
[image: Cover: Days of Love and Rage: A Story of Ordinary People Forging a Revolution, by Anand Gopal.]



[image: Days of Love and Rage: A Story of Ordinary People Forging a Revolution, by Anand Gopal. Simon & Schuster. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]




PREFACE

For many years, I have been reporting on wars around the world, and the story was always similar: despair, suffering, and tragedy. But one day, during these travels, I came across the story of a small group of men and women who, amid general devastation, managed to create something new. They lived in a northern Syrian city called Manbij, an out-of-the-way place I knew nothing about. Intrigued, I tracked them down. Over countless hours together, we pored over details and triangulated memories. I amassed thousands of newspapers and magazines, personal diaries, letters, and video clips depicting their efforts. But I soon realized that fully capturing their revolutionary experiment was beyond the reach of one person alone, so I recruited research assistants, who fanned out across countries and continents to collect memories from Manbij. What I found, eight years and two thousand interviews later, forced me to rethink my most cherished beliefs about freedom and democracy. These men and women briefly turned the world upside down, and this is their story.
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| ONE | Little Hyena


I

Every afternoon, for as long as he could remember, Ibrahim Kasem would descend from his village of Little Hyena, wade into the Euphrates, wedge a line between boulders, and wait for a catch. Then he’d climb back up with muddied feet to the stone houses, where his mother would be grilling corn. Behind his house was a stubbled field where he and his friends would run races, and a bluff where he’d stretch out to sleep under the stars. Like most everyone he knew, he couldn’t see any good reason to ever leave.

So when, in the winter of his seventeenth year, he was informed that the world as he knew it was about to end, he shrugged. He paid no mind when besuited men appeared at his door, displaying tables and charts, predicting that everything around him would soon vanish. When wandering mystics showed up in the village foretelling terrible squalls and violent gusts, he laughed. He had an openness to experience, even an insouciance, characteristic of the young. But he was no fool.

It was only later, when the end finally came, that Ibrahim realized how wrong he was.



Some days, Ibrahim stood on the highest hilltop in Little Hyena. It was an undulating country of scrub and bush, of rustling dry leaves. Below, he would have seen the river, as smooth as stone. On the far bank were low hills, blanketed by thickets of Aleppo pine, and on the hilltops were many mud hamlets. Just up the river, on an escarpment, stood the Star Castle, a fortress of ashlar masonry rumored to be of Roman provenance. As a child, Ibrahim had crept through its darkened passageways, under its vaulted ceilings. He and his friends had found strange writing on the walls. They had discovered doors to old passageways, which led underground, toward the river, but no one had the courage to enter.

All around the constellation of forty or so villages that hugged the banks of the Euphrates were caves, tunnels, even buried monasteries. Here and there one could see tells, mounds formed from thousands of years of compressed mud bricks, ceramics, bronze plows, smelted iron keys: the refuse of civilizations past. During sowing season, folks in Little Hyena would unearth indecipherable coins and shards of painted pottery.

The grave, distant memory of calamity was one of the threads linking these river cultures, scattered though they were across time. A trace of that memory is recorded some thousand years before the Old Testament, in the Babylonian epic of Atrahasis: In the beginning, it was the gods who farmed the banks of the Euphrates, but the “load was too great, the work too hard, the trouble too much.” The younger gods rebelled, so the older ones invented a new creature to bear the labor: humans. The gods enjoyed their newfound leisure, but in time, the humans, multiplying fruitfully, grew too clamorous. The gods, annoyed, sent down a litany of plagues, but humans proved a stubborn lot. Finally, they decided to unleash a great flood. But Enki, the god of wisdom, took pity on a particularly righteous human named Atrahasis and advised him to construct an ark and load it with two of every animal. A violent storm engulfed the land, and the Euphrates swelled. Humans were lost. The gods, now repentant, wept and cursed their rashness. Fortunately, Atrahasis survived, and the gods struck a covenant: From now on, there would be women who could not conceive, and demons to snatch infants from the womb, so that the riverbanks would be overpopulated no more.

By the time Ibrahim encountered this tale in the Quran, Atrahasis had become Noah. Despite the covenant, though, the river flooded often after the great deluge of Noah. Each time, the survivors reassembled on the river’s shores, as the region fell under the sway of the Romans, then the Byzantines, and, finally, the Arabs, who brought Islam. Under Arab rule, the Euphrates flourished. The Abbasid Caliphate presided over a golden age of scientific and literary splendor, even as Europe was mired in the Dark Ages. Abbasid thinkers invented the field of algebra, helped pioneer the scientific method, and introduced Aristotle to Christian philosophy. The great Jewish philosopher Maimonides wrote most of his treatises in Arabic. Like all empires, though, the grandeur of the Arabs eventually faded. The rivers fell under Ottoman dominion, and many hard, dry centuries followed. The desert swept over the old floodplain, and all traces of former life, save the tells, vanished. Bedouin tribes roamed these wastes, robbing travelers and warring with each other.

The tax-hungry Ottomans induced some of the tribes to settle on the shores of the river, where one could still coax the silted earth to bear fruit. Ibrahim’s great-grandfather was one of these tribesmen. Villages mushroomed from this barren littoral: Big Sludge, Girls Hill, Red Hill, Red Cliff, Little Hyena.



Ibrahim was born in 1980 at home, with news of his birth traveling fast. Most of Little Hyena’s two hundred households would have sent along sugar or sweets. As a child, Ibrahim played soccer with a ball of socks. Later, he graduated to jakat ali, in which twigs are hurled from a distance at a stick planted in the earth, and the first person to topple it wins.

The schoolhouse Ibrahim went to stood on a hill overlooking the barley fields of Mr. Weiss, whose return from the weekly wholesale market in Manbij, the nearest big city, a dozen miles away, was always an event. It consisted of three rooms of stone and mud that the villagers built with their own hands. Boys and girls of all six grades sat in a single classroom. While the sixth grade received their lesson, the first graders sat quietly in the back. Mr. Faraj, who lectured from the front, adhered to the belief that the rod was essential to a child’s education. Ibrahim and the other boys lived in terror and awe of Mr. Faraj. One day, Mr. Faraj left Little Hyena on a trip and never returned. A new instructor, Mr. Jalal, took his place. Ibrahim was unsure if Mr. Jalal could read, but in any event, he was kinder to the students. Like other teachers, he took no salary, so the children took turns bringing him boiled chicken and freshly baked bread from home. On harvest days, he dismissed class and brought the boys and girls to pick cotton on his lands.

There were no high schools in Little Hyena, so when Ibrahim turned thirteen, he went to Manbij. He found it a dazzling, bewildering city of power lines and chimneys, billboards and marble statuary. He also found he had not been taught to properly read or write, so he dropped out and returned home to work the fields. He knew he belonged here, by the shores, where he could spend afternoons in the mini reservoir that Mr. Hasan, one of the few people in Little Hyena to own a water pump, had dug into the sand. On a warm day you could wade in the crisp water, and when you got cold, you could cover yourself in mud and then dip in again, until Mr. Hasan chased you out.

