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ONE

Huby was already seated at our table when I arrived at Marius et 
Janette, the Parisian restaurant he had chosen for our meeting. It hap-
pened to be the same restaurant where I had taken my wife out for 
dinner the first time she had visited me in Paris shortly after we met in 
the mid-1990s, and it was also the restaurant my friend Jacques would 
insist on whenever we were in Paris together.

As soon as I entered, the headwaiter came up to me, took my coat, 
and informed me that Maître Mazerius was expecting me. The restau-
rant was unusually empty for a Tuesday evening, just a few scattered 
guests. There was that familiar mustiness in the air, enriched by the 
scent of butter and garlic, which seemed to emanate in equal parts from 
the kitchen, the wood-paneled walls, and the stuffy waiters.

“Have a seat, Daniel,” Huby said with a smile. “It’s nice to see you. 
How long has it been? A year?”

“Yes, that sounds about right,” I said. “The last time we met was with 
Jacques, here in Paris, over dinner in this very restaurant.”

“Ah, our friend Jacques, how’s he doing?”
Jacques was one of my favorite people and as close to a mentor as 

I had ever had, a fiercely loyal man of exhilarating intelligence and 
uncompromising principles.

“Excellent, en pleine forme, as he would say. Anyway, in your mes-
sage you indicated that there is something important you would like to 
discuss with me. So here I am.”
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2 DANIEL LEVIN

I had received an email from Huby a few days earlier, asking me to 
meet him in Paris on a life and death matter. Huby had never exhibited any 
melodramatic tendencies in the past, so I was both worried and intrigued.

“Indeed,” Huby said with a solemn look, “more than just important. 
A man’s life hangs in the balance. But first, let’s enjoy a delicious dinner. 
This place has the best fish in town, and I’ve ordered us both the loup de 
mer. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all, thanks,” I replied, surprised that this life and death matter 
could wait until we had finished our meal and also a little annoyed at 
having someone else decide what I should eat. I got over my annoyance 
once I realized that Huby had also taken the liberty of preordering a 
Macallan, neat, which the waiter placed before me with a knowing smile. 

“Once you hear what I am about to tell you, you’ll probably think of 
our dinner as the Last Supper,” Huby said, displaying his penchant for 
religious references.

“Then why wait?” I asked. “If a man’s life hangs in the balance, as you 
put it, let’s get on with it. There is no one within earshot. Tell me what’s 
on your mind. What’s going on?”

Huby gave me an odd look and lifted his glass of Macallan, motion-
ing for me to do the same. “Let’s drink to life,” he said with a sudden 
expression of sadness.

We sat in silence for a few minutes sipping our whiskeys until the 
waiter brought the fish to the table and presented it proudly on a silver 
platter. Huby nodded approvingly.

“Come on, Huby,” I insisted as soon as the waiter had disappeared 
with the fish. “What is it you want to discuss with me?”

“I suggest we enjoy this delightful dinner now, live in the moment. We 
can go for a long stroll afterward, and I’ll fill you in on all the gory details.”

For the rest of the meal, Huby chatted about politics, then moved 
to one of his favorite topics, the deeper messages and meanings hid-
den in Michelangelo’s paintings on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. But 
I was not interested in Huby’s musings about renaissance symbolism 
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 PrOOF OF LIFE 3

and Freemasons. When we finished our meal, Huby ordered us each a 
cognac. From past experience I knew that for Huby there was no such 
thing as just one cognac; it would be a while before we left for our walk.

“Tell me, Daniel,” Huby said after the waiter served our drinks, “are 
you still engaged in the Syrian conflict?”

I hadn’t seen that one coming. My surprise must have been appar-
ent, because Huby immediately added, “Don’t worry, I don’t really know 
what exactly you are doing there. When we first met a couple of years 
ago, you told me a little bit about your political development work in 
the Gulf and some other initiatives in the Middle East. I asked Jacques 
what you have been up to these days, but you know our discreet friend 
Jacques—silent as the grave, so I haven’t been able to squeeze any infor-
mation out of him. But I did hear that you’ve recently been busy in the 
Middle East—you know, Lebanon, Jordan, Syria.”

