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      There is nothing journalists adore more than reading about the lives of other journalists. Rasheed’s life won’t disappoint on this score, covering, as it does, journalism in what would turn out to be throes of its own diminution and near-extinction in not one, but several lands and climes.

      But he does so with a candor and courage that proves without doubt his keen journalist’s eye was always and everywhere matched by a heart and mind of vivid and generous humanity. To be able to do justice to the writerly and intimate lives of Filipinos, Brazilians, Americans, Saudis and more, is a feat only made possible by knowing how to wield his pen honestly.

      More than a chronicle of the end days of 20th century journalism, it is a distillation of a life which will find echoes in your own, wherever you may be from.

      Manuel L. Quezon III

      Columnist, Philippine Daily Inquirer
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        This book began as a way to make sense of everything I’ve lived through, across countries, careers, relationships, and faith. I didn’t set out to write a memoir. I just started writing what I remembered. What hurt. What stayed with me. What changed me.

      

        

      
        Some stories here are painful. Others are funny, strange, or tender. I’ve written about my childhood between Geneva, Cairo, and Brasilia; my college years in the U.S.; my

        time as a journalist in Saudi Arabia; and the deep love, and betrayal, I experienced with people I once trusted. You’ll meet family, friends, lovers, and colleagues who shaped my life in ways I couldn’t have predicted.

      

        

      
        I’ve lived between cultures, between expectations, between truths. And like many of us who’ve straddled more than one identity, I’ve often felt like I belonged everywhere, and nowhere. Writing this book helped me put some of that confusion into words.

      

        

      
        If you find a piece of your own story in these pages, something you’ve carried silently, I hope you’ll feel less alone. That’s the only real reason I’ve written this.

      

        

      
        — Rasheed Abou-Elsamh
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            The Fall of Lorenzo

          

        

      

    

    
      BRASILIA, APRIL 2021

      “Leave your mask on and don’t take it off!”

      Lorenzo’s voice cracked through the humid air as we pulled away from the airport.

      I had just returned from nearly two months in Houston, Texas, where I had stayed with my aunt and uncle to get my COVID-19 shots. It was April 23, 2021. Both Brazil and the U.S. were still gasping under the weight of the virus, and I, at 57, had jumped at the chance to get vaccinated early, instead of risking my life.

      “You might’ve caught something on the flight. Shower the moment we get home,” Lorenzo ordered, his words not so much concerned as a command.

      The panic in his voice didn’t register fully then. I was jet-lagged, still rolling in and out of airport haze.  I had left Lorenzo taking care of my house and pets while I was away in the U.S. We’d done this before. He knew the routine.

      He had gotten sick while I was away, at least that’s what he said. But still everything seemed to be going fine when I suddenly got a video call from him, while I was visiting the Golden Gate bridge in San Francisco with my cousins.

      “I got Covid! I’m in the hospital! I need money to pay the bill,” pleaded Lorenzo from a hospital bed with oxygen tubes in his nostrils. “My lungs are bad. Please, Rasheed—I don’t want to die. “Please help me!”

      Stunned, I wired him the equivalent of $2,000 without a second thought. At the time, all I could hear was panic in his voice and see the oxygen tubes wrapped around his face. But later, friends of mine raised doubts. Some were convinced Lorenzo had faked the entire scene, the hospital bed, the tubes, even the fear in his voice, just to scam more money out of me. I didn’t want to believe them. The seed of doubt had been planted, but I found their doubts hard to believe. The bed in the video looked like a real hospital bed, with the oxygen outlets on the wall behind him. And the panic in his voice didn’t feel fake.  Either he truly was in distress, or he was a very good actor.

      

      I had met Lorenzo in October 2009, at a gay sauna in Brasilia while my mother was away visiting her sister in the U.S. He was 22; I was 45. I didn’t have a car then, so after a few drinks, I asked if he could give me a ride home.  He agreed without hesitation and zipped me across town in his tiny Chevrolet Celta, chatting nonstop and cracking jokes the entire way. I fell for him quickly. After that night, we began seeing each other regularly.

      Lorenzo was six feet tall and had wonderfully thick biceps. He wasn’t a gym rat, but he ran regularly and did work out with weights. We went to the tiny love motels that are found in most Brazilian cities, where the rooms are rented out by the hour, for couples who do not have an appropriate place for a tryst. They were as common as Brazilian cafezinhos.

      We also met a coffee shops to sip our small cups of strong coffee accompanied by fizzy mineral water on the side and often a pastry. We talked about politics, both Brazilian and foreign, economics, movies and TV shows that we liked.  And we made each other laugh often.

      But I had no idea that our relationship was about to take a sharp turn for the worse, on that fateful ride home from the airport, with Lorenzo at the wheel.

      When we pulled up to my house, I stepped out and opened the back door to grab my hand luggage.