In the summers, Ibrahim’s entire family, some thirty siblings and cousins and aunts and uncles, would gather at his grandfather’s house. Under the light of an oil lantern, they discussed the planting schedule. The women knit patterned doormats and sanded down sheepskin into rugs. They doted on Adam, Ibrahim’s youngest brother, who was top of his first-grade class. It was believed he might be the first in the family to graduate high school. Some of Ibrahim’s cousins dreamed of moving to Manbij, earning hard cash on the pushcarts, but Ibrahim, who was now sixteen, knew the fields were his destiny. According to his father, a tiny section of the hawijeh, the sweet, fertile land along the shore, would one day be his. Ibrahim resolved to work that land, turning it into the pride of his parents, the talk of the village.

But then, in the spring of 1997, two months after he turned seventeen, Ibrahim’s troubles began.



It was a fine May morning. He rose at dawn and tended the orchards and cleaned the irrigation gulch. In the afternoon, he headed down an old dirt path called the Crossing, which slopes gently onto a bank of shingle on the Euphrates. From there, he could see the reed canoes and homemade coracles navigating the shoals. But Ibrahim was fixated on a furrowed field neighboring his own, where a solitary figure was stooped over, working a scythe. He’d never paid much attention to the children who played there until recently, when one of them began to exchange flowered dresses for red jellabiyas. A few locks of brown hair would slip from her headscarf. Her name was Samira.

She sat on the dirt. Ibrahim had never seen her alone before. He walked over and stood before her for a few stupid moments, then retreated. Three days later, she was alone again. This time, he introduced himself. They spoke shyly of the barley harvest, which was one month away.

That night Ibrahim lay awake, his five brothers and sisters asleep beside him. In Little Hyena, approaching a girl was a delicate matter. The rules of courtship dictated subtlety, even an air of embarrassment.

A week passed. Every day, Ibrahim worked his field, then waited under a willow tree and surveilled the scene. The farm next door was hopelessly crowded. Samira was always surrounded by her mother and her brothers and sisters.

One morning he was busy in the gulch when he saw her sitting alone again, against an expansive sky. He went over and struck up a conversation. She was self-possessed, polite. Suddenly, he admitted that he could not stop thinking about her. Samira reacted with shock, then anger, as if betrayed by an old friend. In a sharp tone, she told him he was being inappropriate and asked him to leave.

Ibrahim returned home, determined to bury his thoughts.



A house was going up on an outcropping along Little Hyena’s western edge, a task that belonged to the entire community. Under the fazaa system, neighbors would help each other clear weeds, dig wells, and erect dwellings, knowing that when they were in need, the favor would be returned. Money rarely changed hands.

Ibrahim decided it would do him well to volunteer. When he showed up, late one afternoon, the plot was already humming with neighbors. Villagers usually mixed sand, fodder, and river water, leaving the sludge to dry in the sun. They would lay these bricks on a bed of stone and fashion load-bearing beams out of cottonwood, which was Little Hyena’s most precious resource. A plastic mat served as the roof.

The essential quarters in every home were the living room, where the family slept, and what was called in village dialect al-nadad, the pantry. Here, the women kept mattresses in duvet covers. They stored flour, and wheat to grind when the flour finished. They would keep yellowing jars of lentils; jams of pomegranate and fig; sun-dried aubergines; and salted ghee, wrapped in lambskin to last the winter. Behind the pantry stood the oven room, where women baked saj bread by slapping dough onto an earthenware stove using cottonwood sticks. Most oven rooms included al-jeder, a massive pot to boil water for bathing.

It took a week to raise the house. A few days later, Ibrahim was tending his ewes when he saw Samira approach his field. She spoke with his mother, asking for pepper. Toward the end of the week, he saw her again, playing with her younger brother by the sunk fence separating their lands. A thought began to churn within him: She was interested. She was shy. He boldly approached the field one afternoon while she was digging roots and said, “We have to meet.” But she refused, and asked him to leave the property.

Ibrahim now understood. The next day, as he was weeding the gulch, she appeared nearby, in plain sight. He did not approach. Instead he looked down, digging in the gulch as if all Little Hyena depended on it.

Later, he was at the village grocery. His mother sometimes gave him an egg or two to trade for gumballs, or a bottle of Crush orange soda. He’d brought his government ration card, which he would use for cooking oil, ghee, and sugar. Samira approached with friends. Summoning forces deep within him, he ignored her.

Another week went by.

Then one afternoon, as he was digging near the gulch, she walked briskly along the perimeter of her land, and as she passed him said, “I’ll meet you tomorrow, at the Crossing.”

The Crossing had always belonged to teenagers. Wearing red-and-black jellabiyas, girls would fill a pair of steel drums with gallons of river water. The drums would be tied to iron chains, wrapped in a thick rope, and hoisted over the back of a donkey. Boys, in peach-colored jellabiyas, hair combed back, would hover nearby. The Crossing was notorious for its futilities, but the occasional success—the lingering eye contact, the exchange of a few words, the request for help lifting a drum—was enough to nourish hope.

Like most boys in Little Hyena, Ibrahim had tried his luck a few times, but was always met with stony silence. But that was before, in his breezy youth. On this spring afternoon, Ibrahim brought his friend Mousab, whose father owned the water pump. They sat on donkeys off the edge of the Crossing, in a copse of willow and alder. Under the brilliant noonday sun, a pair of riders appeared, their donkeys ambling down the slope. It was Samira and a friend. Samira pulled up, waiting for Ibrahim to speak. He stared at her in perfect silence. He lost his words. He was seized by a panic, he felt sick. Samira began to laugh, a shy and kind laugh. Ibrahim realized, in that moment, that she was not accustomed to thinking of herself as beautiful. He began to laugh too. She smiled and trotted off.

The next day, he found her and begged to meet again. He insisted that despite his seventeen years, he knew the weight of responsibility. That he was the oldest among his siblings, that he would take over the chores of Adam, his youngest brother, who had a fondness for books, so that the boy could study. And then he confessed the truth. This life, these fields, were not worth a single lira without her.

This time she did not react with anger, but with a soft resolve: She could not see him again. She asked him to forget her. She was not the kind of girl to meet boys at the Crossing. She belonged at home, where she was needed.

Ibrahim retreated.



At night, Ibrahim lay awake, listening to the cicadas. It was the season when families slept outdoors.

By afternoon, he was sluggish. Repairs on the barn went undone. He neglected to dig the seed line in the sesame field. He showed little interest in his mother’s piping hot flatbread and salted butter. He steered clear of the eastern perimeter, which ran adjacent to Samira’s property. The behavior began to attract the attention of his parents, so he avoided them by heading to the river. He cast a line, spending hours perched on the boulders near the hawijeh. He saw salmon, mullet, catfish. Once, he watched a group of fishermen from the far bank paddle over, light a stick of dynamite, and toss it into the water. The river grew silvery with dead carp. As they lowered the trawl, he decided there was no sport in this. He left his rod wedged between boulders and returned home.



Later that summer, when everyone was gearing up for the cotton harvest, news arrived that Ibrahim’s cousin Sara was betrothed. Her mother delivered wool to Marwan, the tailor, whose own daughter had eloped with a boy from another village, a calamity from which he’d never recovered. Marwan stitched the bridal gown in cream lace. The women of the village gathered at Sara’s mother’s home, where they helped her sew duvet covers and embroider cushions for the wedding day.

The night before the wedding, the whole village assembled in the orchard behind Ibrahim’s house. Illuminated by the pale glow of oil lanterns, they sang. A couple of Ibrahim’s friends were sitting with girls they’d met at the Crossing.

Ibrahim went indoors.