If his clarification had been intended to reassure me, it had the 
opposite effect. I had never told Huby about my work with a European 
foundation and select individuals in Syria—code-named Project Bistar—
toward a negotiated settlement and our efforts to identify and prepare 
young, promising Syrians for future leadership roles in a postwar Syria.* 
Sadly, despite the Syrian regime’s initial eagerness and support, the rul-
ers’ fear of defection ended up far outweighing their desire for national 
reconciliation and rebuilding, and once we learned that underhanded 
measures were being taken to prevent this group of future leaders from 

* Project Bistar started when our foundation was asked in December 2011 to engage in Syria, where 
the Arab Spring conflict had exploded in March of that year with tremendous violence after the 
Ba’athist government of President Bashar al-Assad opened fire on unarmed protesters, which in turn 
triggered massive demonstrations and the impromptu formation of new opposition groups. The 
request to assist in mediating between the warring sides had originally come from the government, 
opposition groups, and organizations within Syrian civil society in the hope of working quietly 
behind the scenes toward a negotiated settlement and, at a second stage, identifying young, next-
generation individuals of the Alawite, Sunni, Druze, and Christian communities with leadership 
potential. At that time, the Syrian regime was keen to appear open to a negotiated settlement, as 
its troops and affiliated militias were suffering heavy losses. All that changed with the russian 
intervention in the Syrian war in September 2015, when russian, Iranian, and Hezbollah troops 
turned the Syrian regime’s fortunes around, and its officials in Damascus began to deny that they 
had ever consented to any mediation efforts or negotiations with the “terrorist” opposition.
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4 DANIEL LEVIN

leaving and participating in our initiative, our foundation had no choice 
but to end it in late 2013—or risk ridicule and contempt for our gulli-
bility and our willingness to take part in what had amounted to nothing 
more than a public relations stunt by President Assad and his allies. I 
was now trying to concentrate on different matters in other parts of the 
world in the hope that my disappointment in this failed initiative would 
fade away. Huby’s mention of Syria brought it all back with a bang.

“What do you mean?” My throat tightened.
“Well, a friend of mine close to Number One mentioned that you 

were well connected in that rather nasty part of the world,” Huby 
answered with a smirk.

“Your friend just happened to mention this?” I asked, too irritated 
to inquire about which friend and which Number One he was refer-
ring to. Since this was Huby, it could have been anyone in Washington, 
London, Paris, riyadh, or any other capital city. Over the past two years, 
I had witnessed Huby’s immediate access to the inner sanctum of sev-
eral global leaders. He was their trusted and discreet adviser, especially 
when it came to procuring petroleum resources, and had played a major 
role in securing long-term supplies of Niger-originated uranium for 
France and Japan—a role that placed him in the crosshairs of the US 
government after President Bush’s erroneous claim in his 2003 State of 
the Union speech that Saddam Hussein had tried to acquire significant 
quantities of uranium from Africa.* In Huby’s apartment on Avenue 

* In January 2003, President George W. Bush stated in his State of the Union speech that “the 
British Government has learned that Saddam Hussein recently sought significant quantities 
of uranium from Africa.” This false statement, made in order to bolster the claim that Saddam 
Hussein possessed or was developing weapons of mass destruction, became known as “the Sixteen 
Words.” Huby had apparently drawn the ire of Vice President Cheney’s staff when he contacted the 
administration to point out President Bush’s mistake and explain that Niger’s long-term supply of 
uranium was already committed to France and Japan and couldn’t possibly have been sold to Iraq. 
Huby had also shared his findings with his friend Joseph Wilson, an American diplomat who had 
investigated the matter and concluded that Saddam Hussein had not purchased yellowcake uranium 
from Niger. Ambassador Wilson was penalized for his public conclusion when the CIA employment 
of his wife, Valerie Plame, was leaked through a Washington Post columnist. Ibrahim Mayaki, a 
former prime minister of Niger, has corroborated these long-term uranium supply commitments 
of Niger for the exclusive benefit of France and Japan to me directly. He also confirmed to me that 
he had shared this information with Ambassador Wilson during his trip to Niger in 2002.
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 PrOOF OF LIFE 5

Foch in Paris’s posh sixteenth arrondissement hung pictures of Huby 
with presidents in the White House, the Élysée Palace, and the Kremlin.

Huby smiled. “Let’s say it was eighty percent happenstance and ten 
percent intentional coincidence.”

“I’ll try to ignore the missing ten percent, which probably got lost 
paying for some commission. We are talking about the Middle East, 
after all.”

“Try to check your Swiss instincts, Daniel. It doesn’t always have 
to add up to one hundred. Anyway, back to my question: Are you still 
doings things in Syria and the region?”

I took a sip of my cognac and nodded. To my surprise, Huby did not 
order another round but instead asked immediately for the bill.

“In that case, let’s discuss the rest on our walk,” Huby said as the 
waiter placed the bill on the table. “I’ll need to oxygenate my gray cells 
for this chat.” Huby pulled out his money clip and placed two hundred 
euros on the table. The headwaiter handed us our coats and Huby his 
fedora, and we stepped outside the restaurant.

“Let’s go for the long loop, if you don’t mind,” Huby suggested. “We’ll 
end up at the Trocadéro, with a perfect view of the Eiffel Tower. My daily 
routine when I am in Paris.”

“The Eiffel Tower also looks lovely from where we are standing right 
now,” I said, not really in the mood for a three-mile trek in uncomforta-
ble shoes. “Why don’t we talk here?”

