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“Liar,” she says to the highway sign that claims “The People of Indiana Welcome You.” The olive-skinned, dark-haired young woman drives west on the old National
 Road. A small zippered Quran and a camera are on the hatchback’s passenger seat in easy reach, covered by an open map—States of the Heartland. Khadra Shamy spent most of her growing-up years in Indiana. She knows better
 than the sign. 
                



She passes over the Whitewater River, bracing herself. Here comes the unbearable
 flatness of central Indiana. She has the feeling that the world’s been left behind her somewhere, in the final stretches of Pennsylvania, maybe,
 where the land had comforting curves. Out here there seems to be nothing for
 the eye to see. Strip mall, cornfield, small town main street, Kmart, Kroger,
 Kraft’s, gas station, strip mall, soybean field, small town main street, Kmart,
 Kroger, Kraft’s, strip mall. All blending into one flat sameness. 
                



There are silver silos and pole barns, tufts of goldthread on the meridian, and
 the blue day beginning to pour into the dark sky. But it is not mine, she
 thinks, this blue and gold Indiana morning. None of it is for me. Between the
 flat land and the broad sky, she feels ground down to the grain, erased. She
 feels as if, were she to scream in this place, some Indiana mute button would
 be on, and no one would hear. 
                



And the smell, she thinks, getting out at Glen Miller Park to pray fajr on the grass near a statue labeled Madonna of the Trail. God, what is it? She has forgotten it, living for years away. There is a
 definite smell to the air in Indiana. It’s not pollution; not a bad odor, really—nor a good one; just there. Silage, soybeans, Hoosier hay, what? she asks the Madonna after salah. The stone Madonna in a bonnet, holding a baby in her right arm, a little boy
 clinging to her skirts, peers stonily into the distance.  
                



“No checks no credit no credit cards.” Khadra buys antacid and a postcard of the Madonna of the Trail: Greetings from Richmond. Eyeing the postcard, she thinks: sloppy work. I could do better. Peering into
 the tarnished restroom mirror, she examines her face. Her forehead is high,
 with a Dracula’s peak, and a bit of grass has matted to it from prostration. She brushes it
 off.  
                



Gray-black pieces of a busted tire flap in the lane in front of her as she gets
 back on the road. A faded woman in a backyard adjacent to the highway hangs a
 large braided rug on a rope. Khadra sees a sign for the “Centerville Christian Church.” Isn’t that redundant? she wonders. Like “Muslim Mosque?” “. . . of Bosnian leader Alija Izetbegovic´, in war-torn former Yugoslavia. . . .” “. . . traffic heats up as racecar fans converge on Indianapolis this weekend. .
 . .” And then, finally, some music: Sade pouring out “Bullet Proof Soul.”




Khadra glances sideways at fields of glossy black cows. A sign flashes, “Mary Lou and Mother, Rabbit Foot Crafts,” but Khadra does not slow. Stimpson Grain Drying Corp. “100% American,” a sign advertises—what, she doesn’t know. Burly beardless white men in denim and work shirts sit in front of a
 burned-out storefront. The giant charred store sign, Marsh’s, leans against a telephone pole. Possibly their only grocery for miles. The
 men’s loose jowls have the cast of a toad’s underbelly. She feels them screw their eyes at her as she drives past, her
 headscarf flapping from the crosscurrent inside the car. She rolls the windows
 up, tamps her scarf down on her crinkly dark hair, and tries to calm the panic
 that coming back to Indiana brings to her gut. 









A little girl’s face appeared, a girl with dark hair and a high forehead. She peeked out from
 between the swaying bed linens—vined, striped, and flowered—alive on clotheslines. Tucked in the elbow between two buildings in the Fallen
 Timbers Townhouse Complex, the laundry corner was little Khadra’s hideout. Ruffled home-sewn nightgowns became Laura and Mary Ingalls racing
 Khadra along the banks of a prairie creek. Quivering calico blouse sleeves
 brushed against her as train brakes whinnied in the distance. Daddy longlegs
 moved from crevice to crevice in the bricks of the bordering buildings. Old Father Long-legs, wouldn’t say his prayers, take him by the left leg, and throw him down the stairs. Khadra followed them, fascinated. Picked up fat jewel-box caterpillars with
 white, yellow, and black stripes. Touched a potato bug, which cringed and
 curled into a ball, world within worlds.  
                



Her mother always ran the laundry twice in the Fallen Timbers basement laundry
 room with the coin machines. Because what if the person who used the washer
 before you had a dog? You never knew with Americans. Pee, poop, vomit, dog
 spit, and beer were impurities. Americans didn’t care about impurities. They let their dogs rub their balls on the couches they
 sit on and drool on the beds they sleep in and lick the mouths of their
 children. How Americans tolerate living in such filth is beyond me, her mother
 said. You come straight home.  
                



Sunshine filtered through the fabric forest. Khadra thrilled to its flutter of
 secrets and light, its shuttering and opening motions. Suddenly it revealed a
 boy with heavy pink flushed cheeks on a dirt bike, tearing through the hung
 laundry, pulling down rope, soiling sheets with his tire tread. Khadra ran.
 Screamed and ran. Fell, scraped her cheekbone on the cracked asphalt. He
 wheeled and turned. Gunning for her.  
                



“Stop it! Stop! You leave me alone, Brian Lott!” She scrambled to her feet. The back of her head was still ridged from where he’d knocked her against the brick of the apartment wall last time. She’d kicked him in the shin then, and she would do it again, even if it was a fight
 she must lose. She braced now for the next blow coming at her from Brian and
 the snout of his bike.  
                



“Khadra!” Three more kids on bikes wheeled around the corner of the building. Her
 assailant paused to look over his shoulder and she dodged out from where he had
 her cornered. O thank God. It was Eyad her brother, and his best friend Hakim,
 and her own friend Hanifa.  
                



“Come on!” Hakim called, slowing for her to get on. Khadra hopped onto his banana-seat and
 held on to the chrome back as he lifted his bottom up off the seat to boost his
 pedaling momentum. And they were off.  
                



They were four Muslim children of the heartland—two Arab, two black—flying in the blue-and-gold world on their bikes, right through the middle of
 the 1970s. Khadra flung her arms out in exultation and Hanifa, whizzing past
 her at high speed, had a beatific smile on her face from the thrill of the
 ride.  
                



“Brian Lott, whyn’t you go pick on someone your own size?” Eyad yelled at the boy on the dirt bike.  
                



