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Chapter 1




Less than three months separated Emir from the end of his spring semester, his last one at the University of Lincoln, Nebraska, and with Dr. Logue. He was no longer shouldering new assignments or getting included in the updates of the ongoing activities. He had to train and pass his tasks to the students that would take over his position. Emir did his best though his speech was at times incoherent, and reverted to his sloppy jargon. He focused on his exams and grades and avoided Dr. Logue like the plague. 

On the other hand, making the journey through Arkansas to Fayetteville and reuniting with Kim became Emir’s sole comfort. She made sure to show him and give him everything he was missing out while stranded in Nebraska, whether in home life or within the college town. The city was an incredible opportunity to reinvent himself and start a new chapter. No one knew him there. His new advisor was looking forward to having him. His team was impressed by his resume and held his intelligence in high regards. 

To top it off, Dr. McDerley was a vibrant old man in his sixties and knew Dr. Logue’s reputation. He had a great and steady funding and offered his PhD students bonuses upon signing them. His lab was big and versatile, occupying most of the floor and gathering graduate students from different disciplines. Emir had his own cubicle and computer and shared the bright office space with several students. His dread and sadness at leaving Dr. Logue somewhat lessened at the sight of better conditions and friendly grad students that could potentially be his new social circle. 

When Emir sat for his interview with Dr. McDerley, the paperwork requirements showed the old man Emir’s married status. He was tense about it, and hastily mentioned his discomfort at having his affairs discussed or shared with others. He already knew it was confidential information but he was paranoid at the thought of losing the one good thing about starting anew at the University of Arkansas. Dr. McDerley assured him nothing seeped from his office. In any case, he didn’t care about Emir’s secrecy or status and was only interested in his previous research, and the potential he could bring to the table. After a short discussion, it became apparent to Emir his position was assured and he only had to finish the credits requirements of his transferred master’s degree to get in the PhD program. 

Once Emir came back from the interview, Kim took him to dinner in an expensive place to celebrate. She was happy and had put on in her fanciest dress and jewels. She shared the news from her workplace and the stories about Sunday’s church, weekdays’ coworkers and evenings’ shows, as well as random drinks with girls. She had her eyes on a new car instead of the used one she had been driving, and was already talking about moving out from their current rental by the end of July. Her brother was doing great and scoring good grades. Her family was very happy and could only hope having children would be the next step at that point. After all, as they unfailingly reminded her, Kim was close to being thirty.

Despite the children talk, Emir didn’t raise an objection; he wasn’t focused, and was rather busy trying to catch his breath and the thoughts running in his mind. He wanted to settle a little, before they could decide on anything. He hated moving and all the hassle that came with it. Often, it was a shock on its own, which took a toll on his sleep. Still, Kim was too excited or indifferent to Emir’s mental absence. After dinner, she took him on a drive to her workplace, one hour away, to show him the factory and the nice administrative building. She was explaining some dream of owning her own company to a listless Emir until he could no longer keep the face and he barely woke up in the car to walk to bed.

Despite the burdening pain and the hollow feeling, once Emir definitely relocated to Fayetteville, life was exciting enough to occupy his mind. The little city was sophisticated, beautiful and filled with nice spots to eat. It was a bit small, and Emir carefully chose remote spots to visit with Kim. He was adamant on making sure they weren’t seen together around the university. Kim had an hour of driving to her workplace and they lived remotely from both spots. Yet, Emir was determined the lines wouldn’t be crossed at all this time. Since his wife was working hard and late, she didn’t seem to notice or mind their secluded or stay-at-home weekends. Their church was midway between the little countryside where she worked and Fayetteville, although Emir started slacking intentionally, citing the work he had to invest from scratch in the new lab or his fatigue from the week’s routine. This time, it wouldn’t be sloppy and there would be no compromises; he was set on doing things his way, and finding some comfort in after the sacrifices he took. 

Emir was expecting some sort of resistance, but Kim was compliant to a fault; unless he made a mention of a name or some event, she didn’t question him about his entourage or his friends from the university, his whereabouts or his strict policies of not disrupting each other’s lives and workplaces. In her way, Kim was trying to make up for Emir’s loss. No matter how confident she was in her talk against Dr. Logue, she couldn’t ignore his genuine attachment to his previous advisor, and the blow this departure had been for him, especially when he was doing it all to be with her and secure her paperwork. When Emir would get too quiet, distant, or moody, Kim thought it was an unhealthy obsession. However, she learned to keep her opinions or frustrations to herself. Otherwise, she would have to deal with Emir’s quicker anger fits and tantrums, and they always ended up in them being in tears and him hurting his knuckles.

Before the start of August, Emir was gone again to Bosnia and Serbia. Emira was deciphering flight safety instructions, now able to read sentences and grasp the general meaning. Once in Mostar, Ismir was as nagging as his usual, walking around his orchard while his legacy was echoing through his posterity. He was pressing the marriage question on Emir and asking him without hesitation about girls from visiting families or guests of the house. One of them was of particular interest. Despite her beauty and quick wits, Emir avoided her because she was his grandfather’s pick. He begrudged the old man for that since his taste was nice, and she was one of the frequent faces in the household.

His uncle Spiridon, on the other hand, teased him about possible girlfriends but didn’t push it any further. He praised the beauty of Serbian girls but told Emir to ‘take it out of his system’ before he started thinking of settling. To Xandra’s annoyance, he delighted them with tales of his Don Juan’s youth and the few notable conquests he made.

“But then, I met this apparition! And I thought, she is the one. And we have been perfectly miserable in holy matrimony since then. Woman, if I don’t die by your hand, I surely will end up in a hospital or prison because of the aftermath. Please, kill me in my sleep if you must, and be sure it’s fatal.”

She rolled her eyes at him, but Emir had no doubt over the affection she held for her husband. He asked him:

“But how did you know Auntie was the one?”

Grandmother Becca answered in a hiss:

“I didn’t know about the others. But she was the only one he spoke about to us, she was the one he cited by name and brought home for dinner.”

“You forgot how Vladimir, may he rest in peace, brought home a new fiancé every three months or so? I wasn’t going to parade girls in front of you and make you jealous Deda, not unless she is the one to outlast you in this house.”

He laughed and Emir asked again, insisting. Spiridon had a scoff and winked at his wife:

“It just was right and it was right with her too. We were both ripe and we both wanted the same things. It just clicked. Hah. There is really no trick to it, except for the absence of tricks. No more child’s play or games. Both honest, both lucid, then we built from that. Once you have two builders agreeing on the plans, all you think about is the construction and how to make it happen.”

Xandra nodded, leaving Emir in a thoughtful silence.

“What Emir? You have someone on your mind?”

Before he answered, his old cousin Spyros said laughing:

“He’s already got his belly; there is no room for extra kilograms!”

All laughed and Emir glared at him, but engaged in the overall laughter. He promised himself to get rid of his bulging fat once back to Arkansas, and enjoyed his meals and drinks while on vacation. That year, Emira didn’t join him, and he lied that her work didn’t give her more time to visit. However, Emir could see in his uncle’s grinning eyes that the lie wasn’t sinking in. He felt the looming threat of his own mother’s dread come to him and chose to ignore it, finding in Spiridon’s joyful disposition and continuous respect and kindness proof enough that his paternal family didn’t think more of it. If they did, they didn’t take it to heart or held him accountable.

Back in Fayetteville, Emir took to running whenever he found time. He had structured his big workplace to be an efficient self-sufficient home for him, and was looking forward to proving himself. He was motivated and applied, able to hide his disdain for his topic of research in polite smiles and generic impressed talk. 