“Crétin!” Huby chided me with feigned disgust. “You must work for 
that view, earn it with a crisp, honest walk.”

We both laughed as we started to stroll to Avenue Montaigne in the 
direction of the Champs-Élysées. We walked for a few minutes in silence 
before Huby began. “I was approached two weeks ago by a close friend. 
Actually, one of my oldest friends, going all the way back to elemen-
tary school.” He paused, lost in his thoughts. “Something terrible has 
happened to my friend. His son has gone missing in Syria,” he finally 
continued. Huby’s expression was pained.
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6 DANIEL LEVIN

For a brief moment, my mind went completely numb. Another miss-
ing person in Syria. Very, very few disappearances in Syria had happy 
endings, and I had just lived through an unnerving ordeal trying to find 
a kidnapped hostage. Against the backdrop of our foundation’s Project 
Bistar, I had been approached several times in 2013 and 2014 with requests 
for help in locating hostages and missing people in Syria—aid workers, 
journalists, military advisers, and the occasional adventure-seeking 
traveler. These requests came from a variety of corners—governments, 
families, friends of the missing persons—and for a variety of reasons, 
though they all were based on the assumption that because of my work 
in the region and the connections formed while interacting with Project 
Bistar participants and their political patrons, especially the regime in 
Damascus, I might know someone who knew someone who knew some-
one who could help. The classic Levantine arrangement, in other words.

From my own painful experiences, I knew how hard, bordering on 
the impossible, it would be to find the son of Huby’s friend in Syria, let 
alone finding him alive and negotiating his release. It was considered 
an accomplishment just to obtain reliable information on the fate or 
recent location of a missing person; it was a great accomplishment to 
obtain proof of life. I was unaware of any case of a released hostage that 
did not involve direct or indirect ransom payments or informal barter 
arrangements. I was still reeling from the bitter disappointment of my 
own recent failure.

Huby must have sensed that he had struck a nerve, because he did 
not say another word. We strode in complete silence until we turned 
left on the Champs-Élysées. Immediately, we were met by that typical 
Parisian cacophony: impatient drivers beeping their horns, a siren of 
a speeding police car, and the ubiquitous scooters that sounded like 
amped-up lawn mowers. The glory days of this elegant avenue between 
the Place de la Concorde and the Arc de Triomphe seemed long gone; at 
this moment, the street was particularly gray and grimy.
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 PrOOF OF LIFE 7

“Why are you telling me this? Why me?”
“Why you?” he returned the question as he stopped abruptly. “I’ll tell 

you why you. Because I need your help.”
I was weary and also irritated by Huby’s repetition of my question. 

In the course of our foundation’s work and my attempts at profiling and 
identifying suitable candidates for future leadership roles, I had become 
suspicious of people who threw my questions back at me instead of 
answering them. Too often, it was an attempt to stall for time in order 
to concoct some fabrication or find an inconspicuous way to hide real 
intentions.

“What makes you think I can help?” I asked.
“Because I believe you might be equipped to help. Because you know 

the region well. And because I am desperate. I am out of options. Please 
hear me out, Daniel. You can always say no. Besides, ever since our trip 
together to that espèce de con on his Virginia plantation, I feel a strong 
bond between us, a friendship. And friends help each other in times  
of need.”

The trip to Virginia! That was two years earlier, in the fall of 2012. I was 
joining Jacques for a dinner in a beautiful Georgetown mansion on the 
outskirts of Washington, DC. It was the kind of male-dominated gather-
ing I had often experienced as a young boy during my father’s diplomatic 
career, when government officials, ambassadors, and prominent business-
men would congregate at our home for alcohol and cigar-infused soirées. 
I always marveled at my father’s ability to cruise effortlessly among his 
guests and engage in light yet substantive banter; he had perfected the art 
of small talk in several languages.

This evening in Georgetown had that same familiar feeling. Among 
the expected guests were two European ambassadors and a US senator, 
though Jacques mentioned that there was someone else he really wanted 
me to meet. As soon as we arrived, he wasted no time introducing me to 
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8 DANIEL LEVIN

Huby—Hubertus Mazerius—whom Jacques described as the only inter-
esting person present.

Well, Huby certainly was colorful. He was a gregarious, larger-than-
life character who commanded a strong, charismatic presence in the 
room despite his average, slightly pudgy stature. He was downing a glass 
of champagne while devouring the canapés with reckless abandon, giv-
ing the impression of a fun-loving bon vivant with a strong hedonistic 
bent.

As soon as Jacques mentioned to him that I had just returned from a 
trip to Qatar and the United Arab Emirates, Huby launched into the his-
tory of the Gulf and began to regale us in rapid-fire, alternating French 
and English with entertaining stories of his many years in Dubai and 
Saudi Arabia. Clearly, he knew the region very well, and he seemed to 
be on friendly terms with several of its rulers and powerbrokers. Even 
though Huby dominated the dinner with his booming baritone voice, he 
managed not to seem immodest.

