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PROLOGUE


I HAD PASSED THROUGH Sana’a International Airport so many times that part of me, a big part, tried not to pay attention to the changes, tried not to be worried about the things I saw that were so markedly different from all the other times I had entered through the airport’s gates. This part of me kept me calm. This part of me knew the smells of Sana’a: the thin, cool air infused with dust wafting up 7,000 feet into the mountains from the emptiness of the Rub al-Khali desert below. This part of me didn’t worry about mongrel dogs scurrying around. It didn’t worry about sirens or the occasional celebratory gunfire from a wedding down the street. It didn’t care about squalor. It noticed human suffering, people in the shadows, in every shadow, watching, hungry, threadbare, but it did so not in a state of panic or despair but more as a matter of contrast between rich, clean Dubai—where I now lived—and the Middle East’s poorest country. My bravado and my experience of Yemen allowed me to step forward, one foot in front of the other, despite all these things. It allowed me to smile at the baggage handlers, the workers in the ratty airport café, the passport inspectors, and even the multitude of guards and armed military personnel who hadn’t always been so prevalent—lounging about on the fringes of the runway, laughing in the baggage hall, leering at us passengers in the passport lane, watching us from the taxi stand outside on the curb in front of the airport.


Sure, I could be cool. I could come and go and pretend like everything was okay.


But another part of me itched.


This part knew something had changed. It knew something was different and wrong.


In one corner of my mind, I heard the voices of my friends, Yemenis and others who had fled and had been telling me not to come back. I also heard the voices of my friends inside the country, calls I had made to them before getting on the plane this time. These people who had stayed—highly placed in Yemeni military or intelligence posts or just businessmen who knew what was what—warned me it wasn’t wise to come back to Yemen, not right now, not even for the savviest American, not even for an American who had grown up like me: Lebanese, fluent in the culture, fluent in the Arabic language, of course, and an ex-Marine too.

















CHAPTER 1


IDYLLS OF A LEBANESE CHILDHOOD


LEBANON


I was born in a small village called Tebnine in the far south of Lebanon, just on the other side of the border from what is now Israel. My village is an ancient and beautiful one, situated in the mountains on the road between Tyre and Damascus. The Crusaders built a fort here. Saladin, first sultan of Egypt and Syria and founder of the Ayyubid dynasty, took it over. The Ottomans ruled us. The French too. And a lot of the worst fighting in the Lebanese Civil War throughout the 1970s and 1980s happened right around us, there in the south near and in my village. But I left before those latest calamities and remember only good things from Tebnine. The first seven years of my life come back to me wrapped in this sense of goodness, as if enveloped in a golden mist.


As a youngster back in the 1960s, I had the run of the whole place, from one grandfather’s house in the Hayy Harra, the Hill Neighborhood, down to my other grandfather’s house in the valley, or Hayy Tahta, the Low Neighborhood, as we called it. I roamed the Christian area freely too, perched on its hill with its church bells. We hardly knew there was any difference back then, Christian or Muslim, as every day we heard both the muezzin crier in the minaret of our mosque and those deep bronze bells in the church tower. They filled the air in a way I always thought of as beautiful, haunting almost in its contrast and cacophony, though most people would find it odd, I think now, those two sounds together at intervals or overlapping.


The gang I ran with were all kids related to me. In fact, most of the townspeople were relatives of some sort since, as I said, Tebnine was and is just a village—1,500 or 2,000 people back then, probably no more than 3,000 now—and almost everyone belonged to one of two families, the Fawaz or the Berri. My mother was a Fawaz, the dominant family. The Berris were the rich ones, though everyone got along just fine, and even the Berris were friendly people. Nabih Berri, the current head of that clan, is now the most powerful man in Lebanon as the Speaker of Parliament. His sister Nabiha married my mother’s brother in a match that has probably been repeated a thousand times over the centuries, someone from Fawaz marrying into Berri and vice versa. We’re all family in Tebnine.


I knew of these things as a kid, history and marriages and war, but they weren’t my world. They were only peripheral subjects that grownups talked about and that seemed somewhat unreal to me. My world involved running through the streets with my friends, cousin Hussein and cousin Ahmed, both of whom were just a little bit younger than me, with a parcel of even younger siblings—Hisham and Ibtissam—trying to keep up with us whenever they could.


Lebanon
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We played a lot of war games, did a lot of hunting. We were experts with slingshots like Tom Sawyer, searching out the perfect Y-shaped branches in our grandmother’s fig or olive trees, cutting them (which got us scolded or smacked), and then stretching lengths of bicycle tire so that we could heave fist-sized cobblestones with enough accuracy and power to kill birds. We’d bring the birds home to my mom for dinner, especially the tasty little asafeer, which were like sparrows. Or sometimes we’d bring them to grandmother to repay her for the branches we’d swiped. We’d often also shoot each other with pebbles, starting little wars between ourselves or bullying the little ones so that always, it seemed, one or another of us would need to run away, down the hillside, through the narrow stone streets, to take refuge at the house or in the neighborhood of some cousin or aunt from the other side of the family.


This was typical life in Lebanon for a kid. Free rein. Sunshine. The best mountains and climate on earth. Everything grew like weeds, including us.


There was work too, but that I remember most fondly of all.


“Wake up, sleepy head,” I remember my uncle Ali saying many mornings before first light. He’d steal into the room where I slept with my brothers and sisters around me and shake me, only me, by one shoulder until my eyes opened. I didn’t need to be told what was going to happen.