With his classmates and lab partners, Emir only spoke of studies and homework, his latest readings and research. He was more talkative than before, and readily sharing the love of people to a certain music or their disdain for a certain sport. He had a feeling he was well liked and perceived as a nice person. From the frequent questions about his origins and the time it took him to learn English, he also noticed that no one took him for an American. Therefore, Emir decided he wouldn’t correct that misconception and rather told people he was from Bosnia-Herzegovina and Serbia, and it made them a bit more interested in him and willing to engage, something that wasn’t so frequent, at least before.

Emir didn’t have much of substance to share except the facts Ismir had knocked inside his head, the obsolete and local places he had the opportunity to see with his uncle or the big cities he visited with his mother. Once students knew what he knew, no one bothered asking and people only said hello if they needed help on homework or some assistance in the lab. Emir was a very good and applied student, which wasn’t the forte of everyone around him. Additionally, unlike Dr. Logue’s lab, people didn’t come to McDerley’s facilities unless they had last minute studying to do or last-minute homework to prepare. They didn’t hang out there and spend little less than the required hours within the walls of the department.

They had more important things to seek than science, or were teaching classes and grading. Emir suspected they hung out outside together, but he had never received an invitation, not even for a drink. Several days into the semester, he couldn’t understand what he was doing wrong and often found himself alone on the building, except for some other people in other offices, staying by their computers, surfing the internet and getting bored on their own. 

This was how Emir made the acquaintance of a group of international students. They were the only ones talking to him and were down to hang out if there was room to do it for free. Most of them were Arabs from the Middle East. In particular, Emir regularly dropped by the office of a Turkish guy named Wael. People commonly called him Whale, much to his thinly veiled annoyance and resignation at the difficult pronunciation. Through Whale, Emir got to discover a category of international students whom he had never befriended before; the Arab Muslims. He couldn’t decide whether it had been a choice during college, or it just didn’t happen. Nevertheless, they were the only people on campus and the lab, and they had no problem engaging him in discussion or inviting him to join them with his lunch.

On a Friday evening, when Whale and his friends were heading to a party, he brought Emir for the first time to their housing complex. It was the closest neighborhood to the university though far from other amenities. Most apartments were in poor shape or had a mediocre construction. They were mostly inhabited by students, in particular international students. They headed to the apartment of a person named Jublain who welcomed them to a large living room filled with smoke, chatter, and liquor. It turned out Friday was drinking day for that building. Emir marveled at the acquaintances that were present with emptied bottles and lit hookahs. They boasted their heritage despite their American manners, their manhood despite their celibacy and their Islam despite the alcohol bottles, the smoking, and the random hookups. 

Emir would have never believed the conversations they were having were possible until he sat through them, under Whale’s amused stare and nonchalant yet persistent drinking. There was Hassan and Omid, an Egyptian and an Iranian from the mathematics department, Mohammed ‘Mo’ and Imran, a Saudi and a Jordanian from the chemistry department and other people from other parts of the Middle East, namely Saudi Arabia. Mention of other countries Emir had never heard before were quickly forgotten. He remembered their friendliness and generosity, though. They were taking turns inviting Emir over for meals or at hookah restaurants. They instantly shared their fancy alcohol and hookah. They were rowdy, talkative and inclined to laugh and to have a good time. Emir was taken aback at first, but once the liquor quickly let down his pretenses, he was soon showing them his funny dances from his college years. They were taking videos or joining in the fun, leaving to buy more alcohol and welcoming more friends.

Quickly, though, Emir was drunk on hard liquor and passed out, realizing too late he didn’t keep track of the alcohol he was consuming. When he woke up, he was in a different apartment and Whale was half asleep as he shoved Emir’s phone in his hand. 

“Someone calling… It’s roomie something.”

Emir was scared into wakefulness. Then he remembered he had put Kim under the name ‘roommate.’ He hung up on her and sent a text. He hadn’t told her he wasn’t coming home and he was too hungover to deal with her. He had genuinely not expected the party with the Arabs to be such a riot, nor had he planned to be knocked off his feet because of alcohol only to wake up in some stranger’s house. It almost brought Emir back to the days of the lost men’s parties, were it not for the lack of girls yesterday.

“Dude, your roommate kept calling… A lot…”

Whale’s detached tone as he rolled back to sleep was alarming. Emir looked at the calls and found thirteen throughout the night. He said with distaste:

“He’s creepy man. He’s just fucking creepy.”

“He wants that ass, Emir. After seeing how you shake it, I can’t blame him.”

Emir had a scoff and looked around him.

“Where are we?”

“My living room. My place.”

“We went to your place?”

“It’s downstairs of Jublain’s. He used to invite us so we don’t complain about the noise. Now, he’s stuck with us. But he loves it, that little bitch.”

Emir laughed, and tried to stand. His brain was banging against his skull.

“I didn’t get this fucked up… In… In forever … we should do that again, man.”

“When do we not do that? Chill, fat Bosnian boy, you clearly need to get up to speed with us first.”

Emir had a scoff and was about to quip, but he restrained himself with a smile. He remembered he was the nice boy from Bosnia who didn’t know any better, and was a hard-working none-partying student. He wasn’t about to blow it, just when it was finally starting to work for him. After all, if it wasn’t for his applied work and help in studies, Whale wouldn’t have spoken to him and hung out at the university with him. As far as Whale was concerned, Emir didn’t know anything of the world, and was a poor virgin who got fat instead of lucky, when he came to the U.S. for his master’s degree. He transferred here due to the better offer of Dr. McDerley, and there wasn’t much to him aside from his Bosnian or Serbian heritage and his structured and diligent attitude towards lab’s rules, assistantship tasks, and homework. Emir valued this clean image, and wanted it to be the only one in his companions’ minds. Moreover, he also liked Whale’s company, and hadn’t felt the friendship of a guy that wasn’t a relative or an advisor in a long, long time.

He reassured Kim through text while Whale asked:

“You want me to give you a ride to your place?”

“No. I’m good. I have to go back to the lab actually. You going in there?”

Whale exhaled loudly:

“Nerd…. You go… I’m not stepping in that hell hole again.”

“Let me know if you know someone open to having me as a roommate. “

“Chill Emir… I don’t know you man. Not that way.”

“Come on bro, we’ve been friends for weeks now.”

Whale looked at him with a smug expression:

“… ‘Bro,’ you sound like an American already. Or is it the way they make friends in your country too?”

Emir was shocked but forced a smile:

“OK… So you drag strangers to your place all the time?”

“It’s basic decency my prince. You walked here. There was no place to crash in Jublain’s apartment anyway. Some of us had to leave. Nina and her boyfriend are in my room and my roommate and his two dealers are in his room.”

Emir nodded lightly, secretly saddened. He didn’t feel like going anymore, but he had already stated he was leaving. Therefore, he stood and paced to the kitchen. Whale asked with a scoff:

“You need something … ‘bro’?”

“Just thought I could clean the kitchen before going.”

Whale looked at him in a frown:

“Are you still drunk?”

“It’s the least I can do, for your trouble… For inviting me, having me over … let me do that, don’t worry. I do it all the time.”

“What about that? You’re a keeper, fat Bosnian boy.”

Emir cleaned as quietly as he could and left, taking the garbage on the way out. He left for the university’s sports center, took a shower, and went to his lab to use his change of clothes. He worked some more on some revisions for an article pending publication. Emir thought about Whale and their conversation while preparing the imaged cells. He found it sad that Whale didn’t think of him as much of a friend as he did. He wondered what he could do about it, then decided to buy baked goods and go back with breakfast. The apartment woke up to the smell of croissant and coffee. They looked at Emir with surprised smiles. Whale shook his head and reached out for a hookah and the television remote.

“You want to chill for breakfast or go back to the lab?”

“No, I just wanted to drop that and I will be off.”

“You shouldn’t go through the trouble, no one does that.”

“The guy who drinks all the alcohol does.”

“Then you should bring it to Jublain, my prince.”