The official festivities commenced the next morning. Ibrahim was miserable. The orchard was crowded with villagers from both sides of the river. A troupe of drummers took their places by the big well. A man was on the flute, and women began to ululate. The groom’s father fired his pistol into the air. Men and women danced the dabke, and teenage boys swayed around the drummer, showering him with five- and ten-lira notes, shouting, “Shabash! Shabash!”

Ibrahim sized up the situation. After dinner, he disappeared behind the orchard with one of the drummers. When the music started up again, he found his cousin and whispered into her ear. She vanished and appeared sometime later, leading by the hand a girl in a stunning emerald green gown. Ibrahim froze. Months had passed since he’d laid eyes on Samira.

The drum resounded, and Ibrahim swung his feet in and out, tossing 100-lira notes at the drummer. These grand sums would expose the other boys as pathetic, childish. He felt the girls’ eyes, every last one, on him. They lapped up his showboating, knowing nothing of his plots, of how he’d struck a deal with the drummer, who’d later return most of the notes after taking a cut for himself.

Ibrahim took hold of Samira’s hands, and she did not pull back. A shadow of kohl ringed her eyes. They danced, the wedding spun around them. The darting children, the plump grandmothers, the towering alders, the rolling hills, the entire world spun around them. It was early evening, it was late night. It was the center of the universe.



In the days following, Ibrahim lingered on the edge of the cotton field, watching for a sign of Samira. She was nowhere to be seen. The cotton harvest was two weeks away. It was September, but the heat had not broken. Then one morning he spotted her passing behind the sheep stockade. He approached her in full view of her younger brother. “I need to see you tonight. It’s important.” Her eyes widened. She grabbed her brother by the hand and walked away.

Later that evening, a cousin of Samira’s stopped by the house. On her way out, she took Ibrahim aside and whispered: She will see you tomorrow night, after dinner. Wait by the taama.

Ibrahim wasn’t sure when Samira’s family took their dinner, but to be safe, he skipped his entirely and headed for the taama, which stood at the end of a winding dirt path, half hidden among the trees. The taama was dialect for a type of communal pen, built of cottonwood, where villagers kept livestock. Depositing your sheep for the night would be as good as keeping them at home, because in Little Hyena theft was unknown.

When Ibrahim arrived, he changed into a cream-white jellabiya, which he’d hidden so his parents wouldn’t notice. Long minutes passed.

The sky darkened. The taama was a ten-minute walk from the heart of the village. He stood studying the path winding up the hill, to Mr. Hasan’s house, past which stood Samira’s. The last lights on the hilltop were extinguished. He waited, standing alone as village life drained away.

The next morning, he found Samira’s cousin near the grocer. “I didn’t sleep last night,” he said. “I’m being tortured.” She told him what he already knew, that it was no simple matter for a girl to sneak out of the house. “But I have something important to tell her,” he insisted. “It’s a matter of life and death.”

That evening, as the village settled in for dinner, he went for a walk. He wandered down the hill, lost in thought. He passed Mr. Hasan’s house and came upon the outlying bosk and then the small clearing around the taama. At that moment he noticed a thin figure among the trees, and his heart stopped. Samira was looking up at him. Ibrahim was not prepared. He was wearing a mud-soiled jellabiya, like a fool.

“You have something to tell me?” she asked. She looked at him without fear. He knew in his seventeen-year-old bones this was his last chance.

“I want to kiss you.”

She moved her head away, looked to the earth.

He kissed her anyway. She kissed him back.



II

Sometime in the 1920s, when Ibrahim’s grandfather was a boy, a tall man from Manbij named Muhandas showed up in Little Hyena bearing a deed that claimed he was the rightful owner of the village, and many others besides. This was news to the people of Little Hyena, who had been working this land as far back as they could remember. Land was not like a shovel or a shirt, something to be owned; it was like air and water, belonging to the whole village. Yet Mr. Muhandas saw things differently. The French had acquired the country from the Ottomans and, in keeping with their faith in private enterprise, seized the rights to communal lands and gifted them to traders, men of learning and culture, who resided in the big cities. When the villagers protested, Mr. Muhandas threatened to deliver them to the colonial authorities.

And so overnight everyone in Little Hyena was working for the Muhandas family. They woke at dawn, toiling on land that was no longer theirs, laboring to deliver a fixed return every season to their lords. Leaf rust or a weak harvest or a freeze would plunge an unfortunate peasant into debt. Bankrupt farmers sold themselves into bondage. Overseers meted out beatings to slaves who failed to fulfill their quota. Up and down the river, the shores were now occupied by feudal plantations. Stories were passed down: the farmer who, having lost his crop to drought, tried to hang himself; the slave who’d lost his mind, saying yes, sir to children and sheep.

Syria won independence in the 1940s, and not long after held the first genuinely democratic elections in the Arab world. The feudal lords championed democracy in the big cities, so long as they were free to run their plantations out in the country. When peasants in Little Hyena requested a school for their children, the lords reacted angrily, threatening to lock up the petitioners. Schools were dangerous, the lords believed, because they allowed intellectuals to plant subversive ideas into the minds of these rustic folk. The intellectuals, on the other hand, were exercised by the undeniable fact that, democracy or not, Syria was a hopelessly backward country—and it was backward because people had forgotten their own past. It was the Arabs, after all, who’d presided over the region’s golden age hundreds of years earlier. These intellectuals called for a renaissance—baath, in Arabic—to recover that lost splendor, and to catapult the Middle East into the twentieth century.

One day in the 1960s, a pair of men in blazers and ties appeared in Little Hyena and climbed the roof of the house of Mr. Zaki, known by everyone as the mayor for his courage in defending the peasants against the lord. They read aloud a proclamation, which included the line “Land for he who works it,” and proceeded to deliver the astonishing news that the feudal system was hereby abolished. The state, which a group calling itself the Baath Party now controlled, was breaking up the great estates. Every peasant in Little Hyena would receive a share. The government nationalized the choice hawijeh plots right on the river. Ibrahim’s family was given a ninety-nine-year lease of this fecund land at a nominal fee. It was as if someone had shown up at their doorstep with a humongous bag of cash. At first, Ibrahim’s grandfather could not bring himself to believe it.

The government now provided seeds and fertilizer at rock-bottom rates. They extended low-interest loans for tractors and water pumps. They would tell you what to grow, but they would commit to buying your product—even in the event of a failed harvest. They distributed ration cards, which Ibrahim used at the grocer. The people in Manbij had it even better. The government established public bakeries there that offered bread at affordable prices. If you made it to university and got a degree in education, you were guaranteed a job in a public school. Get sick, and you were treated for free at the public hospital.

This strange new epoch was far from perfect. To get the best rate on a tractor loan, you’d need to offer a bribe. To jump your spot while waiting for a teaching assignment, you’d better have a wad of liras ready. Petrol pump owners would siphon subsidized gasoline and smuggle it across the border, selling it on the black market. Forget about running your own business or buying a second home. But if you were a villager in Little Hyena, one harsh winter away from slavery or suicide, the men standing atop Mayor Zaki’s house—remarkable gods they must have seemed—were offering something people had forgotten was possible: a chance to build a future.

Some evenings, Ibrahim’s father would paddle down the river, past the spits of land bearing a lone house or two, past the silent tells overlooking the water, until he came to a point where the banks pressed close—so close that, in the harshest winters, you could walk right across—and watched mechanical cranes carry blocks of cement. Workers completed the Euphrates Dam in 1973. It towered over the river hamlets, a Baathist covenant with the future. Before long, men in overalls appeared in Little Hyena, boring holes along the village edge. A truck arrived and filled the depressions with cement, erecting wooden pylons that brought the currents of the twentieth century to the homes and alleys of their hundred-year-old village.