Later that evening, I mentioned to Huby that Saudi Arabia had 
always been the one country in the Gulf I found particularly difficult 
to penetrate, and not for lack of trying. Huby took this as an invita-
tion to talk about the impending power transition in Saudi Arabia with 
all that was at stake once the horizontal brother-to-brother successions 
had reached the end of the line. In captivating anecdotes of several 
Saudi princes, he described how the daggers were coming out for the 
combustible vertical power transition to the next generation, now that 
the Sudairi Seven—the powerful sons of King Abdulaziz—were slowly 
dying out. Huby had the talent of triggering that tingling sensation that 
comes from being clued in on some juicy conspiracy, even when he was 
just sharing his analysis on the developments he believed were in store 
for this volatile region. His anecdotes were highly entertaining but not 
malicious or gossipy. A born raconteur.

At the end of the evening, Huby invited me to a meeting with an 
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 PrOOF OF LIFE 9

influential political operator who had spent decades at the intersec-
tion of the US government and the oil majors. Apparently this person 
also happened to be a very close friend of the Saudi ambassador in 
Washington. The meeting was to take place the next day at the gentle-
man’s estate in Virginia, about a ninety-minute drive from Washington. 
Huby’s invitation caught me by surprise. I was about to decline when 
Jacques pulled me to the side and encouraged me to accept, assuring me 
that the excursion would, if nothing else, be an interesting and entertain-
ing experience. We agreed that his driver would pick me up at my hotel.

At ten sharp the next morning, a black Mercedes Maybach limou-
sine pulled up in front of my hotel, and the driver stepped out to open 
the car door.

“Good morning, sir,” he said with a warm smile as I got into the lim-
ousine. “My name’s Clyde. We will now collect Mr. Mazerius.”

As we drove through the congested roads to Huby’s home, Clyde told 
me about his childhood growing up as a Black kid in Chicago’s South 
Side, and how he had ended up as Huby’s personal driver whenever 
he visited Washington. We arrived at Huby’s house, and Clyde stepped 
out of the car to ring the doorbell. A minute later, Huby showed up, 
immaculately dressed and wearing what I later learned was his signature 
Borsalino classic fedora.

“Off we go, Clyde,” Huby said in a chipper mood. “You know the 
address.”

“Yes, sir,” Clyde replied. “Traffic’s not too bad on the way. We should 
be there by noon.”

Huby turned to me. “Our host is a bit of a good ol’ boy. Beneath his 
southern charm beats the heart of a Dixiecrat who believes that this 
country has gone from sugar to shit ever since the civil rights movement.” 
I caught Clyde’s eyes through the rearview mirror as Huby continued. 
“His vernacular is a tad country-clubby and requires some getting used 
to. But he’s a clever and smooth operator, incredibly well connected to 
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10 DANIEL LEVIN

the upper echelons of both parties. As I told you yesterday evening, he 
also has excellent ties to the Saudis—not only to their ambassador in DC 
but also to the big kahunas in riyadh. I am eager to hear his perspective 
on the upcoming changes in that region, especially who he thinks will 
succeed King Abdullah when he kicks the can.”

“I’m looking forward to meeting him,” I said.
“We’re invited for lunch,” Huby continued, “which essentially means 

several stiff cocktails and some lousy food. We can stop for something 
decent to eat on the way back to DC.”

We drove through the beautiful countryside with the sun shining 
softly, and I marveled at the gorgeous display of fall leaves in their full 
color spectrum. Just before noon, as Clyde had estimated, we drove up 
a long driveway lined with dogwood trees that must have looked spec-
tacular in spring. A butler was waiting for us in front of the house and 
walked up to the car.

“Welcome, gentlemen,” he said, opening the door on Huby’s side. 
“May I please take your hat, sir?”

Huby handed him his fedora, and the butler walked us into the 
house to a large reception room. The walls were covered with hunting 
rifles and mounted animal heads.

A man in his early seventies entered the room, together with a 
younger man about half his age. Both were wearing cowboy boots and 
khaki slacks with blue button-down shirts. A huge silver belt buckle 
with the words american by birth was adorning the waistline of the 
younger man.

“I’m richard,” the older man said as we shook hands, “and this is my 
son George. Welcome to my humble abode.”

“Thank you, richard. Pleased to meet you.”
“Call me Dick,” he said, leaving me a little puzzled about why he 

would introduce himself as richard, just in order to switch it imme-
diately to Dick. “Glad you could make it. Nice to see you again, Huby.”
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As we made our way to the sitting area, Dick turned to his son and 
instructed him to arrange for a glass of water to be delivered to our 
driver, referring to Clyde by that hateful word with the hard r at the end 
as he continued to walk nonchalantly toward the sofa.

