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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This is a documentary account.


It is based on testimony. I constructed scenes on the basis of what those who were present related. Some scenes have several sources, others have only one.


I based descriptions of a person’s thoughts upon what that person said he or she thought in a given situation.


Some individuals chose not to contribute to this book. They are described according to their actions, written sources, and what others related about them.


For Arabic words, I use a simplified version of the Journal of Middle Eastern Studies transcription system. I depart from this in the case of some proper nouns with established spellings in Western languages.


For the most part I printed e-mails and texts without correction. In these I reproduce the sender’s spelling of Arabic words and names.


A comprehensive review of working methods is provided in the afterword. A glossary of Islamic words and expressions and a list of published sources appear at the back of the book.









 


PART I


The Prophet said of the martyrs:


Their souls reside in green birds, nesting in lanterns hung from the throne of the Almighty, roaming freely to eat the fruits of Paradise. Their Lord looked upon them and asked did they wish for anything. They said: What more shall we desire? We eat the fruit of Paradise from wherever we please. The Lord asked them again, and when He asked for the third time, they said: Lord, we wish that thou return our souls to our bodies so we may again offer our lives for your sake. When God saw that they were not in need of anything, He let them stay in Paradise.


—Imparted by Abdallah ibn Masud, died c. 650


We will all return to Allah when we die, but let us all strive to return to Allah while still alive.


—Umm Hudayfah, aka Ayan, October 10, 2013









 


1


THE RUPTURE


The bunk bed was in the center of the room. A white metal rail ensured that whoever lay on top did not roll off. The bed divided the room in two and was made up with colorful bedclothes. By the door there were a desk, a chair, and a wardrobe. On the other side, a chest of drawers and a window with a view of a reddish brick housing block, identical to their own. The window ledge was so low that you could easily swing your legs over it and drop down onto the grass. Notes were taped to the furniture, neatly written letters, first drafted in pencil, then gone over in blue marker: Bed. Window. Chair. Desk. Door. The wallpaper above the chest of drawers was covered in them. Big, small, high, low, warm, cold. The Arabic script was carefully rendered, although obviously the work of a beginner, as several of the letters were mixed up. The translations into Norwegian were spelled correctly but written sloppily in faint pencil.


The younger sister, the one who slept in the top bunk, had put up the notes. They not only adorned the girls’ room but also hung around the rest of the apartment: Lamp. Sofa. Curtain. Shelf. The course in Arabic began with worldly things, but the purpose was spiritual—to read and understand the Koran as it was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad.


I. He. We. I am. He is. We are. Allahu Akbar. God is great. God is greater. Guide us to the straight path!


*   *   *


That October morning, Leila had climbed down from the top bunk earlier than usual. She put on a floor-length dress and joined her mother in the kitchen, which was adjacent to the girls’ room. Sara was the one in the family who woke first. She would steal out of bed, placing her feet carefully on the floor so she wouldn’t wake Sadiq. It was not until he missed her warmth, until the bed had cooled and he noticed he was freezing, that he would get up.


Sara stood at the breakfast table, lost in her own thoughts. She looked up in surprise at her daughter, who had turned sixteen the week before. Leila resembled her father—slender, tall, and long-limbed.


“I can help you get the boys ready,” she said.


“Don’t you have school today?” her mother asked.


“Yeah, I just thought you could use a hand…”


“No, you get yourself organized, I can take care of the boys myself.”


In contrast to her big sister, who had taken on several of the household duties, Leila did not usually offer to help out. “Her royal laziness,” her father often called her.


Sara softly roused six-year-old Isaq and eleven-year-old Jibril. She helped Isaq get dressed and hurried the boys into the kitchen.


Sadiq was already standing by the stove.


The brown beans had been prepared the previous evening. Now he sautéed diced onion in oil, added a couple of crushed garlic cloves, a little more oil, then strips of red pepper and spices, until it all took on a darker color. He added the beans and simmered the mixture, then blended it all with a hand mixer. He poured the purée onto a large plate, drizzling olive oil to make golden circles in the brown.


Isaq and Jibril were still drowsy as they plunked down on their chairs. They dipped pieces of bread into the bean stew and popped them in their mouths. Isaq made a mess as usual. Jibril hardly let a crumb fall outside his plate.


Leila hovered around the table, where a pot of black tea with cardamom seeds had been placed.


“Aren’t you going to sit down?” her father asked.


“No, Ayan and I are fasting,” the sixteen-year-old replied.


Her father did not pursue the topic. Leila and her big sister, Ayan, who was in the bathroom, were strict when it came to fasting. Women were not permitted to perform religious rituals while unclean, and the girls wanted to catch up on the days they had missed as soon as possible. Mondays and Thursdays were the best days, when the Prophet Muhammad fasted. Today was Thursday.


Ramadan had been an ordeal. This year the fasting month had fallen in July, when the sun did not go down until after ten o’clock at night and rose just a few hours later. It was long to go without food and drink. Now, during Dhu al-Hijjah—the month of the pilgrimage—the girls were fasting again and had intensified their daily prayer. It was the most sacred period in the Islamic calendar, the best time for the hajj, to travel as a pilgrim to Mecca. Good deeds counted for more now than at other times of the year.


*   *   *


Ismael, the third brother, who was between Ayan and Leila in age, entered the kitchen with a towel wrapped around his waist. He was on his way to the bathroom, where Ayan had just finished. If he encountered his sisters when strutting around half-naked, he usually lurched into them for fun. “Don’t!” they would shout. “Mom, he’s annoying us!”


The three teenagers—Ayan, who was nineteen years old; Ismael, eighteen; and Leila, sixteen—had drifted apart. The sisters complained that their brother was only interested in working out, hanging around with friends, and playing computer games. His lack of attendance at the mosque did not go unnoticed. It was embarrassing. “You’re not a Muslim!” Ayan had recently shouted at him, and had gone on to urge her mother to throw him out. She could not live with someone who did not pray.


“He’s just confused!” their mother had said in his defense.


“Kick him out!”


“In the summer,” their mother said, trying to mollify her, “I will take him to a sheikh in Hargeisa, ask him to pray over him, talk to him…”


Ayan had been vociferous in these arguments; Leila had merely followed her lead. The previous evening, when Ismael came home from training, Leila had rushed over and thrown her arms around his neck.


“Oh, Ismael! I’ve missed you!”


“Huh? I’ve only been gone a couple of hours…”


“Where were you?”


“At the gym.”


“How was the workout?”


“Eh … I was working on my upper body. Chest and arms.”


Girls. Seriously. Leila had been mad at him for ages, and then suddenly she was all sweetness and light.


Ismael put on jeans and a shirt and joined the others for breakfast. He opened the refrigerator door, where alongside the note bearing the word thallaja—refrigerator in Arabic—the girls had stuck up words of wisdom from the Islamic Cultural Centre of Norway. On a green sticker, torn at the edges as though someone had tried to peel it off, was written, Allah does not see your wealth and property, He sees your heart and your actions. A purple sticker read, Let he who believes in Allah and the Last Day treat his neighbor with kindness, be generous to his guests and speak the truth, which is good, or remain silent (e.g., refrain from improper and impure talk, slander, lies, spreading rumors etc.).


Ismael stood at the counter spreading mackerel in tomato sauce on three slices of wholemeal bread. The eighteen-year-old was particular about his protein intake and thought his parents used too much oil in their cooking, as well as boiling food too long and frying things to a crisp. He wanted pure, healthy, simple food and disliked Somali seasonings and spices.


He joined the others at the table, bumping playfully into his little brothers as he sat down. Isaq responded by punching him on the arm; Jibril merely squirmed and asked him to stop.


“Let the boys eat,” Sara said.


*   *   *


The day was slow to break; it would still be a while before the sun appeared over the roofs of the apartment blocks in the east.


Sadiq was on sick leave. He had injured his shoulder when a crate fell on him at the Coca-Cola warehouse. Next week he was going to a physiotherapist he had been referred to by NAV, the Norwegian welfare authority. Thoughts flew through his mind. It was a long time since he had heard from his mother in Somaliland. Was she sick? He would make sure to call her later today.


From the girls’ room he heard a wardrobe door slam and something heavy being moved. Ayan had left secondary school in the spring and was working as an on-call employee for an agency offering personal assistants to elderly people who, as it stated in her contract, required practical assistance in everyday life. It was a sort of gap year before she went to college.


She came out of the bedroom with a suitcase.


“What are you doing with that?” Sadiq asked.


“Aisha is borrowing it,” Ayan replied. “She’s taking a trip.”


The girls and their friend often borrowed things from one another. Aisha lived a few streets away. The sisters sometimes asked their father to drive them over. On one such trip he had asked what they carried in the plastic bags they had taken back and forth. Aisha’s washing machine was broken, they explained, and they were doing her laundry. Aisha was a couple of years older than Ayan; when her husband left her, she had moved back in with her mother and sisters, along with her baby.


Ayan dragged the suitcase behind her down the hall. At the front door she stopped by the mirror and wrapped her curly hair in a hijab.


