Twice a week, I would finish my shift in the newsroom and go straight to see Alia, my Berlitz instructor. Alia was a force. Originally from Yemen, she was the mother of seven children. When she first moved to Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, in the mid ’90s, she wore the flowing black gown, known as an abaya, that is common in Yemen. But the kids in the neighborhood had shouted at her, calling her “Batman,” so she now opted for Western clothes (a long skirt and button-down shirt) and the hijab.

			When we first began our lessons, she looked at the Berlitz textbook with horror. “I can’t teach you this,” she said about the Modern Standard Arabic curriculum. “You need to learn Classical Arabic, which you can use in any country in the Middle East.”

			Classical Arabic, known as fusha (pronounced fus-ha), is the formal language taught in schools and used in the media, but it is not what people speak in their homes. It has the advantage of being understood in most of the roughly twenty predominantly Arabic-speaking countries. On the downside, the grammar is a nightmare and people giggle when you speak it because you sound like you’re reciting Shakespeare (as I later found out). Still, I figured Alia knew what she was talking about and we threw the Berlitz textbook in the trash.

			I loved the lilting flow of fusha Arabic. “Ana ureed an athhab illa maktabah law samaht,” I would repeat with flourish (I want to go to the library please). Later on, my Arabic vocabulary would move in a very different direction. I would learn essential words like:

			
				shazaya: shrapnel

				sarookh: rocket

				qunbula: bomb

				is-haal: diarrhea

			

			Alia was the first practicing Muslim I really became friends with. I knew plenty of people who were born Muslim, but none who were devout, wore the hijab, prayed five times a day, and abstained from alcohol. She loved talking to me about her passion for her faith.

			I will never forget Alia showing me how she performed wudu, the ritual ablution required before prayer, in the ladies’ room at Berlitz. I watched as she methodically washed her right hand three times, then the left, then rinsed her mouth, her nose, her face. There was no sound other than the water gently running and her whispering “Bismillah ar rahman ar raheem” (In the name of God, the most compassionate, the most merciful). She rhythmically washed her forearms three times—first the right, then the left—and then ran her wet hands over her hair and ears. Finally, she lifted her right foot into the sink and rinsed that three times. A French teacher walked in as she washed her left foot in the sink and looked disdainful. Alia ignored her.

			Later, when we continued lessons in my apartment, she would take a break from class to pray and I would watch, quietly mesmerized by her graceful movements.

			Alia was not afraid to ask personal questions. One day, she was explaining the difference to me between the words “bint” (meaning a young girl, implicitly a virgin) and “sayyida” (meaning a lady, married).

			“Enti bint aw sayyida?” she asked me, Are you a bint or a sayyida? I didn’t really know how to answer the question. Alia knew I wasn’t married but I wasn’t exactly a virgin, either.

			“Well,” I ventured hesitantly. “I am not a sayyida because I am not married. But I am not a bint either . . . because, um, well, I have a boyfriend.”

			Alia’s eyes widened and she nodded grimly. Never in my life had I wanted to be a virgin so badly.

			“But I hope we will get married,” I said, trying to soften the blow.

			I did have a serious boyfriend. Maxim, or Max as everyone called him, was a bright and handsome Belorussian who was a few classes below me at Yale, though we hadn’t known each other in college. He had gone to boarding school in the UK and then to college in the US. We shared a love of Russian poetry and Arcade Fire and bonded over the acute sense of loneliness that we had both felt as children.

			Alia appeared to be somewhat comforted by the mention of marriage and she asked to see a picture of Max.

			“He looks like a little boy,” she exclaimed as I showed her one of the two of us. “Where is his beard?!”

			We both laughed.

			

			—

			WHAT WAS MOST STRIKING ABOUT ALIA was her generosity, a trait among Arab women I would marvel at many times. She would usually arrive at my apartment laden with Tupperware full of delicious Yemeni food. Often, she would invite me to her apartment to meet her family and eat with them. The first time I went, she had set up a little chair and table with a knife and fork and plate for me. The rest of the family ate on the floor together and used their hands. I laughed when I saw the table and sat with them on the floor
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