I was stunned. Huby turned to me without missing a beat. “We’re 
leaving, Daniel. I apologize for the confusion. I thought we were at a 
private residence, but it seems that we have landed in a plantation.”

Dick looked at Huby with a gaze that oozed abject contempt. “Well, 
Huby, I suppose I was wrong about you. I didn’t have you pegged as 
someone who loves those fuckin’ people.” Dick then repeated the slur.

The tension in the room was unbearable. For a few long moments, 
we all just stared at each other.

“You know, Dick,” Huby finally said, “I never really saw an upside to 
people like you. But you’ve helped me figure it out. People like you exist 
so that I can atone for all my sins at once. I thank you for that.”

Without another word, Huby turned around and walked to the front 
door. The butler handed him his hat.

“Thank you,” Huby said to the butler. “My condolences.”
I followed Huby out the door, and we walked straight to the car. 

Clyde was about to jump out to open the car doors for us, but Huby 
signaled for him to remain seated.

We drove down the long driveway and turned onto the main road.
“Where are we heading, sir?” Clyde asked.
“Back to DC, please,” Huby said. “We’ll drop off Daniel at the hotel, 

and then I’ll head home. I suggest we call it a day.”
None of us spoke a word for the next thirty minutes. The leaves that 

had looked so colorful on the way there now seemed ashen, almost dead.
“I’m very sorry for what happened at Dick’s place,” Huby finally said 

with a heavy sadness. “It seems that America’s original sin is alive and well.”
I could tell from Clyde’s gaze in the rearview mirror that he had put 

it all together. When we arrived at my hotel, Huby turned to me and 
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12 DANIEL LEVIN

shook my hand with a faint nod of the head. Before I could get out of the 
car, Clyde had already opened the door.

“Thank you, Clyde,” I said. “It was nice meeting you.”
“Nice meeting you, too, sir,” Clyde replied. “As I say, being Black is 

a full-time job in this country.” Without another word, he stepped back 
into the car and drove off with Huby.

Later that evening, I met Jacques for dinner. Still trying to process 
the events in Virginia, I told him about Dick’s ugly slur and about Huby’s 
swift and principled reaction. Jacques listened intently.

“I am glad Huby reacted the way he did,” he said after I finished 
my account. “But never forget that Huby is a very clever, shrewd opera-
tor. He plans everything carefully, makes deliberate choices, and leaves 
nothing to chance.”

“What do you mean?” I was confused by Jacques’s tempered reaction.
“Well, this was obviously not the first time Huby met this Dick,” 

Jacques said, clearly enjoying the double entendre. “He has known him 
for years, so he must have been aware of his racist inclinations, right?”

I nodded.
“Chances are,” Jacques continued, “this was not the first time he has 

heard this man utter that despicable word. Yet he has not severed all 
contacts with this person. Why is that?”

I muttered some feeble reply.
“I am not saying that Huby lacks a moral compass,” Jacques said. “He 

is not a bad guy. But he is not a caballero. Then again, very few people 
are.” Being a caballero—fiercely loyal and protective, willing to sacrifice 
anything, including his own life, to do the right, honorable thing—was 
reserved in Jacques’s world for the finest, most honorable specimen.

“If Huby knew that there was a good chance Dick would show his 
ugly side, then why did he orchestrate this road trip?” I asked.

“Huby must have thought this through carefully,” Jacques replied 
with a smile. “He knows that you are very active in the Gulf and the 
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 PrOOF OF LIFE 13

Middle East, and I may have mentioned to him that you also have some 
decent contacts here in Washington. I already told you yesterday that 
Huby is a master networker with incredible relationships worldwide—
look up the word Rolodex in the dictionary, and you will find a picture of 
Huby. Now, our friend Huby is keenly aware of Dick’s behind-the-scenes 
influence in US politics, so it was a win-win: either the meeting would 
go well, in which case you would have reaped the benefits of entering 
Dick’s world, with all the considerable business and political benefits his 
proximity might entail, or Dick would reveal his ugly side, as he indeed 
ended up doing, in which case Huby would get a chance to demonstrate 
his noble, progressive principles. In both scenarios, you would think 
highly of Huby.”

“That’s a little cynical,” I said, “even for you, Jacques.”
“Perhaps,” Jacques said. “But I have my reasons. Huby is brilliant at 

collecting credit chips, and he is just as brilliant at cashing them in once 
they have reached peak value.”

“What could he possibly ever need from me?”
Jacques sighed. “Nothing right now and nothing tomorrow. But 

mark my words: we’ll live to see the day when Huby will come call-
ing, when he will need something from you. And he will count on the 
fact that you will remember the honorable stance he took when he con-
fronted that ugly man in front of you. Huby did not get this far without 
being a master manipulator. When I said win-win, I did not mean for 
you. I meant for Huby.”

