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Chapter 1




From the airplane window, Maui had grown small enough before Emir finally gave in and took his motion sickness medicine. They made him drowsy and sleepy, but at least they spared him the dizziness and the vomiting. Still, he hadn’t taken them beforehand as prescribed; he needed to make sure he was away from the Island before he could finally rest and sleep, or allow himself to think of his new life. Emir Sosenko was finally leaving the painful place of his childhood. He was effectively cutting ties with the memories, the excruciating relationships and the disappointments. 

His preparations and departure were short and meager. He didn’t have much anyway and wasn’t about to bring anything more than the minimum to the mainland. He needed a fresh start and had no intention to burden with himself with anything that smelled remotely of his mother, her husband, his painful nights on Maui and its food. Emira hid to cry, and Miloje avoided exchanges with him. No doubt the vicious man was happy at his departure, but he wasn’t about to fully display it lest Emir would have second thoughts. At one point, it was true that the boy would have given anything to see Miloje disappointed, though the idea of an unhappy Miloje was terrifying, and quickly overwhelmed his imagination enough that he would give up the mere fantasy. Yet at this point, Emir wasn’t ready to give up his newfound freedom to witness Emira’s husband unhappiness. The college scholarship and the signatures on his papers were his ticket out of his own misery, a reality that used to be a mere notion before, only fulfilled through death. At the thought of such grim days where the solution was more radical than a scholarship, Emir’s mind would shut down and actively seek the daydreams about the mainland.

He knew college would be different, but he wasn’t expecting it to be a drastic change both inside, within the academic system and outside in the streets. His first surprise was at the number of Caucasians around him; they were the majority, they were everywhere and the few minorities were either black or Latinos. For once, Emir didn’t stand out and the inhabitants didn’t think twice about his presence. His tall figure and fair skin were no hindrance, and his features weren’t significantly different at first glance.

Everyone in the streets and the stores were also incredibly warm and polite. Emir wasn’t used to the big smiles and inquiries over his day and his mood. Their smiling stares didn’t have anything scanning or anticipating. He was walking with relative ease, something Emir didn’t manage on Maui. In fact, before walking around the city of Lincoln, Emir was intrinsically tense and alert. Now, no one was looking at him crossly, and if his gaze met a stranger’s, there was neither inherent distrust nor attitude about it. No one was talking behind his back and he was almost certain the neighborhoods surrounding the university didn’t have white speech or inner circles with secret conversations.

UNL was bigger beyond Emir’s wildest expectations. He couldn’t have anticipated the long walks around the campus that only showcased its main parts, nor the fancy-looking buildings dedicated to one department at a time. The classrooms were big yet held few students. The auditoriums were massive and well equipped. Everywhere Emir looked, there was a piece of artwork on display, fancy or advanced equipment and boards filled with flyers and posts. Most students he saw were white and at ease with their surroundings. There were plenty of organizations that gathered people of similar interests and background too. For the fall festival welcoming students on campus, Emir got to sample a lot of free food from different countries, apply to many organizations and get free goodies, from clothes to pens and stickers.

In addition, in class, Emir’s classmates were inviting and exceptionally nice to him, to the point it overwhelmed him. In such aspect, Emir had to get used to his roommate, Chadwick. Chad was a boy from a close town whose parents both went to UNL, the University of Nebraska Lincoln. He was polite and warm. He had a cheerful attitude and often shared suggestions of places to eat or hang out. On the first night at the dorms, to Emir’s bewilderment, Chad was checking with him what could bother him, in order to know beforehand and avoid whatever made Emir uncomfortable. Emir was never granted such considerations before. He also brought music bands posters and plenty of stuff to decorate his side of the room. His closet was overflowing with clothes. He had brought an extra night stand and small desk and he owned a computer that he was getting shipped later in the week. Compared to Emir’s naked walls and impersonal desk, Chad’s side of the room was brimming with character.

Chad also spoke of his plans freely with his roommate, without Emir needing to prove he deserved the trust or the information. Chad wanted to be in the Marine Corps. He wanted to have a farm and three children. He knew the type of girl he would want to date, the one he would like to marry and the way their lives together would be laid down. Despite being a teenager like Emir, Chad had already figured out the milestones of his life. Emir had just learned what a milestone meant.

“Emir don’t take it wrong, but you talk in a funny way. Where are you from exactly?”

“Hawaii.”

Emir, on the other hand, didn’t speak much, partly because everyone wanted to talk so bad and share, but also because when he started speaking, questions over where he came from rose and the attention shifted to him. To the group of guys with whom he hung out from classes or dorms, Emir was from Hawaii, and that was enough for them to deviate the discussion to Hawaii, and how beautiful but expensive it was, and how they knew some old relatives or some newlywed couple that went there. Most of them were Caucasians, except for one Chinese American and a Filipino. They spoke perfect English and were all big fans of football and mistook Emir for a player.

“But you must have played before! Dude you have that kind of thick neck and good ass those guys have!”

“I used to…I don’t anymore.”

“Why?”

Emir shrugged, unsure what answer to give. He diverged the discussion by mentioning girls and food. He didn’t like being associated with football, or talking about it. He didn’t know exactly what to say about where he grew up either. However, speaking of high schools, football, proms and girlfriends was common place. Fortunately, there was room enough for others to take over the conversations. As long as Emir scattered few words of approval and laughs, he could enjoy the company and the accounts, learn new answers he could potentially use next time and avoid talking about his personal history. He never wanted to remember that part of his life and his vow to start anew was in the works. 

It wasn’t as swift with his roommate, though. Chad was getting more comfortable with Emir, telling him about his bad break-up in junior year, how he wasn’t allowed to date during senior year, his first time making love. Whenever he pressed Emir to talk, he had difficulty telling him evading the questions or getting into details, however vague, of what happened. It dawned on him that Chad and the rest of the guys had gone to private high schools, had sex in beds while being clean. They had rented cars for their proms, went out with girls of nice features and nice character. When they wanted to hang out, it was in a diner, a mall, a movie theater or a food court. Their experiences were radically different in the simplest aspects; much of what they took for granted and common sense was alien to Emir. While he was careful to not stand out due to such occasions, he couldn’t help when it happened over trivial matters.

“You can’t be serious man! You’ve never tried a milkshake…!”

They were all in a diner, at the end of the summer session.

“I heard of. I never tried it.”

“This is unbelievable. But how come? Are you dairy intolerant?”

“No! What’s that?”

“It’s when you can’t have something with milk product. It screws up with your bowels and you have to transition to plant-based dairy.”

Emir was suddenly worried:

“Maybe I shouldn’t eat it then. I don’t know if I have that.”

“Dude…you drink a milkshake, you don’t eat it. You’ve never seen it before? Even on TV? Or the movies?”

Emir was thinking about an answer but the question wasn’t really one. Everyone was oddly staring at him.

“You seriously never saw one before?”

“I may have seen pictures… JCVD and Bruce Lee don’t drink milkshakes.”

“Who is that?”

“Who?”

“The other guy aside from Bruce Lee?”

“He’s talking about Van Damme… Dude, he’s a Belgian martial arts guy. I’ve seen his movies, he’s crap of an actor but he fights well.”

Emir didn’t like Chad’s judgment:

“He’s great.” 

“Whatever you say, Emir. So? How come you never tried milkshakes?”

“I don’t know.”

“They don’t have them in Maui?”

“There is no diner in the projects. The fancy stuff is on the other side of town.”

Emir thought about it for a second and added:

“Or maybe there is one. I don’t know. I think there is one, but I never been…”

Chadwick incredulously asked him:

“Are you from the projects?”