Uncle Ali owned one of the few cars in town. He’d take me and Hussein, the two of us being the oldest and strongest of our generation, and pack us into the backseat of that car to bring us down to his tobacco fields. Still rubbing our eyes, Hussein and I would grasp at old oil lanterns Ali handed us, and we’d stumble out into the darkness. There, once the headlights of the car had been doused and our eyes had adjusted to the dimmer but warmer glow of the lamp light, we’d see other figures in the fields adjacent to us, in our own field too, some of them moving, their lamps swaying slowly, some walking through puddled light from lanterns placed on the ground so that their shadows loomed and receded, blending with the shadows of the waist-high plants. Each field held a constellation of such lanterns. The shadowed figures moved around them, bending, picking, stuffing big canvas sacks with tobacco leaves, maybe fifty people in each field all busy at once. Hushed voices. Quiet and simple hearts. Tebnine was famous for tobacco. Best in the world. Our families, our own hands, picked it on those cold, quiet mornings, all of us like ghosts as the sun shivered up from beneath the mountain ridges.


We’d make a few cents from this enterprise, so we loved it. We loved the money, a big privilege to have some for ourselves, but we also loved the camaraderie. We loved being singled out by Ali as his helpers. I remember that Hussein and I were paid most often to string the tobacco, taking a nine-inch needle and a long thread and sewing the leaves onto a line that we stretched between makeshift sawhorses that had been brought out to the field. The leaves were left like this to dry. And we’d get five cents a string, usually completing two or three strings in a morning.


This money we would save up for the Friday market (Souk Al Jumma), which was a fixture of our childhood: that time after prayers at the mosque when all the vendors set up their little tented shops and we could buy sweets, popguns, knickknacks, all the things kids crave. On outings to the market, and elsewhere too, Hussein and I led our little gang, which also included my younger sister Ibtissam and Hussein’s sister Fatimah, as well as my baby brother Hisham.


▪ ▪ ▪


ONE THURSDAY NIGHT, after we had been tucked into our beds, sleep came with difficulty, as I didn’t know whether Hussein and I had earned enough in the tobacco fields to supply everyone with goodies for the market that coming morning. As our mother blew out the candle in our room, Ibtissam asked me for the tenth time what flavors of ice cream I thought the Friday market might have that week. I didn’t know. But I had a lot of fun making up strange concoctions and imagining her face in the darkness as it registered disbelief and worry: pumpkin, mulberry, goat cheese, grass, all kinds of strange things.


Truthfully, I felt a little sick to my stomach about sharing the money I’d earned. I really didn’t want to spend those coins. I’d worked hard for them. But we always treated things more communally. Ibtissam, in my mind and heart, had earned a share of my tobacco proceeds just by being my sister. It really wasn’t a choice; it was more a lifestyle, or a culture, but even then I already knew it was a good one, though it required me to put aside some of my personal desire for riches (and sweets) in order to share with my “tribe.”


Morning came at last, and with it the Friday market.


It turned out to be everything we expected. The Friday market was, and still is, an institution in Tebnine, as in many other villages throughout Lebanon. Vendors come from all over. Awnings are set up. Wares are spread gleaming in the sun. Musicians and singers find shady places in the town square or walk from place to place strumming their ouds or trilling their mijwiz flutes.


We kids knew the market. We frequented it every Friday. We hung around the edges, listened to the music, ogled the shops. But never before did we have anything nearly as much as two whole lira to spend.


We got our ice cream, a couple popguns, a few other doodads, a ribbon Fatimah twisted into her hair. We were as happy as we’d ever been, close-knit, picking our way among the crowds of adults who filled their bags with fresh produce or sat in one of the cafés on the square, smoking shisha, that mainstay of Arab and Turkish cafés, also sometimes called a hookah, while also drinking little cups of Turkish coffee.


Under the big tree in the square center, a storyteller had gathered a small crowd around him, all of them sitting cross-legged on the ground. We were pulled toward him, as if by magic, or by an attractor beam, but just as we came near enough to hear his words, I saw my grandfather, the one from the High Neighborhood. He wasn’t Hussein or Ahmed’s grandfather, but they knew him—101 years old, wizened, ancient, and nearly blind too. They saw him approaching the storyteller, striding forward in his insistent but shriveled way, and they pulled us forward even though Ibtissam and I tried to turn away.


“C’mon,” said Hussein. “This’ll be classic.”


I couldn’t say anything. I feared it would be a train wreck. My grandfather could be a very agreeable person, tender and full of attention to us kids. But he could also be argumentative. And this looked like an argumentative moment.


The storyteller stopped speaking as my grandfather stepped right into the middle of his cross-legged crowd.


“You want a story?” grandfather said. “I’ll give you a story…”


Everyone had heard my grandfather’s stories a hundred million times. He was, justifiably, famous for them. But he couldn’t stand someone else stealing center stage. The situation felt combustible. I didn’t know what might happen, with my grandfather such an institution in town and this storyteller, obviously, foreign—swarthier than anyone in town but also strangely fluent in not only our language but also our accent, our voice, our way of saying things in Tebnine. Lebanon was like this back then, still is to some extent. Just by how we speak you can tell who is a big-city person, who is a village person, who is from the north or the south or the Beqaa Valley. You can tell who is from your village or from the village next door through small little signs, some of them secret, some not, like passwords in pronunciation. This storyteller must have been an adept at voice, I thought, because he nailed it. He sounded just like one of us despite being, quite obviously, from somewhere else.


“Story!” my grandfather said again. “A young man like you, what can you know about stories!”


The storyteller simply stood and held his ground against my grandfather’s approach.


More quietly but still quite clearly, the man said, “And what would you give us to keep these people entertained, hajji? Will it be a story of how you escaped from the Turkish army? How you had been kidnapped and then ‘recruited,’ brought north to the war to fight the British at Gallipoli or the peasants in Armenia or wherever, and how you escaped not once, not twice, not three times, but four—ditching your uniform and walking back in a potato sack or dressed like a Sufi, wandering months and months across all of Turkey’s wilderness until you came home, only to get ‘recruited’ again the next time the Basha’s troops came to town?”