Whale, his other Turkish roommate and Nina with her boyfriend Taylor laughed at the pet name. Emir was embarrassed and left again, feeling like a fool. He bought more and dropped it by Jublain’s place, wondering whether there was a hole deep enough for him and his stupid ideas. Whale, however, didn’t seem to mind Emir’s odd gestures that much, as he dropped by his office, checking on him during the evening.

At home, when Kim asked him anxiously about his night, Emir took care to show her the pictures of the party that he took sober, and which didn’t have any girls in the background.

“They were a riot. These Arabs are another level of crazy. I thought barracks parties were the shit, but this…”

Kim forced a smile, but she said with worry:

“Make sure you don’t get in trouble though baby, right?”

“Of course, these people got nothing on me, babe. They be bitches about everything. Can you believe all those suckers are either virgins or poorly laid? The thirst in this room! Kim, you’d be so uncomfortable.”

“Ew, no… And they all look so loud… And scary…”

“They be loud… But just bitches with too much hair everywhere… Don’t worry Kim is just to blow the steam off. Is not like we tight or anything…”

Emir didn’t mention Whale or any of his friends or colleagues by names, just like he didn’t mention to them his roommate by name. He was extremely careful with the numbers and with his cellphone lest his wife stumbled upon some name. He didn’t like being questioned and she understood that point, choosing to go on with her routine and keep their romantic nights to her friends and family, while indulging her man in his personal space and welcoming whatever he was willing to share.

Kim was accommodating; her will was almost erased when Emir’s choices were at work. There was neither confrontation nor debates that triggered such an attitude. She was taking the initiative on her own and saving him the trouble. Emir sensed she felt his insomnia and anxiety. He also knew she picked on his unhappiness before and decided it was work. They were stable enough at home, rarely bickering at that point, and still going on classic dates, having classic small talk and regular intercourse. Kim was careful with him like with the crystal ware. She was compliant, eager to please and share whenever she was given the opportunity.

For some time, Emir was doing fine. He thought he had the ideal setting. Kim was confined to her side of town and their time at home. His relationship with his advisor was superficial and restricted to scientific endeavors. He could rely on a good friend like Whale for company on campus and sometimes outside. He had found drinking buddies that had no relationship to his past or his wife like Jublain, Hassan and the rest. 

His sole source of discomfort was Emira; he had to make excuses and enforce them so his mother wouldn’t expect him to visit or call so often. He was starting his PhD and could no longer afford the time and the journey to go to Saint-Louis on a whim. He couldn’t speak at length on the phone either. She had to keep their calls to a minimum. Emira complied though she couldn’t help but send him clumsy texts in English, sharing snippets of news or mentioning how she missed him at some event. However, she no longer asked to see him or to visit him as before. Despite the bitterness at reading her texts, Emir thought their communication had improved greatly. 

Fayetteville brought indeed the change for which he had hoped. He might not have had all he desired and he was no longer motivated for his studies or research like before, but he had found some sort of balance and a stress-free environment. He was no longer nervously surveilling the boundaries of his different realities. They were now comfortably isolated and far from each other and it was a significant win in itself.

Now that Emir’s mind was no longer worried about his secrets or dedicated to his research, he often wondered about circumstances and people around him. Amongst his international friends, he often thought about the Turkish man. Whale was strange for a PhD candidate; he had a careless attitude about everything and was cynical of every effort people bothered investing. Additionally, whenever he would finally get serious, he would often mention his mother. At first, Emir was at odds with Whale’s lack of ambition and energy, and bothered by his constant references to his mother:

“If you miss your mother so much, why don’t you go and see her, man?”

“I told you bastard. I have a one-entry visa which had expired. I might run in trouble or get stuck in my country if I go back now. I already had all the trouble in the world getting this one.”

“Ah…”

“You know how this shit works, don’t you?”

Emir had learned to deliver a specific answer to whatever people assumed about him. It agreed with everyone and got him out of talking or justifying himself.

“Sure… Go on.”

“So I can’t go see her. I couldn’t even go back for my father’s funeral. Let alone to visit.”

“You call her.”

“Not unless she is visiting my brother, she doesn’t have a phone and doesn’t know how to use one. She is illiterate.”

“That’s sad. I’m sorry, bro.”

“Life is an overrated turd, fat Bosnian. I only want to see my mom and I don’t even get that.”

“I’m so sorry bro. It must be hard.”

Whale almost glared at him:

“Dude, it is fucking hard. I love my mother OK! You know this shit, right?”

“Sure… And?”

“And what?”

“You will just stay here until you’re done?”

“Until I’m done with my PhD yes, and until I can find a job, a decent one that can file for my work permit. Until then, I’m stuck here, like some shit … and missing my mother.”

“Why don’t you just go back, bro? Be with your mom and do something in Turkey?”

“Let’s leave aside that Turkish economy is crap, that we Kurds aren’t at the high level of the social caste in there, and that I won’t find a job easily… Dude, my family drained its blood to get me where I am… I’m not about to waste their sacrifice just like that. I need to go back with lots of cash to make up to them.”

“But you drink and smoke all your cash!”

He scoffed:

“You’re so delusional… You think you know me? I save some, I send some home, OK? And yes I drink some of it! It helps me cope with this big shitty life… Guilt is a bastard.”

He looked at Emir and scoffed:

“I don’t suppose you know of guilt, you fat ‘Rules’ man-child.”

“I preferred when I was a fat Bosnian boy … and your prince.”

“Dude, your people have been through a horrible war and you allow yourself to get fat in this country! You don’t feel guilty when you go back to visit?”

“Hey bro, you’s the one with the guilt and heavy crap. I haven’t done shit. I came here on a scholarship. No one did shit to me.”

“So your parents didn’t sacrifice anything for you to be here?”

Emir had a long laugh, refusing to answer. At Whale’s insisting stare, he said:

“Sure… Man… Sure, Whatever. You wanna go somewhere to eat?”

“Nah. Remember that I save my money: I go out once a week, that’s it.”

“Is my treat… Please dude. Is a new place, not expensive at all and they have killer sandwiches!”

“Is it the fancy crap of that Latino man?”

“No dude, it’s a little out of the way. Is a Vietnamese shop. You’ll see. They have the funniest sandwiches in there.”

“You sure it’s good? I’m not trying some shit that will get me sick. I can’t afford to get sick in this country, my prince.”

“No trust me. You won’t get sick.”

“How did you hear of this place? Diarrhea ward?”

“Sure…”

“Nah seriously, did someone we know eat there before? I had to deal with food poisoning and it was a son of sin.”

“Look Whale, I did, OK? I found it and tried. I like it. Is cheap is good and they have plenty. Stop being a little bitch, man.”

Whale glared at him but had a scoff at Emir’s attempt to make a stand like a tough man. Emir was relieved that his friend withstood his impatient reply. It was a first test of their relationship. Whale was easy on the eye, quiet and careless. Emir was attached to him despite his fatalist talk and pessimistic views about everything. His companionship grew more significant as he became his main source of conversation, his way to attend parties and to be surrounded by other people of other departments, and drink in jolly company. Whale tolerated Emir’s lashing replies and Emir in return dismissed his somewhat bothersome manners, littering habits and his fixation on his mother and the insignificance of life. 

He loathed the times where he couldn’t openly ask to be in Whale’s company. The Turkish needed his own time, and wasn’t available enough to Emir’s taste. His roommate, Zacharia ‘Zach,’ while open to weed, was a devout Muslim who didn’t want any alcohol around the house when he was there. He was fun to be with as long as alcohol and girls weren’t involved. He was a proud virgin and an applied student that lacked in cleverness. To Emir’s jealousy, Whale was more attached to his Turkish roommate than the rest of their entourage, despite Zach’s rules and his close-mindedness over many matters, especially fun ones aiming to have a good time. 