Ibrahim’s ritual began every day at dawn. He’d finish tying cotton bales and load them onto a pickup belonging to the Peasants Collective. (A state-run body, the collective promised cash—no matter the haul, so long as the land was worked—and the villagers of Little Hyena found themselves in the felicitous position of earning a guaranteed income.) He’d then pen the sheep, sweep the manger clean, unclog the gulch. Finally, he’d mount a donkey and clop over to the Crossing. He’d wait in the shadow of the trees until Samira appeared, and the two would ride their donkeys side by side. They’d keep a slight distance, in case chanced upon by villagers, and travel in silence. Down at the bank, they’d speak softly while washing their faces, filling their tanks. It was all over in an hour.

In the early evenings, they were back in the fields. A language developed—a tilt of the eyes, a wave of the hand—through which the lovers arranged nighttime rendezvous. Thursday was the night of promise: The villagers would gather in homes with television sets to watch Al-Shanfara, a soap about an outlaw poet. Samira would slip out to walk the darkened wood off the main road. She’d loop around the Luqman house, where people bought oil for their lanterns, and the Hasan house, whose eldest sons were working in Jordan. Ibrahim set off in the opposite direction, taking the long dirt path that followed the shoreline. He’d cut through fields to an old barn. It stood near a two-room concrete block that was built by the government, then abandoned, for reasons no one in Little Hyena could figure out. In the evenings, the building was taken over by village boys who played cards and smoked cigarettes. But the barn was always empty. There, Ibrahim and Samira lay next to each other on the matted hay, whispering in the darkness. Samira’s family did not own an orchard, nor did they have many animals. But the land she knew; the land she loved. The stories she told him, the stories of her grandfather, of her childhood—all of it awakened a sense of possibility. Ibrahim understood now what it was to make a life for yourself, to have authority over your affairs. He spoke with a new confidence. For the first time, he imagined holding another human being in his care. She possessed a sense of what life should be; she was intelligent, a seer. He would kiss her brown neck. They would hold their breath, listen to the voices passing outside, smell the waft of cigarettes. She would gather herself, and the night would ebb before he knew it.




III

One day that winter, Abu Talib, who lived a few doors down, came for dinner and related a strange story. He’d been at home when a military jeep appeared. A pair of men who said they were engineers began taking measurements and speaking loudly into a walkie-talkie. They claimed they were surveying the land because a new dam was coming up, to bring electricity to more villages. It would be called the October Dam, in commemoration of Syria’s 1973 war with Israel. As tradition called for, Abu Talib slaughtered two roosters, and his wife prepared a meal for their guests. He gave them two buckets of homemade yogurt for the road. Before they left, they pointed to the massif on the far bank. “Once the dam is built,” one said, “everything from here to there will be submerged.”

Nearly everyone who heard Abu Talib’s tale was convinced that the old man had lost his mind. Little Hyena was perched on a hillside. It was a good ten-minute walk down a steep dirt path to reach the river. Most families rented a water pump to push water, against gravity, from the Euphrates to irrigate their crops. During heavy rains, the water sometimes overwhelmed the low-lying fields, but quickly receded. Ibrahim’s grandfather told him about a terrible flood decades earlier, when the fields of the Abdullah family had been ruined. But the waters could not reach the village itself, of that everyone was certain.

Spring came early to Little Hyena. The humidity rose from the fields, the treetops grew dense and knotted. This year Ibrahim’s family was expanding their orchard—fifteen plum saplings, six nut, four fig. Ibrahim was restless; he had not spent time with Samira all week: His friend Muaz’s grandfather had passed, and, following tradition, the whole village switched off the television for seven days. Muaz spent most of his free time with his doves. Some days, Ibrahim sat with him as he dispatched the doves to Girls Hill or Little Sludge and watched triumphantly as they circled back to his farm an hour later.

One day, Mayor Rahman called a meeting in his courtyard. Night had fallen, and most of the village was present, sitting under old fluorescent lamps. Mayor Rahman spoke only for a few minutes. Authorities had informed him that upon erection of the October Dam, the river would indeed swallow the village whole. The crowd erupted with questions. A few men, led by Ibrahim’s uncle, insisted that such a deluge was impossible against the hard facts of the terrain. Then someone floated a more sinister possibility: This was a ploy to scare folks off the land, perhaps so corrupt officials could scoop up the precious hawijeh soil for themselves.

Rumor took hold of Little Hyena. As Ibrahim and Samira lay together in the barn, they traded hearsay, wondering at the faraway forces conspiring for their homeland. Samira’s home sat lower down the hillside than Ibrahim’s, yet she spoke of the events with composure, even curiosity. As always, she was the wiser of the two. She’d never left the village in her short life, but she was skilled at standing back from the moment, applying reason where others succumbed to fervor.

Soon, a pair of villagers found work driving trucks bearing gravel and I-beams to the dam site, fourteen kilometers downstream. It was becoming more common for sons of the village to work elsewhere, since the pay was better. One of them told Ibrahim about the concrete structure growing by the day, the turbines, the rebar. A theory developed that it was the dam engineers themselves who were eyeing the lucrative riverside soil. Ibrahim promised Samira that he would never let anyone lay a finger on her family’s land, or his own.

But around that time, just as Ibrahim’s fields were bursting with golden stalks of wheat, two men from the Agricultural Projects Committee showed up, all the way from Aleppo. They established camp at Hajji Ahmed’s house, the highest point in the village, and recorded the dimensions of the homes and fields of every resident, as if they were sizing up the properties for themselves. Folks urged Hajji Ahmed to kick them out, but the old man was afraid. Then one day they came to Ibrahim’s door. They asked to see the family’s ID booklet. One of the men flipped through the pages, which listed every member of the household for tax and conscription purposes, and stamped the front.

“You aren’t married?”

“No,” Ibrahim said.

“You know, a ton of iron and five tons cement is due every married couple.” He spoke with the indifference of a bureaucrat.

“For what?”

“For when you people abandon this place.”



That autumn, after the corn harvest, Ibrahim decided to get serious about providing for Samira. To start with, he’d need to learn how to read and write, so he enrolled in school in Manbij. He found a room in the city with two friends. He’d stay for the week, cooking for himself, then return to Little Hyena on Thursdays. Before leaving, he’d stop by the covered souk to pick up something for Samira: a compact, a barrette, a cassette. But in her even and knowing way, she encouraged him to stay put in Manbij, to save his money. The air of intrigue that hung over the village had everyone thinking about the future. Ibrahim began lodging in the city for two- or three-week stretches, saving on the taxi fare, which would one day go toward his wedding.

It was during one of these stretches that a friend appeared at his door. He had been dispatched by Samira, with an urgent message: Suitors were visiting her father. Talk of the flood was prompting proposals across the village, no doubt because of the compensation promised to married couples. Samira’s parents decided it was time to give her away.

Ibrahim rushed back to Little Hyena. That evening, he and Samira plotted in the barn. She’d turned down four suitors already, including one from Little Rattle who had graduated from high school. “I want you more than this world,” she whispered. But she could only fend off the advances for so long before her parents would settle the issue for her. Ibrahim sprang into action. He went to his mother and confessed everything: the hushed conversations by the gulch, the Crossing, the moonlight trysts. Life without Samira had no shape, no function. His mother took him by the hand and told him she had known all along. She kissed his cheek and urged him to do what he must.