The rest was looking at him in a mix of disbelief, suspiciousness and admiration. Emir was hesitant while nodding. Faced with the mixed reactions, he couldn’t be certain which answer was the right one:

“Dude, that must be so…I mean the ghettos are violent! The black people there are crazy…everyone is either having too many kids or too many stacks of coke.”

“You know these guys from the defensive line this year! Man you saw them? I’m pretty sure they have kids and they have done it. Two of them are from Compton.”

“Come on, man… You don’t know that.”

“They’re black and from California! Where do you expect them to come from? From Long Beach?”

“Emir, I didn’t know there were black people in Hawaii. It can’t be that safe then.”

The conversation was taking a wild turn. Emir was more confused over the mutual understanding all but him had and the hesitance or certainty with which they tackled matters beyond theirs. He didn’t know whether it was expected of him to be on the same page and to have similar attitude and knowledge or it was a matter of personal reference.

“Tell us how it was Emir…were there shootings?”

“I never…I never heard gunfire.”

“Are you sure?”

“I did see a gun.”

“Everybody saw guns here man. We go shooting for dates.”

Emir was confused.

“Talk for yourself, Bastian. I’ve never gone shooting for a date, that’s my quality time with my dad! It’s a dad-son thing not some chick idea of raunchy!”

They laughed but pressed Emir for more details. Emir was wary of talking, but their enthusiasm and hint of admiration encouraged him. He recalled some stories of Hehu, the night guard of the high school where he used to study, and the ones he heard from Lionel or at football practice. Though Emir’s English was flawed, they were too captivated to rush him. Their fascination and indirect compliments propelled Emir further. His wide eyes and words of appreciation reminded him of the reactions of tourists when the guides are giving them insight on Maui. Later at night, when they were walking to the dorm, Emir was still telling them about the crazy punishments of the Samoans by the port and the knife play he learned from Zee. When they got into the room, Emir was still talking to Chad, but his roommate was listening with an awkward smile and kept repeating how scary or cool that was.

The following week, Emir found out he was getting a different roommate; Chad has switched with the Chinese American, Denver, without any explanation. He was avoiding him altogether. In the cafeteria, the group of guys was oddly warm and polite around Emir except for Denver still pressing him for crazy stories from Maui’s projects. Thus, the fall semester of Emir’s freshman year started beforetime with a hard lesson Emir: speaking of where he grew up and getting into any details on the projects were the worst topic to make or keep friends. They may have been impressed during the conversation. But once they got back and settled in their minds or talked to their families, they quickly saw in Emir a possible thug and a future source of problems. He wasn’t from a good upbringing and he had seen enough crazy things to think it was okay to not follow the rules and instead live on the margin of society. It was neatly explained and as simple as that. 

It was an unexpected blow after such a promising summer session. It brought up nasty memories that Emir had buried deep and wasn’t expecting them to resurface. The anxiety of having to go through some familiar ordeal would have gotten out of hand, were it not for Denver’s enthusiasm and his welcoming attitude. He was proud of being Emir’s roommate and liked being seen with him. He pressed him for more accounts and introduced him to his other group of friends. He was always excited whenever Emir was hanging out with him and Emir needed the company and liked the attention. However, he loathed revisiting the narratives that made bad impressions with the previous group of friends and could potentially ruin his chances with others. He learned to swiftly dismiss Denver’s inquiries and get him to talk about his favorite topics, girls and weed. 

Every weekend, Emir made a brief call to MSL, the store owner by his mother’s husband, to speak with Emira. The conversation was always the same: few words about health, food and studies, and whether he needed money. Emir had his small savings and was holding on to them, refusing to pay for anything or go out. He never accepted money to be sent to him. In fact, he just wanted to get on with his life, and cease all contact with the Island. To Emir, it was finally the opportunity for his mother to have a life without him, the life he bitterly came to realize; one where she went on vacation with Miloje and actually had a good time in the store, one where he wouldn’t ruin it with police and incidents, and where she didn’t have to worry where he was sleeping or what he was eating. After departing Maui, Emir promised himself to never go back and never think of the past. Fall 2000 marked the official start of his life, and college was the first schooling and social experience he could acknowledge and be in control. Emir was not about to waste this clean slate or make the same mistake again. In worst case, scenario, he would rather be homeless on the streets of the Midwest than go back to that forsaken place.

He found out about the equipped gym facilities and the free gym classes. He started going early in the morning, to Denver’s admiration and enthusiasm. Every night, he said he would go with him, and every morning he was too sleepy to even answer Emir when he tried to wake him. In class, Emir was paying attention and working diligently on his homework. He had no intention of losing the scholarship and was actively looking to get a part-time job within the university. He still hung out with friends he met at random occasions on campus. Company was surely not missing. He also noticed many girls looking at him in a giddy way. Denver’s friends, mostly from the Chinese and Asian communities, were often present in their room and hung out with Emir without fears or prejudice. They loved talking about girls, marijuana and careers. Denver in particular was always speaking of the girls giving him signals, and the attention Emir was getting:

“That girl with the platinum hair in geography! She’s got a nice rack man… You should ask her out, Emir. She has been asking about you! Her friend’s best friend asked me if you had someone back home or something! She means business… Wants to be your girlfriend! Maybe she even let you go all the way dude!”

On such occasions, Emir was hung on different matters than Denver.

“What do you mean back home?”

“You know… From your country!”

It was a recurring occurrence. Within the college environment, Emir had to get used to being taken for an international student by some, and an outsider by others. But he had trouble understanding how Denver, his own roommate, didn’t seem to remember Emir was from Hawaii, as if he thought Emir was lying. He couldn’t help but be frustrated that Denver with his very Asian look and body was not getting that kind of treatment or question. He had to admit, however, that his roommate’s English was native. After all, he didn’t question whether Denver was born on U.S. soil or not. It wasn’t fair, but then again, he couldn’t do much about it. 

Emir wasn’t sure about wanting a girlfriend. Sure it looked like everyone was after getting a partner. Everyone was focused on having a relationship, getting out of one into a new one, suffering from it or looking for the next best thing. Emir wasn’t sure about his choice of classes and couldn’t understand how someone his age would be certain about some girl when he couldn’t stick to one major. There were indeed plenty of nice-looking girls in college and plenty of temptation. There were girls checking Emir out and initiating conversations too. But Emir was often nervous, if not overwhelmed, by how white they all seem to be and how quickly they talked and expected quick replies in return. He could picture himself easily getting into trouble with them, or spending all his hard-earned money on food and idiotic activities. He knew that but couldn’t speak up about it to anyone; the guys around him were all focused on white girls, and didn’t share his worries. If anything, a lack of interest in the topic was suspicious and pushed for more questions and nasty stipulations. By that time, Emir knew enough to not open up about such topics anymore and had no intention of repeating the past fiasco. 

One day, Denver managed to come to the dorm room with a girl. He pleaded with Emir to leave for the night, and so Emir left and wandered around campus, looking at flyers. He hadn’t taken the time to look around the campus before, rather heading from one class to the next, then either going to the gym or doing his homework in the dorms. He was still a little nervous in public, and didn’t take time to stop in the middle of a hallway or a street just to check some flyer. Plenty of students’ associations and clubs had many events on display on boards. Some of them he recognized as he had previously been there with a group of friends. But there were also ads for student work and events outside of campus. 