At home, on the other hand, Emir was talking less and less to Kim. They were interacting when he opened the channels or was inclined to some physical time or to discuss administrative papers. Otherwise, either one was tired or he was moody. He came home for dinner as Kim had requested, but was often generic in his talk and dismissive of her insight, desire to exchange or her own conversation. When Kim asked if her brother could come visit again, Emir offered to pay for a trip to California rather than have people over disrupt his routine. Even if Hoa was coming during vacation, Emir didn’t want to be a host and take responsibilities. He wanted to be on vacation as well. 

On their first Christmas in Fayetteville, Emir wasn’t invited to any party. Whale and his roommate traveled to the house of some distant relative of Zach. The rest of the party people left for different destinations. Emir was stuck with Kim and Hoa for two weeks in Long Beach. He tried to enjoy himself and hide his distress. He was surrounded with Kim’s relatives that treated him as part of the family. Her cousins and young brother were convinced of his official status as a husband and their established situation as a married couple. Emir had never had to face anyone who had a concrete belief he was married until this vacation. He crashed against the hard reality and couldn’t cope with the anxiety at night, and the feeling that he was trapped in a miserable life. He couldn’t see any way out of the situation and often cried in his pillow. When his wife inquired during the night, he dismissed her concerns, calling her crazy. She was the one dreaming and making noises in her sleep, not him.

Emir didn’t have anyone to confide into, and didn’t dare approach any serious topic anyway. When Whale was mocking the African American community and stating his distrust of them, Emir’s coward attempt to speak up was a confusing and an indistinct rumble. He felt ridiculous within the lot who looked at him like he was having a stroke. He never tried again and instead, laughed at the jogs of the university, ranted against the easy schooling they got, pissed on the other minorities that made their minorities’ lives so much harder and raged against the conservative Muslims, the loose girls, the cold-hearted women, the economy and the black folks who seemed to be the main culprits in each of their own problems. 

The rest of the time, Emir followed his friends’ behavior and was giving scores to girls and chasing skirts too. He was careful enough in classrooms, parties, and outings while trying to flirt and even managed to go on movie dates with few gullible girls whom he had convinced after few homework help sessions. However, he never was passed few kisses and light touch; Emir was more anxious than excited throughout the whole process. He was not that into them anyway and the girls were uncomfortable too. Besides, he didn’t want word to reach Dr. McDerley, even though he was sure the old man couldn’t give a damn about what he did or didn’t. 

Emir didn’t want to be a full-blown cheater either, but was secretly hoping that Kim would give up on him, one way or another. He daydreamed that she would see him and some girl, innocently walking in the streets, then snap over the scene and leave. He wanted her to stop being the warm, obliging, and dutiful wife she was. He wanted her to start being bitchy and sinful, and demean him and distrust him. He wanted to bicker and he wanted her to storm out, bored with him and done with the relationship. At times, Emir pictured Kim coming to him in cries and telling him she didn’t love him anymore and had to leave him. It was a very pleasant thought that kept him going. When he imagined her with another male figure, however, Emir was tense and not so giving and free anymore. As much as he wanted their relationship to be over, he wasn’t sure he could see Kim with another man that easily afterwards. He wanted to be with someone before she was. Then, it would be a better deal. 

His racing thoughts had nothing with reality, though. Kim didn’t distrust him or question his answers or feelings. She did burst into tears whenever he tried to summon the courage to have a heart-to-heart conversation or implied things didn’t last forever. Emir knew Kim was aware how such a reaction angered him, yet it didn’t stop her from weeping until he begged for pity and hit his head against the walls or his fists against a door. It always ended up with them making out in tears, apologizing profusely and having intercourse. 

At night while restless, Emir thought of the way Kim saw him. There was no escaping her convictions over who he was; no matter what happened, he was still this amazing knight in shining armor and the promised prince charming of her fairytales. He was the man that made all her dreams come through and had all the keys to her happiness. She would forgive him anything right now, because he was going through a rough readjustment. He had a cynical smile as he thought of his colleague and friends. What would Whale think if he heard Kim’s talk of Emir? To him, Emir was an initiated drinker who was finally opening his eyes to the real world. He was a fat virgin with no chance of getting laid anytime soon. McDerley didn’t care enough about Emir as an individual. To him, he was a nerdy and hard-working student that wouldn’t give him much of a headache at work, which he didn’t need anyway as he already looked forward to his retirement. 

Emir managed these perspectives as gently as he could, pleasing everyone’s vision, going overboard for them, careful not to rub anyone the wrong way. He tried with Kim too, lest she would come to his workplace in tears or unleash some repressed craziness on him in public. He had learned much from his Arab friends and shadowed Whale almost all the time the Turkish would open for him. Consequently, Emir had grown softer and more patient with Emira, something he thought was either because of Whale’s odd obsession with his mother, or because she was quieter than usual and often sick enough to take the initiative on shortening the call.

Emira spoke of her desire to go more often to Bosnia and stay longer. Emir wondered whether she intended to keep to her father’s house throughout the whole stay or rent somewhere on her own. He never asked her though as he was worried the question would raise his own commitments to buying a house for them. He remembered his promise to make good money for both and secure Emira’s health and future. Given his present circumstances, Emir couldn’t predict when such a plan would be possible. If anything, he thought with bitterness that he could simply not have his mother over, even if she was sick or in need of a place. He couldn’t bring together Kim and Emira.

Therefore, when Emir finally visited, he tried to make up for his absence and his broken promises. He was silent whenever the urge to lashing at Emira came upon him and agreed to visit her good neighbors and regular friends without complaining. He tended to all Emira’s practical needs; he replaced the toilet seat and repaired her sinks. He insisted on checking her health-related issues and setting doctors’ appointments with her. She welcomed his attention with a deep surprise and gratitude that wounded his heart and increased his guilt. Emir left her the money to check with a physician but knew she would most likely not go. Finally, in a gesture of good will and in effort to make Emira happy, Emir suggested they had Zvonimira, her husband and her daughter over. He insisted on catering the event and providing the sweets and beverages. Emira was so overjoyed she became tearful. Under her stare, Emir was respectful and apologetic towards Zvonimira and indulged Kreamoh in his passionate speeches and his religious topics. When Zvonimira needed to change the baby’s diaper, Emir offered to help and finally got a moment alone with her. He dismissed his pride and asked about the ailments Emira hid from him. Zvonimira who had been appreciative but inquisitive about his sudden graces, finally understood. She nodded and gave him the details:

“She has dizziness spells and she gets migraines often… I took her to the doctor once, but she refused to get a scan, refused more exams and took a prescription.”

“Why did you let her leave without a scan?”

“Why don’t you try and force your mother into a scan, Emir? She was stubborn, she said the doctors wanted to drain her money and she would rather get treated in Bosnia than the U.S.”

“…”

“She didn’t tell you anything?”

“No. She doesn’t tell me these things. When did it all start anyway…?”

Zvonimira scoffed and said:

“Emir… Emira always had dizziness spells. She often complained of migraines. As far as I remember, even back when she lived with us in Zagreb.”

Emir was taken aback and asked, almost in disbelief:

“She lived in Zagreb? Wait … we lived in Zagreb?”

“You were born there as well. You forgot that too?”

Emir was overwhelmed, and trembled saying:

“No, no, I just… It just…”

“It’s fine Emir… Apparently, you were too young to remember that too, to remember your promises to us, to remember Jadrien… And apparently, I was no good sister to her, and no good auntie to you.”

“Don’t say that, aunt Zvonimira.”

“Now you’re calling me, aunt Zvonimira? Wow Emir … what happened?”

“I’m just … trying to understand. She never told me. She never said anything.”

“She sure can hide things. You’re her son, though. It didn’t take me that long to pick up on it when you guys were with us… Or whenever she traveled with Kreamoh and me.”