He appeared before his father. His father had grown up in a time when his own father was a serf—when they lived and died by the whip of the feudal lord. He had come of age with a keen understanding of life: That which was given could be taken away, that which was won could be lost. He listened to his son, his semiliterate son, who’d flunked elementary school twice, who failed five times to pass the ninth grade, who had yet to see the right side of eighteen, speak of starting a family, and he exploded in anger. When Ibrahim should have been working the fields, when he should have been studying, he was running around with a girl.

“You want to take care of a woman? You can barely take care of yourself!”

Ibrahim pleaded.

His father pointed out the obvious: that Ibrahim would soon depart for military service, mandatory in Syria for all young men. For three long years, his bride would be living with them, another mouth to feed, while no one knew what fate held for the village.

Ibrahim swore he would work first, find a job in Manbij, send money home.

His father smirked. “And you’ll become a millionaire in Manbij? Doing what? Loading oranges? While you’re at it, could you see to it that you buy me a car?”

Ibrahim announced that he would take his own life. His father doubled over with laughter. A fantasy flashed across Ibrahim’s mind in which he beat his father to a pulp.

The battle of wills raged for hours, Ibrahim shouting as if his life depended on it, his father smirking and shaking his head in pity, his mother nervously standing between them.

By evening, the matter was settled. The door to Ibrahim’s future, to the mud-streaked children at his and Samira’s feet, was shut.

Ibrahim dropped out of school again. He holed up in the barn for hours, smoking. The sight of food sickened him.

Samira was being kept under leash. He could not get anywhere near her.

Then one evening a boy from the Hamad household, whose family held wealth in the form of a recently acquired water pump, proposed. Samira’s father, tired of her refusals, accepted on her behalf.

During the afternoons, Ibrahim wanted to sleep, to drift away, but his brothers, sisters, and cousins were everywhere. He went down to the river, sunk in his thoughts, and closed his eyes. He imagined he was floating somewhere far downstream, severed from the panic gripping his village. Citing the coming dam, the cooperative had stopped offering subsidized seeds, and the agricultural bank announced that they would no longer extend low-interest loans. The authorities did not want to encourage cultivation. Now, for the first time, families were facing hard choices. Ibrahim’s father decided to try his luck in Jordan, where he’d heard work was available in construction. Seeing Ibrahim mired in gloom, refusing to eat, he decided to take him along and make an honest man of him.

Ibrahim was convinced that his father was stuck in the muck of old ways. The whole village was to blame, a village that hated the very idea of love, a miserable village in a miserable hillside in a miserable country. People here feared too much: gossip, omens, change. In truth, they feared themselves. If he could not be free to choose Samira, he decided he wanted nothing more to do with Little Hyena. He’d turn his back on these people forever. So when his father asked him to come to Jordan, he did not rebel.



Ibrahim arrived in Amman, in a neighborhood called the Valley of Blacksmithing, and was overwhelmed by concrete. Everywhere, he saw concrete houses, without ornamentation, without aspiration. Rows of identical gray concrete buildings with flat roofs and window grills, stacked on the hillside like boxes. It was as if color had been banned.

Ibrahim and his father took a room in a house with seven other laborers. The sons of Little Hyena and nearby villages were flocking to Amman for work between harvests. Ibrahim and his father helped construct houses, but now and then their pay was withheld. Once, Ibrahim’s father was falsely accused of stealing bracelets by a woman who’d hired them. When Ibrahim tried to intervene, he was thrown to the ground by her teenage sons. Her daughter leaned over. “You think you are a man?” she shouted, punching him until he was spitting up blood. The other workers stared at the floor.

At night, Ibrahim tossed and turned, pondering this alien land. Back home, people suffered, but they suffered together. Here, it was everyone for themselves, a survival of the fittest or most desperate. Despite forking over 25 Jordanian dinars a month for rent, the faucets sometimes ran dry, and the power would be out for weeks. Ibrahim could not stop his thoughts from straying to Little Hyena, to his mother’s salted butter and flatbread. After three miserable months, he decided he could bear it no longer.

He told his father he would return to help with the wheat sowing, but in truth he had only a single ambition. When he arrived at Little Hyena, he saw fallow fields, pocked with wild grasses. Some houses were empty. The Hasans had decamped with their ton of iron and five tons of cement. His friend Muaz and his doves were gone too. But many families remained on the land, stubbornly growing sesame, cotton, and maize, even though it plunged them into debt.

He stood near the sunk fence on the edge of his family’s fields, staring at the squat mud-and-stone building where Samira had grown up. He saw her brothers and sisters. They were older now, wearing jellabiyas and perhaps heading to the Crossing themselves. He called to her sister and told her that he had an urgent message for Samira.

The sun had set, the massifs looming on the far shore. He was waiting on the shingle far from the Crossing, near the scrubland bordering Little Hyena. The waters were quiet that night, free of boatmen. He saw her approach along the shoreline.

For a while, they did not speak.

“How is your new home?” he finally asked.

“They are good people.”

Suddenly, she started crying. “What have you done with me?” She hugged him, pressed her wet cheek into his chest.

“I still love you,” he said.

“My life was supposed to be with you,” she sobbed.

Ibrahim wanted to take her by the hand, convince her to leave her new family behind. They’d escape to Damascus, to Jordan. They’d escape together, live on the run, live free. But even as he rehearsed these words, as he imagined their flight, their secret life in distant haunts, he knew he would never see her again.

Not long after, a flatbed truck crawled through the village. Work crews began removing the electricity pylons, the transformers, the cables. The truck drove off. At night, the only sounds in Little Hyena were the rustling tree branches, the leaves shaken by the wind.



Abu Talib had rigged his tractor to a water pump. He aimed the jets of river water into the irrigation channels, slowly unclogging Little Hyena’s arteries one by one. The work would take three days.

His nephew appeared. He stood watching Abu Talib, and then told him, “They finished the dam.”

Abu Talib looked up. “What did you say?”

“The dam, it’s finished.”

He left the water pump and headed down to the Crossing. On the shingle bank, a few villagers were gathered, staring at the river. Abu Talib took in a sight unknown to his seventy years: The Euphrates had stopped flowing.



Ibrahim was in the orchard that morning when he heard shouts. He went down to the bank, where he could see the dam in the distance. The river water, backing up, was climbing the hillside, pooling at his ankles. It was ice-cold.

A neighbor was pulling on his water pump, which was stuck in mud. Fishermen tied a rope around the machine, heaving.

Ibrahim rushed back to the orchard. As his legs carried him, he told himself, This is not real, this is not real. He found himself in his yard, shouting for his mother. Within minutes, his entire family was crowding the orchard. No one was sure what to do. Ibrahim wondered if he had imagined the scene at the Crossing, and raced back to check. When he returned, he was, for a few moments, speechless.

The water was rising.

The family now operated on pure instinct. His mother and sisters ran to the cotton fields, hoping to harvest what they could, as fast as they could. Ibrahim’s uncle handed out saws to the men of the family to save the trees. Ibrahim and his brothers furiously worked the saw on the trunks of the apple trees, then the apricot.

It was dark when Ibrahim finally crumpled next to a tree, exhausted. They’d managed to rescue about seventy saplings, but hundreds remained.