The elder daughter had inherited her mother’s features: a curved forehead, soft, round cheeks, and deep-set eyes. She tightened the hijab until there was not a single strand of hair showing, pulled a jilbab, a sort of hooded tunic, over it, and finally added a loose cloak. The hallway was filling up; Jibril was standing ready to go, while Isaq was trying to get his foot into a shoe.


“You have to unlace it,” Sadiq told him.


“I can’t,” the boy moaned.


The same rule goes for everything in life, his father said: “Use your brain, not your brawn!”


The youngest boy was built like Sara and Ayan, compact and stout. Sadiq crouched to loosen the tangle of laces.


Ayan was the first to leave. “Bye!” she said, smiling to them.


The door slammed behind her. There was more space in the hallway once she and the suitcase disappeared. Leila took her turn in front of the mirror and copied her sister’s movements. When the garments were on, she remained standing, her schoolbag on her back.


“Do you want a lift?” her father asked. He was still struggling with Isaq’s laces.


On days Leila started class at the same time as her younger siblings, she usually joined them in the car, even though her school lay just a short walk away.


“No thanks,” she replied.


Her father looked up in surprise.


“I need to lose some weight, get more exercise,” she explained.


“You? You’ve no fat on you! You’re a stick!” Sara said, rolling her eyes.


Leila just smiled and gave both her parents a hug.


“I love you, Dad,” she whispered in her father’s ear. “I love you, Mom,” she whispered to her mother.


The declarations of love were in Somali. The siblings always spoke Somali to their mother. With their father it varied, and between themselves Norwegian was most common.


“Will we walk together?” Ismael asked.


They both attended Rud Upper Secondary School. Leila was in the first year of the health and social curriculum; he was in his third year, studying electronics. They rarely accompanied each other in the morning, but since she had been “her old self” the previous evening, it seemed strange not to go to school together, as they had always done in childhood.


“No, I’ve got to…” Leila replied.


Her brother did not catch her answer, just noticed her disappearing out the door with her rucksack.


Finally the rest of the family was all set. The smaller boys ran up the steps, Jibril first, followed by Isaq. The terraced block of flats was built on a steep slope. In order to exit the upper side of the building, they had to ascend three flights of stairs.


Kolsås ridge, rising up like a dark wall behind the housing estate, was shrouded in a layer of fog. Sadiq unlocked the car while the boys argued about who would sit in front.


“Okay, okay, okay,” their father chided them. “How was it last time? Jibril was in the passenger seat; now it’s Isaq’s turn.”


They waited for the car to warm up, then Sadiq swung out from the parking lot, much too sharply, much too fast, as usual.


At Bryn School, Jibril, who was in his sixth year, wanted his father to leave right away; being seen with Daddy was embarrassing. But Isaq, who had just started school two months before, asked their father to walk him into the schoolyard.


When the bell rang, Sadiq drove home to collect Sara and take her to a doctor’s appointment. Lately she had been suffering from headaches, pains in her neck, fingers, wrists, legs, and feet. She was often tired and run-down, felt cold and clammy. Were there any remedies? Maybe iron supplements would help? Calcium? Vitamin D? She had begun taking fish oil capsules, but they had not helped. “What I need is hot camel milk,” she used to say. That would make the pains go away. She was living in a country at a time of year when the sun did not warm her up, scarcely gave off light. She was not made for this.


They drove to the local shopping center and found a spot with free parking for three hours, then they walked to the Bærum Health Clinic. When the family came to Norway, they were settled in Bærum, an affluent neighborhood nine miles southwest of Oslo. At the clinic, their family GP listened to Sadiq’s translation of his wife’s problems, posed a few questions, examined her, and came to the conclusion that what she needed was not more pills but a change in lifestyle. Sara had to exercise more and start walking, and she should lose a considerable amount of weight.


After the appointment, Sadiq drove his wife back home. She lay down to rest, as she often did during the day.


The boys were finished with school at half past one. Leila usually got home shortly after them. She would take off her hijab and floor-length cloak, wash, pray, and eat a little something before going into the room she shared with Ayan. There, she would turn on her PC to do homework or listen to sermons and Koran recitals. The girls spent a lot of time in their room. “Don’t come in!” they called out, irritated, if anyone tried the door handle.


While other mothers fretted about their daughters having boyfriends or dressing indecently, Sara had nothing to worry about. Her daughters always did as she told them. They asked permission for everything, even to knock on the neighbors’ doors, she boasted to her friends. It was gratifying that they did not melt too much into Norwegian ways. Ismael, on the other hand, was a source of concern. He was slipping away from his Somali background, she felt, and was in danger of becoming too Norwegian.


*   *   *


The minute hand on the clock passed three. Ismael had come home early from school, having promised to help his little brothers with their homework. They were lagging behind in a number of subjects. The three of them were sitting around the kitchen table. Strange that Leila was not home yet.


Sara tried calling her. Her mobile phone was turned off. Ayan did not pick up either. Maybe the girls had something scheduled for the afternoon that she had not been aware of.


She waited awhile before phoning again. First Leila. Then Ayan. Finally Sadiq. None of them took the call. She asked Ismael to send a text message. Something must have happened. Why else would Leila be late?


Sara was prone to thinking the worst. Perhaps somebody had assaulted her daughter? She knew there were Norwegians who did not like those with darker skin, or Muslims, at any rate, and Leila had said she’d been harassed by a gang of boys once.


Finally Ayan answered her telephone.


“Where are you?” her mother burst out. “I’m very anxious about Leila, she hasn’t come home yet!”


“Don’t worry. Leila is with me,” Ayan replied.


“Ahh!” Sara exclaimed, relieved. “That’s good!”


As long as they were together, everything was all right. She took a few cuts of lamb from the refrigerator and filled a saucepan with enough water to boil rice for seven.


*   *   *


Sadiq was sitting in the library in Sandvika, the center of Bærum municipality, reading Science Illustrated. His shoulder ached; it was going to be a while before he would be able to return to work at Coca-Cola. He wanted another job. Once, he had dreamed of being an engineer and had attended an evening course in Oslo to obtain the qualifications needed for serious study—but he had given up.


He loved this library. He came here nearly every day. The first thing he did was pluck his favorite magazine off the shelf, peruse it, and then go online.


Sadiq went outside to have a cigarette and noticed the missed calls.


“The girls are out doing something,” his wife told him. “Can you call them and say you’ll pick them up? Then you all come home for dinner.”


He pressed Ayan’s number, then Leila’s. They might be at the Rahma Mosque nearby or at Aisha’s. Leila’s telephone was turned off. Ayan did not answer. Could they have gone to the Tawfiiq Mosque in Oslo?


He went back into the library and chatted for a while with a friend. Around five o’clock he left for home. He took off his shoes in the hall before heading straight for the living room and the sofa. He wanted to lie down while he waited for dinner.


The sofa, in black imitation leather, was across from the TV. On the wall behind him hung a picture of Mecca. In the corner, over toward the balcony, were a few carpets and an old exercise machine. Otherwise the living room was empty, sparsely furnished à la Somali.


Sara asked him to try to call the girls again.


“Where are they? I don’t have time for this!” he exclaimed.


A little after six o’clock, Ayan answered her telephone.


“Calm down, Dad,” she said. Then she waited a moment, as though to give him time, before continuing. “Abo, sit down.” Her voice was slightly hoarse. “We’ve sent you an e-mail. Read it.”


She hung up.


Sadiq fetched the laptop from his backpack, found his glasses, and opened his e-mail. There was an unread message at the top, sent at 17:49, October 17, 2013.


“Peace, God’s mercy and blessings upon you, Mom and Dad,” it said in Somali. The text continued in Norwegian.


We love you both sooo much and you have given us everything in life. We are eternally grateful for everything ♥.


Sadiq read on.


We ask your forgiveness for all the pain we have caused you. We love you both sooo much, would do anything for you, and would never do anything to purposely hurt you, and is it not then fair and proper that we do everything for ALLAH swt’s sake and are grateful for what he has given us by following his rules, laws, and commands.


Muslims are under attack from all quarters, and we need to do something. We want so much to help Muslims, and the only way we can really do that is by being with them in both suffering and joy. Sitting home and sending money is no longer enough. With this in mind we have decided to travel to Syria and help out down there as best we can. We know this sounds absurd but it is haqq and we must go. We fear what ALLAH swt will say to us on the day of judgment.


The blood drained from Sadiq’s head. Everything went black. All his energy left him. While he continued to read, the air around him thickened. This had to be a joke. They were messing around with him.


Abo you know this is fard al-ayn not only for men but also for women and whoever is able.


Sadiq quickly scanned the e-mail to find an explanation for all this nonsense. He knew fard al-ayn—the obligations of each individual, like prayer, fasting, charity, and traveling to Mecca.