This was no storyteller. This was a mind reader, a magus, a wizard. He’d called my grandfather’s bluff. He’d spoken just as if he had pulled the words from my grandfather’s mouth, a sweet and perfect summary of exactly what grandfather’s stories always focused on: his long-ago exploits evading service with the Ottoman army.


My grandfather’s mouth fell open for a moment. He took a half step backward. But then a twinkle filled his rheumy eyes. He squinted. And then he held his arms out wide.


“Son,” he said.


I looked from my grandfather to the storyteller and back again. I couldn’t figure out what was going on.


“Son…”


The two men clasped each other, not in a handshake or in the semiformal embrace of long-lost friends, but in a hug much more tender and endearing. My grandfather’s body shook a little. It crossed my mind that he might be crying.


Ibtissam grabbed my hand. “What’s happening with grandpa?”


“I don’t—” No. No. I knew. I knew what was happening.


“Dad? Pappa?” I said, and I pulled Ibtissam with me toward the two men.


People started to stand from their cross-legged places of comfort. They started to clap, to whistle. A woman ululated, that trilling noise Arab women make with their lips and forefingers when they’re overcome by emotion. Ibtissam and I pushed our way through and joined in the hug. Hussein and Ahmed and Fatimah hugged too, though they seemed a bit more confused. We were all hugging.


Ahmed was asking me what was going on. I remember telling him, the words forming almost in disbelief, that it was my dad, my father, returned home.


As the dark-skinned man broke his grip on grandfather, he picked up Ibtissam and held her in front of him, far in front, at arm’s length, so he could see her well. “You’ve grown so much!”


“And me?” I asked.


“You?” he joked. “Who are you? I don’t know any teenagers.”


“I’m not a teenager. I’m seven. It’s me, Papa. It’s Haisam.”


“Of course,” he said, pretending to wipe away a cloud from in front of his eyes and see me more clearly. He shook my hand, as if I were a man, then pulled me closer. His skin was tanned from working construction in the burgeoning economies of the Gulf, under the unceasing sun there. He hardly appeared to be Lebanese, more Egyptian, or even Saudi. But he certainly sounded Lebanese. He sounded Tebnini. He sounded just as I remembered him, funny and serious all at once, though perhaps a bit more gravelly voiced and tired.


Dad led us all home, and we repeated—or tried to repeat—the same scene for the benefit of grandmother and mom. We tried to make it a surprise, a charade. But my mom and grandmother smoked it right away. Perhaps they heard us laughing as we walked up the hill toward the olive grove. Perhaps they identified him by more than just his face or hands. Maybe his eyes hadn’t changed. Likely his two-year absence didn’t dim their recollections as completely as they blinded our young and cloistered minds. The women rushed in. Ibtissam and I and the other kids were pushed away, but not far, only to the dancing, jittering perimeter, grabbing at the hems of the adults’ robes, their elbows, their hands. Everything was chaos. The noon bells of the church and the dhuhr call to prayer crisscrossed in the air around us, a wingless and bodiless flight. Kisses seemed to fall from the sky. And just as suddenly as that, the women turned to practicalities: What would we eat? How would we rearrange the rooms? When would we have a party to celebrate father’s return and our reunion? How long was he staying and how had he traveled here and how was he feeling and wouldn’t he like to have a seat inside for a minute, maybe some tea, some figs?


Dad hardly let those questions hit the air.


“We’re moving to Libya,” he said. “I’ve got a new job there.”


LIBYA


My dad believed in hard work. How could he not? He’d earned his money through hard work, and most of that money during his Kuwait construction days he sent home to take care of me, and mom, and Hisham, and Ibtissam, and little baby Bassem, who was still not weaned, as well as having some to spare and distribute among parents and brothers and sisters.


I remember my father telling me, when I first started working for him—not in those idyllic tobacco fields with Uncle Ali, which was lovely work, but later, working in a restaurant he opened—that I had it easy. As a kid my age he had walked a day or two south each week to the Israeli port of Haifa. There he wandered the streets with a wooden tray slung from a rope around his neck. He sold odds and ends from that tray: condiments, razor blades, shaving cream. When he’d dispensed with all his supplies, he would walk back to Tebnine, another two days’ journey but this time uphill, back into the Lebanese mountains that kept us safe and sheltered.


That was my dad. Great sense of humor but also as serious as serious can be, and quite a traveler too. He told us we needed to go to Libya to work, but really this was 1968, and the Arabs had just suffered a mighty defeat at the hands of Israel. My dad knew bad things were in store for Lebanon, and he wanted us to get away before they started.


We couldn’t afford tickets for the whole family, so Ibtissam and Hisham remained behind in Tebnine with grandmother, while dad and mom and baby Bassem and I boarded a passenger ship in Beirut and sailed for Alexandria. While Alexandria doesn’t seem too far from Beirut, the weather was nasty that year, and I remember most from the journey the empty, stormy sea, no land anywhere to be seen, and my own constant, hourly rush up narrow, cold stairs from our berth to the railing, where my seasickness gave me plenty of time to watch the Mediterranean’s wine-dark waves roil in the ship’s wake.


Egypt still smacked of embarrassment and a bit of panic after its failure in the Six Days’ War against Israel. The Israelis had been stopped at the Suez Canal more by diplomatic effort than Egyptian forces. To try to build back his country’s confidence, Egypt’s president, Gamal Abdel Nasser, could be seen and heard everywhere: posters, broadcasts, speaking and putting out policy among the other Arab nations. He was a big man, for sure, but also a man who had just lost and lost badly. So our passage from Alexandria south to Cairo occurred amid a backdrop of propaganda, with us being foreigners, though foreigners of the most unnoticeable sort, fellow Arabs—a bit different, obviously Lebanese, but largely unthreatening.