The first coming vacation was a fall break. Everyone was leaving for home except Emir. Denver invited him home. But Emir couldn’t afford the trip and didn’t have an issue staying in the empty dormitories. It turned out few other people were staying as well. Friday night before fall break, Emir finally got to enjoy the room for himself. Yet, it felt lonely and quiet after two hours. There was no room for loneliness and silence in the busy schedule of college students, especially when they had friends that are often down to hang out anywhere. He had forgotten the unpleasant states and the depressing ideas they invited in his head. Emir didn’t want to be anywhere near these irksome feelings again. He loathed the sudden questions and bursts of memories that came to the surface on such occasions. It was hard to remember Nizryn or Uncle Mitch’; the moment their names popped up, Emir was fighting with a sadness and violence that took time to dissipate and spoiled his mood for the rest of the day.

The company and others’ noise used to prevent this state from happening. But the vacation in a quiet dorm room was bringing some of it back. It was a shock to find out that he had been mistaken in looking forward to having the room for his own. Emir struggled with the anxiety building up from the mere perspective of spending the rest of the week with forbidden memories. He reminded himself that he had bed and food, that he could go to the gym or for a run. He could exhaust himself in multiple ways and leave room only for sleep and homework in his mind. He could go to a coffee shop or a diner and bathe in the noise of the crowed. Finally, he had midterms and homework and further readings to do to improve his English grades. So he was hoping he will keep busy and, in the meantime, discover any event taking place at college or in town, where he could go later. 

Someone suddenly knocked on the door. It was a sweaty and broad black guy, about six feet. His smell reminded Emir of football pads and training.

“Hey, oh hey…look man! Sorry to bother you, but there is this guy that told me that there is a guy here…who is good at math… And I was wondering if he could help me.”

“Oh…OK.”

Emir was confused for a moment about what he exactly had agreed to do. Then, he grabbed Denver’s chair to put it next to his desk while wondering how he could tutor the stranger, and why it was an alien and familiar task at the same time. But the black guy said:

“He must be your roommate. He is like Chinese and shit.”

“Denver isn’t good in math.”

“Oh no, not that! That must the other Asian, man! That one is called Emir.”

“I am Emir.”

“Yeah man?”

He stood by the door awkwardly, assessing Emir.

“I can explain to you if you want.”

“Really?”

“Sure.”

“Oh man that’s a solid. I need that.”

He came back with his book and a torn notebook, despite being newly bought. Emir had to rent his and they weren’t in the best shape. 

“I’m Jean-Francois by the way… But call me Jeff! My name is a handful.”

Jeff turned out to be a smiling and warm guy who spoke correct English and was a sophomore in college. During his freshman year, he barely got to a 2.7 GPA and the head coach threatened to kick him out of the football team if he didn’t raise it. Jeff was having trouble with the classes that didn’t require writing. He had a girl do the rest of the assignments for him. While he was openly talking about his shortcomings that night, Emir was surprised by his level of ease when sharing that he cheated or copied homework. It had been hammered in his head that it was very seriously taken in college.

“So, I’m not flying home for vacation this year, taking time to pick up my grades. I really need that push, I appreciate your time, Emir. You’re doing me a solid.”

“OK.”

“Were you used to playing football, though?”

“I used to… in high school.”

“You should come and throw ball with us sometimes.”

“I never threw the ball.”

“Meaning play.”

Emir took an instant like to Jeff. He was open about his thoughts and his life, and fun to be around. He wasn’t much of a good student and he easily lost focus while Emir explained. But he managed to scrap off some fundamentals. He had friends outside of the school and family in the state. He went on road trips and visited them. His performance was good enough to keep him in the team and to keep his scholarship, but he didn’t have any illusions as far as making it into the NFL. Still, Jeff wasn’t working towards anything else either. He was riding the days as they came. After sharing meals with Jeff and alternating between study sessions and conversations, Emir became good friends with him by the end of vacation. Jeff took him to parties and introduced him to other people, black folks with whom he hung out. They had great food and mild manners. They loved to dance and to laugh and always had homemade dishes in their parties. Emir was disoriented by their manners and their attitude. It was nothing like the familiar treatment from the projects. He finally had the courage to ask one night:

“Jeff, what was it like in your projects?”

“What, Man?”

“In Compton. I heard from guys you were from California, in Compton.”

“Are you serious Emir? That’s fucked up.”

He had a scoff and added:

“That’s racist man. I’m from fucking Sorona, California. I never set foot in that place! I don’t even know someone from there.”

The guys had a laugh and Emir felt stupid and bad.

“Sorry, they just told me.”

“Dude I’m African-African, not African American. These guys grew up with some fucked up history and shit. I was born in France. The only thing American about me is my passport. I’m not black like they are black.”

The guys were laughing to tears at Jeff’s explanation. He started laughing too, and to Emir’s confusion, he concluded:

“I grew up in the suburbs! I mean, I’m not sure what your deal is Emir, but you have some deep ignorance in you man, and that’s odd coming from someone that talks like he’s from the ghetto.”

Emir stormed out of the house feeling an old anger pulsing through. He had to restrain himself from hitting Jeff or the walls on the way out. People called him, but he paced away back to the dorm. He was humiliated and appalled. He was never called a racist before, and he knew the word was worse than the N word. It was something only whities could do, and he never accepted that he was one of them in the first place, let alone that he could be accused of disgusting flaws they had. The talk about his English set him off the most. It had been the most sensitive topic that people brought up. It was an easy gate into painful memories and a rough reminder that though he might finally be getting comfortable, he was still not home. He was still standing out, still not part of the group. 

There was also something he didn’t acknowledge until now; he had a certain resentment and dislike towards the American French. Beyond his teasing and his proclivity to put him on the spot, Emir felt a peculiar jealousy and resentment that he couldn’t explain. Yet it didn’t prevent him from missing his friend or clinging to his company and the opportunities it brought. For few days, Emir tried his best to avoid Jeff. However, the moment the cheerful black came up to his room as if nothing had happened, Emir welcomed him with a big smile and a rowdy hug, which was an alien behavior to him. Jeff then asked:

“Yo Emir, I’m going over my auntie’s for thanksgiving. You want to come with? Just chip in the gas and bring your math head with you. Food and stay are provided!”

“OK.”

“Awesome man. You should come to the field tomorrow… We’re having some open friendly practice.”

From that point, arguing and fighting became common place. There were no apologies provided, no reaction addressed and talking back then taking to silence for some time became the standard. Jeff was growing on Emir; unlike him, he was still sharing a lot, from the struggles of his mother when she took him and moved to the U.S., to his freshman heartbreak with some girl called Serrace. Emir understood he told him things he didn’t tell the other guys, and that these things affected him deeply. He didn’t know what to say except that it must be tough, that there were plenty of other girls, and that his mother is doing better now and she has a house of her own and money from her job. 

Emir, on the other hand, couldn’t bring himself to tell much to Jeff, partly because he didn’t want him to think of him badly. But also because Jeff had an odd view of black people who have been in the U.S. for few generations and would probably be wary of Emir due to his past connections. He almost feared them, and thought at best they could be trouble. Though they were black, their culture, mannerisms and way of life were drastically different than his. Additionally, because of the color of his skin, Jeff feared he could get caught in the mix of it all. Finally, there was enough misunderstanding and resentment that African-Americans harbored towards Africans; they were either not black enough to their taste or the lucky black ones that got it easy. 

“And these black girls, dude! They’re so bossy and filled with attitude! When one of them gets close to a guy from the team, I always warn him but they don’t listen. They think the ass is so good and the pounding comes nicely, but you pay with your manhood. And they are so used to cheating that they come up with crazy stuff just to put a leash on you and get you on surveillance 24/7. It’s crazy! That’s why I never fuck with this kind of girl, except for the ones from my hometown. These are the only black girls there is for me. They know how it goes, they know what to expect and not to expect. They keep things on the low, and there is no drama. You don’t come home one day and your dirty boxers are hanging for the whole neighborhood to see!”