“Fuck you, raghead!” Brian shouted back. “We’re gonna get all you fuckers!” He wheelied on “fuckers.”




Before they got to Khadra’s street her brother Eyad skidded to a halt and said, “Get off Hakim’s bike and get on mine. ’Cause he’s a boy and Mama might see you.” 




Hakim used to give her handlebar rides all the time, but she was getting older
 now, and her mother said she shouldn’t ride with boys anymore.  
                








The Lott boys had been the bane of Khadra and her family since day one. The day
 years ago when the Shamys moved in to number 1492 Tecumseh Drive, Fallen
 Timbers Townhouse Complex, Indianapolis, Indiana, on the southern city limits
 where the sprawling city almost met up with the small adjoining town of
 Simmonsville. Little Khadra had got out of the wide station wagon, blinking in
 the sunlight, a pudgy, shortwaisted girl wearing an elastic friendship
 bracelet.  
                



There was her father, wiry and olive-complexioned, with glasses. He wore a short
 beard on a thin pointy chin. Her mother was green-eyed and ivory-skinned and
 lovely. She wore a white wimple on her head, and a long blue robe. The color of
 sky, it swept the earth. A boy with short, smooth chestnut-brown hair got out
 last, stretching. Khadra’s brother Eyad was ivory-colored like the mother, with the high contrast between
 dark hair and pale skin that many Syrians have.  
                



Khadra and Eyad were unloading the U-Haul when they heard taunts behind them.
 Two boys with coarse pink faces, noses broadened in sneers. What they saw
 spilling out of the station wagon with its fake wood panel was a bunch of
 foreigners. Dark and wrong. Dressed funny. Their talk was gross sounds, like
 someone throwing up. 




“Hey, Allison-Bone!” one of them called. “Get a load of this.”




A thickwaisted white girl with a bowl haircut peered over their shoulders.  
                



Khadra and Eyad were inside calling dibs on bedrooms when they heard the crash
 of glass. Beer bottles, a pile of brown and gold shards at their doorstep.  
                



Their father went up to the door across the street and knocked. Khadra and her
 brother sat on the curb, watching as their mother swept up the glass bits with
 a plastic yellow broom. Skinny little white woman answered the door. Yellow
 hair like the broom bristles. 
                



“Yeah, that’s Vaughn’s boys.”




Sound of their father saying something. Stiff British textbook English, in an
 Arabic rhythm. Back of his head bobbing. He believed, he believed in the innate
 goodness of people, and in the power and sweetness of communicating with them.  
                



“Vaughn!” the yellow-haired woman called over her shoulder. 
                



Burly man at the door now. “—ACCUSING MY CHILDREN —OFF MY PORCH—BACK WHERE YOU PEOPLE CAME FROM!”









The neighbors on the other side were as nice as the Lotts were mean. They were a
 young couple and each had long hair and wore loose clothes and lots of
 necklaces. Lindsey and Leslie bewildered the Shamys, because you couldn’t tell which of them was the woman and which the man.  
                



“Miso soup for our new neighbors!” one of them said at the door, holding a bowl of something with a potholder
 under it. If male, he had very cleanshaven soft skin. If female, she had big
 knuckles and a very flat chest. This unnerved Khadra’s mother. If she could be sure it was the woman, she’d invite her in, but if it was the man, she’d stay behind the screen door and be careful not to touch his hand when she took
 the bowl. What was she supposed to do? In the end, she smiled politely and
 thanked him or her, wondering what on earth was in the soup.  
                








Khadra peers up now at the passing signs on the highway. “Home of James Whitcomb Riley.” “Pecans, We Buy and Sell” (hand-lettered on rough boards). “Merchants and Farmers Bank, your neighbors who care.” “Indianapolis Motor Speedway, use 465 to 65.” Her family had always avoided that route this time of year, and she now does
 the same. No sense getting pulled into Indy 500 traffic. “New Palestine Jct. 74.” And finally, “Welcome to Indianapolis—City at the Crossroads.” Here we go. Looking for the exit sign that will lead her back to horrible
 little Simmonsville.  
                



Back where you came from. 
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The first world Khadra remembered was Square One. This was before Indiana, when
 they lived in the Rocky Mountains. Four buildings faced a center playground,
 and around the playground lay a swath of green grass, dandelion dotted. Forming
 a ring around the grass was a sidewalk wide enough for hopscotch and Big Wheel
 drag racing. There was a willow tree on the lawn, which her mother called “the Shy Tree,” its Arabic name (because look how it’s tucking its head down shyly). The lawn was watered by wonderful spigots that
 made a musical sound as they inched around, chica-chica, chica-chica, chica
 chica. Then up swept an arc of water going back to the beginning,
 chica-chooooo.




“Mama, what’s heaven?”




“Heaven is where you have all your heart desires.” 




Khadra figured that meant heaven was Square One. There were swings on long
 silver chains. You wriggled your butt into the seat and you got pushed up-up-up
 and you learned the lines of the Fatiha:




“Bismillah arrahmani ’rahim!” Khadra sang as her father pushed her up. Green grass full of dandelions fell
 away beneath her. 
                



“Alhamdu lilahi rabil alamin,” Eyad yelled on the next swing. He knew how to pump for himself.  
                



“Arrahmani ’rahim!” Khadra called as she climbed into the blue atmosphere like an astronaut.  
                



Her father, pushing her one day, said, “Lift your legs hard going up. Push them down hard going down.” 




Suddenly Khadra could do it. “I can swing! By myself, I can swing!” Treetops flashed beneath her feet. “See me, Mama, see me, Baba!” And they saw.  
                








In Square One, their mother used to be willing to wash Eyad and Khadra’s bottoms. Your butt hung in the bowl, chin to knees, legs dangling down the
 white porcelain, you called, loud’s you could, ‘Mamaaaaa! Pleeease wash my booottom!” And she came hustling. The big fat water tin was too heavy; a grown-up had to
 lift it.  
                



One day she got a pink plastic watering can. It was small and light. “Look. You pour the water with your right hand like this, and you reach down with
 your left hand like this, and while the water runs over your pee-pee or your
 poo-poo place, you wipe and wipe and clean yourself.”




“Ew.” 




“No ew and no phew about it, young lady. Everybody has to clean their own bottom
 in this world.”









Alessandra-called-Sandra was from Mexico and spoke only Spanish until day before
 yesterday. A lot of the children in Square One were from other countries
 besides America. The American kids in Square One didn’t seem to know yet that they were supposed to be better than the rest because it
 was their country. Their parents were all students at the same university.  
                