Jacques’s premonitions of two years ago seemed to have been 
prescient—the day when Huby would come calling had finally arrived. 
Had I been able to connect Huby’s request to see me with that Virginia 
trip and the favorable light in which he managed to appear, and had I 
had the presence of mind to anticipate his request of a favor, I probably 
would have refused the meeting or at least delayed it until its urgency 
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14 DANIEL LEVIN

might have rendered it moot. Huby’s interest in the Middle East and 
the Persian Gulf, together with that ominous “life and death matter” 
wording in his email, should have alerted me to the possibility that this 
could well involve a combination of a hostage situation and Syria. I was 
disappointed in my inability to see it coming, and I hated the fact that I 
was surprised, so unprepared. It was a rookie mistake.

“Okay, Huby,” I said reluctantly as I tried to refocus on our conversa-
tion. “Go ahead, tell me more about this person who has gone missing 
in Syria.”

“Well,” Huby started hastily, either missing or ignoring the trepida-
tion in my voice. “This young man seems to have entered Syria from 
Turkey with a Kurdish acquaintance about two months ago. His last 
Skype call to his father was two days after he arrived in Syria. He said 
that he planned to go to Aleppo to help out some volunteer doctors, 
or something along those lines, and that he would be in touch once he 
reached the city. That was the last time his father heard from him. Since 
then, no calls, no texts, no emails.”

“Has he contacted anyone else?” I asked. “His mother, girlfriend or 
wife, brother or sister? A friend? His employer?”

“His mother died when he was a young boy, and my friend raised 
him mostly by himself. He has no siblings. He was in between jobs, try-
ing to figure out what he wanted to do with his life, who he wanted to 
become. I guess this journey to Syria was part of that—trying to find a 
purpose, trying to find some meaning in his life.”

“What’s this person’s name?” I asked.
“Paul. Paul Blocher.”
I knew of thirteen, possibly fourteen, people who were currently 

missing in Syria, but this name did not ring a bell. Just a week earlier, I 
had traveled to Washington to meet a friend who worked at the Justice 
Department. He had been tasked with coordinating the search for miss-
ing American civilians in a number of countries, specifically Iraq, Iran, 
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Yemen, Afghanistan, and Syria. While each disappearance was tragic 
and fraught with strong emotional pressures from the families, he found 
the Syrian cases particularly grueling because of the public executions 
and their viral disseminations through social media. He shared with me 
the names of all the Americans and Europeans who were missing in 
Syria so that we could aggregate and synchronize our information.

He told me about the mother of one particular missing person who 
called him every day in tears, imploring him to find her son. He had 
asked his colleagues at the FBI and the CIA for assistance but was coming 
up empty everywhere. One field officer in southern Lebanon told him 
that he had heard a rumor about this American’s death in the infamous 
Adra prison in the northeast suburbs of Damascus. The Syrian regime 
had circulated a list of prisoners who were supposed to be released in 
the coming weeks as a gesture of goodwill, and this American’s name 
had apparently been taken off the list at the last moment. This was not 
a good sign, and my friend had to break the news to the missing per-
son’s mother. Before placing that dreaded call, he asked me to check 
with a contact of mine in Damascus—a Syrian military doctor, whom I 
had met seventeen years earlier at a hotel in Cyprus. Over the years, we 
had stayed in touch sporadically but rekindled our relationship when it 
turned out that his nephew was one of the participants designated by the 
Syrian regime in our foundation’s Project Bistar.

I’d called this doctor right then to inquire whether he would be able 
to obtain some proof of life or death. Half an hour later, he called me 
back with an answer. He had been able to check the death certificates 
issued by the Adra prison over the past three months, and the missing 
American’s name was not among them. I thanked him and promised 
to be in touch again soon, and next time without asking for a favor. My 
Justice Department friend had listened to the conversation and heaved 
a sigh of relief. “No bad news—I’ll take it,” he said as he pulled out his 
own phone to call the missing person’s mother.
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I had noticed a consistent emotional pattern to these disappear-
ances: in the first phase, the primary sensations are desperation and fear, 
and every day without good news is devastating. After this initial phase, 
which usually lasts six to eight weeks, the perspective changes and, with 
it, the emotions. Now, every day without bad news is a day worth cel-
ebrating, a day of hope. Judging by my friend’s relief and the mother’s 
cries of joy, which I could hear through his phone, it was clear that this 
person had been missing for a few months. It was a sad pattern, born out 
of despair and helplessness.