We spent a few days in Cairo getting our paperwork in order. There we saw, of course, the pyramids but also the Khan al-Khalili Souq, which made my eyes go wide with its richness and the storied, colorful, winding streets. Everything looked like a Friday market, except instead of sun and country greenery and laughter, the Khan al-Khalili was filled with strange scents of spice and glittering bits of glass and bronze and old mashrabiya windows with their deeply latticed shutters, behind which, in my young boy’s mind, a million eyes were watching me from the buildings above. I’d never been somewhere so big, so overflowing with people. Compared to Cairo, even Beirut felt like a village.


When we’d walked through most of the souq, my father turned to me and took my hand. We left mother and Bassem on the street corner, and father led me forward, across a bit of park. There we stopped in front of the great mosque of Hussein.


“Have you prayed before as a man?” he asked me.


“Yes, I have,” I said.


“Good, then you will come with me.”


We took off our shoes and entered the mosque, which is one of the holiest places in the world for Shi’a, because we believe the head of Prophet Muhammad’s grandson, Hussein, is buried there. Truthfully, I had prayed now and again, but in Tebnine it wasn’t a major thing for me. I was still young then. Hills and streets, tobacco picking and slingshots figured much more prominently in my life than prayer or going to the mosque. And also my father had been gone, so I was left to my own devices much more than I should have been, at least when it came to something like prayer. But there, in Cairo with my father, in that huge and holy space, I caught myself just staring about me, taking in the vastness of it, the quietness, how the barefooted men assumed such reverence and how, together, we all took our places and performed the rukaa’a, the prescribed sequence of kneeling, praying, kneeling, rising, and praying, all facing toward Mecca, over and over. It stirred a chord in me, one of belonging and rightness, but also like a whisper in my blood or a connection to something in the air, something more than human: I felt it. For the first time I felt it. This experience, praying in the Hussein Mosque, still remains the most vivid and impactful memory I carry with me of my father. I spent the rest of the day, and maybe longer, maybe even the next few weeks of our new life, in a state of awe and inner quiet.


From Cairo we went overland in a hired car. This was a bit like a bus, except it was just a car into which our four family members, all our luggage, and a whole additional family and its luggage were crammed. I sat on my father’s lap most of the way, with my mom having to deal with baby Bassem, who was still breast-feeding then.


We first spent a year in the eastern city of Derna, right on the water in the only really green and forested part of Libya. Here the mountains spill down to the sea, so the place looks and feels a bit like Lebanon. This helped remove some of the shock of leaving home, though I remember not making many friends, at least not right away.


My dad worked a construction project in Derna for a year, until Libya also stirred with unrest as Muamar Qadafi came into power. Again, and almost as suddenly, father announced we would move—this time to Benghazi, a little further down the Libyan coast, and this time not for a construction job. Dad and mom had decided to open a restaurant.


We lived behind the restaurant in an unfinished apartment building, without even concrete on the floors yet, just dirt. For a bathroom we used the one in the restaurant. And I was put to work, really put to work, for the first time in my life, washing dishes, cleaning, and waiting tables. Our living conditions were harsh, nothing as sweet as the mountains around Tebnine, but otherwise the restaurant turned out to be a resounding success. We were the first to provide Lebanese cooking in Benghazi, a big deal right then because a whole bunch of people had just moved from Syria and Lebanon and Palestine and Jordan. My parents made money hand over fist, enough to allow us not only to travel back to Tebnine a couple times but also to bring back with us to Libya my siblings Hisham and Ibtissam, reuniting all of us.


For my first trip back, my mom dressed me. New clothes, starchy. I was jumping out of my skin with excitement, and the last thing I wanted was to be bound up in fancy clothes. But when my father called me into his bedroom, I understood better the reason why I had to wear not only a shirt and tie but also a tailored jacket.


He handed me a belt that looked strangely lumpy. I didn’t have too much experience with belts, with formal clothes. But still something looked wrong.


“What is it?” I asked.


“A belt.”


“I know,” I said, taking it and trying to put its fat end through the loops at my waist. The belt wouldn’t fit, not easily. “But what’s on it?”


“Packages.”


He explained that Qadafi wouldn’t let more than one hundred lira leave the country at any one time and that he wouldn’t let Lebanese people keep their savings in a bank either. So we had no choice but to smuggle it out of the country, back to our family in Lebanon. It was just a larger version of Hussein and me sharing our tobacco-stringing money with our siblings.


The scheme worked perfectly. I passed through customs with hardly a glance, both in Tripoli’s airport and in Beirut. I should have been nervous, but I wasn’t. I just felt fortunate not to have to take a boat back to Lebanon and risk seasickness again. And also the idea of all that money just made me think of the Friday market and how, instead of buying a few ice creams and popguns, I’d be able to set up as a merchant myself, selling rubies and diamonds and all the best spices, opening my own Khan al-Khalili. Of course, I would be the hero all over again, quick to resume my place at the head of the gang.


Though Tebnine has always remained in my heart (and even now I’ve bought my cousin Khalil’s old house and am refurbishing it for my retirement), my story only rarely intersects with it again. Sure, I made those trips back, and many more even during the bad parts of Lebanon’s civil war in the 1980s, but my life went a different direction. I hit a fork in the road almost immediately on my return to Libya from that first money-laden trip, for I realized then why my parent’s restaurant had done so well: the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO).


Black September that year had seen King Hussein of Jordan kick the PLO leadership out of his country. They fled to Lebanon and Syria, reestablishing headquarters there. But they also set up a training camp in Benghazi. After the regular rush on Fridays, my parents would close the restaurant down to our normal customers, and a couple of big buses of young men—hungry young men, polite young men—would come. I served them their food. They ate, and they joked, and they did all the normal things done by normal twenty-something kids. I liked them.


