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Selected as a book of the year by the Guardian, Observer and Irish Times

‘She was (and is) full of grace, in all of that beautiful word’s senses – and it strikes me now that this was what brought the novelist Colum McCann to want to write about her. Can such a quality be adequately articulated? Can it ever be put into (non-embarrassing) words? And if so, how might those words work on an open-hearted reader?’ Rachel Cooke, Guardian Book of the Week

‘Foley’s urge to understand the psychology of one of her son’s captors made her a perfect match for McCann, who has described the value of “radical empathy” to his moral compass’ New York Times

‘This is a book of agony, where the greatest of all may be Diane Foley’s ignorance of what really happened to her son . . . Remarkable, stirring’ Irish Times

‘A thriller, a memoir, a mystery … A literary song of grace … One of the most extraordinary stories that I have read in years’ Sting

‘Powerful and devastating … reading this book is to be side by side with Diane’ Daily Mail

‘It’s kind of unique in my experience … It’s a novelist writing about an actual event with a depth and thoroughness that you never get from the news’ Michael Cunningham, via New York Times

‘An innovative, compelling and utterly unsettling narrative’ Washington Post

‘One of the best books I’ve read in many, many years, if not in my life’ Anderson Cooper

‘When, finally, Kotey shakes her hand, something an Isis man would never usually do, he seems to be quite as in awe of her courage as any reader will be’ Sunday Times

‘Profoundly moving … As much about a search for forgiveness – and its limits – as a description of horror, love and spiritual endurance … A woman of remarkable courage and emotional intellect who describes her profound religious belief with humility … McCann’s writing here is excoriating in its detail’ New Statesman

‘Foley has put her extraordinarily painful experiences into a powerful new book simply but beautifully titled American Mother’ Emma Barnett, i news

‘Working with Irish novelist McCann, Diane Foley, mother of the murdered journalist James Foley, recounts the desperate story of his capture in Syria in 2014,efforts to secure his release, his public execution and its aftermath’ Guardian, Books to Look Out for in 2024

‘The story of the mother of the journalist James Foley, who was kidnapped in Syria and murdered by the Islamic State in a public beheading a decade ago. Told in collaboration with one of Ireland’s most acclaimed novelists, this book is testament to the power of radical empathy and moral courage’ Irish Times, Nonfiction Books to Look Out for in 2024

‘Graceful and compassionate’ Irish Independent

‘A searing, mournful and tragic story, one that is as compelling as it is sad … As a testament to Diane Foley’s personal struggle and determination it is always fascinating … As a book, it is incredibly moving, and as a journalistic exercise it is gold standard’ Evening Standard

‘Having lived through every mother’s worst nightmare and somehow survived, Diane Foley leads with her heart in her fierce advocacy for Americans captured abroad. Now, in this book, she helps us understand how that is possible by inviting us to walk with her through some of the hardest moments of her life, courageously facing the unthinkable, sharing a candour that takes your breath away, and a deep hope that generations to come will never have to face what she did’ Judy Woodruff




This book is dedicated to Kayla, Peter, Steven and Jim. Also to Rita.

And to mothers everywhere.
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To live in the hearts we leave behind is not to die.

Thomas Campbell
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October 2021

Alexandria, Virginia
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She wakes in the hotel dark. A scattering of street lights through the thin curtains. There, in the distance, Washington DC – city of truths, half-truths, double truths, lies. One sure truth: her son is seven years gone now, and this morning she will sit with one of his killers.

The prospect ties a knot of nerves at the base of her neck. It is not simply that she has no idea what to expect from him: it is just as much that she has little idea what to expect from herself. A symphony of confusion. Compassion. Revenge. Bitterness. Mercy. Loss. Grace.

Throughout the night she has prayed even more than usual. Beseeched the highest powers. Scoured the darkness and the brightness too. Spent hours wondering what to call him. Alexanda. Alexe. Alex. Kotey. Mister Kotey. No. Not mister. Not that. She is, after all, at seventy-three, almost twice his age.