There was a silence that oppressed Emir and further burdened his heart. He then asked with a faint hope in his voice:

“So she’s used to it?”

Zvonimira replied in a rough tone:

“Yes, Emir, she’s used to knives in her head. Thank God, right?”

“I didn’t mean that. I thought if it was serious, it would…”

“Well, it’s not like it’s getting any easier.”

She was quiet, then she said:

“Emir… Emira is old… She may not look like it but she is old… She works all week and sometimes on her Sundays off too. What she saves, she spends it on relatives and saves it for you. She doesn’t take care of herself. Her other job has healthcare but only for full-time employees.”

“I never asked for money! I didn’t…”

“Yet she saves up hers for your sake. I don’t know why she does that either but that’s the reality of the matter Emir. And I doubt you could change her mind over the topic. She is a mother after all, and an absolutely selfless and generous one that is…”

Emir was overwhelmed. He whispered, trying to find a lifeline:

“With good English, she can improve her prospects… She is learning English, but she’s still struggling…”

“Emir, maybe it’s the time for your mom to be tended to for a change.”

“What?”

“Either live with you, or get you a wife who would take care of her and you, or let her go to her family.”

The revelation was a slap to the face. Emir didn’t think his mother would want to leave the U.S. He had never fathomed her desire to be home would literally mean that she wanted to be back in Bosnia. He couldn’t process the rest of Zvonimira’s words. He was hung up on the overwhelming vision and potential future, one where his mother would indeed be in a town in their homeland. He couldn’t comprehend why the thought was disheartening when all his life he had presented it as a truth to the rest of the world. If anything, it would solve so many problems for him and spare him further contact with many people he had no desire to meet or know.

“…”

“Your mother is staying for you, Emir. She came for your sake here, and stood her ground for the sake of your future… I thought by now she would be at peace. She would trust her smart PhD son with his life enough to take care of hers… But she worries a lot, and she’s constantly afraid for you and from what you might do. Please, young one, I don’t know how to talk to her about these topics anymore. I don’t know how to talk to you either. None of us knows how to talk to you. I’m just begging you to consider. You only have one mother. Maybe it’s time to understand that once and for all and do something about her, for her.”

“But, Auntie…”

They had taken longer than the usual and Kreamoh finally joined them. He didn’t hear much or understand what was happening. He took one look at his wife, noticed she was upset and his smile became smaller. Emir didn’t realize Zvonimira was upset. For the first time, he saw the exhausted and anxious woman behind the confident and strong façade. Kreamoh quickly came by her side and protectively put his shoulder around her.

“Hey Emir… Your mother is washing the dishes ‘the wrong way’ again. Why don’t you go and help her?’”

Emir was embarrassed and guilty. He whispered while leaving:

“Sorry, Kreamoh… Sorry auntie. Yes…”

Emira was indeed not dipping the dishes in a bucket of clean water mixed with a tablespoon of bleach to make sure they were thoroughly cleaned. Emir filled a recipient and started helping her while she smiled at him with anticipation. She was thinking he had officially made amends with Zvonimira and had a sweet smile on her face. Emir sighed and proceeded to patiently explain for the millionth time why they had to give the dishes a final dip in bleached water.

“I will remember it now, I promise. I agree, I like the clean smell of the cupboards too. But I often forget to rinse them before use.”

“…”

“Dear would you … was it good with? Zvonimira?”

“She is a very good person mama… Yes.”

“So… Maybe… Do you think you could come with us on vacation sometime?”

He was about to nod but she added hastily:

“Of course whenever you can, dear. Once you are done with your exams and research, we can go for a day or two, whatever you can spare.”

He nodded and reassured her:

“We can definitely do a road trip for a day or two, all together. I should be able to make it happen sometime.”

By the time he departed Saint-Louis, Emira was in high spirits and Emir did his best to hide his depressed mood. He couldn’t understand the turmoil within him and his confusing desires concerning his mother. He had no time to process his thoughts either; he had to take his motion sickness pill during the journey back to Arkansas, then begrudgingly head for a date night. The situation was all the more pathetic given that Kim had planned the whole evening to make up for the awful stay he would have had with his relatives. Welcoming back a moody Emir was what she had expected and she did her best to cheer him up. He was listless the whole night and mentioned his fatigue when she checked on him. 

Still, when they got into bed, Emir closed his eyes and pretended to sleep until his wife’s breathing grew even. She was latched on to him as usual, with her arms and legs. He tried to remember the visit and comb through the knots of his stay. Kim’s breathing and presence bothered him and the thought of her brought more guilt. But then again, there was nothing in his life that didn’t fill him with guilt at that point. He wished he would extract himself from the bed and leave the house, perhaps for the lab or for good. He thought hard and long about it, but in the end, couldn’t summon the will and courage to walk away.

During an afternoon after a buffet at a Mediterranean restaurant, Emir looked thoughtfully at Whale who was ordering tea and enjoying himself, knowing he wouldn’t be paying.

“Bro, you really screwed up with my head.”

Whale scoffed and said with some pride:

“We all need to grow up at some point, my thick prince. Consider yourself lucky you got to do it the very easy way.”

Emir looked at him, trying not to quip and said:

“What is up with you and your mom anyway?”

“I told you already … what’s with ‘you’ and my mother? First you don’t want to hear about it. Then, you come bothering me about her.”

His eyebrows were high as he added in a disgusted tone:

“Don’t be a nasty one, you little bitch. Don’t start thinking about my mother.”

“If she’s a looker like you…”

“Man, I’m serious. Where I come from, you start talking about our mothers, shit goes down.”

“How down?”

Whale leaned towards Emir with a serious glare, and said:

“Like your face in the dirt floor of hell, Emir. Don’t talk about my mother.”

Emir was taken aback and a little humiliated by Whale’s sudden and serious reaction. He was used to seeing that in the Arabs too. One moment, they were laughing and having a jolly time at any joke. The next, they took to heart one line or one word about some specific subject to and were ready to fight. In an effort to defuse the atmosphere, Emir had a painful smile and started saying:

“Come on bro… Don’t go all Arab on me suddenly.”

“Emir, wipe that disgusting smile on your face, ‘bro.’ And once and for all, I’m not Arab. And my name is Wael, nor Whale. And Iranians aren’t Arabs. Pakistanis aren’t Arabs. Either, get your shit right or don’t open your mouth.”

Whale glared around him, and added:

“I have enough of this bullshit with my students, and my advisor and his fancy friends, and every goddamn American in this university. Don’t give me more of that.”

Emir glared sideways. He felt bad and secretly angry. He was trying hard to not let his anger out and he turned his head completely to the floor, feeling asphyxiated. The one person whose friendship he valued the most was angry at him, and he didn’t know how to defuse the tension or to go from that brief confrontation to a pleasant discussion. Back in the days, he didn’t stick around to see things escalate like this. And if they did, his fists and his lashing did the trick. Now, he knew without understanding the reasons that such options were out of the table, especially with Whale. He was also keenly aware that losing him would be a very painful blow and would cut bridges to his newly found social circle. He looked at his hands, and tried to repress the smile that angered Whale. However, when he finally tried to break the angry silence, he couldn’t help but flash it lightly.

“I ask because I needed to know, how you deal with that guilt you feel.”

“About what?”

“About her? About your mother?”

Whale assessed him for few seconds, and asked:

“Why? You’re starting to feel guilty too?”

“Sure… So?”

Whale looked at him for few more seconds, and Emir kept staring back with a depressed expression.