No one slept that night. In the early-morning hours, water seeped into the Khalil house, which lay closest to the shore. The family rushed outdoors in a panic.

Now it was lapping at the walls of the Hussein house, now the Abdullah house.

At daybreak, Ibrahim summoned his courage and headed for the Crossing. He proceeded down the gently sloping dirt path toward the bank of shingle—but the shingle was gone. The bank, the abiding landmark of his years, had vanished. Frigid water was up to his calves. As he loped in the mud, eels darted. Clumps of hay floated past. He neared the Abdullah household, where women were shrieking. The river had loosened a water pump, their most valuable possession. It was the size of a motorcycle, and the waters carried it away.

At home, he found his mother sobbing because the cotton crop was ruined. He rushed indoors to help his brothers pack the clothes, the flour, the bulgur, and the tomato paste, wrapping everything in blankets. A third of the house was now sitting in water. A box of his keepsakes from Samira was submerged somewhere. Instead of fishing it out, Ibrahim waded over to the shelf and gathered, in a burlap sack, his brother Adam’s second-grade books, his colored pens and notebooks.

Everywhere, villagers were escaping uphill. Women carried babies, men hauled large sacks of clothes. Wheelbarrows and carts were littered here and there. The water was rising with speed.

In the afternoon, serpents appeared. Fleeing the advancing water, they slithered up the Crossing, stretched out across the alleyways, coiled around the sacks of clothes, hung from trees. The men were clubbing the thick black invaders with shovels. The donkeys were braying wildly. An ox stood rooted in the mud, submissive to its fate.



Ibrahim and his brothers built a berm around the perimeter to keep out the rising waters. The family spent the evening on a makeshift raised platform in the front yard. The river inched up the berm. Ibrahim lay under the stars, trying to sleep.

The next morning, the water spilled over the berm.

“Everything is gone!” his mother wailed. Ibrahim furiously hacked down the cottonwood pillars of their own home, which he hoped could be sold or reused. He slogged through the water, carrying the beams, eventually reaching the main intersection outside the village. Up and down the road, men and women were shouting, cursing the authorities. Children were crying. A television crew from Aleppo arrived to document the calamity, but the authorities turned them away.

Ibrahim sold the cottonwood pillars to people in passing cars for a few hundred liras, enough to hire a taxi should the time come. When he returned to the village, the water was above his knees.

Some families were gathered at the graveyard, unearthing the bodies of their loved ones to inter farther up the hill.

Abdul Rauf, who lived near the grocer, was wrapping his water pump in plastic, layer after layer, obsessively. He was in tears.

“What are you doing?” Ibrahim asked.

“Keeping it safe,” he said, “for when the water goes back.”



By afternoon, the waters reached Ibrahim’s waist. What remained of his mud house was melting. His friend Rami decided to swim to his own field, down on the hawijeh, which now lay in the deep. He swam past mattresses and old steel drums. When he reached the field, he submerged his head, and under the water he could see green stalks of sesame, swaying silently.

Rami came up for air. The new shore seemed impossibly distant. The sun was punishing, and his arms burned and his sides ached. Up ahead was the crown of a willow tree, bobbing on the water. He swam to a branch and pulled himself up to rest. The tree vines were thick, glistening. He held one and watched the shore, the sacks bouncing on the backs of old men, the women crowded together. Suddenly, the vine squirted away. Rami recoiled. Snakes. Seaweed green, stone black, hanging from the branches, coiled around the trunk. He shrieked and dove into the water.

That evening, the river devoured the schoolhouse. Ibrahim learned that some villagers, including Samira and her husband, had managed to hire a truck and flee that morning. The rest of the village gathered in tents on a hilltop. Many were unable to put up funds for a taxi. Their fields, their livelihoods, were now lying at a depth of some hundred feet. Others, like Ibrahim’s family, had managed to pawn their cottonwood beams, but could not bring themselves to leave. Ibrahim sat with his mother in silence, while down below, the village was crackling in hundreds of tiny explosions as walls crumbled, beams snapped, and roofs collapsed.

Late that night, Ibrahim’s house finally disappeared beneath the waters. The orchard was gone. So was the cotton field, the acre of sesame. The old barn, where he’d meet Samira. The copse of willows, where he’d changed into a white jellabiya for her. Ibrahim was thankful for only one thing: that his father, who had poured his life into these fields, whose own father had resisted feudal lords for the simple right to own what he grew, whose grandfather had survived blight and Bedouin raids to farm this land, was not here to see this.

In the morning, the water reached the asphalt. The main road was strewn with snakes, numb or dead. The mayor of a nearby town was running barefoot, flagging down passing cars, begging them to take families. Everyone did their share. Ibrahim tried to use the cottonwood money to hire vehicles, but the drivers waived the fare.

The authorities, who had been absent during this ordeal, now announced they were offering land in the desert, almost two hours away. The people of Little Hyena were left with no choice. Soon the main road was thick with cars laboring under the weight of mattresses, irregularly shaped cloth sacks, even children. Women huddled on car roofs, clinging to chairs and tables. Their wailing could be heard from a great distance.

[image: A calm lake with a tree stump emerging from the water and distant hills in the background.]


For ten days after Little Hyena vanished, a few families remained on the outcropping above the lake. Like survivors of an apocalypse, they lived among the alders and willows. Ibrahim’s grandmother was one of them. She occupied a small tent and, though Ibrahim tried, she refused to quit the land of her birth. While the rest of the family sought refuge in the desert, Ibrahim sat with her and watched the waters. He could see donkeys orphaned on the hilltops, dogs cast into the backwoods. When his friend Muaz had taken his doves to the desert, he’d attempted to train them for their new home, but they’d flown off and did not return. Now, over the water, Ibrahim saw doves circling, and he was sure they had come home.

Some fifty villages now lay in the depths of the river. The tells had vanished, too. Officials arrived to celebrate the opening of the October Dam, but in all of Syria’s newspapers and news programs there was not a word about the missing villages. The people of Little Hyena and its sister hamlets up and down the river moved to the desert, and then to shantytowns ringing the big cities. They were joined by tens of thousands of other families who were fleeing calamities of their own, from drought to joblessness.

Ibrahim’s father returned from Jordan and found the family a small room in Manbij that was made of cinderblock and had a dirt floor. Ibrahim and his father rose at dawn, waited at a nearby roundabout with other day laborers, strangers from around the country, and occasionally got hired for construction jobs. They worked twelve, fourteen hours a day laying marble tiles and installing porcelain sinks, returning home covered in grime, shoulders aching. Before they sank into sleep, they made sure to lock their door.

All his life, Ibrahim had submitted himself to the dictates of fate. He’d dutifully done what soil demanded, what the elders said was necessary. By his father’s writ, he’d abandoned his heart. By the authorities’ orders, he’d surrendered his claim to a world in which many hands raised a home, waters were a common bounty, and trust was the coin of the land. To rail against these losses would be like shouting at the weather or cursing the stars. Only by submitting to fate would fate provide—this had been the credo of the river communities, and for a long time, Ibrahim had felt it in his bones. But now, in his exhaust-choked room, as pasty white fluorescent streetlights filtered through the window, he was surprised to discover arising within him a new sensation, directed against his father, his vanished village, the faraway forces he was only beginning to grasp, even against fate itself.