“Was Serrace one of them?”

“No, Serrace is in college in here Emir… But she is the serious deal, I mean she was… I don’t know. Those girls, it was just sex on the side, something to keep me going when I’m back home.”

On their first road trip together, Jeff trusted Emir with his Jaguar and helped him get some more practice at driving. While he was figuring out the gears, Jeff was relaxing on the passenger seat and further elaborating on his personal life:

“My dad is a scumbag. He broke my ma’s heart, had a mistress, like not even a side sex kind of thing. A full-blown affair with some girl from Trappe. He paid her bills, shopped for her, took her to vacation, dude! I’ve never seen Nice! That bitch went to Nice enough to learn surfing, dude! He had come to France before my mom… From Rwanda, you know with the genocide…”

Emir was quiet:

“You don’t know?”

“No.”

And he didn’t want to know. The word itself made him nervous.

“Oh man, what do they teach you in school?”

“Same than what you was taught!”

“I did elementary and ‘college,’ called middle school here, in France. And my mother schooled me on things. She knew it was important to know where I’m from... My dad too… That asshole.”

He spoke of the day the president’s plane went down and the Tutsi mass hunt and genocide that spanned from thereon. His father had even documents stating how some black woman who respected herself wouldn’t get with a black man who is vermin because of tribal difference. Jeff explained the ridiculous of the situation, and Emir couldn’t agree more; it was black people pitted against other black people.

“So you have to wonder in the end. Why do it in the first place? What’s in there to win? What’s in there to lose? But anyway, my dad escaped to France. My mom emigrated from Djibouti and they met in Paris, and had my first little sister and me. When Mom found out about the cheating, she didn’t waste time. She got us out, and then she got us in here. She said she wasn’t about to stay one more minute in the same country than him. That was really hard on her Emir… He was her first everything.”

“Is tough.”

“Yeah, dude! That’s why I don’t mess with virgins. Never!”

He looked at him with a serious pride.

“To honor my mom.”

“Good thing.”

“But we see my father every summer. He pays for the tickets for me and my first sister and we spend the summer with them. He recently moved to Nice too so it will be sweet this summer. You should come, just pay for the airplane ticket.”

Emir couldn’t believe him.

“You’s tripping?”

“No, dude, why would I be tripping?”

“You sure?”

“Hey Emir, you’ve been good with me pal… And you know, we are close. If you can get the ticket, you are welcome to tag along. At least this way, we’ll keep company. I’m not sure about seeing my homies back in Paris. And I don’t want to be alone with that asshole or his bitch. But yes, the house is near the beach, we can learn surfing, get some French pussy, sip on good wine, and do it all, man. They go cuckoo for Americans there.”

“Word?”

Jeff laughed and added:

“Well… As long as you’re not too American… For instance, you and I! They will go coo coo for you, Emir. You just have that look and you don’t talk much. Girls love that. You see how popular you are at the parties!”

“No!”

“Oh yeah you do! But you know, you never make a move, never answer one. I assumed maybe… I mean no pressure man, if you don’t want to say, but you know, if you like swinging the other way…”

“What?”

“Like Jorge and his ‘friend?’”

“What no! I ain’t no faggot!”

“It’s cool if you are man!”

“I ain’t one, okay? Drop it.”

His anger was already taking over, but he couldn’t leave the car.

“Jeez, Emir, take it easy! No problem. I was just checking… I heard that Lolita girl was all over you and your long hair but you kept saying you wanted to leave.”

“I don’t… I don’t like white girls.”

Emir was embarrassed and Jeff laughed:

“Man, what is wrong with you? You have some weird raci…”

“I ain’t racist!”

“Fine, fine… Some weird ass taste! Alright? Very specific going there… No white girl ever tickled your pickle? Or maybe she did it, and she did it wrong?”

Emir tried to contain it, but he just let it out and said:

“I once fucked one bloody. Bitch told the whole world. I ain’t going through this again.”

“That’s some fucked up talk… I mean story, story Emir, stop it man!”

Emir was punching him in the shoulder with one hand while the other was on the steering wheel until Jeff screamed from the pain.

“Dude! It’s fine. We can’t even joke with you! Jesus!”

“You was not joking. Brah’, you make me regret when I be talkin’.”

“I’m sorry, but it’s funny to hear you talk Emir, especially with your face and everything.”

The car came eventually to a halt, Emir still knocking Jeff. They got out. Emir was angry and Jeff wouldn’t stop laughing despite the punches.

“I mean, you hear yourself, man? Ow… Not the ribs asshole! You sound like a black chick, dude.”

And as Emir pounded him, Jeff was losing his breath both out of laughter and out of punches. He started fighting back as well, though he wasn’t as serious as his opponent. He kept on teasing him all the while.

“I mean no wonder you don’t like white chicks! You have a black chick inside of you, man.”

Emir punched him to feel empty, but he was getting oddly exhausted. The weather was cold too and Jeff was still verbal and on his feet. They were driving to Kansas and he wasn’t used to being stuck in a car for three hours. He eventually collapsed next to Jeff’s, who was still scoffing. He sat by his side while patting his neck.

“I hate you brah’.”

“Hate is a strong word. Loosen up Emir, don’t be so sensitive.”

Emir exhaled and inhaled deeply:

“I’mma try.”

“That was a good fighting session but you suck at it. We should do it more often, though… It’s much better than a workout”

Jeff was approaching the brawl as a friendly match and bonding experience instead of the purging violence that granted silence. Emir, on the other hand, had started the fight on a violent impulse and with the serious intention of hurting him. He secretly found relief and satisfaction in this fortunate opportunity to give Jeff a deserved beating while he finally released his pain and frustration. All of it would pass for a friendly activity between two guys and not only he wouldn’t lose this friendship but he found an outlet to his constant problems with Jeff and his frustrations. While they were catching their breaths, Jeff was making fun of his fighting skills and Emir was lost in thoughts, wondering why there was this resentment and anger towards Jeff in the first place. Once they caught their breaths, they resumed the road trip in better moods. As they came closer, Jeff was giving Emir some rules:

“While we’re there, we will go with Auntie and the family to service, alright? She tells on me, and my mom still thinks I go to service. So if she asks you, we go to service at UNL, every Tuesday and Sunday, okay?”

“OK.”

“Also, don’t tell my aunt about the parties and the girls and anything I told you. They don’t know I drink.”

Emir had a laugh:

“Dude, I’m serious. They don’t know I drink and that I was dating and stuff. Don’t talk at all you know! You are quiet, so just be quiet, except to compliment her on the house or the cooking or her decoration… We won’t be hanging out with them a lot, so no worries. Her sons are cool. They will take us around, OK?”

“OK.”

“Great… Just follow my lead, no worries.”

“OK”

Emir was confused, though; it took him the rest of the road trip, between radio music and Jeff’s football talk to pinpoint the issue.

“Yo Jeff, by the way…”

“Yes?”

“What did you do in the service? Or the church?”

“You’ve never been?”

Emir shook his head. Jeff asked him in a joking tone that thinly veiled disapproval.

“Wait, you’re not some godless asshole, are you?”

“I… Is Muslim… I guess.”

Jeff had a confused expression, then a howling laugh.

“Dude oh dude…you? I’ve seen you shove bacon like there is no tomorrow Emir!”

Emir didn’t know what to answer. He was aware that being Muslim involved many rules, but to his knowledge, eating wasn’t one. He vaguely knew of a month of fasting, but it was a very far-fetched idea. He never observed it and even if he was interested, he wouldn’t know which month it was, what to do or how to prepare for it. 