Khadra and Eyad spoke only Arabic at first. You didn’t need to speak the same language to exchange friendship bracelets, and this
 Khadra and her Spanish-speaking friend did. Khadra couldn’t remember how she learned the new language, only that she opened her mouth one
 day and English came out. Pretty soon after Khadra and Alessandra-called-Sandra
 could talk to each other in English, they started making fun of the little
 Japanese boy in South Building for saying “I sreep in my loom.” 




“Chinese, Japanese, dirty knees, look at these!” Khadra and Sandra taunted, pointing to their non-existent breasts at the last
 line. The boy cried and went whimpering home. 
                



“You be’d mean to that boy,” Eyad said to her. He was two and a half years older than Khadra. 
                



“You’re not the boss of me!” She stamped her foot. 
                



Her parents called her and her brother in: prayer time. “Hafta go,” she said under the Shy Tree to Alessandra-called-Sandra.  
                



“Why?” 




“Hafta pray.” 




“Can I come?”




Khadra made her wait at the door, by the tin box where the milkman left cold
 bottles of milk at fajr time. “Mama, can Alessandra-called-Sandra watch us pray?”




“Welcome, welcome to the guest,” Mama said, sitting the little girl on a slatted wooden chair. “The guest is always welcome.” There wasn’t much furniture yet. America put wardrobes right into the walls, saved you
 having to buy them.




Her father was calling the qad qamat. Eyad spread the prayer rugs. Khadra ran to splash her ablutions fast-fast so
 she wouldn’t miss the bow and have to do the whole ralat over.  
                



“Elbows, please,” her father said gently, when she skidded into her place on the prayer rug,
 dripping water.  
                



She stuck her elbows out for inspection.  
                



“Dry elbows,” he said, shaking his head. “Do over.” 




“What if I just wet my elbows?” Khadra said. 
                



“That’s not ablution,” her mother said. “Ablution goes together, can’t be separated. It’s all one thing. Like prayer.” 




May my hands be instruments of peace, may my mouth speak only truth, may this
 nose smell the fragrance of holiness, may this face shine with the light of
 compassion, may these ears hear the Word of God, may this neck bend in humility
 to the One, may these feet walk in paradise.




Alessandra-called-Sandra swung her little ashy legs against the chair,
 bumpity-bump, while the family whispered the Fatiha, arms folded across chests.
 When they all knelt down-down-down, and put their faces on the floor for the sajda, her legs went still and her eyes got round as saucers.In Square One, Khadra and her brother didn’t notice how, near the end of each month, their mother measured out the cups of
 rice smaller and cooked a little less every day. They did notice marvelous
 snow- covered days, when she’d scoop the fresh fall into a bowl and sprinkle sugar on it and hand them
 spoons. Snowcones from God.  
                








The family’s first winter in the new land was a season of wonder. Khadra’s parents took the children for a drive up a Rocky Mountain ridge. The snow gave
 a halo to everything.  
                



“Look! Up there!” her father said as they turned a corner. Tall grand houses were padded with
 white down and outlined in colored lights, gable and turret and door.  
                



“And—look down!” her mother cried, pointing.  
                



There, spread below them, was the city, pinwheel after pinwheel of light.
 Spinning gears of light. This was amazing. This was America. The children
 marveled, but the parents were young themselves, and could hardly believe they
 were looking upon the world from these dizzying heights. They were a galaxy
 away from home, for the first time in sober young lives spent mostly within a
 small radius around Damascus.  
                



Danger abounded. Pork was everywhere. At first the young couple thought it was
 merely a matter of avoiding the meat of the pig. Soon their eyes were opened to
 the fact that pig meat came under other names and guises in this strange
 country. Sometimes it was called bacon, other times it was called sausage, or
 bologna, or ham. Its fat was called lard and even in a loaf of Wonder Bread it could be lurking. Bits of pig might appear in salad—imagine, in salad! Jell-O had pig. Hostess Twinkies had pig. Even candy could
 have pig.  
                



Pig meat was filthy. It had bugs in it, Khadra’s father said. That’s why God made it haram, her mother said. If you ate pig, bugs would grow and grow inside your stomach
 and eat your guts out. Always ask if there is pig in something before you eat
 anything from kuffar hands. 



Mrs. Brown the kindergarten teacher poured the candy corn into a little flowered
 plastic cup on Khadra’s desk.  
                



Khadra said, “I can’t eat this,” her round, baby-fat face grave.  
                



“Why not, sweetie?” Mrs. Brown said, bending low so her white face was next to Khadra’s.  
                



“There’s a pig in it.”




Mrs. Brown laughed a pretty laugh and said, “Nooo, there isn’t a pig in it, dear!”




“Are you sure?”




“I’m positive.”




She was so pretty and so nice and so sure. Khadra ate the candy corn and put
 some in her pocket. But when Eyad saw the candy corn on the bus he said, “Ommm, you ate candy corn. Candy corn has pig!”




“Nuh uh!”




But it did. And it was too late to throw it up. Khadra was tainted forever. If
 she lived, that is. Too ashamed to tell her parents, she waited in horror for
 the bugs to grow in her stomach and eat her guts out.
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One day Khadra’s father heard a call in the land and, the love of God his steps controlling,
 decided to take his family to a place in the middle of the country called
 Indiana, “The Crossroads of America.” He had discovered the Dawah Center.  
                



His wife said that a Dawah worker’s job was to go wherever in the country there were Muslims who wanted to learn
 Islam better, to teach it to their children, to build mosques, to help
 suffering Muslims in other countries, and to find solutions to the ways in
 which living in a kuffar land made practicing Islam hard. This was a noble
 jihad.  
                



“Position open: Chapter Coordinator, Dawah Center. Develop Islamic education
 programs via logical Islamic methodology. Requirements: Practicing Islamic
 lifestyle, sound Islamic belief, college degree. Contact: Br. Omar Nabolsy or
 Br. Kuldip Khan, Indianapolis Home Office, 1867 New Harmony Drive,
 Simmonsville, Indiana.” (Classified in The Islamic Forerunner)




So they loaded up everything they owned on the luggage rack of the station wagon
 and set off over prairie and dale like pioneers. Tall tall mountains shining in
 their eyes. Immaculate lakes like God’s polished tables. Rivers that churned and frothed. Forests, high-treed and
 terrifying, and then land so wide and flat it made you lonely.  
                