Ibrahim, at the age of eighteen, had discovered rage.






| TWO | The Absolute Spirit


I

Hasan Nefi’s greatest fear was to be forgotten. For many years, he relived old encounters, recalling the dung-tinged air of his parents’ farm, his mother’s charcoal-grilled kibbe. It was only through his memories, in fact, that he could be sure he was still alive.

He was born in Manbij in 1963, in a one-story mud-and-stone house with a narrow courtyard and a gate that opened to the dust of Jamal Abdul Nasser Street. It was an hour’s walk to the arid patch of land that sustained the family, where his father spent his days, year after year, for as long as Hasan could remember. He told Hasan of harsher times, when the Ottoman pashas came to Manbij and conscripted Arabs, marching them to their deaths in the trenches of the Great War. He spoke of the famine that struck the city, the bodies with distended bellies piled onto wheelbarrows, and of the French, who emplaced feudal lords and burned down houses at will. “You live in blessed times,” he would say.

Hasan saw those blessings not in the soil, but in the written word. By day, his small hands tied flakes of hay and threaded the water pump hose, but at night, while his siblings were asleep, he sat reading in a room lit by a kerosene lamp. He asked his father questions like, “What do we mean when we say something is beautiful?” He read greedily anything put before him. He found his way to the Manbij Cultural Center, a two-story government-run facility downtown that housed the city’s only library, and borrowed stacks of books he could hardly carry.

At school, he was given a homework assignment: You are walking home one day when you meet a beggar. What do you say to him?

The students were to write a paragraph. Hasan wrote three pages.

The next year, he was given a poem to analyze: The poem discusses the idea of will. What does conviction mean to you?

Hasan was asked to read his answer aloud in class.

His teachers found ways to encourage him, guiding him toward books outside the curriculum. He was gifted a volume by the poet Buhturi, born in Manbij in the ninth century, the court bard of the Abbasids in Baghdad. Buhturi was known for his rich, descriptive lyricism, which arched over the course of a poem from strife to solace, and always refused to bow to abuse:


If I’m ever mistreated, I’m apt

Not to be seen at dawn where I was at dusk



Hasan’s father would come home at dark and collapse onto the floor cushion, holding a tumbler of tea in his callused hands. He couldn’t understand what Hasan was writing, but the teachers were telling him that his son was a rare jewel. Hasan had identified in poetry the rhythm that marked his life, from his farmyard routine to the changing of the seasons that ruled the family’s fortunes. He began collecting every poetry compilation and chapbook he could find, like those of the great Manbij bards Omar Abu Risha and Abu Firas al-Hamdani, as well as luminaries from around the Arab world. He learned that the rules of classical Arabic poetry were precise, set down centuries earlier. Whereas traditional English poetry usually employs five metrical patterns, most Arabic compositions consist of up to sixteen, known as “oceans.” Each verse is called a “house.” Hasan found that he was able to compose in these houses and oceans effortlessly.

Manbij was, in fact, known for its poets, and Hasan developed the theory that it was the artesian springs and majestic cedars that turned the city into a font of poetic possibility. At the Cultural Center, men in thick mustaches and caramel-colored suits read their poems, while Hasan and his friends listened. At home, Hasan and his friends gathered in his living room, glistening with sweat, fanning themselves, reciting creations of their own. They would read contemporary Arab poets, like the Iraqi communist Badr Shakir al-Sayyab, who dispensed with the strictures of classical meter to launch the free verse movement. In Sayyab’s work, Hasan felt a bottomless melancholy, a yearning for a different world. But why Hasan felt so moved, or what sort of world he felt impelled to seek out, he was not yet sure.



One hot March morning in 1980, Hasan was walking on an empty road leading to his farmland when he saw plumes of dust approaching. A pair of camo-colored tanks lumbered up and blocked the road. A soldier waved him back; he was wearing an arm patch depicting a skull superimposed over a pair of crossed swords.

Hasan hurried home. Everyone was assembled. His father was silent and pacing, his mother shushing the children. When a knock came, Hasan opened the door to find five soldiers. They fired off questions: Do you have any weapons? Have you traveled recently? They searched the house and then proceeded next door.

A rumor circulated that the government was after terrorists, but facts were hard to come by. The main source of news was Radio Monte Carlo, which offered little detail: ten saboteurs arrested in the city of Homs; a criminal ring busted in Damascus. There were even whispers of arrests right here in Manbij—a teacher on the far side of town had supposedly been whisked away.

Some folks were saying the crackdown was necessary, because Syria had many enemies. When Hasan asked his father who these enemies were, though, he did not get a clear answer. At the Cultural Center, he looked for volumes that might explain the news, but found little. He settled for books on Freud, Skinner, and Jung, which led him to wonder about the nature of primal, irrational fear. He learned that against the salacious drives of the id, the superego is the seat of morals and values. Could it possibly be right that a teacher could get vanished without a trace, leaving a family devastated? Even if they were terrorists, they deserved their day in court. The question of right and wrong brought him to the philosopher Immanuel Kant; maybe, just by working it out logically, one could arrive at great moral truths, as the famed German thinker had said. Under a sun-blanched sky, as he watered the ruts of his fields, he leafed through an Arabic translation of Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason. He would pause, dust himself off, move the hose to the next section, and continue. When he finished, he would climb onto a bale of hay, open his philosophy textbook, The Problem of Work, and prepare for his baccalaureate exams.

In February of 1982, news filtered from the city of Hama, a four-hour drive south. Radio Monte Carlo reported that terrorists had seized parts of the city, but reassured listeners that the government had quelled the insurrection. There were no further details, and the army started blocking the interstate highway, which ran through the heart of Hama. By now, Hasan had grown accustomed to passing an army checkpoint where Jamal Abdul Nasser Street blended into a dirt road.



One evening, Hasan was invited to a friend’s house to play cards, but really, he knew, it was a chance to trade rumors in private. Once there, in a small guest room, he saw friends from school, and a few unfamiliar faces.

“Don’t worry,” he was told. “You can trust them.”

The boys exchanged news and gossip. Their discussions soon turned to foreign events: That June, Israel had invaded Lebanon to attack Palestinian groups based there. As Israeli howitzers besieged Beirut, the Syrian government—which had thirty thousand troops on Lebanese soil—did nothing. The inaction came as a shock to Hasan and his friends. What Hasan had believed in his heart, what had been drummed into him by every textbook and every news program, was that the Syrian government was the staunch defender of the Palestinian cause—in fact, nothing was more important than Palestinian freedom. After all, the Baath Party believed that all Arabs, across all borders, belonged to a single culture and history.

That evening, Hasan and his friends spent hours discussing the scandal. He learned that while his government was officially allied with Palestinian resistance groups, in practice, the Syrian army had supported the right-wing Christian militias in Lebanon against the leftist Palestinian factions. He discovered that the army—Hasan’s own army, in which his elder brothers and neighbors had served—had Palestinian blood on its hands, that it had played a key role in slaughtering more than a thousand people at the Palestinian refugee camp of Tel al-Zaatar in 1976. Meanwhile, his government was doing God knows what to its own people in Hama. At school, at home, in the market, people went about their day, grazing happily, while lies upon lies were smothering the Arab cause.

Soon the boys were meeting regularly. Once a location was settled upon, they would arrive alone or in pairs, carrying school texts in case they encountered a patrol. Each attendee had to be vouched for. No one, not even their parents, knew what they were doing. In candlelit barns, in tiny guest rooms, over cards and cigarettes and glasses of tea, a group took shape. They gave themselves no name, and beyond the dozen in their circle, hardly anyone knew they existed.