“Dude, you are so screwed…you don’t look like one at all, though… How come?”

“What! What do Muslims look like?”

“Beards and tans. Dark features, Middle Eastern.”

“That don’t sound like…”

He fell silent, not wishing to get into the topic. But Jeff kept making fun of him until Emir lashed back:

“What about you? You’s Christian! But you never go to church! You have intercourse outside of wedlock!

“So did you!…And I’m not Christian…I’m a Witness.”

“Of what?”

“Dude, dude, dude… You’ve got a huge cucumber of ignorance up in your ass!”

Emir’s fist got into the action again. They finished the trip in a zigzagging car, a rowdy fight and a sterile exchange of insults. At the house, they had to dress up nicely and be polite. Emir borrowed clothes from Jeff’s cousin and behaved, following the lead of the other guests. Jeff’s auntie was a soft-spoken and neat wife. Her husband had been deployed in Kuwait for almost a year, and her sons were in the army, still studying. The house had depictions of religious texts everywhere, and smelled of vanilla in every room. 

Emir and Jeff shared the guest room with other relatives coming for the occasion. The food was wholesome and new; Emir had never tasted cornbread before, and he loved it. Jeff had to stop him from eating the whole platter by himself. They spent time visiting the town; Lenexa was a suburban city of Kansas and had nothing much going on for it except its big houses and few nice buildings. Its nightlife was tame compared to Lincoln’s. There were fewer options in entertainment and no people in the streets. But the warm family feel of the community and the ease at getting to different sections of the town in no time appealed to Emir.

They went to parties at night and woke up early for church. Emir was handed a bible and he followed Jeff’s lead, feeling the looks on him in the all-black gathering. Still, everyone was welcoming and nice, curious about his beliefs and relationship with the savior. Emir followed Jeff’s lead, answering generically with blessings and putting effort in speaking normal English. Before they left, Jeff got plenty of food and spare clothes to take with him. Emir was surprised to have meals wrapped up for him as well. 

He had enjoyed the vacation and didn’t realize how much he preferred sleeping without light; Denver always had them on. Fall term was coming to a completion. Emir was not stressed about his grades, but thought Jeff should, and should at least focus on his courses instead of girls and football. He was doing much better in math and chemistry, but he couldn’t compose an essay on his own and on the spot. He was looking forward for vacation, though, as if he had forgotten about the grades and their impact. When Emir checked his overall GPA, he was more disappointed than him.

“Is not helping, you’s flunking some classes, brah! You gotta ace these finals. Otherwise, you’s gonna be in for a 2.4 this semester.”

“What about math? Wouldn’t math make it better?”

“Brah, is six credits only! The rest is bringing you down… Can’t that chick from your English classes make a better job?”

“She can, but I tell her to keep it simple. No one will believe I wrote that paper otherwise.”

“She can lift it some more. At least a B+ or an A-.”

“Emir, come on…”

“I got an A- on my midterm in this…”

“You? A-? On composition?”

Jeff started making some mocking gestures with his hand and speaking in an odd voice:

“Then, you is some dirty ass liar and you is takin me fo’ a foo’ with yo’ black bitch ghetto talk…”

Emir glared at him, the hand gestures reminding him of Nizryn and her memory drilling through his chest. They were sitting in a corner of the library but Emir still pounded Jeff on the chest and the neck before leaving the place. Jeff was still laughing though by the time Emir was out. He sprinted with rage to the gym only to find it closed. Gone were the days he would head to a fitness center to work out his frustrations; the college facilities had official hours, less during the weekends and exam preparation periods. His anger and pain were increasing. The memory of the humiliating impersonation coming as waves into his mind added up to his distress. Therefore, Emir started running around campus.

He hadn’t thought about Nizryn in a long time. He didn’t know what to think of her at that point. He didn’t know whether the evenings spent at her grandparents’ house made him happy or sad. He knew he couldn’t remember a dance, a word or a meal without feeling the tightness in his chest stealing his breath at every opportunity, and it wasn’t pleasant at all. He couldn’t help angry tears and wiped them furiously while running. He fell down and did traction until it hurt then resumed the running. If only he could make it all hurt enough that his mind would focus on the pain rather than the memories.

When people asked him how his prom was, Emir replied that he was sick and couldn’t go. He indeed didn’t go to any of the events of his senior year. But he wanted to dismiss the ones that happened in the junior year. He wasn’t sure they counted to him the way they should, and he wasn’t proud of them to actually speak about the topic. But then again, Emir wasn’t proud of anything in his life. The few good things people might perceive about him belonged to college, and always ended up bringing his past or some aspect of it. He knew he didn’t want to have any of these discussions, at least not until he was sure what to say, and to remember to say it to everyone. It didn’t matter if it was a lie. All that matters was avoiding the sudden pain and embarrassment that came from random questions over his past.

Still, as the Christmas break was coming close, he was unwillingly thinking of the Island. He had no ticket to go back, no desire to inquire. On the phone, Emira was vaguely aware he would have some vacation. But she assumed it was a week long, like the fall break. She had suggested paying for his ticket so he could come home and visit. At her words, though, Emir was alienated and shaken by the thought of spending time in that house. It wasn’t home for him, and he knew it wasn’t a visit. Going to Jeff’s auntie felt like a visit. Going back to that house was a punishment.

The exams went well for Emir. He scored great and was confident in his abilities to tackle the rest of college. Jeff didn’t do so well, though, but he had flown back home before knowing his grades, and Emir only heard about them from their mutual friends. He found out many international students had signed up to stay during the break, and the international student association was organizing a trip to town called Silverthorne in the state of Colorado. It wasn’t expensive, and Emir had a part-time position for the following semester at the gym center of the university. It didn’t pay as well as his old errand boy work, but it was relatively easy to do and he could hang out in the gym. Therefore, he paid and left with a group strangers for the Christmas break vacation. It was his first trip with a group. He felt awkward and was quiet around all these enthusiastic students. He also found out he was the youngest of them all, to the disappointment of the senior girls managing the trip. 

Still, the road trip was fun; conversations never died out since everyone wanted to talk. Students sang some folk song of their respective countries. They played games and sang along pop music from the radio. The Nigerian girls, Yvette and Patience, behind Emir were particularly bubbly. They soon started dancing and dragged Emir into it. When it became clear he didn’t know how to dance, they proceeded to kindly teach him their moves on the bus corridor. He wasn’t expecting the lack of mockery or the friendliness and interest of strangers. Therefore, the drive to Silverthorne was unexpectedly entertaining and time went by fast. 

They arrived to the chalet where they were to stay. They did groceries together, and were soon separated in smaller groups to discover Silverthorne. The small town had fresh air and a background of snowy mountains. The trees and green were covered by a thick layer of snow. Walking was difficult but Emir enjoyed discovering the neat buildings, the warm city lights and the biting breeze against his skin. He wanted to go beyond the busy streets into the wilder part of Silverthorne and perhaps explore the quiet neighborhoods where families live. But he was followed by two Indian boys, Rajesh and Pavan. They were very chatty and mentioned plenty of American references from TV. He couldn’t focus on his plans as they spoke of Indian food and the ethnic restaurants of Lincoln, their road trips to Omaha and Kansas City and the dream of visiting New York City. Silverthorne didn’t appeal to them and they complained of the cold and the walk, the quaint place and the lack of night life.

“Have you been to Drover?”

“Oh Drover was so good… It’s steaks whiskey style! We have to go there all three when we go back. The atmosphere is so charming, so American! You will see for yourself!”