We have now left and will soon arrive inshallah. Please do not be cross with us, it was sooo hard for us to leave without saying goodbye in the way you both deserve. Forgive us inshallah, when we made this choice we did so with what was best for our ummah in mind, but also what was best for our family, and it might be difficult to understand now, but inshallah this decision will help us all on the day of judgment inshallah.


We love you both sooo much and hope you will not break off ties with us, inshallah we will send a message when we arrive at the hotel and then you can call inshallah.


We want to tell you again that we love you with all of our hearts and are sorry you had to find out this way, we have already asked too much of you but we have to ask a favor: for both our safety and yours no one outside the family can know we have left, this cannot be stressed enough. Please try to understand our actions inshallah.


Praise be to Allah, the lord of the worlds ♥. Ayan & Leila ♥.


Sadiq held his hands in front of his face.


“What does it say?” Sara stood leaning over his shoulder, her gaze switching between the black letters on the screen and her husband.


“Ismael, come here!” Sadiq called out.


In his room, Ismael, hearing his father’s unsteady voice, wondered what he had done wrong now.


“Read it aloud,” Sadiq said when his son entered the room.


After a few lines, Ismael’s voice began to quiver.


“What? What?” Sara shouted. Ismael read first in Norwegian and then translated into Somali for his mother.


“… We have decided to travel to Syria…” he read.


“Illahayow i awi! Allah, help me!” Sara cried, and fell to the floor.


Sadiq tried to help her up but tumbled down himself. He remained sitting there, his arms around his wife, rocking her.


“I can’t believe it,” he mumbled. “It’s not possible.”


The smaller boys stared at them. Isaq came over, crept close to his parents.


“Daddy, where have they gone?” Jibril asked.


“I don’t know,” Sadiq replied.


He tried to gather the chaos in his mind. They could not have taken off just like that, without warning, no, he did not believe it. There were three possibilities. One, they were joking. Two, someone else had written the e-mail. Three, he had not read it correctly.


*   *   *


The police operations center logged the call at 9:54 p.m. The caller had “received an e-mail from two daughters where they informed him they had left for Syria to take part in jihad.”


Sadiq implored the police to track the girls’ telephones to find out where they were.


“Someone has kidnapped them!” Sara exclaimed.


Sadiq called and called. The girls could not have gotten far! Finally he heard a click on the other end of the line.


“Abo—”


He interrupted his daughter, cleared his throat, and tried to calm down.


“Ayan, stop where you are, it doesn’t matter where, stay there, I’m on my way, I’ll put gas in the tank, please, wherever you are, just wait there and—”


“Dad, listen to me—”


“I’m coming to pick you up, I’m taking the car, where are you?”


“In Sweden.”


“Wait for me. I’ll drive, or no, I’ll fly, I’ll take a plane!”


“Forget about it, Dad.”


“Think about this, both of you, we need to talk. Who are you with?”


The line went dead. When Sadiq rang back, he was told the number he was trying to call had no network coverage.


He rang the police operations center again. The operator logged the girls’ location as “an unidentified hotel in Sweden.”


Suddenly Ismael shouted something from his room and came into the living room pointing at his laptop.


“Ayan is online, she’s on Facebook!”


Sadiq saw a name he recognized, his daughter’s middle name: Fatima Abdallah.


He sat down and wrote to her: “My child, tell me where you are so I can come and meet you, or answer the telephone. You’re causing the family huge problems. Don’t make things worse. My dear chiiiiild, please, my chiiiild, talk to me.”


He sat staring at the screen. Ayan’s voice had been firm. Obdurate. They had to go to Syria. To help. The people there were in need. It was their duty.


The decisiveness Sadiq had mustered when he called the police was gone.


Sara was talking to a friend on the telephone.


“Oh, you poor things,” her friend said. “I heard about some girls from England who went to Syria and…”


There was a smell of burning coming from the kitchen. The rice lay black in the bottom of the saucepan.


Isaq seemed to have become a part of Sadiq’s body, clinging to his father like a baby animal. Sadiq let him be. Jibril circled them both, anxiously, vigilantly.


Ayan usually put the boys to bed, read to them from the Koran, then told them about the life of Muhammad or talked to them about the day that had been.


That night they went to bed without the blessings of the Prophet.


*   *   *


At 10:47 p.m. a reply ticked in from Fatima Abdallah, aka Ayan. She used Facebook Messenger.


“Abo, you all need to relax. It’s better to speak when everyone has calmed down and had a chance to think.”


“Okay, talk to me now,” her father answered.


“Can’t we talk tomorrow?” she suggested. “Whatever you do, for all our sakes, don’t tell anyone.”


“My child, you are stronger than to allow yourself to be brainwashed. I believe you are my little Ayan who used to listen to me. Your mother is in a coma. The house is full of policemen. Child Welfare are here.”


“Why did you call them? We told you not to do that!”


“My child, did either of you tell us anything?”


“You would never have let us go.”


“Ayyyaaaan, fear God if you truly believe in Him. You are not allowed to travel without a male guardian. Name one sheikh who has permitted this so that he can convince me with theological evidence. I’ll go blind if I don’t find you!”


“Abo, relax! I’ll send you an entire book.”


“My daughters, we will never forgive what you have done, not now or in eternity. And neither will you receive any divine reward for this.”


“Dad, don’t say things you will regret. Everyone is worn-out, we’re very tired, can we talk tomorrow?”


“Paradise lies at the feet of your mother. That is a hadith, my child—the word of the Prophet. Your mother’s in the hospital, lying in a coma. How will you succeed? Where will the divine reward you seek come from? My child, do not invest in hell!”


“You have two small children to take care of, be strong for their sakes. We’re safe and can look after ourselves,” Ayan assured him.


“Don’t be naïve!” Sadiq wrote, and repeated that paradise was at their mother’s feet. “Have you forgotten that?” he asked his elder daughter.


“Paradise comes with the grace of Allah,” Ayan replied. She logged off Messenger.


*   *   *


A picture appeared on Ismael’s mobile phone, on Snapchat: a large steak on a plate, a white tablecloth, nice cutlery.


“Last meal in Europe!” it said beneath the photo, which disappeared after a few seconds.


The text had been sent via Viber. Ismael clicked on the message. What his sister did not know was that the message app automatically showed your whereabouts if you had not disabled that function.


Seyhan, Adana, Turkey, it read. He clicked again. A map came up, and a blue dot. He zoomed in and saw an intersection, streets.


“They’re in Turkey!” Ismael came rushing in to show his parents the dot. “I can see exactly where they are! Call the police, they need to get in touch with the Turkish police, they can arrest them, there in the restaurant. They’re eating there right now!”


Sadiq called the police and gave them the information his daughter had unwittingly provided. It was past eleven o’clock at night.


“We’re in a desperate situation. You need to help us right now. Find them before it is too late!” Sadiq urged.


His words were taken down in the operations center and the information forwarded to the local department of PST, the Norwegian Police Security Service.


The message lay there, unread, in an unopened e-mail, all night, while the girls settled down to sleep at the Grand Hotel in Adana, where they had checked in using their own passports and under their full names.


*   *   *


Half an hour before midnight, Sadiq’s laptop notified him an e-mail message had been received. It was from Ayan. It contained no greeting, no dear Mom and Dad, but got straight to the point.


Read the ENTIRE book and find out who the author is before replying, we have planned and thought this through for almost an ENTIRE year, we would never do something like this on impulse. Yours sincerely Ayan


Sadiq opened the attachment. It was a book manuscript and on the first page it read:


DEFENSE OF THE MUSLIM LANDS


The First Obligation After Iman


By Dr. Abdullah Azzam


(May Allah accept him as Shaheed)


It started with a quotation from Muhammad: “… But those who are killed in the Way of Allah, he will never let their deeds be lost.”


Sadiq remained seated and read. Ismael shut the door to his room. He lay on the bed with the phone in his hand, staring at the ceiling. It all felt unreal. He logged on to Facebook, scrolled, clicked, and his mind whirled. Suddenly he saw that Fatima Abdallah was back online again.


“Ayan. It’s Ismael,” he typed. “I know you have left. What are you planning to do there? Like, actually do. When do you land in Syria?”


His big sister replied right away. “First, what’s happening at home? Are the police there? Are child services there?”


“No. No.”


“Thank God! Is Mom in a coma?”


“She’s crying. Is miserable. Your turn.”


“Well, we’re going to do what we need to do.”


“What do you mean by that exactly?”


“Everything from fetching water for the sick to working in refugee camps.”


“Mom thinks you’re going to get married. With men waging jihad in order to satisfy them. Lol. Mom thinks you’re going to be raped.”


“God forbid. You know we’re not like that.”


“I’m not sure what I know anymore.”


“What do you think I am, a whore?”


“I don’t know,” answered Ismael, adding a sad emoji. “Thought you trusted me more. You could have at least said something to me.”


“You would have stopped us!” his sister wrote. “Tell Mom we’re sorry for the worry we’ve caused, but Allah comes first, before anyone else.”


“She’s mad at you, in her coma.”


“She’s not in a coma.”


“She can just about manage to speak, and she’s crying. What would you call that?”