Then a man from out of town began showing up at the meetings. He was from the National Current Party, an outlawed leftist outfit, and Hasan listened carefully to his analysis. Nineteen years had passed since Baathists seized power—during which time they had ended feudalism, lifting millions out of poverty and giving birth to a new middle class. In exchange for this beneficence, however, people had to surrender all political rights, including freedom of speech and the vote. All government officials, including those belonging to the so-called parliament, were handpicked by the Baath Party. Photos of the great leader, Hafez al-Assad, were plastered everywhere. This trade-off—economic opportunity in exchange for political rights—was the grand social contract that underpinned not only Baathist Syria, but all Arab dictatorships, from Iraq to Tunisia.

This arrangement suited millions of Syrians well enough, but a minority was not pleased. Two opposition movements emerged. On the left wing was a small current of communists and Arab nationalists; the latter attacked the government’s foreign policies, especially regarding Palestine. On the right were the great feudal lords, who’d been stripped of their wealth and privileges, making them implacably opposed to the government. They were joined by the merchants and souk traders, who lost profits when the state nationalized industries and monopolized foreign trade. These right-wing groups threw their support behind the Muslim Brotherhood, a banned organization that railed against the government’s secular and anti-free-market policies. To make matters worse in the eyes of the Muslim Brotherhood, although much of the country was Sunni Muslim, Assad and many of his key lieutenants belonged to the Alawite religious sect. By the late 1970s, tensions between Muslim Brotherhood–aligned groups and the government had spilled into open war.

Hasan began to understand that his life had comprised a series of disparate facts, a swirl of impressions, without order, without purpose. Thanks to the guidance of the party, he realized he was, in fact, living in a realm of appearances—beyond which lay a hidden order, a true order: The imperialist powers were bent on destroying Arab unity, destroying democracy, and smothering the Palestinian resistance, and the Assad regime was their accomplice. With this stunning realization, the world suddenly made sense; Hasan began to understand that every pronouncement from the authorities, every headline from Lebanon, was a fiction. At the same time, he awoke to the terrible truth that those around him, his relatives and neighbors, were unwitting subjects of the kingdom of make-believe. Now, with the solidity of the real world in his grasp, he ventured into debates with family members. He read volumes in the library with new eyes. For every question life could toss up, there was a definite answer—and it could often be found in the pages of the party press, in its tracts and clandestine newspapers. In the face of this strange, muted war between the government and the “terrorists,” his neighbors and relatives felt the kind of low-boil dread that crawls up one’s chest. But Hasan would not succumb, because he stood on the hard ground of truth.

One day that spring, Hasan was on the farm when he learned he’d passed his baccalaureate exams. At home, his father slaughtered a pair of sheep. Hasan took a long shower, knowing he would never work in the fields again.



On the grounds of the University of Aleppo, Hasan found willows and date palms, manicured lawns, shrubs sculptured to look like bishops and queens, and gushing fountains. A giant mural depicted a fierce battle under the words LONG LIVE SYRIA, FREE AND PROUD.

Hasan was assigned to Dormitory Unit 10, Room 419, with a friend from Manbij. It was a cramped cell in a colossal concrete block that was built, like all government buildings, in the prison aesthetic. Hasan, with his long hair and a perpetually faraway look that suggested deep wisdom, was quick to win admirers. Before long, he was secluding himself in stairwells, or in the dusky carrels of the library, to be alone with his books.

Though Hasan was away from Manbij, he felt at home in the Humanities Faculty’s great lecture halls. He was steeped in the work of the poets who flourished during the so-called Age of Ignorance, before Islam. He puzzled over the mysterious Hanging Poems that, tradition maintained, were once suspended like jewelry in the Kaaba, the ancient building in Mecca. By his second year, he’d progressed to the literature of the eighth and ninth centuries, the age of Arab splendor.

Hasan soon fell for a quiet girl from Aleppo. They walked side by side in the moonlight and spent hours sitting in the garden, speaking softly. Hasan was shy around her, but not on the page. His poetry had matured, expanding beyond the bare outlines of his high school verses. He tore up those primitive compositions. His new work pulsed with the sense that beauty could be felt more than it could be spoken, and his readings began to attract fellow students. Soon, he was reciting in front of packed rooms.

A publishing house in Damascus took notice. They offered to put out a compilation of his poems if he could come up with 5,000 liras. This was an impossible sum for Hasan, but his friends took up a collection. When Obsessions and Longings was published, in the spring of 1984, Hasan was twenty-one, and he was a small sensation on campus. In his readings, he was too embarrassed to admit that the book’s florid rhyming couplets were an ode not to beauty itself, but to its instantiation in the person of his lover.

Hasan adapted to his celebrity with grace. He was a man to be seen with; his was a name to be dropped. Beneath this public persona, his secret life thrived, and he viewed it as inseparable from his art. An underground scene was bubbling on campus. There was a Muslim Brotherhood cell, even though membership was a capital offense. On the left, a communist cell was active, as well as Hasan’s group, who styled themselves as the true leftists, the true nationalists. They believed that the regime had turned its back on the Palestinian cause and had to go, even if they couldn’t articulate what should replace it.

He surrendered himself to party strictures; the Arab nation could only be awakened, he believed, through discipline—which meant being available at a moment’s notice, even neglecting his studies if duty called. Late at night, he would slip off campus, walk the walled streets of the city, and paste flyers calling for the downfall of the regime. Once, he and his comrades posted the notices on university walls, prompting the administration to put the campus under lockdown. Hasan had a gift for this work, moving in these circles with ease. The party headquarters began tasking him with more challenging missions. From a farmhouse in the country, he would pick up copies of The Vanguard, the party monthly, and ferry them to Aleppo.

One night in 1986, he was entering Manbij on foot with the magazines under his shirt, taped to his belly. Suddenly, he felt the glare of a flashlight.

“Hands up!”

He raised both hands. In one of them, he held a volume of poetry.

“I’m from Aleppo University,” he called out.

A soldier was standing close. He could smell his breath. The soldier’s hands were patting down his arms, his legs. His back.

“What are these?”

He showed the poetry book. The soldier leafed through it.

“I’m a student,” Hasan explained.

The flashlight’s beam raked his chest, his belly, his legs.

“Get out of here.”

Hasan walked on.



He decided to lie low and take a hiatus from party activity. Months went by and he did not visit his comrades. Instead, he tried to focus on his work. Obsessions and Longings could be found in bookshops around Aleppo and Manbij, and a life of furnished offices and oak tables awaited him. Word was he’d be hired immediately, upon graduation, as junior faculty. But for some reason, Hasan could not rouse himself to the prospect. A quiet life behind the lectern seemed insipid, aimless. He retreated into days and weeks with his girlfriend, wondering if it was time to raise her name with his parents. But then one evening his father went to sleep and never woke up.

For the first time in years, Hasan spent some weeks at home. Upon returning to Aleppo, he felt little desire to work. When he closed his eyes, he could see his father
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	1. Quit the party.





	2. Abandon political activism.





	3. Denounce your past activities.




    
        	4. Cooperate with the security services.
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[image: A pencil sketch of an angry man raising a stick above his head about to strike another man trapped in a tire who appears disheveled.]














































































[image: An abandoned, dilapidated room with cracked walls, debris, and scattered belongings on the floor.]
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