“How old are you, boy?” one of them asked, putting his hand on my shoulder when I delivered a big bowl of tabbouleh to his table.


“Ten.”


“What do you think of Palestine?”


“I love it.”


“Good boy.”


The chatter of the other PLO trainees had not stopped. But this man and I seemed frozen in place, with everything else eddying around us. I could see my mom out of the corner of my eye, beckoning to my father from the kitchen, not looking at me, not worried. Everything was normal. But I was stuck there, mesmerized. The man had green eyes, nothing abnormal for a Palestinian or a Syrian, but he did not blink. And he had a line on his face like he had been cut by a very fine razor blade. It made me think of my father when he was a child, selling those razors on foot in Haifa port.


“Would you like to learn to shoot?”


“I know how to shoot.” I pantomimed the action of my slingshot, a bird falling from the sky.


The man laughed. “No,” he said. “Guns.”


I shook my head no, but then, ever so slowly, the side-to-side no motion changed to an up-and-down nod, like I was spinning, dazed.


“Next week then,” he said. “I’ll come for you on Thursday night, and we’ll bring you back when we come here Friday after prayers. An overnight adventure!”


I got nervous then. I stood a bit straighter, didn’t answer him directly, turned away, and half-ran back into the kitchen. I didn’t say anything to anyone about this encounter, but, as I sat on a sack of rice, I saw my mother look from me to the young fedayeen member, and then back again. Her eyes were filled with worry.

















CHAPTER 2


A NEW AMERICAN


THE NEXT DAY we unpacked the jar where my parents stored the spare money, rented another car (this time not shared), and drove around the long bay that connects Benghazi with Tripoli, the capital of Libya, several hours away. My parents barely spoke the whole way. They just said we were going on a vacation. And that’s exactly how it seemed: off to the biggest city in Libya, off—maybe—to the beach. Indeed, we checked into a hotel in a nice part of Tripoli and had a good dinner, and we children felt our hopes rise in expectation of enjoying the coming day.


However, the following morning we were all—Hisham, Ibtissam, me, mom, dad, and Bassem—hustled into our very best clothes before daybreak. We left the hotel without eating breakfast and went to stand on the street, five or six people ahead of us, in a line that grew and grew as dawn started to shed a honey-colored light over the faces of Tripoli’s white-washed facades.


I asked where we were. My mom avoided the question, just telling me that we were in line. She meant for me to drop the question, but I persisted. She waved a hand at me, demanding silence, and we kept our places, queuing along the street.


“Where are we?” I asked.


“We’re in line,” mom said.


“But where?”


“Hush.”


When the line had grown to half a hundred people, a window opened, and a guard came out from a door I hadn’t noticed in the high, spike-topped wall. This guard was the biggest human I’d ever seen, seven feet tall I thought. He had blonde hair and very white horselike teeth. He was dressed in an immaculate, deep blue uniform with red stripes on the legs as well as medals and insignia everywhere on his chest and along his high starched collar. The sun shone on him, and the medals and insignia caught its light, reflecting it back at me in a blinding kaleidoscope. This man held a rifle over one shoulder, smartly and confidently, and he squared his corners, turning at right angles, sharp in all his movements as he stepped into position beside the doorway, there to bring the rifle’s buttstock crashing down beside his foot before he seemed to freeze in place, standing there statue still.


Just like in the Hussein Mosque, I found myself transfixed, not wanting to enter the gate in the wall as the line crept forward and my father pulled me into the US Embassy. This was my first sight of a US Marine, this guard at the embassy in Tripoli, and—not surprising at all for a boy my age, though certainly a unique thing for a Lebanese boy—the experience of him, his regal bearing, his professionalism, stood out to me as something aspirational. The mosque had been spiritual and profound. The young man from the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) had felt more like home, like a friend. But the Marine—though he did nothing in particular, nothing different from what he had been trained to do, nothing different from the things a thousand other Marines do at embassies every day, even now, the world over—my ten-year-old brain fixated on him. I had a first inkling not of the person I was meant to become (all my heritage and upbringing should have predisposed me to life as a harvester of tobacco or, if I yearned for something exotic, to follow the beckoning of that fedayeen) but of something even more special—the freedom to imagine a different and better future.


We’d all heard plenty about America. Who hadn’t? But this first direct experience, at the very moment when I was ripest to be influenced, changed me completely.


AMERICA


The rest of that visit to the embassy and to Tripoli blurs together in my mind. Overwhelmed by the image of that Marine beside the gate, all other memories seem dim and washed out. Only that tall figure in his uniform remains clear. And I can trace one of the most fateful moments in my life back to that experience, the outcome of a hundred little decisions adding up over decades and bringing me back to that place, there by the embassy gate.


We got our visas to America within a few short days. This was made easier and smoother because our history in America goes back to 1916, with my great-grandfather Ahmed Hamzey Fawaz, who arrived in 1916. He was part of the first wave of Lebanese immigrants to America, the same batch that included the poet Kahlil Gibran. Then my mother’s father, Fares Ahmed Fawaz, arrived in 1924 and went to high school here, later marrying my step-grandmother, Najla. So, in fact, my family had been American for two generations already, and we had contacts there, a history, a landing pad to help us adjust. This was the key that opened the door for us. My uncle, Robert Hamzey, son of Fares Ahmed Fawaz and Najla, sponsored my mother’s immigration.


In 1971 we took a Scandinavian Airlines flight to New York City. To a ten-year-old this flight seemed to take forever, but unlike when we moved to Libya, our whole family remained together. My mother and father had been able to save the equivalent of somewhere between $50,000 and $60,000 from the restaurant, squirreling it away in pots and mattresses back in Lebanon after smuggling it out of Libya any way we could. This was a good amount of money back in the 1970s. It gave us a head start and allowed us to begin our time in America with a house, a car, and some of the essentials we kids needed for school or that my parents needed for work.