“Where’s Syria?” Khadra asked Eyad, staring at her stubby toes on the back window of the station
 wagon where they lay on a Navajo blanket. Khadra couldn’t remember Syria, although she thought of it whenever she rubbed a little
 boomerang-shaped scar on her right knee that had been made on a broken tile in
 Syria. Red blood running down a white stone step. Walay himmek. Ey na’am. Sometimes she had a vague memory of having been on a mountain. Dry sunny days
 that had a certain smell made her think of Syria, and when she bit into a tart
 plum or a dark cherry, her mouth felt like Syria.  
                



Eyad, with his serious gray-green eyes, remembered Syria in complete sentences,
 not flashes of words and tastes. Life there had Aunt Razanne and Uncle Mazen.
 And their kids, cousin Reem and cousin Roddy, drinking powdered milk from a big
 tin that said NEEDO. Syria was Mama’s daddy called Jiddo Candyman, with his tuft of thick white hair like cotton
 candy, throwing you up-up while you screamed with delight. The adhan floating down from up in the air. Streets busy with people who spoke Arabic in
 the same rhythms as his mother and father, ey wallah, people whose faces bore his parents’ features. Here in ’Mreeka, no one looked like them and they looked like no one.  
                



“Far away,” Eyad said gravely. “Syria’s far, far away.”




“Where? Point. Where the sky touches the ground, is that Syria?” 




“No,” he said, with authority. “Farther.”




“Like a star?” She squinted at the street lamps, making them send rays of light to her eyes.  
                



The little frontier family trekked the Oregon Trail in reverse, with as much
 wonder in their hearts as the pioneers of an earlier century heading the other
 way. Square One itself had been strange enough and new, and now they were going
 further, over the edge of the known world. At the start of every day, their
 mother recited the Throne of the Heavens and the Earth Verse, the three “I seek refuge” chapters from the Quran, and her favorite travel prayer: O Thou My God: I seek refuge in Thee from humiliation or humiliating, from being
 astray or leading others astray, from wronging or being wronged, from ignorance
 or having ignorance perpetrated upon me. 









It has been seven years since the adult Khadra had set foot in Indiananapolis.
 She’d left in the middle of a college degree, in the middle of a marriage to a nice
 Muslim guy, in the middle of community ties she cauterized abruptly. The Fallen
 Timbers Townhouses are coming up on the right and, on a whim, she turns off on
 General Wayne Drive toward it: the old homestead.  
                



There are laundry lines by the corner wall. There’s number 1492 Tecumseh Drive. A caramel-colored girl comes out the door swinging
 a brown shopping bag full of fancy ladies’ shoes. “¡A la casa de Simona!” she shouts over her shoulder.  
                



Khadra, returning to this ground that didn’t love her, tries to stave the panic in her gut that is entirely the fault of
 the state of Indiana and the lay of its flat, flat land, to which she had never
 asked to be brought. She repeats the favorite prayer of her mother aloud to the
 windshield of her little car and grips the steering wheel a little tighter,
 like someone holding a small lantern and going out to investigate, a little
 afraid of what she might find. 
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The Shamy family had come to Indiana for God. It wasn’t much pay. 




“It doesn’t matter,” Khadra’s mother said. “We are not in love with the glitter of this world.” But oh, Khadra loved the glitter of the purple banana seat bike at the garage
 sale. Her father haggled the price down to four dollars.  
                



“How come ’Nifa and them get new bikes, Baba?” she asked, skittering to keep up with her father as he maneuvered the bike to
 the station wagon.  
                



“When I was your age back in Syria, my folks were so poor I had to work after
 school till dark. Days we had nothing in the house but bread and olives.”




“Yeah, but how come Hanifa and them get new bikes?” 




“Say al-hamdu-lilah, Khadra.” He hoisted the bike into the cargo space of the station wagon. “Give thanks for what you have.”




“Hamdilah. But how come—”









His mother’s mother had been a seamstress. In the days of privation and cholera epidemic in
 Damascus, when menfolk were drafted by the Turks and forced to fight the Safar
 Barlek, she scraped through by sewing for the neighbors. She pedaled that
 kettle-black Singer to success. By the 1920s, ladies from all over Damascus
 would come to her with fashion magazines, point at an outfit, and she’d custom tailor it for them, or delegate it to one of her apprentices—young women vied to be trained by her.  
                



“Like, a fashion designer?” Khadra said, looking at the woman with the arching brows and upswept hair in
 the faded photo, one of the few pictures the Shamys packed with them from
 Syria. Her father’s grandma eyeballed you, looking kind of magnificent and cheekbony, not like the
 pictures of Mama’s mother, which showed a plump, sweet-faced woman looking like she was about to
 give you a big cozy hug in shades of black and white.  
                



The Shamy side tended to look heroic and solemn in photographs. Khadra’s dad, Wajdy, had a picture of his father, Jiddo Abu Shakker, in his youth,
 standing at attention in a military uniform. His mother, Sitto Um Shakker, is
 seated next to him in her bridal dress. Both look brave and sad and serious. Of
 course they wouldn’t have been called Um Shakker and Abu Shakker then, because they hadn’t had the first baby, Shakker, yet. 




Jiddo the Soldier-Man had died the year before they came to America. It happened
 when her father’s big brother Shakker got put in jail for saying things against the Syrian
 government. Her father said Syria was a mean government, and that Shakker had
 told the truth to its face and that’s called standing witness and that’s what a good Muslim should do. Shakker died a hero. A martyr. In Syria,
 everyone in the Shamy neighborhood called Wajdy “Shakker’s little brother.” 




The last picture they had of Jiddo Abu Shakker is of him in a fez and a full
 gray beard, smiling sadly. Baby Khadra is in his lap and little tyke Eyad in a
 sailor suit at his knee.  
                



“They didn’t have such fancy titles as ‘fashion designer’ in Syria then,” her father answered Khadra. “Seamstress is what she called it.” He had learned to sew almost by osmosis. “Burdas”—that’s what Wajdy called sewing patterns—“burdas are for beginners.” 




Little Khadra had only to point to a dress in her Sleeping Beauty Golden Book and her father would whip it up for her on the secondhand Singer. Her friends may have flaunted gorgeous new ghararas from Hyderabad on
 Eid, with gold-on-red and silver-on-green chumki-bordered brocade and matching depattas thrown over their shoulders like
 glamorous boas. But they had nothing on the fairy-tale gown Khadra’s father made for her. It boasted five—count ’em, five—tiers of ruffles on the full-length violet skirt, and a petal collar with
 rickrack trim.  
                