“If she’s crying then she’s not in a coma. Don’t lie to us about things like that.”


“Hmm, I exaggerated, I can make a video of her.”


“Nooo.”


“How did you get the money?”


“I worked.”


“How much money do you have?”


“We have enough. Anyway, ask Dad to read the whole book I e-mailed him.”


She handed the telephone to her sister.


“Ismael, dear Ismael, it’s Leila. I love Mom more than anything on earth, but when it comes to ALLAH and the Prophet, I fear what ALLAH will ask me on the day of judgment. I know I am hurting a lot of people here in dunya, but I am not thinking of dunya at the moment. I’m doing this because I love my mother and father and my whole family sooo much, it’s not just for my akhirah but for all of yours too. I’m not a particularly good daughter and I don’t give my parents what they REALLY deserve, but this is my chance to make up for that by being of help to them in akhirah. Please try to understand. If you had the chance to help your parents on judgment day at the expense of maybe hurting them in dunya but in so doing help get them into Jannah, wouldn’t you also do EVERYTHING in your power for that chance?”


The message came in bits. Leila was pressing Send line by line as she wrote. Ismael knew enough about Islam to understand the content. Dunya was life here on earth, akhirah was the afterlife, and Jannah was paradise.


“Are you coming back? Like, ever?” Ismael wrote from his bed.


“We don’t know for sure, but we have no wish to,” Leila answered.


“So we’re probably never going to see each other again?” Ismael included a crying emoji.


“Don’t ever think that, we always have Skype, haha.”


“But in real life?”


“You never know.”


Ismael sent a disappointed emoji and added, “Oh, well.”


“How are you?” his little sister asked.


“Feel weird. Dunno. Sad.”


“It hasn’t sunk in yet for us either. Don’t be sad, we’re not dead and we’re doing fine. Try to think positive. Think pink ☺ Remember in the spring? You said I would NEVER do anything like this because I was too cowardly?”


“Yeah, you win. Can you come home now?”


Leila did not reply right away, so he added quickly: “Haha. Have fun. Do what you think is right.”


“We will.”


“I’m cool,” answered Ismael.


“Good night.”


Leila sent a smiley and a heart.


She logged off.


Ismael lay in bed with the phone in his hand. Tears trickled down his cheeks.


*   *   *


In the living room, Sadiq was reading Defense of the Muslim Lands while keeping an eye on his mobile phone and Facebook account in case his daughters texted him or went online.


“There is no Caliphate,” the text began. “A glorious empire the world once feared. A people entrusted with the final revelation of God. The religion destined for the whole of humanity. Where is it today?” asked the writer. “The unclean have duped the dull masses of Muslims by installing their wooden-headed puppets as false figureheads of states that remain under their control. Colonialism has taken a new face. They have come from every horizon to share us among them like callers to a feast. There is no greater humiliation for the people expected to lead humanity to redemption. How will they recognize the gravity of the situation? Their house is crumbling and their neighbors are laughing.”


Sadiq skimmed the text. Muslims had to unite under one caliph. That had to be fought for by the sword.


Abdullah Azzam was the father of modern jihadism. He had become acquainted with Osama bin Laden while teaching in Saudi Arabia in the early 1980s, and was a driving force behind the Saudi businessman’s financing of mujahideen—the holy warriors who fought against the Soviets in Afghanistan. There his friendship with bin Laden deepened and he set down a fatwa concerning the rules for when jihad was an individual obligation—fard al-ayn—and when you could let others fight for you—fard kifaya.


“To offer prayer—as opposed to waging jihad on the battlefield—is like the trifling of children,” Azzam wrote in contempt for what he perceived as cowardice. “For every tear you have shed upon your cheek, we have shed in its place blood, on our chests. You are jesting with your worship; while you worshippers offer your worship, mujahideen offer their blood and person.”


The Palestinian scholar wrote that if a piece of Muslim land, even the size of a hand span, was infringed upon, then jihad became fard al-ayn for all Muslims, male and female. “The child shall march forward without the permission of its parents and the wife without the permission of the husband.”


This was what the girls wanted him to know from this book—that their obligations to the Muslim ummah meant they could depart without his consent, that the teachings of the learned supported them. Sadiq closed the document.


Jihad.


Caliphate.


Martyrdom.


Nonsense.


Read the ENTIRE book before replying. And the part that hurt the most: We have planned and thought this through for almost an ENTIRE year.


Sadiq did not sleep that night.


The heavens had come crashing down.
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VEILED


A new day broke.


As soon as he woke up, Ismael checked Viber, Facebook, Messenger, WhatsApp. Nothing.


“Ayan, Leila, are you alive?” he wrote beneath the thread from the previous night.


Sara was crying. “Someone must have tricked them into going!”


“Brainwashed them,” Sadiq said.


Although Ismael was no longer trembling as he had been the night before, the shock lingered in his body, like a punch he had been unprepared for. He blamed himself for not having seen this coming. The hours on YouTube listening to clerics and preachers. Their anger that he did not attend the mosque. The accusations. Their abhorrence of kuffar—unbelievers.


“Don’t use that word!” their parents had admonished them. “It’s disrespectful.”


The girls had refrained, for a while, but their contempt for infidels returned. It was as though they could not be pure enough when everything around them only grew dirtier.


Leila had often spoken about the day of judgment, when only the true believers would be spared God’s wrath. This life was a test, she said. Real life came afterward, in paradise, but only if you followed God’s teachings. Then you would live in a garden where every kind of delicious fruit grew, by a river of milk, have everything you desired, and experience intense well-being. All your emotions would be beautiful and pure. You would never feel anger, sadness, pain, or regret. Only perfect harmony, happiness, and sheer joy. You would walk on floors of diamonds in houses with walls of gold. The angels would sing and you would sense the presence of God at all times.


When Ismael expressed his doubts about all this, Leila grew annoyed.


“What do you think happens when you die, then?” she had asked.


“I think you die, you’re buried, and then … well, that’s it.”


“No,” Leila corrected him. “Either you go to paradise or you’re cast into hell. Ismael, believe me, it’s not too late. Let me help you. I can show you the right path.”


To question the word of God was blasphemy, she pointed out. And the rightful punishment for it was death.


He realized how extreme they had become. How could he not have seen where they were headed?


Ismael reread the long message Leila had sent the night before. She had written that being able to answer to God on judgment day was more important than worrying about hurting people in the here and now. “I’m not a particularly good daughter and I don’t give my parents what they really deserve, but this is my chance to make up for that by being of help to them in the afterlife.” By enlisting in holy war, she would save them all from hell. If you died as a martyr, you could choose seventy family members to join you in paradise. She had sacrificed herself for them.


*   *   *


Later that morning, Sadiq received a phone call from the district division of the PST, the Police Security Service, where somebody had finally read the message about the girls being in Turkey. The policeman asked several questions about the girls, places they frequented, whom they socialized with, if the parents could think of anyone who might know something, if they had any leads.


In order for the police to issue a bulletin, they said, the family had to report the girls missing.


Sadiq put down the phone. The two smaller boys came padding into the living room. Sara had not roused them from sleep this morning. Sadiq was not going to struggle to lace their shoes. There would be no arguments about who sat in the front seat because no one could summon the energy to take them to school.


“Was it wrong of them to go?” Isaq asked.


“Yes,” Sadiq answered.


The boys looked at him, then sat down to play computer games.


Who could know something? Who had known? Sadiq attempted to unearth some clue, some trace, anything. During the night he had racked his brain, trying to understand. By early morning he realized he had no idea what his daughters had been doing or whom they had spent their time with over the past year. Sometimes he had driven them to the Tawfiiq Mosque in Oslo city center, Norway’s biggest Somali mosque. They had gone in the women’s entrance, that was all he knew. He had also driven them to meetings of Islam Net, as well as to a mosque in Sandvika. But whom had they met there? The Koran teacher, had he encouraged them? Hadn’t he been a holy warrior in Mauritania? Sadiq could not quite remember, was perhaps mixing him up with somebody else. He had not been paying attention, he understood that now. He had to go to the mosques and find out. He had to ask Aisha if she knew anything. Didn’t Ayan say that the suitcase was for her? He needed to drive over there and investigate.


But he did not. He continued mulling things over.


Sadiq and Sara had been so satisfied, even self-satisfied, when it came to their daughters. He remembered the first time the girls talked about attending an evening meeting. “It starts at eight o’clock,” they had said. He and Sara had laughed when they realized they actually were going to a meeting at the mosque; it was not a ploy to go out in the city on a Friday night. And yet here he was, unable to remember one single name, call to mind one single face, of any of the people they had mixed with in the past year.


The day before they had left, Ayan had asked him to help her run some errands.


“Can we take the car?” she had inquired. Of course they could, he was on sick leave, after all, and had no plans for the day. He was actually glad to be asked; she had been so distant lately, avoided contact, almost stopped speaking to him. It had bothered him, because of everyone in the family, Ayan was the one most like him. He often had problems understanding Leila, but Ayan was a kindred spirit, someone who enjoyed discussions, figuring things out. She had always asked his advice, but as time had gone on, she had formed her own opinions, and they had begun to disagree. Eventually their discussions had ceased altogether.