“And the decoration…”

“Oh the decoration!”

“It’s a little expensive, though.”

“A little bit but you have to treat yourself…sometimes!”

“Yes…but their cocktails are so good!”

“So good man!”

“How old are you both?”

The two boys looked up to Emir, beardless with fresh faces and stated:

“21!”

“I’m 22… What about you Emir?”

He felt ashamed of saying seventeen. So he laughed nervously:

“Old enough to not drink cocktails… Is weak.”

Rajesh and Pavan had no intention to walking further. Instead, they dragged Emir inside fancy stores. Emir had never bought anything that wasn’t from a thrift shop before. He understood his finances didn’t match that sort of store. The only time he had ever gone into the fancy ones was for stealing. Consequently, he couldn’t help being nervous while the students were browsing up items for the sake of it. He needed to buy a new coat since it was too cold for the one he had brought, but he couldn’t imagine spending five hundred dollars on one. He had never spent more than forty dollars on one piece of clothing before. Emir decided to head back to the chalet despite his companions’ complains. He couldn’t sustain the anxiety of being in the stores they were choosing to visit, and he found no appeal in faking an interest in clothes he couldn’t afford. 

He went back to the chalet and decided to stay by the fire. Emir hoped their activities wouldn’t take place outside and decided to skip anything that would require him to own an expensive coat. He declined going for skiing, while everyone was heading to the local ski resort. He passed on the hiking despite the pressing invitations of the organizing committee and the promises of amazing ice formations. He also declined going on a walk to the lake to ice-skate. Emir couldn’t explain his problem and was abrupt whenever pressed over his absence. He preferred staying inside, and would rather be branded an idiot for coming on a trip to Colorado during winter while being against winter activities, than acknowledge his poverty and lack of warm clothing. Instead, he was exercising and relentlessly doing reps to take his mind off and have enough warmth. He went on walks at times, but they quickly felt lonely so he headed back to do more exercises or watch TV. During an afternoon, Emir was increasing the pace to get sore while doing crunches, when a girl knocked and opened the door. Her eyes were tired and her hair was flowing.

“Oh, it’s you Amir…”

“Yes?”

“I’m Archana.”

She was one of the Indian girls on the trip. She glanced at him shyly:

“I’m sorry. I thought I was the only one here. I heard some noise and freaked out.”

“Oh…Is me.”

“You didn’t go?”

“No… No, I didn’t.”

He was embarrassed again by his persistent presence in the chalet. He stopped in the middle of the exercise and wondered whether Archana was waiting for explanations or was going to talk more. She was unsuccessfully trying to look elsewhere than his half-naked body and added awkwardly:

“I didn’t go either… So…I’m hanging out in the living room.”

“Ok…Why?”

She almost whispered:

“I…I have a stomachache.”

“Oh, OK.”

“You want to hang out by the fireplace? It’s the warmest spot of the chalet. The organizers said not to mess with the thermostat, so…”

He nodded and put on his clothes, then met her by the couch. He realized he didn’t think it through when he decided to sit by her side. She looked frustrated and tired. She kept staring at the fire and didn’t say a word. Emir wondered whether he was supposed to do something. But Archana asked in a generic way:

“So where are you from? What do you study here?”

She didn’t look interested at all, though. Emir was tired of that question as well. He didn’t like coming here just to be bothered:

“From Hawaii, and I ai…did not decide yet.”

“Oh wow, Hawaii… It must be beautiful there. It’s on my American bucket list. But, it’s so expensive, right?”

“Yes… Is tourist destination. Lots of beautiful beaches, fancy resorts, nice hikes…”

He nodded repeatedly, wishing the conversation was already over. He loathed discussions over Hawaii and how much of a paradise it was. He hated remembering details about Maui or giving information about the local matters. Yet, during the first weeks of his stay in the mainland, Emir had to accept that this topic would always be brought up and he would always have to put on a good face and give some positive and generic answer, lest more pressing and serious questions would come forth.

“Will you host me when I come there?

“I don’t know… If I’mma be there.”

“Oh, OK.”

“…Hey, you okay?”

“I’m used to it, don’t worry about it…”

Emir wondered what chronic illness she might have.

“I just hate that it happens here… I came here for vacation. Everyone is out there having a good time and I’m stuck here doing nothing…but it hurts and the ibuprofen isn’t kicking in so…”

Emir nodded. She looked at him and asked:

“What about you? Why didn’t you go?”

He shrugged. She looked at him and smiled:

“You think we are too childish for you, Mr. Man…you’re too grown up to be with them?”

“I don’t know!”

“I can’t blame you… These guys couldn’t let go of you for a second… It pissed off Issa and the rest. They wanted to hang out with you and have a good time. But instead, Raj and the rest drag you away for nothing.”

“…”

“Did you have fun with them at least?”

“I was looking for a cheap coat.”

“You won’t find anything here. It’s a vacation spot. Everything will be expensive.”

“…”

“Why? Are you cold?”

Emir was embarrassed:

“You’re blushing.”

“What? No!”

“That’s so adorable… Don’t take it the wrong way.”

She started talking about high school in New Delhi, the overbearing parents then the newfound freedom when she got to go to the U.K. for studies. He let her talk, nodding and faking interest, looking at her without looking, hearing without listening. And so, Emir couldn’t pinpoint exactly what happened even though he was physically present; one moment, Archana was talking about getting drunk in the streets of Manchester and asking the guys not to rape her, the other her lips were on his and her tongue deep down in his throat. They made out, awkwardly then furiously. Emir had forgotten the sweet numbness that came from sexual touch. She dragged his hands to her waist then ass. At some point, Emir was no longer aware what he was doing, except that he had locked her in his arms and was trying to get to something, while she was lying on the couch…

“Amir, no I don’t think it’s a good idea… I’m… I’m cramping.”

“What?”

“Amir… Stop it, I said stop…”

He realized his rush to be inside her, and had to clear his head for few seconds to understand the situation. 

“What? OK.”

“Sorry, but I’m cramping…”

He unwillingly but quickly got off, and she was closing down her coat and smiling sheepishly at him:

“I’m sorry Amir… I don’t know, I just wanted to kiss you… I don’t know how far I can go in normal days. Let alone when I’m cramping…”

“No, no…I’m, I’m not…It’s OK.”

“But we can still make out you know…”

“Aha…”

When she started out again, Emir pulled away, finally understanding. He asked, almost horrified:

“You’s on your period?”

Archana was mortified and quickly lashed back:

“Why so disrespectful?”

“What disrespect?”

“Just because I talk about being drunk with male friends doesn’t mean I have no class!”

“What? What this…”

She got angry and left Emir on the sofa. Emir heard her slam the door and shook his head. He was starting to get pissed at his female encounters; it was messy, nothing like the straight forward tales guys passed on about girls. He thought he had left the complications on Maui, but it seemed to be the case in the mainland as well. If anything, it was also the case of foreigners.

Afterwards, Emir was embarrassed at the look of the rest of the girls afterwards. They seemed to know about their incident. Oddly enough, it was no excuse to leave him be. While Archana ignored him, Yvette and Patience were always teasing him, and inviting him to join them. He still couldn’t stay out very long or participate in activities. But he enjoyed hanging out at the diner with them. Finally, Patience ditched a snow hike to stay at the chalet. He was expecting her to be in the living room, but she came straight to his room. What followed was neither messy nor humiliating. It felt amazing and warm. He wasn’t allowed to go all the way though since neither one of them had any condoms and both were worried. 