Their mother was getting fat. Soon the children were told—it wasn’t fat, it was a new baby on the way. Khadra and Eyad got it then—the worry about money. They clipped coupons for double coupon day and saved
 pennies for baby-food jars and diapers and plastic panties. In brother-sister
 huddles, Eyad and Khadra discussed getting jobs that would help the family
 budget. “Paper route?” Eyad whispered. “How much money do they make?” Khadra whispered back.  
                








Their mother didn’t work. At least, not outside the home. Inside she worked plenty, scrubbing
 things clean, getting spots out, refolding aluminum foil, deboning chicken to
 make it last several meals, stretching things out until the next paycheck.
 Making sure filth did not seep underfoot from the trickle around the toilet
 bowl and get carried to the rest of the house by the wet squishing soles of
 plastic bathroom slippers. Don’t wear the bathroom slippers outside the bathroom. Leave them at the door—you’re tracking impurities—now we can’t pray there until the carpet’s shampooed and purified! Making sure the kids did chores and didn’t turn into lazy American children. But Mama—Hanifa and Hakim are waiting for us to ride our bikes to the candy store! 




Hanifa and Hakim al-Deen lived in the Fallen Timbers. Their dad, Uncle Jamal,
 worked at a big pharmaceutical company but their mom, Aunt Khadija, was a
 secretary at the Dawah Center so they played with the Shamy kids nearabout
 every day. 
                



“I have a college degree, like Wajdy,” Khadra’s mother said to Aunt Khadija. At one time, she thought she might go to medical
 school. “But after I graduated, I chose to stay home. For the children.” She patted her belly, which globed firm and round in front of her. 
                



“That is her most important work: making more Muslims,” Khadra’s father liked to say jovially. “Good-quality Muslims, that is. An educated mother is the child’s first school!”




Ebtehaj Qadry-Agha had a good-quality Muslim baby at the hospital. A beaming Wajdy Shamy pointed him out to Khadra and Eyad through the
 nursery window, a red, squinting, mewling bundle that turned out to be a boy
 named Jihad. Khadra and Eyad spent the night at Hakim and Hanifa’s. 
                



The al-Deen townhouse was a mirror image of the Shamys’. Where the Shamys’ entrance and hallway were to the left of the dinette, kitchen, and living room,
 the al-Deen hallway was to the right. Instead of a matching country plaid couch
 set in harvest gold and hunter green, the al-Deens had a beige overstuffed
 sectional that overfilled the living room. Instead of the Shamys’ big wooden TV with the rabbit ears (on which they’d all watched Nixon’s big square head say “I am resigning the office of the presidency effective at noon tomorrow”), the Al-Deens had a hi-fi stereo system and stacks of records and eight-tracks
 by K-tel, from Al Green to the Valadiers. Khadra’s parents ignored this wall of music when visiting Uncle Jamal and Aunt Khadija
 and didn’t understand why they kept this monument to their pre-Muslim years.  
                







[image: page23.jpg]




Aunt Khadija’s name used to be Kacey. Kacey Thompson, then she changed it to Kacey X, then
 Khadija X, then Khadija Kareem when she became a Bilalian, then Khadija Al-Deen
 when she married Uncle Jamal.  
                



“Was that when you finally became a real Muslim?” Khadra asked, licking powdered Tang out of a paper cup, a habit for which Aunt
 Khadija said she’d lose all her teeth before the age of twenty. “Or were you still that Elijah thing. The fake Muslims where it’s only for black people?” Khadra was perched on the side of Aunt Khadija’s desk in the secretarial pool at the Dawah Center, swinging her short legs. It
 was the room that used to be the front parlor when the house had been a family
 home.  
                



Aunt Khadija didn’t answer right off. She turned her face away and filed some papers in a metal
 cabinet. Things were busy because it was almost Memorial Day, the time of year
 when the Dawah Center held its annual conference.  
                



“What is a real Muslim, Khadra?” Aunt Khadija said finally.  
                



“When you do the Five Pillars,” Khadra shrugged, “you know, and follow the Quran and the Prophet and wear hijab and follow the Islamic way of life and—”




Aunt Khadija said gently, “Shahada. That’s all. Belief that God is One. When that enters your heart and you surrender to
 it, you are a Muslim.”




Khadra felt alarm. It wasn’t that simple. Her parents said so. You have to practice Islam to be a real Muslim.  
                



“Remember,” Aunt Khadija said, “I was born a Muslim, Khadra. Just like you.” “But—you converted,” Khadra protested. She had seen Aunt Khadija’s yearbook. She used to be a regular American girl with beehive hair, wearing a
 miniskirt, having a boyfriend. That’s not Living the Islamic Lifestyle. She peered wonderingly up at Aunt Khadija’s face, her rounded cheeks like dark red apples. Khadra’s father said all that Elijah Mohammad business was nonsense. He said it was a
 good thing Black Muslims like Aunt Khadija and Uncle Jamal converted to real
 Islam or they would be wandering astray.  
                



“I don’t say I ‘converted,’” Aunt Khadija said gently. “I say I ‘reverted.’ Everyone is born in a state of surrender to God. That’s what the word ‘muslim’ means, really. I rediscovered my natural state, that’s all. Surrender is—”




“Khadra, Khadra, let Aunty do her work,” Khadra’s father said. Hundreds of mailed-in conference registration forms needed to be
 sorted.  
                



Aunt Khadija helped Khadra tie on her scarf for prayer. “Imagine being made to stand naked in front of a whole bunch of people,” Aunt Khadija murmured.  
                



Khadra drew back with a look of horror.  
                



“Mmm hmm. That’s how it was,” Aunt Khadija said, her face framed in a plum-colored scarf. “That’s how it was for black women back in slavery times. Up on the auction block.
 Covering up is a strong thing.” Khadra hopped off the desk and followed the back of Auntie Khadija’s dark rose thobe as it trailed, dignified, up the stairs to the prayer room.  
                



One time in fourth grade, Khadra thought she might start wearing hijab like the
 big girls, but then Hanifa had called to say “let’s go swimming!” so she’d put it off and run to meet her friend at the Fallen Timbers pool. The two
 girls cannonballed and butterflied, and raced squealing to the finish line in
 the water, basking in sun and air.  
                