▪ ▪ ▪


OUR PLANE TOUCHED down in New York City, but we didn’t spend any time there. We caught sight of the Statue of Liberty out the plane windows, misty and green against the gray, choppy waters of the harbor below us. Then we transferred planes and headed right to Michigan, where we stayed at my great-grandfather’s house in Highland Park before using some of that hard-earned restaurant money to buy a house a week later in Dearborn. The month was February, and not the sort of February we had grown up with in Lebanon or Libya: Michigan was frigid. First order of business, we all got winter clothes. Second order of business: school. We started right away, on either the second or third day we landed. Knowing one word, “hello,” and pretty much shell-shocked from the change in country, culture, weather, time zone, and home, I sat in the back of an almost-normal US elementary school classroom wondering how the heck I would survive.


I say “almost normal” because Dearborn, Michigan—even at that time—was a different place than “normal” America. We had such a high population of Arab families, fathers who had come to work in the automotive industry after other family members settled there, that this school, Salina Intermediate School, had one of the nation’s first English as a second language (ESL) programs. ESL helped me immensely, allowing me not only to work on learning how to communicate in my new country but also to continue my studies of math, science, history, and geography, while transitioning to English. ESL bridged the time between when I arrived and when I could undertake those other subjects in English by providing dedicated resources to ensure I did not lag behind. It allowed me to continue learning in Arabic while I learned English. This, along with the overall quality of the education, really motivated me to come to school and take advantage of the wonders of America.


But it wasn’t just ESL that helped me transition. About 40 percent of the other kids in my classes hailed originally from Lebanon and Palestine, some of them even from Tebnine, so I felt right at home, could talk with them, could make friends and find support. A kid from Lebanon, from a village near mine, Mohamed Ajrouch, who had only arrived a month before me, took me under his wing. We went to ESL together, and he helped me with my English as we sat in the back of the classroom.


Two days into my time at Salina, I experienced my first real culture shock. This happened in gym class, during a swimming lesson. I stepped into the locker room, and all the boys started taking off their clothes.


This never happens in Lebanon.


It’s taboo across most of the Middle East. You have to make sure the bathroom door is locked ten times before you ever do your business.


There in that locker room I was stunned, staring and frozen in place, no idea what was going on and refusing to get naked myself. The gym teacher, Mr. Costia, who wasn’t Arab at all, still had taught himself a few words of Arabic.


He said, “Habibi, what’s the matter?”


Everyone liked Mr. Costia. He was not only the gym teacher but also the football coach. He had a heart of gold, and as his attempts at Arabic showed, he really took an interest in us as kids. But his phrasing here turned out to be especially unfortunate: habibi means “my love.” Everyone had gotten naked already. Some had already run out of the locker room and jumped into the big pool. As I stood there with Mr. Costia calling me his “boy love” and waiting for me to strip, I felt more and more isolated as the other kids went out to the pool. I thought the worst rumors about America might actually be true! What sort of depraved situation would this become? What would happen if I took off my clothes?


I clammed up, refused.


I wouldn’t take off my shoes, let alone my shirt.


I absolutely refused to take my pants off.


So, of course, Mr. Costia had no choice. He sent me to the principal’s office.


In Lebanese culture this is also a big no-no—to dishonor yourself, to cause your parents stress and make them get involved in your shortcomings at school. Needless to say, the whole experience turned out to be traumatic for me. Even after the principal patiently explained, through one of the several interpreters on staff at the school, the purpose of the swim class, the cultural norms of locker room etiquette, and the requirement for me to get changed in order to not fail the course, I still didn’t want to do it. But my parents had a stern discussion with me over the kitchen table that night, and at the next gym class, I bucked up, stripped down (blushing all the way), put on my swimsuit, and jumped into the water.


Which wasn’t the end of the problem.


I didn’t know how to swim! But I sure wasn’t going to resist and have my parents called to the principal’s office again.


That episode almost killed me twice over—once from sheer embarrassment at my nakedness and then again as I sank to the bottom of the heavily chlorinated deep end, only to be dragged spluttering up to the surface by Mr. Costia, who had to jump in to rescue me.


Although gym class frightened and nearly killed me, I’ve got to say again that school in America overall turned out to be a dream. Free milk. Free lunch. And every day during lunchbreak we were given the choice to pay a nickel to watch a movie. All these things amazed me, so different were they from school in Libya or in Lebanon, which was rudimentary and sometimes even cruel, with headmasters not averse to whacking our fingers with a stick and with twenty or thirty kids of all ages crowded into a single dingy, undersupplied classroom.


I did not take the benefits around me in my new city and country for granted. The movies were fun, sure, but like the ESL classes, they served a purpose in helping me improve my English. And the lunches and milk, well, perhaps I was a little skinny—not malnourished because my parents ran a restaurant, but certainly skinny. There seemed to be nothing as effective at putting on pounds as good American milk and a hot lunch at an American school!


My parents used the last of their savings from Libya to open another restaurant in Dearborn. They bought a Coney Island Diner, which was a popular chain in the 1970s—vinyl upholstered booths along one wall, a few stools at a coffee bar, a cash register with a glass-topped cooler beside it to display pies and other deserts. Their concept was to remake it in Lebanese fashion, serving hummus, tabbouleh, shawarma, kibbeh, and all the great things that made their Benghazi restaurant such a hit. Problem was, they opened it up on the wrong end of town. East Dearborn was still predominantly white, Italian, and Irish, and under the notorious administration of Mayor Orville Hubbard, it was known as one of the most segregated communities north of the Mason-Dixon Line. We got about twelve customers a day, a few Poles or Italians who came in and then a few brave Arabs who drove the whopping four miles across town to patronize us. Obviously, the restaurant failed pretty quickly. But my dad wasn’t daunted.