Patience claimed him in some sort of way, to Archana’s outrage and the other girls’ smirks and teasing. For the rest of the trip, she required that they met before going to eat, and go together whenever one was going outside. The boys’ room was shared with the rest of the guys, but the girls had two, and Patience managed to kick the other girls to the other room. She eventually got condoms, so the rest of the trip turned out to be a different sort of fun. 

By the time they were back, Emir knew he and Patience were in some sort of relationship, but he wasn’t sure of the guidelines. It was still Christmas break and the guys weren’t around to give advice and help him understand. Still, he didn’t spend the nights alone at the dorm anymore; the moment they came down off the bus, Patience hastily took her luggage to her room then joined Emir in his dorm. He enjoyed the frequent intercourse and the make-out sessions. Yet he cherished the most of her warm presence at night and in his bed, her comforting attention whenever she cooked for him and took care of his clothes when she was taking care of hers and her happy-go-lucky personality that didn’t bring up grievances or bad thoughts. Emir didn’t want the vacation to end and was looking forward to starting the semester with a girlfriend. 

Patience broke up with him after the New Year’s Eve, though, when she found out he was much younger than her. She was scandalized and distressed. To her, it was a big issue. When Jeff came back, he found a miserable Emir, spending the whole day at the gym and crying the rest of the time, or looking for ways to escape the need to ask after her. He wasn’t able to process how Patience could walk away from the state of bliss that he had experienced. He was certain she was feeling the same way and couldn’t believe she would be able to dismiss it all just because of his age. Jeff tried his best to comfort him despite being crappy at it.

“Don’t sweat it… There are plenty like her, and better out there!”

“No… No one will be like her…she the one I tell you…”

“Dude… Dude come on… You just met her, you guys didn’t even date. It was less than a month, man!”

“I know it… I know it inside.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah… And the moment you get yourself someone warm in bed again, you will forget about her.”

“You didn’t forget about Serrace!”

For the first time, Jeff was tense and angry. He spoke in a serious and hard tone to Emir:

“Don’t compare your bitch to Serrace…what you said about her? Yours is “a fluffy Nigerian” looking for fun. Mine was a hot Latina and a legit woman that sets a nest from scratch… Don’t bring her up like that in these discussions, man! You don’t know the first thing about real relationships or real women! You don’t know anything about her or what we had. You weren’t there. No comparison!”

Still, it didn’t help Emir and he cried further. He couldn’t think of anyone else, couldn’t look for anyone else. Jeff wasted no time taking him out to a party that night, in the hopes that Emir would find a rebound.

“We’ll see how much you remember Patience’s boobs when other boobs will come your way… You need to get it together dude! Don’t latch on to the first girl that throws herself at you. Are you that desperate? Was she that hot?”

“Yes…”

“You said she was fluffy dude.”

“So?”

“And she had a plain face.”

“I don’t care about these things.”

“Not now, you don’t… But when you get the real deal, or when you spend enough time with them, you’ll see… These things will be the potential bandaid to plenty of wounds, and if they are not there, there is no healing and you will just go your way at some point or be some miserable guy on a leash.”

As they entered the party, Jeff concluded:

“Here is my advice, Emir; get girls out of your system first, and then see if you remember Patience or whoever was before her… You’re a guy, dude. Guys just need to bang while they can. Get the fucking and the intercourse and the adrenaline rush fix out of your system. Only then, you will be able to see with something other than your cock.

“I don’t know…”

“Well, I know… Here is the recipe, here is the remedy. Listen carefully, OK? You get laid with at least three girls. Five is optimal or if you want to be extra sure or extra careful. You see if you get it on with them. The sex has to be good and the girl has to be nice. If it’s not like that, you redo the count, until you had at least three girls like that. Then, you check if you still miss the girl. If you’re over her by then, it wasn’t going to happen. You guys were used to one another, it was just play dates, whatever! Move on. If you are still hung up, then you get to look back and try to see where she is at.”

“Did it work for you?”

“Dude… I didn’t get dumped. I dumped her.”

“What? You didn’t tell me that, you said…”

“Come on dude! Don’t bring those stories in my head now. We’re in here, let’s party!”

Emir followed Jeff’s advice and partied. He partied hard, and found out he liked it. His drunk self showed up more often, to everybody’s surprise and delight. His dance moves became a popular trademark and he ended up with many girls. He learned to carry condoms, to avoid the big mouths who told everyone everything, and to bring girls in the room even when Denver was there. Jeff turned out to be right; Emir met Patience in a party before Spring Break and the only thought that came through his mind was how stupid he was to think he wanted to end up with her. She, on the other hand, was giving him the eye. But Emir wasn’t interested in having another night with her that day. He was already with a dance partner, a gorgeous Russian girl, and he wasn’t about to ditch a novelty for a plain tried dish. 

Emir had picked up on different things from Jeff and the rest of their friends. Their advice proved useful and described the world to him in simple and quick rules; once Latinas are into you, they will do it wherever and whenever as long as you don’t have the official label stamped on you. Short girls can be the best sex, but they can be the most handful and so they should be Asian or from any other quiet culture. White girls were a big no-no, unless one was looking for a girlfriend to chain him and manage his life, or is aware she has a reputation and his addition won’t matter. Black girls seemed to be the most delusional, to have fantasies and constantly state their princess dreams during simple outings or date. So it was important not to get caught in the nets of a nester. Emir didn’t know where they got their insight, but he was happy to be finally briefed on the proven ways of the world. He had an anchor to navigate relationships with girls and was consequently improving his interactions, pursuing the relationships that worked and dismissing the ones that didn’t fit the blueprint.

Emir was able to tell when a girl liked him to do certain things, or when she was giving him the eye but requesting the chase. There were also girls out there whom he fancied, but the rules didn’t apply to them or the guys would qualify them of lesbians and virgins. If they were in a party, they were a tease on the dance floor but would not go farther than that. They required dates and talks. Emir, Jeff and the rest didn’t see the appeal of such work. As he wisely stated after letting a gorgeous one go:

“She may have nice features or a rocking body. But in the end, she has two holes and they feel similar than the rest. The same sensations could be recovered somewhere else with less work and effort, so why bother? No one needs to prove anything in here. Our reputations are already established anyway. No one needs eye candy for the rest of the week. We could get one that will clean up well for any event. If I need to be somewhere with some chick on my arm or bring a party of girls to some club, I have the numbers and I know exactly who to call. Life is easy and plain. It’s simple and if you are complicating it, chances are you listened to some chick. Big no-no” 

Overall, hunting was not for them. Emir became aware he was part of those who didn’t need to hunt, and there would always be girls willing to go with him without hassle. If it didn’t happen, he just had to take it easy, avoid clinging to the thought and move on to the next girl. He shouldn’t be stuck on anyone. The one idea Jeff kept repeating was that the girl that said no yesterday will say yes the following hour, the following day or the following year. There would be a time she would say yes. So why bother? If she was that wanted, one had to wait for the right opening. And if she wasn’t, it will either happen at some other point or will happen with someone else. There was no reason to be heartbroken or to sweat such trivial matters.

On that semester, his academics suffered from his lack of commitment. In morning, Emir was hungover and often ditched his classes. He ended up asking Jeff for his contacts to get his homework done. While he worried about his grades after quizzes, once the weekend would come, he would forget all about studying and get back in the spirit of celebration. At night sometimes, they would go for long drives and end up in some gas station around Lincoln, eating crappy pizza and laughing at the lyrics of songs and the personal moments someone might have had during the party. 

Many times they got pulled over by a policeman, but Jeff was brilliant at getting away without a ticket; they were football players for the university, they were too tense and looking to blow off steam, they weren’t about to do it again, and 'thanks plenty plenty' to the officer. They promised free passes to the game that would be provided if he showed up. The policemen didn’t show up by the locker rooms though and Jeff never got a speeding ticket. 