After hijab, she’d still be able to swim in private pools, such as at the home of the Sudanese
 doctor’s family up in Meridian Hills. Dr. Abdul-Kadir’s elegant, tobe-clad wife sometimes invited all the girls to a women-only pool party, and
 Khadra and Hanifa got into splash fights with Maha, the doctor’s daughter.  
                



The Abdul-Kadir family and the other Northern Indy Muslims were rich. They didn’t work for the cause of Islam full-time like Dawah people but were doctors,
 lawyers, engineers. Khadra’s mother said somebody had to do those important jobs. “I used to dream I would be a doctor one day, and open a free clinic for poor
 people,” she said. And Khadra’s dad said it was okay to be rich, but it was a trial from God. What would you
 do with it?  
                



The Abdul-Kadirs did good things with it. Like, a lot of Muslims were being
 killed in Cambodia, and the Dawah Center wanted to help Cambodian Muslims get
 to a safe haven in America, but raising enough money was hard. Khadra and
 Hanifa baked tray after tray of brownies, and Aunt Trish made her carrot cake,
 and Aunt Dilshad fried her samosas (Too hot! They made your eyes water). Eyad
 and Hakim and Malik Jefferson and the Haqiqat sisters pitched in to sell it all
 for weeks and weeks after juma at Masjid Salam. Still, it wasn’t enough. Then the Abdul-Kadirs wrote a big check, as much as had been raised in
 weeks of bake sales, and boom, just like that, there was enough to bring over
 the Cambodian family, Sufiya and Ali and their baby Hassan. Only Uncle Kuldip
 said to call them Cham, not Cambodian.  
                



“They’re here, they’re here!” Uncle Kuldip was bringing the Chams from the airport. The “auntie crew” was stocking the cabinets with groceries. Eyad and Hakim and Danny Nabolsy had
 to shovel the walk to the guest house and, since it was the kind of snow that
 had sat and iced over for days and came off only in chunks, they had a job of
 it. Danny’s big brother Sammy sat on the back porch with his feet up on the rail, laughing
 at them. Nilofar Haqiqat and Hanifa al-Deen hustled to put the vacuum cleaner
 away. Khadra, at the window with Insaf Haqiqat, stared curiously as Uncle
 Kuldip drove up with the newcomers. 
                



They’d never seen Cham people before. The Cham lady was Khadra’s height and the man was not much taller and so slight of build he looked like
 an Indiana winter wind could knock him flat. In his arms was the tiny, fragile,
 wrinkled Cham baby.  
                



Dr. Abdul-Kadir examined the baby with a stethoscope from his black bag. He didn’t say anything. He then took out an ear doogiemabob and looked in baby’s ears and nose and throat. Aunt Trish was holding her breath the whole time.
 When the doctor said the baby was “alhamdulilah okay,” she let out a little laugh and blew her nose. Not just Aunt Trish.  
                








When Tayiba Thoreau moved into Fallen Timbers, there was quite a stir. For one
 thing, her family had a dog. They were Muslim and they had a big blond hairy
 dog named Custer. What’s more, her father was a white man, a white American man who was a Muslim.  
                



“Nuh-uh,” Khadra said, jealous that Hanifa saw the new girl first. She had
 floor-scrubbing chores. But at least her friend had raced right over to give
 her the scoop. 
                



Who had ever heard of such a thing: a white American man, Muslim? “CIA plant?” some of the grown-ups whispered. “FBI?” 




The four kids rode their bikes over to see the new family. They ogled: Tayiba
 was mod. They had never seen a mod Muslim girl before. She wore platform shoes
 with holes through the heels, bell-bottom jeans, a breezy peasant blouse and
 large sunglasses that rested atop her hijab—a jaunty little kerchief tied at the side of her head. A hijab with a side tie? Hanifa and Khadra looked at each other.  
                



Tayiba was three years older than Khadra, plus she came from Chicago. So, of
 course, she was loads more sophisticated than any of them. Her father was from
 Nebraska and her mother from Kenya.  
                



“It’s haram to have a dog, you know,” Khadra lost no time telling Tayiba.  
                



“Is not,” Tayiba said, scratching behind Custer’s ears.  
                



“Is too.” The animal was jumping around Tayiba’s knees and Khadra eyed the interaction closely for signs of dog drool. “And you better wash your hands seven times.”




Tayiba turned away, bristling at Khadra’s know-it-all airs about religion.  
                



Her dad was a very pale white man with almost white-blond hair. Khadra did not know hair could be that blond for real. He was the Dawah Center
 accountant. He also gave “Why I Embraced Islam” lectures regularly at mosques across the nation.  
                



Tayiba’s mom, Aunt Ayesha, did secretarial work at the Center part-time. She was
 thin-lipped, pointy-nosed, and sharp-tongued. Her oval, upwardly slanted face
 with aristocratic features was as darkest blue-black as her husband was palest
 white. She came from a family of schoolteachers in Mombasa. If she fixed a
 certain look on you through her turquoise cat’s-eye glasses that were studded with tiny rhinestones, you were pinned to the
 spot and forgot whatever foolish thing you were going to say.  
                



Tayiba’s sister, Zuhura, was a lot older, practically a grown-up to Khadra and them.
 She went to Indiana University, Bloomington. A well-spoken girl, she had adult
 conversations about social justice in Islam with the learned Uncle Kuldip and
 with Khadra’s father and the other uncles and aunties. Aunt Ayesha, standing next to her
 husband, managed to maintain a stern gaze even as you could see she was beaming
 at her daughter’s eloquence. Zuhura looked like a taller, plumper version of her mom, not like
 her dad at all.  
                



“She’s full Kenyan,” Tayiba said. “My mom’s first marriage.” 




It took two people to handle Tayiba’s hair, which bulged enormously under her headwrap. When she let it out of its
 bundle, it bounded out, with a span nearly a yard wide. Khadra couldn’t even believe how big it was.  
                



When Tayiba had to wash her hair, everything came to a screeching halt. “I can’t go biking with you today, I have to wash my hair.” 




“So? Wash it and get your booty out here,” Khadra called up to Tayiba’s window, annoyed. What a blow-off. “Wash my hair” —like that takes all day. 
                



Tayiba rolled her eyes. “You don’t understand. I have to WASH my HAIR,” she said. “It’s not like washing your little ole hair, girl. It is a whole THING of its OWN.”