But there is protocol too. Decency. Everyone deserves a name, even those who want to take away the names of others.

She clicks on the light. The hotel room is spacious and sparsely furnished. She slides open the cupboard door. Inside, hanging neatly, are the clothes she has chosen. Her long, patterned dress. A grey polo neck to go underneath. A stylish Libyan shawl given to her by Jim many years ago, after his first capture. The high shoes that are neither sensible nor comfortable. On the bathroom counter she has laid out the gold hoop earrings and a gold Ecuadorian necklace to place at her throat: a medal of the Blessed Mother. A Croatian bracelet representing the decades of the Rosary. Gifts from her mother.

Her make-up is light. She uses a small stretch of lipstick. Her dark hair is one of her last vanities: she combs it with hand and brush, fanning it sideways over and over again.

She consults the mirror. Her look is layered. Confident, even elegant, but beneath it she is raw, tight, vulnerable. How to proceed? How to dignify this stung heart? How to tamp down the grief? How to look him in the eye? How to bypass the hatred? How to use the machinery of her wits?

She returns to the bedside where she kneels once more. Lord, make me an instrument of your peace. Make me merciful. Give me strength.


The courthouse room is large. Windowless. The light is fluorescent. The tables are arranged in a rectangle. Kotey sits alone near the front of the room, head bowed. He is in his late thirties, broad-shouldered, his hair shorn close. A bristly beard of medium length. He wears a green short-sleeved jumpsuit. His feet are shackled, but not his hands which are clasped in front of him. Even sitting down, he is tall, and appears strong – much stronger than she expected.

She approaches with sure steps. The chairs have been arranged so that she will sit opposite him. No glass protectors. No barriers. Just a conference room table. There is enough social distance that she doesn’t have to worry about reaching across to shake his hand. The thought had worried her earlier: she did not want to have to touch him. She removes her Covid mask: everyone in the room has been vaccinated. Kotey remains seated, his head still slightly bowed, his hands roiling over each other. His fingernails, she notices, are long and clean.

There are seven others in the room to monitor the conversation. Three from the defence. Three from the prosecution. A family friend alongside her to help her ask questions. But essentially it is only her and him.

‘Good morning, Alexanda,’ she says as she approaches.

She appears cheerful, always cheerful, even at the most difficult of times. It is one of her natural disguises. She is known for her smile, her grace, her ease of movement.

She bears down hard on the middle of the name and stretches the syllables out on elastic. ‘Alex-aahn-da.’ Her accent is pure New England. She did not want to call him Alexe, his preferred name and the one the defence has used since he was brought to America four months ago. Nor did she want to abbreviate it to Alex, the name the prosecutors have called him in interrogations.

Alexanda. The same name that his own mother had given him. He should be allowed at least that. There is a dignity in that.

His eyes lift slightly and he gives the tiniest nod. His are complicated eyes, deep brown, baggy with darkness, and it is difficult to tell what they contain.

‘Good morning,’ he says.

She scoots up the hardback chair once more, settles her shawl around her. She wants him to immediately know that she is not afraid of him, not one bit. She places her hands on the table: her bracelet jangles. He shifts his feet, and the titanium shackles make their own slight sound. Bracelets and shackles.

She will not cry. The last time she cried was the day Jim died. Seven years ago. She smiles instead: steely yet warm. She is a woman of resolve. Her great accomplishment is the containment of her sorrow within.

‘You can call me Diane.’

He nods and slides his fingers over the back of his hand: as if the hands are open and closed at the same time. It strikes her that he is a dark doorway: somewhere there, in front of her, her son waits.

He has already pleaded guilty to eight counts, including conspiracy to the murder of James Foley, Steven Sotloff, Peter Kassig and Kayla Mueller. Each of the counts will lead to a mandatory life sentence. The meeting now is part of an extraordinary plea agreement: he is in a Virginia jail, and he has agreed to speak with the families of the victims if they want, before sentencing. She is the first of the victims to say that she would meet him, and perhaps, in the end, she will be the only one.
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