Ayan wanted to go to a few shops by the Rabita Mosque in Oslo. Aisha was going on a trip, she had said, and needed help buying things. He had not asked any more; he was simply happy his daughter wanted to have him along.


For most of the drive, they had sat in silence. He had tried to initiate a conversation, but something hung in the air between them. Upon arriving in the city center, he had gone to a café by the Gunerius shopping center while Ayan went shopping.


Now it cut him to the very core. He had driven her around so she could buy what she needed for the girls’ trip. It must have been Ayan who had planned it. Of the two sisters, she was the boss, the one who led the way. The second-in-command, Sadiq used to call her. After Sara.


When they got home with all the bags, she had hugged him and said, “Thank you so much, Dad!”


They dulled us with hugs, Sadiq thought. They had milked his love, they had blinded him.


Later that night, Ayan had come out of her room and asked to borrow his Visa card. Hers had expired, she said, and she needed to make a purchase online. “I’ve hardly any money on my card,” he had replied, less than 1,000 kroner. She had seemed stressed. “Can you drive me to the bank in Sandvika? Then I can put the money into your account. I have cash.”


“The bank closed ages ago, can’t it wait until tomorrow?”


Ayan had insisted on driving there with him to see, but he was right, the bank was shut. What had she intended to buy? Tickets? No, they must have already had them. Who had in fact organized the tickets, the whole trip? Who had encouraged them to travel at all?


Leila had stayed in the bedroom nearly the entire evening.


“Are you sick?” he had asked. Leila had just shaken her head. Then she’d given him a playful dig in the stomach, like in the old days. “I’ll knock all that fat off you, Dad,” she had said, smiling. And when Ismael came home from the gym, she had thrown her arms around him.


After the shopping and the trip to the bank, Ayan had gone into her room. She had logged on to Twitter and written: “Kindness is the language which even the deaf can hear and the blind can see.” On the previous day she had tweeted: “Shaytan is the virus & Islam is the cure.” Shaytan was Arabic for Satan.


Her profile picture was a bird with shiny green feathers. The Prophet had said that if you died in jihad, Allah would allow your soul to reside in the body of a green bird that would fly to paradise. There it would build a nest in the lanterns hanging from the throne of the Almighty.


*   *   *


The police received the report of missing persons at 12:30 p.m. Only then was an international bulletin sent out via Interpol. According to the official log, the following measures were taken: “Invocation of the legal principle of necessity and appeals for information sent out to banks, telecommunications companies, airlines, and border stations.”


At the Asker and Bærum station, the local police had put a man from the missing persons unit on the case. He made contact with Sadiq.


“Are you sending people down to find them?” Sadiq asked.


“We have informed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the embassy in Ankara is on the case. We’re also cooperating with the Turkish police.”


“So what are they doing?”


“We’ll keep you informed,” the policeman promised.


“But how could you let them leave the country? Why weren’t they stopped at the airport? Leila is a minor … and…”


Sadiq was given no answer. Instead he was told a car would be sent to pick up the family and bring them to the station.


“If it had been Norwegian children who had been reported missing, they would have reacted differently,” Sara said. “It’s because we’re Somalis! The police don’t take us seriously.”


Sara felt that a part of her had been torn away. The loss left a lump in her stomach.


They were shown into an office at the police station. First Sadiq, then Sara.


“What will I tell them?” she asked Sadiq.


“Just answer their questions. Leila has just turned sixteen. Ayan is scarcely an adult. They’re Norwegian citizens. The police will do everything in their power to track them down,” he assured her.


There were two men present during the questioning, one from the missing persons unit and another from the local PST.


Finally it was Ismael’s turn.


“How are things with you?” they asked. “Have you gone to the Koran school as well?”


“Do you attend the mosque?”


“What are you going to do next year? Do you have plans?”


“Have you applied for college, or are you going traveling?”


“Did you know what your sisters were planning?”


“Were they forced to travel?”


“What did your parents know?”


“Are you also a radical?”


The questions annoyed the eighteen-year-old. It seemed that the interviewers’ aim was to determine if he was ideologically close to his sisters and might follow them, and if they formed part of a larger network. For Ismael, however, stopping his sisters was the priority. As he spoke, he established one point for the investigators that Sadiq had not made clear: The sisters had traveled of their own free will.


In the car on the way home, Sadiq was dejected.


“They see us as a danger,” he said, “not as a family who’ve reported two daughters missing. We asked them for help and they’re treating us like criminals!”


At around five o’clock that day, the doorbell rang.


There were three policemen standing outside, two in uniform and one in plain clothes.


“We have a search warrant,” one of the officers said.


First they searched the girls’ room. The men in uniform opened wardrobes and drawers while the plainclothes officer took notes. They gathered papers, notebooks, and everything computer related, then moved on to the other rooms. They looked through closets, shelves, and boxes.


Isaq was clinging to Sadiq again. “Daddy, give me your hand,” he softly pleaded, while looking at the men.


The family was asked to remain in the living room, and when Sadiq got up to see what the police were doing, he was bluntly instructed to keep his distance.


“Are we terrorists?!” Sara exclaimed in Somali, pacing the living room. “Are you going to terrorize us instead of helping us?”


“Sit down, calm yourself. It’s their job,” Sadiq told her.


“God help me! God help me!” Sara cried out.


Distressed after all the questioning at the station and now the ransacking of her home, she phoned a friend. But she did not find much solace.


“What! You got in touch with the police? That was a big mistake! They’re not going to do anything for Somalis! Find the girls yourself; don’t expect the Norwegian police to help you.”


Ismael couldn’t take any more of his mother’s crying and his father’s agitation. He went to his room and shut the door. He had not received any answer to the message he’d sent that morning.


At seven o’clock he sent a new text: “Hello. Answer pls.”


Eight o’clock: “Hello.”


Nine o’clock: “Ayan?”


*   *   *


That same morning, the girls had checked out of the Grand Hotel in Adana. They retrieved the passports they had handed in at reception. Then they headed south, toward the Syrian border. In the afternoon, they no longer appeared on the Turkish telecom network.


Sadiq was frantic, afraid of what might happen to them. There was something else: The girls had humiliated him, the police had trampled over him, he had lost face; he had not been in control.


Now, Sadiq, show what you are made of, a voice in his head said.


I am Sadiq, a man in charge of my family.


According to the Viber message about their “last meal in Europe,” the girls’ last known stop had been Adana. He could not sit around waiting for them to show up, for them to change their minds, or for the police to track them down. He had to stop them before it was too late.


Sara made the decision for him. “Go find them!” she commanded from the sofa.


He was suddenly in a hurry. He had found a direction. Now all he needed to do was plot a course.


Turkish Airlines operated daily departures from Oslo to Istanbul. He booked a ticket for the next day, threw some clothes in a bag, and borrowed money from a friend. At the airport he changed everything into dollars, taking a couple of thousand. His flight left just after noon.


*   *   *


Three days after his daughters left, he was traveling the same route.


Please turn off all electronic devices. For three hours he would not be checking his telephone every minute. He found himself alone with his thoughts.


It was just after the summer holidays that he had noticed Ayan change, become quieter, reticent, but it had occurred gradually. He had attributed her behavior to boy trouble.


Sara had brushed it aside. “She’s a teenager, it’ll pass. Leave her be.” Sara was usually the strict one. She had put her foot down when Ayan developed a crush on a boy she had met at Islam Net a couple of years ago. He was Somali like her, and one day Ayan had announced that she wanted to get engaged. Sara had reluctantly agreed for them to meet but still maintained they were way too young to marry.


“I don’t care, I’ll do what I want,” Ayan had responded. Ismael had been impressed. He would never have dared take that tone with his mother. Once Ayan was granted permission to spend time with the boy, the fantasy shattered and she lost interest.


Could it have been some new flame who had gotten his daughter mixed up in this?


*   *   *


The first time he had seen the girls dabble in fundamentalism had been about two years earlier. Leila was fourteen years old and Ayan was seventeen.


“We’re going into Oslo with some friends, but we’re broke,” Ayan had said.


Sadiq usually gave them some money for a kebab, an ice cream, or something small. That day he had no cash, so handed over his Visa card and gave them the PIN.


“You’re allowed to use five hundred kroner max.”


“And if that isn’t enough?”


“It will be.”


He replayed the scene in his head. Ayan had given him a hug, Leila too. They returned that evening with several shopping bags.


“We spent six hundred,” Ayan said, curtsying apologetically.


He tried to adopt a stern demeanor. “Don’t do that again. We agreed on a sum, a deal is a deal.”


They had gone to their room. A short time later, they came back out. Or rather, two figures in black tents reappeared in the living room.


Sara’s reaction was immediate. “Get those off!”


The girls merely laughed. The folds of their clothing shook.


“Do as your mother says,” their father ordered. “You both look like devils!”