It felt weird calling Tayiba’s dad “Uncle Joe,” the way the kids in the community called all the Muslim grown-ups “aunt” and “uncle.” “Joe Thoreau” just did not seem like a proper Muslim name. Uncle Joe was so white he had that
 blotchy pink type of face that white men had. The kind that, when it loosened
 and got jowly on older men like the school principal, made Khadra’s mom shudder because she said it looked like the underneath parts of a man’s body that should be covered. Why didn’t American men grow beards like decent folk?  
                



After a while, Tayiba’s dad changed his name from Joe to Yusuf. Then he grew a beard. And sent the dog
 away, to his brother in Chicago. He started to fit in at the Center much
 better.  
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Hanifa cartwheeled across the masallah—the prayer space—of Salam Mosque.  
                



“Betcha won’t!” Khadra had dared, and that was all it took
—Hanifa was off, a flash of arms and legs. She was like that, a daredevil.  
                



“You too!” she said to Khadra, flushed and laughing. 
                



Khadra, after looking over her shoulder, had just lifted her arms high in the
 air when an uncle walked in. She stopped short, and then she and her friend
 dissolved in giggles, and couldn’t help having intermittent giggle fits all the rest of that day in Sunday
 school. 
                



Masjid Salam Alaikum, or Salam Mosque, was a storefront space in the black part
 of Indianapolis and had served the local Muslim community before the Dawah
 Center was a gleam in a bearded engineering student’s eye. The Salam community welcomed the influx of immigrant Muslims in a
 cautious embrace, only to find the Center siphon off some of its members toward
 the (very white) south side of the city to work at the Dawah office. Meanwhile,
 earnest young Dawah members like the Shamys attended juma at Masjid Salam and
 felt free to tell the Afro-American brethren how to run things, despite the
 fact that, as far as the number of years in Islam went, many of the
 birth-Muslims hadn’t been awakened to their Islamic consciousness any earlier than the converts had
 converted. 
                



Masjid Salam was where Khadra and the other Dawah children went for weekend
 Islamic school. The name of the mosque was taped in homemade lettering across
 the big front window. Black-eyed Susans and spindly Queen Anne’s lace grew up to the windowsill in summer. It used to be a travel agency and
 there was still a poster of a spinning globe in one corner of the window. A
 faded calico curtain was pinned up across the window.  
                



There was a new-carpet smell to the flat, cheap office carpet in the masallah,
 where masking tape marked prayer lines for men and women, with open space
 between them that got filled up only on Fridays. A cubby shelf for shoes stood
 in the foyer. At the rear of the prayer area was a little hallway that led to a
 small dim bathroom, freshly painted white to cover up graffiti and grease
 stains from previous renters. Spray cans of cleanser stood under the chipped
 porcelain sink and on the floor next to the toilet was a plastic jug for
 washing yourself. The jug looked like it might have been red once but was faded
 to a dusty salmon color. Taped up by the scratched mirror was a piece of
 notebook paper with “Cleanliness, is part of iman!” scrawled earnestly in black magic marker, the letters blurry where water from
 somebody’s elbow-rinsing had splashed them.  
                



In the narrow back hallway was a map captioned “The Muslim World.” The countries that were mostly Muslim were dark green. Light green meant they had a lot of Muslims, yellow-green and yellow meant they
 had some, and the pink and dark pink countries had next to none. The U.S.S.R.,
 Khadra was surprised to see, was light green. China was yellow. The U.S. was
 only pink. Muslims didn’t count for much here. 




That’s all there was to the mosque: the open masallah area and the back bathroom and
 hallway. The prayer space was where everyone sat: men, women, children, and
 where everything happened: lessons, meetings, elections, dinners. And of
 course, prayers. 
                



First position, qiyam. Standing, feet planted hip-distance apart for balance, focus, before you raise
 your arms in allahu. “Straighten your lines, close the gaps—stand shoulder to shoulder and foot to foot,” the imam at Salam Mosque said before he called the first allahu. “Shaytan gets between you if you leave a gap.” Like one of the pushy boys in the lunch line at school, Khadra imagined. She
 squinched close up against Tayiba and tugged Hanifa’s arm to pull her into line. “No pushy Shaytan gonna get between us, hunh.”




“Wala addaleeeeen,” called the imam. 



“Aaaahmeeeen,” the congregation responded. Khadra loved the ‘ameens.’ The strong vibrations of the men’s voices and the murmurs of the women made her feel safe. Sandwiched between them, she was right
 where she belonged. Everyone knew her, and who her mother and father were;
 little Jihad whimpering down the prayer line was as likely to get picked up by
 Aunt Fatma or Aunt Khadija as by his mother.  
                



You went into ruku, the bow, with your knees locked and back straight as a table—someone should be able to put a full glass on your back without spilling. You
 whispered your subhana-rabial-atheems, looking down at your toes in their own little lines. Here comes the signal to
 rise—




“Sami allahu li man hamida,” everyone rose from ruku. Khadra’s father and all the uncles in Western pants had to pick wedgies out of their
 butts at this point. But those who wore loose shalvars or dashikis were good to
 go.  
                



“Rabbana wa laka alhamd,” one congregant responded loudly.  
                



Now you dropped into sajda, prostration. No flopping elbows on the floor,
 because that’s a dog posture and Muslims don’t do dog. Humility yes, dog no. Seven surfaces only touch the mat during sajda:
 Palm, palm, knee, knee, foot, foot, forehead. There, after three subhanas, you whispered your private prayers, nose brushing the bumpity carpet. You left
 room for a baby. If Khadra’s brother Jihad was lying there, say, she should be able to make the sajda over
 him. (And maybe give him a little belly tickle along the way).




When the portly Uncle Abdulla imamed, his curly-haired little girl Sabriya
 giggled and threw herself on the round mound of his back and clambered up for a
 piggyback ride. He let her play, just like the Prophet Muhammad let his
 granddaughter play on his back when he led the entire Muslim umma in Medina. Khadra sneaked a peek to see why the sajda was so long. Uncle
 Abdulla waited until the girl had a good grip on his neck, then said “allahu akbar” in a slightly choked voice, and rose, lifting her up-up-up on his back. She
 squealed with such delight that some people in the prayer lines tried to
 suppress smiles and think of God. Others managed to smile and think of God at the same time.  
                



American converts found the juloos posture hard. You sat with legs folded under you, thighs pressed against calves.
 “Americans hardly ever sit on the floor,” Khadra’s mother observed. “Their bodies forget how to pray after sitting up stiffly at tables and desks,
 working to gain the wealth and glitter of this world.” 