Paul Blocher was not on my friend’s list, and I had not come across 
this name in any other context. None of my contacts in Syria, Lebanon, 
or Jordan had mentioned him when discussing kidnapped Westerners, 
and his name had not appeared in the local press. I also did not recall 
seeing his name in the region’s chatty social media, which I checked reg-
ularly for more or less reliable tidbits that appeared nowhere else.

“Strange,” I said to Huby as we continued to saunter up the Champs-
Élysées. “I have not come across the name Paul Blocher.”

“His name has not been made public,” Huby said. “Paul’s father con-
cluded that his son’s chances of survival would increase if he kept the 
whole thing private.”

“He might not be totally wrong in that regard,” I said as I remembered 
a very recent, excruciating search and negotiation for a missing person 
and how misguided publicity had made everything so much more dif-
ficult and painful—and very dangerous—for those involved. remaining 
quiet, especially in the first couple of weeks after a person has gone miss-
ing, was critical in order to avoid excessive ransom demands based on 
the captors’ perception that public, prominent calls for a person’s release 
proved the hostage’s importance and high value. But there was a fine 
line between being too passive and working behind the scenes through 
trusted, private channels to obtain information, negotiate a release, or just 
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convey the impression that while the hostage had little value, there still 
could be a significant upside to the captors if they agreed to release him.*

We arrived at the top of the Champs-Élysées, and Huby motioned for 
us to turn at the road circling the Arc de Triomphe. At Avenue Kléber, 
we turned again, and the barrage of noise faded away almost instantly.

Several times, I sensed that Huby was about to say something, but 
he stopped himself whenever a person approached us on the sidewalk. 
Finally, he took a deep breath and started to speak. “As I mentioned 
in the restaurant, your name came up when I asked another friend for 
help in locating Paul in Syria. I’m only trying to lend a helping hand to 
someone I care about deeply as he struggles to find his son. Paul is all 
my friend has left. He’s tried everything and everyone but has hit a wall 
wherever he turns. The government is of no help. It has no meaningful 
channels into Syria and has made little effort to look into this through 
the few contacts it does have. My friend also reached out to the aid 
groups that are active in Aleppo, including Doctors Without Borders. 
Nobody has heard of Paul, and it seems that he never arrived in Aleppo. 
The journalists covering Syria have no idea either. My friend also failed 
to identify this Kurdish acquaintance his son had mentioned—the one 
who smuggled him across the border into Syria. In their last call, Paul 
told his father about someone called Alan, but my friend is not sure 
whether his son was referring to the person who had taken him into 
Syria. He does not even know whether this Kurdish fellow is Turkish or 
Syrian. So basically, we have nothing to go on. It seems that Paul Blocher 
has vanished into thin air.” Huby flicked the fingers of his right hand as 
he spoke.

* Many additional considerations factor into a decision of reaching out privately or semi-publicly 
to the captors, including the hostage’s nationality and profession, the official stance of the hostage’s 
home country and government on “negotiating with terrorists” and ransom payments (as well as 
the gap between the government’s official stance and its actions), the visibility and activism of the 
hostage’s family (parents or spouse), the availability of direct access to the captors to avoid message 
distortions by commercially minded middlemen, and whether a proxy relationship exists between 
the captors and a political authority (e.g., Alawi militias and the Syrian regime).
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“I’m very sorry,” I said. “Your friend must be devastated.”
“He is. His hair turned white overnight when he could not locate his 

son. He barely eats and is unable to sleep. He keeps replaying their last 
conversation in his head, over and over again, trying to discover little 
bits of information he might have overlooked. I spoke to him by phone 
this morning, and he couldn’t stop sobbing. He told me that he can no 
longer remember his son’s voice—that it is fading away like the image on 
an old black-and-white photograph.”

Huby spoke the last words with a slight tremble in his voice, betray-
ing emotion that resonated deeply with me. The year 2014 had been a 
particularly awful one in Syria during a war that has had nothing but 
particularly awful years. It was a year replete with gruesome murders 
and executions, including the beheadings of American journalists James 
Foley and Steven Sotloff, British aid workers David Haines and Alan 
Henning, American aid worker Peter Kassig, the Lebanese soldiers Ali 
al-Sayyed and Abbas Medlej, as well as countless Syrians. But in addi-
tion to these terrifying deaths, some of which were recorded and made 
public in appalling, grisly videos, there were other people who had 
gone missing—people whose names were never made public and who 
remained anonymous and unspoken for, just like Paul Blocher.*

We continued to walk in silence until we arrived at the Trocadéro. 
As we stepped in between the two wings of the imposing Palais de 
Chaillot building, the Eiffel Tower suddenly appeared on the other 

* Most of these nameless people were volunteer doctors, aid workers, and amateur journalists. 
There were also some adventurers whose absence often remained unnoticed for days, weeks, or even 
months because these individuals had in their past exhibited a tendency to disappear from time to 
time. In addition, their families assumed, usually for good reason, that ill-timed publicity would 
decrease the likelihood of release or survival of their loved ones. In many instances, the main reason 
no one ever heard that these unfortunate individuals had disappeared in Syria was that their friends 
and families were overwhelmed and simply unsure what to do or whom to turn to in these moments 
of worry and anguish. Several of these missing people were dual citizens—American and Syrian, 
British and Syrian, or French and Syrian—which complicated matters even further, because their 
families were told or “gently encouraged” to exhaust all avenues with the Syrian authorities first—a 
dead end by any other name.
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side of the river, full of lights and sparkle. Huby stopped at the top of  
the steps.