In addition to my father’s working the assembly lines, first at Chrysler for a few months and then at Ford for a number of years, we bought another restaurant, this one on the South End of town and fated to have a much longer life. I worked there, as well as at a convenience store my family bought soon after, for most of my middle and high school years, busing dishes, waiting tables, and even cooking on the night shift.


Amid all this, our family took on yet another American trait within the first year or two after landing: we started to go on annual family vacations. While that trip from Benghazi to Tripoli felt a little bit like a vacation, at least in hindsight—with all of us loaded into that hired car, basically fleeing willy-nilly to avoid the recruitment efforts of the PLO—we now got to experience the true joys of the annual car trip.


Our trips didn’t focus on Disneyland. We didn’t trek out west to Yosemite or Yellowstone or even to Mount Rushmore. We didn’t do the kitschy stops along Route 66.


My dad had a favorite, though, and it was his choice, for something like ten years running, to pack the whole family up and sojourn to Niagara Falls.


What did this look like for a Lebanese family newly arrived in America? Not too different from what most people remember from those days before cell phones, video games, and LCD screens mounted on the backseats of shiny SUVs sank their pixelated claws into the scrum of our kid brains and kid energy to anesthetize the whole experience. Although my dad’s trophy car, purchased after his first few years of hard work on the assembly line and in the restaurants, was a red ’77 Cadillac Eldorado, he didn’t ever take us to Niagara in that. No, we piled everyone into a conversion van: plush seats, tinted windows, upholstery, cheap venetian blinds making the inside always a bit like a cave or a bordello. Four kids, mom, dad, sometimes a random assortment of aunts, cousins, or friends added to the mix: this whole gaggle crossed via the Detroit-Windsor Tunnel or the Ambassador Bridge, traffic depending, and took Highway 401 along the north shore of Lake Erie toward the falls.


The trip involved all the normal threats to pull over and sort out the fighting, maybe to blister a behind or two, as well as the constant questions (by this time in a mix of Arabic and English) about how much farther we had to go and when we’d get there. Kids got carsick. Parents came up with games to divert our attention from beating and poking one another—games like “I Spy” and song singing and searching for all fifty states’ license plates. All of that is, I think, roughly the same experience every kid and parent from the 1950s through the early 1990s had on American highways.


The main difference, on this four- or five-hour journey across a bit of American-ish Canadian territory, was that when we stopped midway at a park or roadside turnout, my mom would get out an assortment of decidedly Lebanese food, usually breakfast because dad liked to get going before daybreak on these vacations. We’d have ful (beans) and lebnah (Lebanese sour cream) and cheeses and flatbread, as well as tea, not a breakfast most Americans would ever eat, though we loved it.


When we finally arrived in the afternoon at the falls, my father’s eyes would go wide, just the same on his tenth visit as on our first. We’d tour around the falls. We’d hike a little. And then we’d do just what any other American family would do, albeit with Lebanese force and passion: we’d fight over where to stay for the few nights of our visit, which restaurants to eat at, who got to sleep in what bed, and what things to do and see.


Overall these vacations were as exhausting as they were enjoyable, but we did them as a family, together, and that counted for a lot. No one was ever allowed to beg off, to skip, to have other obligations. Dad set the date of the vacation, and come hell or highwater, all of us found ourselves bundled into that dark conversion van, chugging down the road toward the falls.


Although so much more happened during these middle and high school years, so many things that helped shape me as a man and form my identity as an American, the really important thing I still need to mention from this period is how I met and wooed my first love, Zainab.


In high school the idea of becoming a Marine really started to take hold in my heart. I kept it to myself for my middle and early high school years. But when I was a junior, I began to visit recruiters. I couldn’t shake the image of that Marine at the embassy gate. When I thought of myself growing up into manhood, there was nothing I wanted or envisioned for myself more than that, no higher aim I could imagine. When I went to those recruiters the first few times, they shooed me away, telling me I was still too young. But I’d get their promotional stickers, bright red- and gold-colored emblems emblazoned with the eagle, globe, and anchor. These stickers I not only collected but also began to display in a sort of weird and funny way by putting them on my silver polyester warm-up jacket. That kind of jacket was a cool guy thing back then, though the richer kids sewed patches onto the sleeves and back, rather than just applying stickers. I would have loved patches, sure, but I didn’t hesitate to use the stickers, and I was pretty proud of that Marine-emblazoned jacket as I walked the Fordson High School halls with my big Afro Sheen hair.


Oh, how awesome those days were, back in the late 1970s. And just imagine what a work of art I was when I first met Zainab around about that time.


Here’s how we met: I took a class my senior year called community service, which sent me to elementary, junior high, or other high schools to serve as a teacher’s aide. So, I was somewhat official, an older, wiser authority figure (with that hair, that jacket, that teenage self-assurance). That’s how I met Zainab. She was a student in one of the classes I helped with. She’d just come to America that year, which was 1978, and I met her fresh off the boat.


At first we didn’t say much to each other, but I noticed her. And she noticed me. Over the coming few days we began to communicate more and more as I went about my duties in the class. I helped her with small things, with new words and American expressions, and also with the classwork. She asked me questions, both about schoolwork and about myself. We started to get to know each other. Then we realized our fathers knew each other too. That pretty much sealed the deal, like we’d been fated to meet on this far shore, fated to reenact the traditional sort of village courtship that began with two young people discovering each other and then continued through long periods of suffering and uncertainty as the families weighed in on the suitability of the relationship. Our families both came from Tebnine, though her father had moved her family away when I was very young and Zainab had not yet even been born. Zainab herself had hardly ever visited Tebnine, spending all her childhood in Beirut. She knew of Tebnine though. It formed part of her identity, just as it formed part of mine. That’s a big thing about Lebanon: no matter where you are in the world, your village, your Lebanese home, is part of you. Tebnine was part of me, and it was part of her in just that way.