      

      “Leave everything and go take a shower right away! I will bring your things in,” Lorenzo shouted. But the moment I stepped into my living room, I knew something was off. My desktop computer was smashed across my desk. “What happened?!” I asked, my

      voice rising.

      “I wrecked your computer in a fit of anger,” Lorenzo admitted. “I’ll buy you a new one,” he added showing little remorse.

      “Where are my armchairs?” I asked, scanning the empty spaces where they used to sit.

      “Oh, I spilled some drinks on them, so I took them to be cleaned,” he replied casually.

      I went into my bedroom and undressed to take a quick shower, though a terrible sense of foreboding clung to me. Something didn’t feel right. After the shower, when I came back to the living room, all the lights were on, but Lorenzo was gone.

      My suitcases were nowhere to be seen. I looked in the back of my Subaru Forester and there was nothing. Lorenzo vanished with everything including my hand luggage, which had my passports and an expensive ring that I deeply cherished.

      

      I called him immediately and asked where my things were.

      “I didn’t take your stuff. I left your suitcases under some bushes near your house,” he said, a bizarre nonsensical excuse that made no sense at all.

      I walked over to my mother’s house to check on my two dogs, Penny and Nelly. The moment I entered the kitchen I was struck by the horrible mess that Lorenzo had left behind. My mom’s refrigerator was gone, and all the food that had been inside was now dumped carelessly across the countertops.

      I called out to the dogs as I opened the door to the area where they slept at night. A wave of urine and feces stink hit my eyes and nostrils, and my bedraggled dogs came running to me. Poor Penny had lost so much weight that her ribs were visible. Nelly’s coat was filthy and matted. It was a heartbreaking sight.

      While in the hospital, Lorenzo assured me that one of his assistants was visiting my house every day to feed the dogs and cats. But their condition told a very different story. They looked like they hadn’t eaten for several days.

      I walked down the hall to my mother’s bedroom. The door, which I had locked before leaving, was wide open. Her papers and clothes were piled up on her bed. Her makeup table was gone, and all her jewelry was gone.

      Stunned, I called Lorenzo again and shouted about the missing jewelry. “It was Marcos! He ransacked the house,” he claimed, mentioning a friend of mine. But I told him that couldn’t be true. There were no signs of forced entry on any of the doors or windows, and only Lorenzo had keys to my house.

      Shocked and desperate, I went to my neighbor’s house and told them what had happened.

      “Did you see any moving truck taking things out of my home?” I asked.

      “No, we didn’t notice anything strange,” they said.

      I asked them to call me an Uber, as I couldn’t get the main gate open to our property as Lorenzo had taken the remote control for it with him.

      

      I went straight to my friend Gitty’s apartment and asked her to come with me to the local police station so I could file a complaint against Lorenzo. She kindly took me to the station in her car and then brought me back home afterward. The police did not seem particularly concerned about my situation, and to this day, they have failed to recover any of my mother’s missing jewelry.

      Years later, after I had moved to Houston, Lorenzo would call me and tell me that he had my ring and watch, and that he could return them to me. He even mentioned my mother’s jewelry, saying he still had it and could return it to me.

      I never believed him, sure that he had sold most of it to a pawnshop.  I knew it was the classic move of a narcissist, that Lorenzo was, to try and suck me back into his life. I declined.
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            Mother, Memory, and Loss

          

        

      

    

    
      My mother, Joyce Alice Storkson, passed away on December 14, 2019, after a botched heart procedure at the Hospital Sírio-Libanês in Brasilia. She was 83 years old. Apart from a heart condition, she was remarkably healthy and energetic. She went for walks every day and continued going to the gym well into r seventies.

      Born in 1936, my mother was shaped by the Great Depression and the post–World War II American boom. Like my father, she was frugal with money and disliked anything flashy. One of her greatest achievements was helping her father build their family home in O’Fallon, Missouri, something she spoke of often. She was practical, no-nonsense, and deeply optimistic.

      I grew up very attached to her. As a young boy in Geneva, Switzerland, I loved sitting on her lap and going out shopping with her at the supermarket. She was also an excellent baker, she taught me how to bake cookies, cakes and brownies.

      My father was rather absent during my childhood, always working at his office or on work trips. I’m sure he didn’t like how close I was to my mother. Perhaps he feared I was becoming too feminine. In an effort to "toughen me up," my parents enrolled me in judo lessons when I was eight. I didn’t enjoy it. I made it to a yellow belt before I dropped out.

      

      My father was Saudi, originally from Cairo, Egypt.  He had been sent to study the U.S. telephone system in the 1950s by the Saudi government but switched to International Relations at American University in Washington, D.C., earning both bachelor’s and master’s degrees.