Only their eyes were visible. They stared out in defiance. Their noses protruded like black beaks beneath the material.


“Who put that idea in your heads?” Sadiq asked.


“We did.”


But they had returned obediently to their room, taken off the niqabs, folded them, and placed them in the wardrobe. When they came back out they were sulky. Islam required women to cover themselves.


“The niqab has nothing to do with Islam,” Sadiq said. “It’s culture, not religion, and Arabic culture at that, not Somali.”


“Women wore the niqab in the time of the Prophet,” the girls said. “God bade the Prophet tell his wives and daughters to cover themselves to guard their modesty from the gaze of strangers.”


“Don’t lecture me on Muhammad,” Sadiq exclaimed. “I know the Koran better than you. I could recite the first sura by heart by the time I was eight years old!” The Prophet never told his wife or daughters to cover their faces, he went on, while the teenagers insisted that at the very least the Prophet’s favorite wife, young Aisha, had worn a niqab in the presence of strangers.


“That still doesn’t mean that the two of you should do it!”


“We saw lots of women in Somalia in the summer wearing it!”


“Well, that’s nothing to do with us,” their father replied. “We’re not like that. Where did you buy them, anyway?”


“At Hijab House. By Rabita Mosque. They have clothes for Muslim women there, niqabs, lots of nice stuff.”


They thought they had gotten value for money; in addition to the niqabs, they had purchased two floor-length cloaks and several new hijabs.


Some time would pass before Sadiq saw the niqabs again. But Sara had come across the veils in different places on the shelves of their wardrobe when putting away laundry.


Not long after that, the girls had again broached the subject. Ayan was bothered by the looks men gave her. Leila agreed.


“They stare at us,” they complained. “It’s haram. We want to cover ourselves.”


“Of course the boys at school look at you. Small wonder when you’re both so beautiful,” Sadiq quipped.


“No, it’s not them. It’s Somali men in Oslo, in the city, grown men in Grønland who stare at us when we’re on our way to the mosque. They try to flirt with us.”


“Then you just tell them to mind their own business. Let them know you’re the daughters of Sadiq gabayaa—Sadiq the poet—that’ll soon shut them up!” In Somaliland, Sadiq had been a member of a circle of poets. They had met at cafés in Hargeisa, reciting poetry and engaging in discussion until the war broke out and they were scattered to the four winds. Years after the conflict, some of them had made contact on the net. Verses and thoughts flew online between Hargeisa, Naples, Gothenburg, and Bærum. Sadiq often took part in Somali cultural events in Oslo, reciting his own poetry or playing the drums. That gave him a certain status and position among the liberals within the group. The more religious types looked down upon the drummer. “Musician” was, for them, a term of abuse. Music, and everything that came with it, was sinful.


Somalis in Oslo upheld a strict code of honor. People kept an eye on one another. Especially in the downtown neighborhood of Grønland in Oslo—coined “Little Somalia”—where most of Norway’s thirty-six thousand Somalis lived. The Somali community had just surpassed the Pakistani to become the country’s largest non-Western minority.


Even though Sadiq had studied in Saudi Arabia and was fluent in classical Arabic, making him more highly educated than most of his compatriots, many criticized him for not holding Islam and Islamic tradition in high enough regard. “He thinks he’s a Norwegian,” they said behind his back. Many of the young were more observant and stricter in their interpretation of the Koran than the previous generation.


The girls had been so single-minded. They had always been good at arguing a case. Sadiq had given in: “Okay, fine, when you’re in Grønland, then, put them on if you want, but don’t wear them here in Bærum and never in school!”


He knew that Norwegian society viewed covered women as oppressed. That was something the poet and musician was not going to be associated with.


Not long after, he and Sara were called in to Leila’s school for a meeting. Sadiq was the one who went. The pupil was also to be present.


“We’re having trouble recognizing her,” the teacher said. “We need to have eye contact, have to be able to make out facial expressions. That’s not easy when someone is wearing a niqab.”


Sadiq looked at his daughter. “Didn’t we agree you wouldn’t wear the niqab at school?”


Leila did not reply.


“You have to conform to school rules. If the school doesn’t allow you to cover your face, then that’s how it is,” he continued, looking back and forth between her and the teacher.


“Okay, Dad.”


*   *   *


Chicken or beef?


Sadiq looked up at the Turkish Air flight attendant and then down at the tray. His stomach tensed as he chewed the first bite of chicken. He put down the plastic fork. Outside, the sky was blue and some downy clouds swept by. Thoughts drifted through his mind. Was it his fault? Had he not been strict enough? Had he let everything slide? Been too occupied with his own concerns? The drumming? The poetry?


He took a cup of tea with sugar. It tasted metallic.


How had he not seen this coming?!


But who could imagine his little girls wanting to wage jihad?


They dulled us with hugs. They milked my love.


His little girls. The only ones.


The plane entered Turkish airspace.


*   *   *


At home, Sara, too, was at a loss. She was trying to piece together whatever she could from memory.


The girls had begun to live by strict rules sometime back. Prayer, attire, food, behavior—everything was to be right and pure. They stopped wearing makeup and jewelry. Perfume containing alcohol was thrown out, and then all perfume was disposed of. It was haram—it could attract men.


The girls had downloaded lists of E numbers, the codes for food additives that appeared on food packaging in Europe, and examined packets and cans, checking the ingredients against the lists to see if the product was fit to be consumed by Muslims. Several household foodstuffs were deemed unacceptable. Eventually Sadiq had grown angry. “Where in the Koran does it say anything about E numbers?”


One day Sara had opened the family photo album and found that several pictures had been ripped out. Some had been removed completely, while heads and bodies had been cut out of others. Ayan and Leila had been expunged from the album.


Sara had been furious.


“But we’re not covered, Mom! Imagine if someone outside the family saw us. It’s haram!”


The memories were gone. She had mourned the loss of those photos.


She went into the girls’ room. Stood looking around. No, it was too painful. She went out again. They had left. Without saying goodbye. “We love you both sooo much, would do anything for you, and would never do anything to purposely hurt you,” they had written. So come home, then!


Years ago, she used to scold Ayan for having become too Norwegian. Back then she had been afraid of losing her. Her elder daughter had begun going to parties, and one night Sadiq had seen a packet of snus fall out of her pocket.


Ayan had dressed like her friends, in tight jeans and close-fitting T-shirts. One unusually hot summer evening, Ayan had invited some classmates over for samosa. They had entered the kitchen in low-cut tops, all bare midriffs and white thighs. “My God, they’re naked!” Sara had exclaimed in Somali.


“Get over it, Mom, let people be how they want,” her teenage daughter had replied.


“As long as you promise me never to walk around like that!” Sara said. Ayan had glared at her before turning to her friends and laughing.


Only now did Sara try to recall the last time the girls from the class had visited. She could not remember. She herself had only Somali friends and did not consider it out of the ordinary for Ayan to lose touch with her classmates.


When she and the children came to Norway, Ayan was six, Ismael five, and Leila three years old. They should never have come! They should never have left home! Then this would not have happened and she would have had her daughters with her. She had never actually wanted to leave Somaliland; it was Sadiq who was convinced they would get a better life in the West.


While she had been pregnant with Leila, Sadiq had bought a passport, got a tourist visa to Denmark, and flown from Addis Ababa to Copenhagen. A friend there told him he should go to Norway, that it was the best place for Somalis. Sadiq traveled on to Oslo, where he went to the police and told them that if he returned home he would be killed, as both his father and his brother had been. He related that when he was fourteen years old, all the men in his neighborhood had been rounded up. Those who had supported the rebellion against the dictator Siad Barre were to be put to death. He had been taken along with the men, but his mother had come screaming: “He’s only a child! He’s only a child!”


That was what saved him, he told the asylum authorities. While all the others, including his father, were killed in front of his eyes. “Avenge him!” his mother had later said. He had taken a weapon from a body in the street, he told the authorities, and had joined the rebel forces.


The rebellion was successful but peace was short-lived. The victors began fighting among themselves for control. Two clans, formerly part of the opposition army, from opposite sides of the river running through Hargeisa, both wanted to rule and again took up arms. This was not a war worth dying for, so he left.


Sadiq was sent to the Tanum reception center for asylum seekers in Bærum, after which he was transferred some 350 miles north to Levanger, spending six months there before being sent south again, to Klemetsrud reception center in Oslo. He told them he had been arrested and held prisoner aboard the family’s small cargo boat, together with his brother and the rest of the crew, while it was used to transport weapons. His brother had been killed but Sadiq had been released.


“I’m a dangerous man,” he had told the police upon arrival. The reception center arranged for him to see a psychologist to treat his war trauma. As time went on, his anger lessened, and he calmed down. It was time to bring over his family. But first he needed to be granted asylum. Time dragged on. In May 1998, after two years in Norway, he received an answer.


“The Norwegian Directorate of Immigration (UDI) is not of the view that the statements of the applicant justify his belief in persecution, in respect of pertinent laws and conventions, upon return to his home country. The civil war and the overall difficulty of the situation in Somalia do not in themselves form a basis for asylum.”