Eventually I told Zainab I liked her, and I started walking her home with her little brother Farouk as our chaperone. We kept our growing fondness for one another pretty much secret for a while, being traditionally minded like that. I would walk her most of the way before she got to the corner of her street, and then I’d say good-bye as her brother walked ahead. I never turned that corner or took her any closer to her house during those first weeks and months. Secrecy like that probably fooled no one, but it kept the aunts and moms and relatives from beginning any sort of more official dialogue. It kept the pressure off all of us, and as kids, we thought we were the first ever to have such a secret crush.


Zainab and I stayed together throughout the whole of my senior year. A few times I would skip class and pick her up. We’d go have lunch, nothing too forward, still keeping it pretty traditional and being chicken about doing much else. After a few repetitions of this though, I upped the ante. Showing off, I “borrowed” my dad’s car, that red ’77 Eldorado. Usually I drove a ’71 Maverick, which was nothing more than a souped-up Pinto, definitely nothing to impress the love of my life. But the big new Eldorado, boy, that thing clocked in about twenty feet long. When we skipped class that day, we went for lunch like usual but then drove around a bit too. With my palms sweaty on the wheel, I parked behind the Dearborn Civic Center. No other cars were in the lot. No one came in or out of the civic center. Everyone else still sat in their stupid classes.


Zainab was too shy to try much, so I planted the first kiss on her cheek, very tenderly. She sprang back, a little surprised, maybe a little offended even. Perhaps I had read things the wrong way? Perhaps she wasn’t interested in me as anything more than a friend?


I sat in my seat, very still, and noticed that my hand was starting to shake. I wondered if I had made a big mistake. I wondered if I had botched everything. I imagined Zainab’s father storming over to see my father, having a confrontation about his daughter’s honor. I imagined myself grounded forever, probably with a bruised backside. But then Zainab put all those fears to rest. She leaned over and took my hand in hers. She pulled it toward her, and I was like putty, boneless, spineless, falling all over myself as I curved my torso toward her over the central console again. She put my hand on her shoulder. She took my other hand and guided it around her lower back. And then she lifted her chin and brought her lips close to mine so that all I had to do was move another inch before we met lip to lip in that first, magical, real kiss.


This, to me, was America.


This was the John Cougar Mellencamp “Jack and Diane” fairy tale, but done up with me, Haisam Farran, as Jack, and Zainab as Diane. It didn’t have quite the same ring, our names in place of those American names, but it worked. It worked perfectly for me. I bought into it just like I bought into the silver windbreaker, just like I bought into the eagle, globe, and anchor, just like I bought into family vacations in the conversion van, lunchbreak movies, and free milk in paper cartons.


Perhaps the one thing that should have given me pause was my parents’ new restaurant, successful as it was. Still, it served mostly Lebanese, Palestinians, and Yemenis, the people who had come here to work hard on the assembly lines at Ford, Chrysler, and GM. I should have thought about this restaurant and why it was successful when the first one, in East Dearborn, wasn’t. As a teenager, it’s not easy to see one’s life from the outside, to understand how Dearborn could be both fully American and also something different, a separate and intermediary place with segregation and discrimination woven into its societal fabric. Back then I wasn’t aware of the way that so many other ethnicities and nationalities (like we Arabs) had come here—the Irish, Africans, Italians, Latinos of every sort—and how they had gone through the same slow process of discrimination and then, to varying degrees, assimilation. I could not see such things then; nor could I foresee how, even in my lifetime, the acceptance and slow process of merging into America would receive a terrible jolt, one that I would help combat as a Marine.


No, all I could see then was my dad’s big red Eldorado, how it had worked wonders in impressing my girl. I didn’t want to stop there with impressing her either. Zainab had a few more years left of school. So I followed through on the most manly and amazing thing I could think of, upping the ante once more and keeping myself (I thought) firmly bedazzling in Zainab’s eyes: I took myself down to that Marine recruiter’s office and signed up to devote my life to Uncle Sam.









OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
=] QoaKschette





OEBPS/images/Art_P5.jpg
Tariq al-Areeda
border crossing

(—)
El Mi \%
na ®eTripoli X N
Mediterranean % \\Q‘
0
Sea N Ao
S
Q
Q% v
(] Q
BEIRUT %% oZahl

LEBANON

eSidon

SYRIA

@® DAMASCUS

Sam'’s oTyre

home .
village TeBnine

ISRAEL < Height 1\






OEBPS/images/Art_Pviiia.jpg
i

% Sheraton

i otel
4 1~
SANA'A NSB HQ
CITY old City
aleh Mosque
"\, \and Palace

Map adapted from Sanaa City by Yan from 23Maps. d a7 i \l‘f\/( >\-Y






OEBPS/images/Art_Pviiib.jpg
—_—
Houthi advance, 2014

[ A—
0 miles 100

SAUDI ARABIA
*Saadah
Red wome Y EM E N
Sea
oSANA'A
Hudaydah
*Dhamar
lbb
% “Taizz
%
4 «Aden
Gulf of Aden
DJIBOUTI

*Say’un

"Mukalla

SOMALIA

OMAN

Arabian
Sea

=

Map adapted from maps by Marco Ugolini in
“Mapping the Yemen Conflict,” Furopean
Council on Foreign Relations, 2015.






OEBPS/images/9780306922725.jpg
|HE

GHTE
A

AN AMERICAN HOSTAGE IN YEMEN

SAM FARRAN
JAMIN BUCHHOLZ






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
THE

TIGHTENING
JARK

AN AMERICAN HOSTAGE IN YEMEN

SAM FARRAN
AND BENJAMIN BUCHHOLZ

5] Qﬁghette

NEW YORK