During spring break, Jeff invited Emir to join the football team for the training session. He was just one addition and was familiar with football. Plus, he had the build for it. Therefore, the coach didn’t mind his presence. Emir spent the vacation going through the grueling workout and finding it much harder than expected. At night in the camp, they spoke before sleeping; Jeff remembered Serrace and recounted memories of her until Emir would ask him why they broke up and he would switch topics. He once asked Emir about his own parents, and Emir was quiet for a moment before he said:

“My father is gone. My mother is in Europe.”

“Where in Europe?”

“Bosnia-Herzegovina.”

“Never heard of it… Oh wait. Wasn’t there a war or something there?”

“Yes.”

“Damn…how did you get here?”

“I was sent to relatives.”

“Where?”

“I didn’t like it there. I don’t like to think about it.”

“Have you ever gone to visit? In Bosnia?”

The idea startled him. He didn’t answer while processing the notion. Jeff added:

“Come to France with me. From Nice, we can rent a car and drive throughout Europe. We can go to your mother’s and enjoy vacation… Dude, it would be so cool, you have to think about it! Seriously!”

Thinking of his mother was disheartening. Thinking of Bosnia was confusing. Both brought up old memories he couldn’t believe they existed or were a reality. The distant memory of an uncle Spiridon came to his mind. He couldn’t place the last time he thought of and couldn’t explain the amount of affection he had for the man or pinpoint the reasons. As blurry facts came to his mind, Emir wondered whether his uncle was still poor, how he was doing and his cousins’ studies. He had a faint memory about an ant farm too, and a big house with a very tall man. Even if he wanted to go there to visit, where would he start? Where would he go? He vaguely remembered some of the cities where they had stayed, but didn’t know how to find his relatives. He wasn’t sure where uncle Spiridon lived. Would they know him? Would they recognize him or want to see him? Should he go alone?

His mother’s voice on the phone was faint and finished every sentence with 'thank God.' They never spoke more than ten minutes, and when they did, she often asked him whether he prayed, whether he kept water by his side, and whether he remembered his father, to which he answered with goodbye. They were the same words that she told him before he left the house at night for the airport, for the mainland. Nothing that mattered or that comforted came out of her, only pain. To Emir, these painful questions marked the limit of his tolerance to the sufferance Emira provoked within him. Upon his return from vacation, he called her as usual and told her in generic terms about the trip. She listened, a smile in her voice as she softly agreed with everything he said.

“Mama, have you ever thought of going on vacation to Bo... Bosnia?”

“Hm?”

“My friend… My very, very good friend….”

“The black one?”

A hint of fear was in her voice. Emir was always annoyed by that:

“Jeff, his name is Jeff… He said, we can come to France and drive from there to Bosnia... This summer.”

“…you are not coming home this summer?”

“I’m asking you!…You think it’s possible to go ‘home’… ‘both’… This summer?”

She was quiet, and he heard Miloje’s voice. It was almost like a lash to his back. He glared in the payphone and abruptly concluded.

“Exams. Take care Mama.”

He was an idiot to speak about private plans to her. There was no assurance she wouldn’t include Miloje in possible plans abroad, that is if she gave his idea a thought. He should have told her not to extend anything to Miloje, but he saw through his stupidity. Of course, she would tell him. Of course he would have to know.

The end of the spring semester brought several disappointments; Emir’s grades had dropped and only his excellent performance during the first semester controlled the fall. He had barely made the passing grade to keep his scholarship. He couldn’t stay in the dormitories during the summer since he wasn’t taking any classes; His scholarship wouldn’t cover for that period. But the worst thing was learning that Jeff had hit below 2.00 and was expelled from the team. Nothing depressed Emir more than knowing his friend was rejected, and he feared beyond that matter his possible departure from college.

“Don’t look so weird, man! It’s all good! I will fall on my feet. There is more to life than football.”

“But how will you pay for classes?”

“I will figure out a way, don’t sweat it.” 

Jeff arranged for Emir to crash for free at his friends’ living room during the summer. There were three people living in a three-bedroom apartment and were known as the ‘lost men.’ As Jeff put it,

'They were not lost boys, they were lost men. They didn’t need a mother, they needed a father.'

All three grew up without a father, all three were veterans who were discharged and each one for a different reason. The most embarrassing one was Jacob’s; he was already overweight when he was shipped to Kuwait and then he got fatter there. He didn’t get into details of how it happened, and no one explained to Emir the full story. But Jacob was generous with his food and alcohol, with good humor and interesting stories. So Emir didn’t want to cross him any further with stupid questions over weight. 

In the meantime, Emir had found a job as a waiter at a local café, and was getting good tips despite his lack of words and mixing up his orders at times. At the veterans’ apartment, he was the one doing all the cleaning, a tick no one minded. Besides, it was a good way to make up for his free stay in the living room. During evenings, when they weren’t going for a party somewhere or organizing one, they all sat together, had food, drank beer and watched TV while exchanging commentaries on politics or war stories. Emir picked up on their distaste for Muslims. However, their opinions never seemed to extend to actions, and they actually kept a nice and polite façade to the diverse body of students living in their neighborhood and showing up at parties. 

It also became clear to Emir that they didn’t think of him as one, having eaten anything they did including pork loins and bacon. Emir wasn’t sure about his position on being a Muslim. It was part of the matters to which he didn’t give any thought; what made him one? Did he still count as one? Why would his mother keep bringing up prayers when he didn’t know the first thing about Arabic? He had an ancient memory of a mosque but it was mostly centered over sweets and standing proudly besides well-groomed people and cousins that smelled nice. He didn’t remember the verses of the Quran and couldn’t think of one rule that he was observing because of his so-called religion. Most importantly, he didn’t understand why suddenly, being a Muslim or not being one mattered to so many people that had nothing to do with the religion in the first place. He wasn’t about to go around and ask questions; he had learned to keep questions to himself as they attracted unwanted attention. He also wasn’t keen on owning up to something that was increasingly problematic and put pretty much everybody around him opposite to him.

Emir was able to save that summer thanks to the new tricks he learned from the lost men to save on utilities and food. They never used the AC and instead wetted towels and wrapped their half-naked bodies with them. Then, they blasted the little fan and enjoyed the fresh feeling. They shared the neighbor’s cable and acted as the landlord’s assistant to decrease some of the rent. Emir was in charge of cleaning the building and the rest of the guys took care of maintenance. The lost men taught Emir the basics of plumbing, the common problems in electrical wiring and some wood-related repairs. Jacob, who couldn’t afford eating outside and had peculiar habits, taught Emir how to eat for free in McDonald’s. He simply waited then took the trays or orders of distracted people. If he wanted to take the food out, he dropped in during the store’s busy shifts and loudly complained about his missing takeout while bringing up his wasted military years of ungrateful citizens. Emir wasn’t as hardy as him, but he managed to snatch some bags at times, and got caught at others. When he got humiliated enough, Jacob showed Emir how he walked out from supermarkets without paying for groceries. He took him to cheap 5$ dollars all-you-can-eat buffets, and explained how Emir could scour for the leftover food from the university’s events in the different offices.

Emir and the lost men technically didn’t have to pay for food. They ate random and multiple meals during the day. And while Emir was very careful with his money, Jacob blew his on alcohol, and didn’t like drinking by himself. Therefore, he would call Emir and the other two roommates to drink with him, was drunk before them and then spoke of the girls he banged and the guys he killed, and sometimes the girls he killed and the guys who banged him.
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