UDI’s opinion was that the capture of the family boat bore the hallmarks of a random criminal act. In addition, the incident had occurred some considerable time ago, yet the applicant had resided in his home country without problems since then. Neither did the authorities attach much importance to the applicant’s claims of belonging to a small clan without influence. “The applicant is nevertheless granted permission to seek and engage in employment,” the letter went on. This work permit was valid “throughout the country” for one year and could be renewed. The most important part came at the end: “This permission can form the basis for permanent residence.”


Sadiq immediately applied for family reunification. He filled out forms, wrote letters, and chased up responses. It dragged on. Two years after he had been granted the residence permit, he faxed a handwritten letter to the Norwegian embassy in Ethiopia, where Sara and the children were waiting to emigrate. “My family has no relatives in Addis Ababa and no means of support so it is a hell there.” He added that his wife and children were sick. “I ask therefore you will give my family priority first before you go on holiday.”


That same autumn, Sara and the children were flown to Norway as part of a UN family reunification program and settled in Bærum, the Norwegian municipality with the highest percentage of millionaires and the greatest divide between rich and poor. Ismael and Leila were enrolled in the kindergarten, and Ayan entered a class where newly arrived refugee children were given a year to learn Norwegian prior to being placed in regular schools. From her first day of school, Ayan wore a head scarf, which her classmates learned was called a hijab. She had different ones, with lace, with trimming, in various colors and patterns. The first time she got into a fight over the head scarf it was the bully, a fair-haired boy, who wound up in tears. If someone said something she did not like, she let fly. Physically at first, in time with words. No one was a match for Ayan’s verbal attacks. As soon as the language barrier was broken, the teachers at Evje Primary School began to notice how clever she was. She knew about things her classmates had no knowledge of, and she loved telling stories. The only pupil from Africa in the class was simply pretty impressive.


A year after they arrived in Norway, Sara became pregnant, and in 2002 Jibril was born. Isaq came along five years later. As the family grew in size, the Bærum authorities allocated them larger apartments. For a long time they lived in Hamangskogen, a development of high-rises with lots of space between them. The area was crowded with children. The girls jumped rope, ran around in the playground, went to the beach, and learned how to swim at the pool. Leila’s chief desire was to follow her big sister no matter what she did or where she went. Sometimes she was allowed; more often she wasn’t.


Ismael played football every chance he got. Football was the last thing he thought about before going to sleep and the first thing on his mind when he woke up, and he asked his father to put his name down for a team. He dreamed of having a kit with BÆRUM SPORTSKLUBB across the front, dreamed about playing in matches, going to cup competitions, telling people about the goals he scored, and of having a coach. He pestered his father. To no avail. Busy with his own life, Sadiq would say “next year” every new season, while Ismael went on playing ball between the blocks.


From the day she arrived, Sara felt lonely and yearned for her family in Hargeisa. She pushed little Isaq around in the buggy and complained that people criticized her no matter what she did. She never knew what she was doing wrong because she didn’t understand what the elderly in the neighborhood were saying to her. Did she go to the wrong places? Did they not like the color of her skin, her wearing a head scarf, or her covered-up body?


Even after thirteen years in Norway, her soul was still in Somaliland.


Now it was torn apart.


Sara went into the bedroom and lay down on her unmade bed. Her mobile phone lay beside her with the ring volume on full. In case.


She and the girls had their share of quarrels, of course, but they used to be able to talk about things. And the girls always asked permission … even if it was only to knock on the neighbors’ doors.


*   *   *


Sadiq wandered around Atatürk Airport at a loss, struggling to find his way out of the international terminal. When he eventually reached passport control, he was denied entry because he didn’t have a visa. He joined a new line in front of a cashier’s window, where he bought one and then rejoined the passport queue. Finally he made it out of the enormous terminal and walked over to the run-down hall where the domestic flights departed from.


He bought a ticket to Adana, the place Ayan had inadvertently given as the girls’ location when she sent her message about the “last meal in Europe.”


He would catch up with them.


While he flew south, larger machinery was being set in motion. A direct line of communication had been established between the leaders of the investigation, the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Kripos, the criminal investigation service of the Norwegian police, which were in touch with Interpol. The Norwegian embassy in Ankara had contacted local police and border stations in the south of Turkey requesting that the girls, if they were identified, be taken into custody.


As Sadiq landed in Adana, a message from the police appeared on his phone. The girls had most likely traveled to Antakya in the south. This was a presumption, because there had not been any activity on their mobile phones in the past twenty-four hours.


Antakya? Where was that?


“You can get there by bus,” he was told at the information desk.


*   *   *


That Saturday night, rumors started flying. From Sandvika in the west to Grønland in the heart of Oslo, via the valley in the east and along the fjord back again to Bærum. Have you heard? Surely not? Is it really true?


Word reached the newspaper street of Akersgata, and by Sunday morning, the same day Sadiq had left, reporters from VG, the country’s biggest tabloid, rang the doorbell. Ismael opened the door and told them that yes, my sisters said they were going to Syria. No, they are not picking up when we call, but my dad has gone after them. We hope they have not crossed the border into Syria. No, our family is not particularly religious but my sisters have become more radical lately. Among other things, they have both started wearing a niqab. Mom was very opposed to that and they argued about it.


Ismael told all this to the journalists but appealed to them not to reveal their names or where they lived.


That night, VG was the first newspaper to break the story: “Sixteen-year-old travels with big sister to help Muslims in Syria.” Below the headline, in slightly smaller print, it read: “International search” and “Police Security Service raise alarm.”


“The family, who reside in Akershus county, fear that two teenage daughters aged sixteen and nineteen traveled to Syria just before the weekend to play their part in the war currently ravishing the country,” the story began, citing the anonymous brother as the main source. It went on to say that a small group of investigators were working round the clock to try to determine the girls’ exact whereabouts abroad.


Martin Bernsen, the head of media relations in PST, was quoted as saying, “Since last summer we’ve been seeing an increase in the number of people traveling to conflict areas, especially Syria. Many of these are young. We suspect, and fear, that some of them intend to fight alongside al-Qaida-linked groups in Syria. This is a source of concern. Moreover, it is dangerous. We are aware of several people from Norway who have lost their lives. We’re also concerned at the prospect of people with extremist views having experience of war and then one day returning to Norway, still suffering perhaps from postconflict stress and trauma.”


*   *   *


In his room in a house in Bærum, a sixteen-year-old boy sat reading the story about the “two sisters from a small urban area in Akershus county.” He immediately posted the link to a discussion group run by Leila’s former classmates.


“This is too tragic to be true,” Joakim wrote beneath the link. “The rumors weren’t bogus … crazy stuff.”


The first comments came right away.


Alexander: Leila.….…


Sofie: HOLYSHITTHISISBAD


Emilie: Really is it Leila?


Alexander: it’s genuine


Joakim: It’s fucking worse than bad.


Emilie: Does it say it’s her?


Sofie: of course it’s her


Silje: wow


Sofie: she is 16 AND she had a big sister aged 19, she and the sister both went around in hijabs


Emilie: omg the poor family!


Henrik: fuck me, I knew something like this would happen … she was a member of some kind of organization in oslo, they were probably the ones put her up to it …


Synne: shit that is completely nuts


Theodor: she did say she was going to Somalia when she turned 18


Henrik: somalia is in syria now is it?


Emilie: don’t diss each other pls


Alexander: what is she trying to achieve? How is a 16 year old going to help in an actual war?


Emilie: she must have thought it was so horrible seeing all those people being killed that she felt she had to do more than just send money …


The comments streamed in, with exclamation marks and capital letters, questions and replies tumbling through the thread as more people logged on.


Storm: Leila wasn’t quite right in the head and her religious beliefs were not altogether healthy, we could see that in class.


Synne: I think writing that kind of thing shows a lack of respect, we are all passionate about different things in our lives! I think it’s a brave thing to do. But scary. Imagine something happens to Leila?


Alexander: She’s made her own choice. It’s the family I feel sorry for not her, not in any way.


Joakim: I’m pretty sure it can only end badly for Leila … we need to prepare for the worst!


Alexander: seems so


Ulrik: She is an extremist though


Synne: a person is missing? and you guys talk shit about her. Wow you all need to get real


Alexander: saying she is an extremist is not talking shit about her. Just because she is missing doesn’t mean people should suddenly have a load of respect for her


Theodor: This was unbelievably not thought through, it’s a fucking war. It’s not going to be like “hi will you help carry the wounded,” she’ll be lucky not to end up as one of them …


Around midnight the comments abated. Monday was a school day for the sixteen-year-olds. The discussions would continue in the schoolyard.
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BLINDMAN’S BUFF


A stench hit him as he stepped down off the bus. It was still dark, the night air was humid, and his skin felt clammy. Once he was standing on the asphalt, exhaust fumes replaced the rank breeze that had initially assailed him. He straightened up, searched through his pockets, and found a cigarette.