“Truth is… I’m starting to see that everyone lives with guilt towards their parents. My mother feels guilty about hers, my father used to feel guilty about his… They didn’t tell me this to my face, or explicitly… But when I came here, some conversations I heard growing up… They started to make different sense to me. I understood it then… I’m not the only one either… It’s just that people in this bloody land don’t talk. They never do… Or when they do, it’s to that one precious significant other or whatever name these Disney on steroids people use these days… One person to hold all their terrible thoughts and luggage. Then, they get each other fucked up and they divorce or leave one another then dang! They keep to the weather and to the food places… But I don’t speak much to them, except to my advisor, when I have to… When I speak to the rest of us, then shit gets real, and easy… And everyone shares their guilt. They don’t specifically say it’s guilt regarding parents. But it’s there, it’s the unspoken topic sentence of their rantings.”

Whale swayed his head to the Egyptian music playing while Emir drank his words.

“Man I wish I had a smoke now…”

“It’s non-smoking here.”

“I know… Back in my country, you get Chawarma like that, you take the smoke right there. You just get to the right places… Here, you smoke and suddenly there is no shop for eating and smoking at the same time… But they don’t mind flowing alcohol with their food… Nation of hypocrites…”

Emir didn’t want to sit through one of Whale’s his rants against the U.S., not when he was finally getting some insight.

“So … how do you deal with it? And the rest? How do they live while feeling guilty for their parents?”

Whale had a laughter that extended until it became painful to see:

“That, my prince, is why we are all stuck in a loopy ritual of alcohol and rants and phone calls. You’re paying, right?”

“Yes, yes, it’s on me.”

“Let’s get out of here. I really need my smoke. Thanks for the meal, my prince.”

As they walked back to the car, Emir still inquisitive, Whale lit his cigarette and said in almost a mocking smile:

“I promise you fat Bosnian, once I figured it out, I will let you in on the secret. Until then, I drink and smoke and get in bad company, exactly like my mother told me not to do. It helps a little on the spot, adds to the pain later, then increases the guilt when she calls me and thinks I’m such a good Muslim and a nice boy. At least, I’m not adding some STD or a bitch to the equation… Why are you suddenly so interested?”

“It’s just… I think I feel that too sometimes.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know… That’s why I ask you.”

“You don’t know why you’re feeling guilty? Dude… I’m not inside your head. I know why I as a person feel guilt towards my mother and my family. I don’t know how to help it, but I know why I feel what I feel … you should at least be able to pinpoint that much.”

Emir nodded, following him to the car.

“The thing is you don’t get along with your head. You should chill with some weed … that will get you started with your head… Get the conversation going. It’s about time you grow up, at least in relation to your head.”

“I don’t do drugs.”

“But you do drinking.”

“It’s not the same.”

Whale had a mocking laugh and said:

“Weed is no drug.”

“It is.”

“You’re so American ‘Rules’, they should hand you the passport already. You kiss the FDA’s butt for a living now?”

When they started driving, Whale complaining about homework he knew Emir would have had a head start on, he asked suddenly:

“Disney on steroids people?”

“Yes?”

“What’s that?”

“People who believe in the One, in ‘you get what you sow’, in ‘happy endings’… That sort of bullshit.”

“And it’s bad because…?”

“Because it’s bullshit. Because it’s stemming from people who are obsessed with feeling good but making it somebody else’s job. Because it’s incredibly infantile and coward. Because it’s the byproduct of a culture that just wants to be comfortable and see everything in one shitty pink color. You want more?”

“So… You don’t believe in the One?”

Whale had a loud laugh, and put away his cigarette in the mug compartment on a piece of napkins. 

“Come on man, you know I don’t like that.”

“Relax my Prince. I didn’t put it away in the car.”

Still, Emir was annoyed by the lingering smell of cigarettes in his car. Not only was it hard to remove and bothersome, but Kim might ask questions. However, he didn’t have the heart to tell him off and the courage to face his potential stubbornness. He waited for him to finish.

“So?”

“So what?”

“You don’t believe?”

“Holy Moses and all of the prophets, we are seriously having this discussion?”

“I just asked…”

“Emir no… No, there is no One … there are plenty of Ones, a handful even if you’re into that whore shit… But there is not one One, OK?” 

“Relax, I’m just trying to understand, bro. I don’t know shit about this stuff.”

“I know you don’t, you virgin… You’re lucky your mom and family will marry you off… My family can’t do that shit to me. They’re not the kind, they’re not well spotted in the social scale anyway… It’s just, sometimes you’re frustrating Emir…”

Emir was hurt. He didn’t see a reason why Whale would say such a thing. He had been nothing but accommodating, tolerant and patient of his friend’s ill mood and rude words.

“Why?”

 “I don’t know. Maybe it’s just me, and I’m too old for this shit, and have been through too much and have seen enough. Maybe you remind me of myself when I was in kindergarten and I don’t like that… Maybe…”

“Oh kindergarten? Come on bro!”

“Maybe I’m just pissed off like people are when they get closer to someone. People caring about people, you know, there is a point where you drop your representative, and it’s just you and it’s ugly and pissed and nice and bored and everything else. It can’t be all pretty all the time. Otherwise, it’s just the representative…”

He looked at Emir who was confused by his words but sensing some affectionate meaning underneath the negative talk.

“You get my meaning, thick neck?”

“Yeah, yeah…”

Emir took Whale to his place so he could grab his stuff for the class he was teaching in the afternoon. He offered to drive him back to school or pick him up later, but Whale declined. He always declined Emir’s carpool offers; his apartment was only 30 minutes away from university and, according to him, that was a walkable distance and a chance to get some exercise. Besides, Zach had a car that Whale could borrow if needed. Still, Emir was prickled by his friend’s lack of need and reliance on him.

“Good luck with the rednecks around here, bro?”

“As long as they are not touching me… I just ignore them and roll… Once at the university, I’m good.”

“Man, how come Jublain is so cool, though? You know, with ‘us’?”

Whale scoffed at his last word, and spoke in a whisper through the car’s window:

“He’s as queer as a salty rain, fat boy. We are all in this together.”

Emir was shocked. He didn’t know any queer person, less of them Jublain. There wasn’t a feature remotely homosexual on him. He could only remember few encounters with such people and they were mostly girls.

“He is? But he don’t look… He looks so cool, man!”

“Tsk … then what are we?”

“And he hangs with you, people.”

“Dude, nobody is sticking anything in anyone. He knows how to party, he’s cool and keeps his dick for others, so we’re good. We’re in this together.”

Emir nodded, deeply disturbed and surprised by the revelation. He wouldn’t have fathomed Whale would be friends with Jublain, let alone grant him a measure of respect. Emir felt cheated; he certainly didn’t feel his friend was extending similar consideration and respect towards him. He mumbled while dealing with his inner frustration.

“I guess we are.”

“Nah Emir… You don’t count.”

“Oh come on bro, I’m as Muslim as you bitches.”

“You don’t look the part at all. If you weren’t a fucking whale, an actual one, they would be thinking of some European when they see you. You fit in the Midwest like sugar in lemonade tea…”

“I’m tanned bro, I’m tanned.”

“Fuck your tan, get out of here before I kick your Midwestern ass.”

“Depends which cheek.”

“Get out of here, alright?”

Emir had to finish his credit courses for his masters and Whale had his PhD entrance exams scheduled. He heavily relied on Emir’s help for the core topics, and Emir jumped on the opportunity to hang out with him as much as possible. He was the one running around professors asking for exams’ samples and textbooks recommendations. He lied about being knowledgeable on the other topics and studied for them beforehand at home so he could help Whale. By the end of his first year in Arkansas, Emir had ensured the companionship of Whale, secured his master’s degree and moved into the PhD program.

During summer, Emir taught some classes for extra money and to be as much away from home as possible. Whale and Hassan as well as a group of internationals were staying as well. Kim was leaving for a month for Vietnam with her brother. He couldn’t wait for her to be gone, yet once faced with the empty house, Emir’s mood started spiraling down again. Fortunately, with the indifferent approval of Dr. McDerley, Emir had decided to prepare for the PhD entrance exams and pass them within his first semester. Therefore, he busied himself with the preparations at the university and had an excuse to stay away from the house and from Kim’s frequent calls on the landline.