“I come to this spot most evenings when I am in Paris,” he said. “The 
view is still as miraculous to me today as it was the very first time I came 
here, despite all the tourists and peddlers. It never gets old.”

There was something mesmerizing about the Eiffel Tower at night, 
as if a magic wand had touched this iron colossus and turned it into  
a tree of glittering dreams. I envied Gustave Eiffel for his secret apart-
ment near the top of the tower, which he used for quiet, undisturbed 
reflection. No wonder he had refused to sell it, no matter how sky high  
the offer.

Huby and I stood there for a few minutes before walking down 
the steps and through the Trocadéro gardens next to the fountain. We 
turned left as we reached the riverbank.

“I would be immensely grateful, Daniel, if you could try to find out 
what happened to Paul Blocher,” Huby said after we left the crowds 
behind us. “Anything at all. I cannot tell you how much that would mean 
to his father. And it would also mean a lot to me.”

We reached the Pont de l’Alma, right next to the restaurant where 
our loop had started over an hour earlier.

“Tell me, Huby,” I said, “you have such amazing contacts and friends 
in the Arab world. Couldn’t you get anyone there to help you?”

Huby sighed heavily. “Believe me, I’ve tried. Turns out that these 
friendships, which I cultivated with great care over thirty years, are one-
way relationships. Hell of a way to find that out, I’d say. But aside from 
those disappointments, Syria is a black hole, where even the best-con-
nected people strike out.”

“I’ll talk to a few people and see what I can do,” I said. “But please don’t 
get your hopes up, and more important, don’t get your friend’s hopes up.”

“I understand,” Huby said despondently. “I wish I did not have to 
burden you with this. I’m really sorry to trouble you.”
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“It is not a burden. I’m happy to do what I can; I’m just worried it 
won’t be much. Please give me a few days, and I’ll get back to you,” I said.

“Thank you, Daniel. Thank you.”
Huby embraced me in a bear hug. As he squeezed my arms and rib 

cage, I picked up on a familiar odor in Huby—a slightly sweetish scent 
that revealed deep worry and anxiety. It was an unmistakable signal, 
beyond a person’s control, a smell I had always been able to register. 
The first time I remember noticing such scents in people was when I 
was ten years old playing soccer with other kids in our neighborhood 
in Zurich. One boy, who was three years older and about sixty pounds 
heavier than my puny self, seemed to have it out for me that day. He 
kept tripping and kicking me, until I had enough and confronted him. 
But instead of accepting my challenge to fight straight up, he told—or, 
rather, begged—his buddies to hold him back so that he would not have 
to kill me. “You guys better not let go of my arms, or I don’t know what 
I’ll do to this asshole,” he kept shouting louder and louder. “I’m telling 
you, don’t let go of me!” It was clear to all the kids there that he did not 
want to fight me. Your typical playground bully-coward. However, what 
really stood out was the strong putrid smell this boy was emitting, as if 
he had thrown up and rolled around in this own vomit.

The first few times I detected this awful scent, I attributed it to some-
one not having washed in weeks, but eventually I came to understand 
that this unpleasant aroma often materialized when a person was terri-
fied and that it had nothing to do with hygiene. I realized, to my own 
surprise, that I was, quite literally, able to smell fear—in others and 
eventually also in myself. As I grew older, I began to distinguish the 
various smells and what they represented, but only many years later, 
through my own study of martial arts, did I learn about the ancient heal-
ing art of Jin Shin Jyutsu and its wisdom in correlating smells with states 
of disharmonized emotions: Fleshy, with a slight tart and metallic tinge, 
for extreme sadness, when mourning a loss of a person or broken love. 
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rancid, with a sour aftertaste, in cases of deep-seated anger; this par-
ticular warning had served me well over the years. Putrid, exposing fear 
in people such as my childhood soccer bully but also the scent I detected 
in my own children when I’d wake them from a nightmare they were 
having. Burnt, slightly bitter, as a telltale signal of fakeness and pretense. 
And, finally, fragrant, divulging worry and nervousness—that unpleas-
ant, slightly nauseating smell that was present before tests in school and 
the same scent I noticed years later as a parent when my own children 
were under pressure and anxious. This was the scent I had just picked 
up on Huby.
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