The trip had taken half the night. Finally, he drove through darkened suburbs, then in toward the city center where the lights were on, street after street, so many places to hide.


He inhaled the nicotine as people hurried past, lugging large rucksacks and suitcases, as bus drivers called out their destinations. The passengers moved along like ants, struggling with their burdens, crisscrossing one another, knowing well where they were going. He himself had no route to take.


He did not know a word of Turkish, but surely here on the border to Syria there must be people who spoke Arabic. He collected his thoughts, put out the cigarette, hailed a taxi, and asked the driver to take him to the Arab part of town.


“I want a hotel that’s cheap and clean,” he said.


“How cheap?” the driver shot back. The cheapest rooms cost from twenty lira up, he said, “but they’re not clean.”


Sadiq tried to work it out in dollars, dividing by three. “Find me one for forty,” he said.


The backpack with the laptop lay safely on his thighs, the small suitcase with wheels on the seat beside him. He pulled his baggage closer.


The taxi pulled up at a narrow doorway. The sign above read SEKER PALAS—Sugar Palace. Sadiq paid the driver and clambered up a steep flight of stairs. At the top he came to a pay window, behind which a man sat sleeping. Sadiq knocked at the glass. The hatch was opened.


Room. Bed. Now. He did not place great demands on the receptionist’s language abilities. He was handed a key.


So this is where you’ll stay, he said to himself as he lay down on the bed. Outside, the sun was rising, but he had to sleep, just for a little while.


He awoke with a start, drenched in sweat. It was Monday morning, eleven o’clock. He called Sara, who was impatient for an update.


“Have you found them?”


No, he told her dejectedly.


“You were asleep? You’re not a tourist! Get outside and look!”


Back home, the media had laid siege, at least that was how it felt. Neither Sara nor Ismael could face going out the front door. As a result, the boys had not gone to school.


Sara had been berated over the telephone, even by people she scarcely knew, calling to say the family had brought shame upon Somalis.


You shouldn’t have contacted the Norwegian authorities, we’re Muslims and you’re not going to get any help from them.


You’re crazy! Cooperating with the media! With the police! Naïve!


On Somali online debate forums and social media, the verdict was harsh. The family had lost control over their daughters because the mother had not brought them up properly and the father had neglected them.


Sara’s friends tried to console her. “They will soon come back of their own accord, you’ll see. How long do you think they’ll be able to stick it out in a war zone?”


Not long, Sara thought.


Sadiq had to stop them before they got that far.


He listened to his wife. He needed to hear her voice. They had to be together on this.


“I’ll find them,” he promised.


*   *   *


Do not lose your way. That will only make things worse.


Sadiq walked as far as he dared in one direction, turned, then went back toward the hotel and walked as far as he thought he could risk in the opposite direction. Back and forth, farther and farther afield. He made a note of places before turning around, then took a different route, always using the hotel as his starting point. In this slow, laborious manner he gradually increased his familiarity with the city.


My objective is invisible, my objective is unknown. Lines of verse tumbled through his mind.


It was hot. He needed to drink something. He bought some water. His head whirled. He ate lentil soup with bread. Drank more water.


He began approaching passersby.


Girls?


Here?


People shook their heads. Somali girls? In niqabs? No …


A photocopy of their passport pictures was the only visual aid he had found at home. Leila had been looking into the camera in a pink hijab. Ayan was wearing a black one.


In the photocopy everything was gray.


He focused on women in niqabs. Some walked alone, others in groups. In the early evening, when the worst of the heat abated, more of them were out on the streets. There, there, there! His daughters might be in the crowd, but they never were. Could he have passed them without noticing? No, he would have recognized them by their gait, their height and posture, the way they held their heads, high and proud, like him. They were different from the women here, who either scurried along almost nervously, or puffed and panted underneath the black folds of material.


He walked toward the high mountain bounding the city to the east. Finding two girls in a city was … impossible. He turned, walked back to the hotel, and sat down at the nearest bar, which was called Gulp. He drank strong Turkish coffee. The flavor was so sharp he felt it cut him in his mouth. He collapsed onto the bed at midnight. He needed a change of strategy. Searching haphazardly was a waste of time.


*   *   *


There were several taxi drivers who hung around outside the hotel, one of whom had given him a card when he had arrived. “I’m Mehmut. If you need a car, call me.” After a humid, oppressive night, Sadiq rang the number on the card. They arranged to meet.


“Why are you so stressed out?” Mehmut asked.


Sadiq shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Let’s go find a table in Gulp and I’ll tell you everything.”


The taxi driver had the build of a boxer, with powerful upper arms and a bull neck. His front teeth were false and he had a gold implant. He sat silently while Sadiq told him his story.


When he had heard everything, he said, “I’m here for you. You’re my friend.”


Sadiq liked what he saw in his eyes.


Mehmut drove him around all day, and although more effective than walking, it seemed equally aimless.


Sara rang a number of times.


“Have you found them? Have they called?”


The next morning Mehmut suggested they go to the police. “You won’t find them the way you’re going about it.”


Mehmut drove him to police headquarters, a stately redbrick building with tendrils of pink flowers climbing wild up white railings. Turkey’s flag, red with the white star and crescent, flew on the roof.


The two men went inside. Sadiq recounted his story. Mehmut translated.


“My daughters have traveled from Norway and are planning to cross into Syria. Can you help me?”


The local police were forthcoming, but they needed to be officially petitioned, they said. They required a request from the Norwegian police.


“The girls are on Interpol’s missing persons list,” Sadiq said.


“They haven’t committed any offenses here, so there’s nothing we can do. Ask the Norwegian police to get in touch with us, and we’ll keep our eyes open.”


It was hopeless. Hopeless. Hopeless.


The Norwegian authorities had actually dispatched a police liaison who worked for the Scandinavian embassies in Ankara to act as an intermediary between the Turkish police and the police back in Norway. He had called Sadiq, who had not understood what he said because the policeman was speaking in Danish. Eventually Sadiq just hung up.


After another visit to Gulp, he collapsed on the bed once more. He was fumbling in the dark.


Sara called: Well? Well? Well?


He answered: Unfortunately. Sadly. Sorry.


*   *   *


The following morning, after a cup of strong tea and a breakfast of beans, olives, and yogurt, he asked the hotel receptionist, “Is there a meeting place for people who want to get into Syria?”


The receptionist looked him up and down. “There’s a park,” he said, his voice lowered. “They meet there. Make deals. They can get you in.”


Sadiq had met two Somali youths from Gothenburg at the hotel. They had returned from Syria. One had been wounded in the back and wanted to get home to Sweden for treatment. Hatay province was a way station for jihadists. They flew in, or came by bus, staying for a few days while waiting to be smuggled into Syria. Some of them traveled straight from the airport to the border and crossed over within a matter of hours. Or they returned from the war zone to Antakya, which Syrians called Hatay after the surrounding province, to gather their strength, rest up after seeing action, meet their families, and stock up on supplies.


“Take a left when you go out the door,” the receptionist motioned. “Follow the pavement until you reach a main road, then take a left, walk over the bridge, then take a left again at the first set of traffic lights across the river, then continue on until you come to a park…”


He could make out the tops of the trees from a distance, tall palms and Mediterranean conifers. Drawing closer, he saw trails and walkways crisscrossing one another, shaded patches between the trees, playground equipment, and a kiosk selling soft drinks. Nothing happens there until after dark, the receptionist had added as Sadiq had made ready to leave. He sat and waited.


In the playground, women sat chatting. The squeals of the children livened up the drowsy atmosphere. Elderly men rested in low chairs in the shade, smoking and engaging in quiet conversation as the late afternoon turned to evening. Large fir cones lay strewn all around.


A mother wheeling a buggy exited the park, a couple of young men entered. An old man with a cane rose unsteadily to his feet, two bearded men took his place. So it continued, until the sun went down.


The game began. Money, notes, telephones, and messages changed hands. Conversations were carried out in low voices, with common knowledge implied, and alternated between Turkish and Arabic. Most of the smugglers were Arabs of Syrian extraction.


Hatay province mirrors the ethnic distinctions in Syria. Here live Alawites, Sunnis, Kurds, Circassians, Armenians, and Christians. Family ties to Syria are common.


Under Ottoman rule, Hatay was the hinterland of the powerful trading city of Aleppo. With the breakup of the Ottoman Empire after the First World War, the spoils of victory were distributed among the Western powers, which drew up new borders—so-called spheres of influence—in the Middle East, in accordance with the Sykes-Picot Agreement. Hatay was incorporated into the French Mandate for Syria. In the 1920s and ’30s, the province avoided Kemal Atatürk’s campaign to impose a unitary national identity, since Turkish annexation did not take place until 1939. Syria protested, to no avail. But the Assad regime still included Hatay within Syria on official maps. The two countries had attempted to find an amicable solution and planned a Friendship Dam to create a reservoir on the Orontes River, which formed part of their mutual border. But that was before the uprising in Syria changed everything.
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