His friends were in no rush with their commitments to their summer classes or projects. Emir was able to persuade them to go on a road trip with him. He pleaded with Zach the most as he knew he would be the deal breaker for Whale and therefore was able to secure his friend’s participation. Zach had some conditions, though; there was to be no alcohol or hookups and girls during the trip. Emir was annoyed by the limitations but wasn’t sure the road trip would have provided opportunities in that aspect anyway. The rest of his friends had their own complaints but none was as drastic. They didn’t want to go on a trip that laster longer than a day. Emir didn’t guess until later that the question of money was the main reason behind their summer plans. All international students were strapped by the need for cash or to save cash. Credit cards and loans scared them and he learned that such financial options were neither normal resorts in their home countries nor good financial moves. Therefore, he offered to pay for the main expenses and food. Despite few awkward oppositions from Whale and Zach, Emir ended up with more enthusiastic traveling companions. They could pay the gas and food and he would pay for the rental and the stay at motels. They had enough cars to travel in packs but he suspected that Whale would choose to travel with Zach and he couldn’t stand the possibility. Therefore, Emir rented a big and nice SUV to ensure they all traveled together.

They were seven in total; in addition to Whale and Zach, there were Ney-Ney and her boyfriend Taylor, Jublain and his current boyfriend Howie. They didn’t have a concrete plan except for heading North for half the trip’s duration, enjoying the lakes, the touristic spots and the scenery along the way then heading back through another road. Emir was very excited about the journey. For the first time, he fully belonged within a group of friends for the first time. They included him in conversation, politely listen to his odd brand of music and freely exchanged raunchy jokes and intimate anecdotes.

Whether by the lake where they were camping or at the lodges on the way where the group was staying, Emir was the one taking care of the organization. He was setting tents up, preparing fire or food. He was in charge of navigation and kept an estimate of the gas refills spots. He paid for most of the extra necessities that arose without mentioning it. If someone was checking on him and trying to help, Emir dismissed them with a quick, ‘I got this’. All that mattered to him was that his friends would have the best time in his company and neither regret the trip nor dismiss future ones. He was simply too happy to have company and get in a group vacation like he had imagined. Shouldering expenses was the least he would do for the sake of such visions. 

Emir had invested in an expensive camera and took plenty of pictures, mostly of their group. He was making faces and looking like a silly giant on drugs, but he couldn’t care less. They stopped by the Ludington State Park in Michigan for three days. None of his traveling companions had had the opportunity to camp or explore the wilderness of the American landscape. They could neither afford the financial burden nor the time commitment and the logistics before. Thanks to Emir though, they finally had an authentic and American camping experience. While the nature put Whale in a melancholic mood and Zach at awe, Ney-Ney and Taylor were taking pictures and expressing their admiration with every lovely detail. When Emir finally decided to take in the view as well, the gorgeous shore disappearing in the majestic and deep waters were unnerving. He didn’t wish to dwell on this solitude by the lake and instead intruded on his friends, preferring to be involved with their happiness and satisfaction rather than being left to his own thoughts about the wilderness. Besides, he was used to such gorgeous visions from the Balkan region and didn’t see the appeal places had for people, beyond the satisfaction of crossing a place from the bucket list or providing an exotic setting for a couple or a group.

At night, while they were having a bonfire and making s’mores, Whale and Zach were having an intimate conversation in Turkish. Feeling a little jealous and left out amongst the couples, Emir tried to bring the discussion to the group and asked:

“Guys, I have one question for you all.”

“Please, not the 1 million dollars again.”

“Yes, it gets me depressed, I get too invested in it.”

“No, no… It’s something my Baka, my grandfather, asked me once… What if the devil came onto you and said: Ask me your heart desire or you shall not go on … what would you guys ask?”

The topic was interesting enough. They were discussing and interrupting one another:

“What sort of question is that?”

“I will ask for all the money in the world.”

“Oooh, I will ask for everyone to get into everybody’s shoes.”

“I would love that sweetie. Everyone that hates you is suddenly in your shoes. Ouuh, so clever!”

“Zach? Whale?”

“I wouldn’t tread with the devil, under any circumstance.”

“But you’ve got no choice!”

“I won’t. I simply won’t.”

“Come on, Zach. I told you the rules of the encounter: you can’t refuse, you can’t escape.”

“And I’m telling you, I’m never treating with the devil.”

“I’d treat with the devil. Hell, I’d treat with anything and anybody. God doesn’t make good deals. At all. I’d ask the devil for my own world. No! I’d ask to be a dictator. I’d ask to be … to be the dictator of a dystopian America. I’d ask for magic, I’d ask for superpowers. You know what? Actually never mind all those! I’d ask the devil for his position! I’d ask to be the new devil or be in hell … or heavens … management team.”

Emir was frustrated with Zacharia’s stubbornness. But then again, Zacharia wasn’t involved in fun discussion. It was no wonder he was never invited anywhere. Emir consulted Whale who was laughing at Nina’s flow of suggestions and whiny talk; despite Zach’s objections and Emir’s guidelines, she was sneakily buying alcohol and drinking in private with her boyfriend. She was clumsily pretending to be sober and all but Zach had picked on her drunken attitude.

“Whale?”

“Well, I’d ask him to curse anyone who calls me Whale!”

“Come on bro’, be serious. I said heart’s desire. It’s supposed to be something that is your heart’s desire.”

“My heart’s desire is for the devil to get lost. If he can do that, I will be happy to burn in hell for the eternity.”

Zach was disapproving, and Whale shrugged. He knew his roommate didn’t like joking about matters of religion and faith. But the night was fresh and the atmosphere was relaxed. No one, not even Zach, was willing to seriously keep tabs on the rest. Emir was nodding at Whale’s clever answer.

“What about you?”

“What?”

“What did you say to your old baba? What was your answer?”

“Well… I would ask for peace in the world. No more wars, no more genocides, no more massacres.”

Zacharia nodded thoughtfully and Whale approved.

“Of course.”

Emir started speaking of the Bosnian war, driven by his friend’s approval and the memories of Ismir’s talk. Suddenly, Sarajevo’s tunnel and digging intricacies came to his mind. He recounted the green and peaceful exit on the other side of the tunnel, granting those in need dire medical need and further provision. He spoke of the UN Food packages during the siege, the Dizdars’ households bombed, the walls still littered with bullets. His accounts of Sarajevo, when he hadn’t stepped there except to depart or arrive, were as vivid as if he had lived through the siege around the region. Emir was almost engrossed in the details of the children’s wounds from the Markale massacres, the study session held in teachers’ houses and properties with wide caves, the lack of water, the fear from the Sniper alley and the daily counts of bodies. However, Ney-Ney interrupted him, complaining the depressing talk. She was daring them to a skinny-dipping drinking game. The rest was quietly approving except for Zach, who was openly disapproving of her attitude and words, and Whale who was focused on Emir’s detailed account.

Emir was on driving duty again. He was often checking on everyone, and despite being the odd wheel out, he was the most immersed in the experience. On their way back, he was frequently dropping hints about a possible next time, and insisted on how much fun they all had during the excursion. He didn’t care about the bills or the credit cards. He knew his bonus was coming anyway and that he would eventually manage. He always did anyway. What mattered to Emir was to see himself as a member of a group of decent people happy to be around him, and enjoying his time with them as much as they enjoyed their time with him. 