      My mother left the small-town of O’Fallon as soon as she could in the mid-1950s. After passing the Civil Service Exam, she quickly found a job as a secretary at the State Department in Washington. It was a fine job, as my mother wanted to see the world, and would later marry my father, who himself would become a diplomat. They met at a party hosted at the International House for Students. They dated and soon got married in Virginia and had my sister Jamelah in January 1959. I came along five years later.
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            The Red Earth of Brasilia

          

        

      

    

    
      BRASILIA, 1975-1980

      As the Pan Am Boeing 707 descended into Brasília on September 4, 1975, we stared out the jet's windows at a surreal scene of red dirt and dust.

      My father had already started his new post as the Saudi Cultural Attaché. My mother stayed behind in Geneva with Jamelah and I, packing up our Danish furniture and photo albums alone and storing everything.

      Unlike European ones, the Saudi government did not offer a cargo stipend for diplomats to move their belongings between posts. Years later, after my father had begrudgingly paid storage fees for far too long, we realized we’d never recover our childhood photos and sentimental belongings.

      We were all relatively young. My dad was 49, my mom was 39, I was 11, and my sister was 16. Brasília felt completely alien to us, new, isolated, unfamiliar. Designed by famous Brazilian architect Oscar Niemeyer, and urban planner Lucio Costa, the old dream of moving Brazil’s capital away from the Atlantic coastline and into the middle of the country, had finally been done by President Juscelino Kubitschek. He broke ground in 1956, and the city was inaugurated just 41 months later in April 1960.

      

      An ultra-modern city rose out of the Planalto Central, a plateau around 1,300 meters above sea level. Workers were brought in from the Brazilian Northeast to build the city, and all the construction materials, such as steel and concrete, had to be flown or trucked in.

      You either love Brasília or you hate it. Brazilians love to complain that the capital lacks the vibrancy of São Paulo and the beaches of Rio de Janeiro.

      When we arrived, we all hated Brasilia. There was red dust everywhere, and the city had hardly any trees. Accustomed to the old-world charm of Geneva and Europe, the sheer frontier-ness of Brasilia was shocking. Little did we know that, forty years later, my mother and I would come to love it.

      

      We first lived in a small, rented house in the Lago Sul, a stucco box with a corrugated roof. We all detested the house, but our parents told us to be patient and that we would eventually move to a nicer home.

      The supermarkets were bleak, like something out of communist Eastern Europe. Brazil was following a strict nationalist, no-imports economic policy, so we had no foreign goods to buy whatsoever.

      The available bread was white and boring, milk was sold in plastic bags, and the rice and beans we bought to cook had to be picked over for tiny stones and possible bugs. Flash forward 50 years, and Brazil’s supermarkets nowadays are a far cry from those we encountered in 1975.

      Jamelah and I were promptly enrolled in the Escola Americana de Brasilia (EAB), the only English-language school in town. I was in the 6th grade, Miss Sheridan’s class, and my sister was in 11th grade.

      Founded in the late 1960s for the children of US and other diplomats in Brasilia, the school was very small, with approximately 600 students from kindergarten to 12th grade. Most of our teachers were young Americans who came to Brazil on short two-year contracts to teach at EAB. Some stayed a bit longer, but there was a large turnover of American teachers.

      It was at EAB that I learned to speak, read and write Portuguese, as per Brazilian law, my school had to teach the language to all its students.

      It was a fantastic education in the Portuguese language and Brazilian history and culture in general, taught to us by Brazilian teachers such as Celinda Soares, who is my friend until this day. Their lessons served me so well, that many decades later I was hired to write a regular column on the Middle East for O Globo, one of Brazil’s largest daily newspapers. Friends would ask me if I was writing my column in English and the paper translating it into Portuguese, to which I replied with relish: “No, I write my columns in Portuguese!”

      My classmates in the sixth grade hailed from all over the world. Some of the nationalities represented were the USA, South Africa, Nigeria, Yugoslavia, South Korea, West Germany, and Israel. Of course, these were all the children of diplomats posted in Brasilia. There were some Brazilian students, too, usually the children of diplomats who had studied abroad in English or of wealthy businessmen.

      Years later in high school, the daughter of the Iraqi ambassador to Brazil invited our whole class to her birthday party at their residence. When we arrived we were confronted by a huge photograph of the dictator Saddam Hussein in their living room, at least eight feet tall, grinning down at us while we danced to pop tunes. It was a surreal sight.

      Some of the more interesting students were children of American missionaries from the Summer Institute of Linguistics. These missionaries traveled to remote areas of the Amazon jungle, where they lived among Indigenous tribes and often created a written language for those who did not have one, to be able to translate the Bible into their language, teach it to them, and ultimately convert them to Christianity.

      But by the late 1970s, Brazil’s military dictatorship decided they did not want these gringo missionaries running around the Amazon unimpeded, so they were asked to leave the country.
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