Summer session was Emir’s first term as a full-time teacher. At first, it was an awkward experience; he never thought of himself as a teacher before, and being the focus of all the stares was badly unnerving. After the first classes, however, Emir found the focused attention a positive aspect of the job. The way the undergraduates listened to him and latched on to his advice and recommendations felt great. Unlike Whale, he had no trouble with discipline either; his imposing frame, intimidating looks and deep voice imposed respect. He felt valuable, respected and important. He was proud whenever a student came to his office hours then left understanding more or better. Additionally, Emir had students who teased him in a nice manner, and others who looked at him in flirty ways. He didn’t know how to deal with those, though, and kept a polite talk and as much distance as possible, worried he would get in trouble on his first try. Still, Emir couldn’t deny this unexpected perk of his position and enjoyed the girls’ attention in his own time and boasted about it to his friends.

While his teaching was steadily improving and bring him much fulfillment and pride, Emir’s research was going slow. From the start, he had no motivation for his topic and dismissed as irrelevant and easy. However, fruit flies were proving too difficult to understand, and he didn’t work hard enough to be up to date with the previously conducted work, the foundations of the fields and the intricacy of their types of cells. He decided to trace back his steps to the core concepts and work on the building blocks more before getting back to the main topic. Dr. McDerley was fine with his decisions and initiatives. He was glad Emir was keeping his deadlines and doing whatever he required of him, even when it had no relation to Emir’s topic and was more of the tedious and repetitive work that an undergrad would sloppily perform. His publications were going in the steady manner he wanted, thanks to Emir’s commitment. Dr. McDerley couldn’t ask for a better, well mannered and quiet PhD student who didn’t slack off work or complained about the demeaning tasks he was assigned.

Throughout the year, Emir had received few emails from Dr. Logue, inquiring about him and giving him updates over their pending publications. His words, while encouraging and cordial, were a painful reminder of what Emir had given up. At times, he couldn’t bear to open an email from his previous advisor, but loathed making him wait or missing out on some revision he had to perform. On such occasions, for the few hours that took to complete the task, Emir was in hell, unwillingly connecting back with the research that mattered to him and the mentorship he used to have. All that he had achieved in Fayetteville progressively paled in comparison. His friendships were of little comfort, his relationship burnt him further and his new future was looked insignificant and small.

Emir was awkward and generic in his answers. He couldn’t help but wish Dr. Logue would forget about him all together, yet he always typed few words of thanks at the end of every email. He didn’t know what to say at that point and had nothing of interesting or intelligent to share. He reassured his advisor he was happy and liked the lab and the group of friends he had made, but didn’t get into details regarding Kim or his progress on his PhD topic. Eventually, after the articles were published, Emir’s lack of enthusiasm and sporadic replies slowed down the exchange. By the end of the summer term, Emir hadn’t heard from Dr. Logue and was no longer thinking of his emails.

Just like Dr. Logue, his conversations with Kim were fading as well. Emir seldom picked up her frequent calls at home, even when he was present. He showed little commitment to answering her emails, whether in a timely manner or with detailed replies, that was if he answered at all. He knew she was trying her best to latch on to him. She kept inquiring about him and even asked some relatives in Long Beach to call him on his phone just to relay lovely messages. At every tourist site or city she visited, Kim sent him postcards filled with hearts and words of yearning. She missed him so much and was too full of love for him. He was the most wonderful husband and the charming prince who was like nobody. 

Emir read the words with an emptiness inside. Pain and guilt crept up at times but it became easy to dismiss them altogether. He didn’t have the heart to completely ignore Kim, but he couldn’t commit to the relationship anymore. He was incapable of pulling away completely either. He didn’t want her to get hurt and didn’t want her to hate him. Emir didn’t know what he wanted for himself anymore, but he knew what he didn’t want; he didn’t wish to pursue that relationship anymore, no matter how comfortable and convenient it was. That reason had helped him push through several months of companionship but was no longer making his circumstances bearable. He didn’t want to be in this contract in the future. He didn’t want to be officially married and he didn’t want to give them a chance until they both had a proper break from one another and he would have figured out his wants once and for all.

In Bosnia during the summer, Emir was getting more used to his position in Emira’s family and comfortable with his uncle Spiridon. He preferred his father’s family without a doubt; they knew how to drink and to have fun. They were warm and generous and they didn’t bother him. Emira’s family, on the other hand, required him to be alert and sharp, committed to being a devout Muslim, to indulge his grandfather and to follow the family’s motion and pursuits. He knew how to pull a polite face and have nice manners. Inside, however, he was often angered at times and frustrated at others. 

His maternal cousins were growing into paler versions of Ismir. Each one of them, according to their own merits, was answering his vision of what they should be, while their parents were moving fast in the politics of the land. Ismir kept telling Emir it was never too late to engage in the civic and political life, or at least educate himself in that direction, whether overseas or in Bosnia. He was still young and could take another path or work on that one once his PhD in hands. Emir was indulging him, agreeing with his plans to save himself the hassle. Any time Ismir was seriously bothering him, Emir would bring up a topic and speak in ignorant blasphemy just to turn the discussion into a lecture and get some peace. Ismir was versed in giving monologues, especially about topics he mastered such as the Balkan region, the Balkan war, the Yugoslav regime, the national and European politics and how all the affairs of the world seemed to relate to them, one way or another.

Spiridon was not inquiring about anything in specific, nor pressuring Emir on anything. He was happy with his life, and wished Emir to be in the same state of bliss. At the Sosenko household in the village of Ruski Krstur, Emir was able to explore more of the Serbian countryside and ponder on this other homeland of his. His keen sense of being of Bosnian and Serbian heritage, which he had pushed in Fayetteville more than at any other time in his life, was further sharpened by the richness of the landscape and the traditions, the ancient history dwelling within the old castles and the established cultures, the loveliness of the authentic villages and the beautiful architecture. 

Every time he took pictures of some traditionally prepared dish or rustic handcraft, Emir thought about Dr. Logue’s accounts and was excited to share his insight on an equal footing. However, the melancholic reality would instantly settle in and he would remember that they no longer had a connection. He couldn’t share such precious memories with Kim either, lest she thought it was an opportunity to bond and to press her wish of visiting Europe. Whale and the rest would like the thought of discovering the peculiarities of Emir’s cultures, but they wouldn’t stand going through all of the pictures. Emir was soon nursing romantic notions about a girlfriend who would be amazed by his country, his heritage and would love going through his pictures. She would beg Emir to take her to Bosnia-Herzegovina and Serbia one day. She would be welcomed by his families and be at awe at their hospitality, culture and good humor.

By the time he was leaving, Emir was set on making that vision a reality. He thought of keeping his distance, even sleeping at Whale’s place more often until Kim would snap and leave him. He wouldn’t interact with her. Given how silence made her uncomfortable and awkward, fights would be quick to happen and easy to entertain. While Emir was scheming on the way to the U.S., he was texting Kim about how much he missed her and missed her body, and answered her ‘love you’ messages with ‘love you too’. He couldn’t decide why he was still putting that sort of work in the relationship, but he understood he couldn’t be mean or give her the silent treatment all the way through. He didn’t want her to cry or to hate him. He wanted her to grow bored and weary of him, then to leave him on her own terms. He didn’t want to be the bad person. He was convinced he was a nice man and he had fallen in hard times. It didn’t have to make him a hateful person or a hated one.

Surely enough, upon reuniting with Kim, Emir’s lust and absence of reservations took over. Their physical communion and first days back together brought back the sensations of their honeymoon phase. Kim couldn’t get enough and was overjoyed to an exaggerated extent. She bent every way for Emir’s sake, relieved that he wasn’t too overwhelmed by his stay and reassured in his feelings. Emir, on the other hand, quickly got a hold of himself and soon regretted his stupid actions and the generic justifications that he had adopted to get laid for few days. 

Once he was back in the office, faced with his fruit flies, listening to Whale’s complaints and Ney-Ney’s whining over the fall semester’s start, Emir was back to the rancid reality. It was a cold shower that centered back his perspective on the decisions he had made during summer, the visions he was entertaining for his future and the need to stop messing around and effectively proceed to cut ties with Kim.
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