“You forgot to fold your hands, Auntie Dilshad. Mama, why did Auntie Dilshad
 forget to fold her hands?” Khadra had never seen anyone put their hands down by their sides after the
 first allahu akbar. “And why is there a piece of rock in front of her?”




Her mother said “Hush.” 




Dilshad Haqiqat salaam’d out of prayer mode and said, ‘It’s okay, beti, it’s how Shias pray.” 




The Shia members of the congregation were the Haqiqat family from Hyderabad,
 Uncle Zeeshan and Auntie Dilshad and their girls, Insaf and Nilofar. “The rock is from Karbala,” she went on. “Where the evil caliph of Syria killed the grandson of the Prophet.”




Her mother steered Khadra away. “We need to go get our shoes,” she said. 
                



All the Sunnis knew the Shias had wrong beliefs but tried to be polite and not
 talk about it. At least, not in front of them.  
                



*** 



For Sunday school each class took a corner of the mosque and sat on the floor
 around the teacher. The children were taught by a rotating roster of aunties
 and uncles anchored by Uncle Taher, who was black and round and immense, with a large, mournful face. He was like a mountain that moved. Khadra used to be scared of him when she was a very little girl, newly arrived, and would run to her seat, heart
 pounding, when he lumbered around the corner.  
                



Uncle Taher taught them the Five Pillars. “Tawhid,” he said on the first day. “One God. La ilaha ila allah. That’s it. That’s Islam—learning to surrender to Oneness. Learn that and you can go home.” Tawhid took up half the year. Even after the Tawhid unit, it seemed like every
 other lesson went back to Tawhid some way or another.  
                



“God don’t look at your skin color. How come?”




Hakim’s hand shot up out of his heavy parka. “Because it’s only one God created everyone, so all men are equal.” 




“That’s right,” Uncle Taher said. He blew on his fingers and rubbed his hands together.
 Outside, the snow was falling. The mosque heater was on the fritz. Four
 portable space heaters glowed red in the masallah.  
                



Tayiba raised a mittened hand. “What about women?”




“‘Man’ include women,” Uncle Taher said. “It’s just the way we talk.”




“So men and women are equal too?” she said. 
                



“God don’t care whether you a man or woman, anymore than He look at black or white,” Uncle Taher said. “The Quran says, ‘God don’t suffer the reward of anyone’s deeds to be lost, male or female.’ None of that matters with God.”




Tayiba slid back onto her bottom, satisfied. 
                



“And who was the first Muslim?” Uncle Taher went on.  
                



“Abu Bakr,” Eyad said. He wore a blue woolen cap with a big yellow puffball.  
                



“Nah,” Uncle Taher said. “Not the first Muslim.” Eyad was crestfallen. His puffball fell to one side. 
                



“Ali,” Danny Nabolsy said. His little brother Ramsey fidgeted beside him.  
                



“No.” Uncle Taher paused for effect. “Abu Bakr was the first man,” he said, and Eyad’s cloud lifted a little—vindication. “And Ali was the first child. Ten years old—and doesn’t that show a child can do something important?” he said, and they all sat up taller on their ankles. “But what I asked you was, who was the first person to become Muslim, the very first?”




“Oh—I know!” Hanifa raised her hand so high that she needed to hold it up with the other
 hand. Uncle Taher called on her. “Khadija!” she fairly sang.  
                



“That’s right!” Uncle Taher boomed, and she beamed with the glory of it. “The Prophet’s wife, Lady Khadija. And who was number one in the deen after the Prophet’s death, that everyone went to with their how-come questions?”




“Aisha!” Khadra said, with a triumphal glance at Hakim.  
                



“That’s right. And who was the person closest to the Prophet’s heart?” 




This time Hakim’s hand went up first. “Fatima,” he said, without so much as a sideways look at Khadra.  
                








“Show me how you pray,” Uncle Taher said, sitting cross-legged in the masallah with a brown leather kufi on his head. The kids lined up, girls on one side, boys on the other. Malik
 Jefferson started to raise his hands for the first “allahu.” 




“Hang on,” Uncle Taher said. “It’s not the hundred-yard dash. You want to focus. You want to hold on to your nia—your purpose and intent.”




Khadra, Hanifa, and Tayiba gave Uncle Taher a workout with their questions. Are birthdays haram? Mama said birthday parties are vainglorious. What is
 vainglorious? How come the Islamic year is only 1398? How come Muslim men can
 marry non-Muslim women but Muslim women can’t marry non-Muslim men? Will all non-Muslims go to hell? He called them the “How Come Girls.” 




“Do everything with nia,” he admonished, as the children filed out. 
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Zuhura stood on the porch of the Dawah Center Home Office in a full skirt, one
 hand on her hip, the other shading her eyes from the sun as she looked out
 across the street at a red pick-up truck, around which a klatch of locals
 hostile to the Dawah was gathering. The Center was only a mile from the Fallen
 Timbers Townhouses at the edge of Indianapolis, but technically lay within the
 city limits of Simmonsville, a small, economically depressed town. Many of its
 residents were not so happy about the Muslims doing God’s work there, and some of these were the men Zuhura was watching.




The Dawah Center was not a mosque like Salam, but a non-profit outreach office,
 a dream begun by devout but impoverished Arab and Indo-Pakistani graduate
 students in the mid-1960s and run from filing cabinets in the home of one or
 the other of its board members. Until recently, that is. The Center only had a shoestring budget and
 was lucky to have found a Victorian fixer-upper on this quiet, old-fashioned
 street lined with maple, black walnut, and elm trees. It had a big backyard
 with three crabapple trees and one mulberry that the Dawah children picked bare
 in June. A large side yard spread with gravel served as the parking lot; a
 freestanding garage served as a garden shed. A flagstone path led to a charming
 outbuilding behind the house. This had been insulated and converted into small
 guest quarters. There was a root cellar, used mainly as a warehouse for Dawah
 literature.  
                



Dutchman’s breeches, Johnny-jump-ups, and wild violets crept here and there over the
 flagstones. A deep bank of tiger lilies camouflaged the chain-link fence on one
 side of the yard. Tall lilacs grew along the fence shared with the back
 neighbor, and a pussy willow bush filled one corner. 
                



On the oaken front door was a small placard of Quranic calligraphy:  
                








Let there arise from among you  
                



a band of people,  



inviting to all that is good,  
                



enjoining what is right,  
                



and forbidding what is wrong.  
                



They are the ones to attain felicity 
                








Thumbtacked underneath it was a framed postcard picture of an oil lamp glowing
 in a niche. Rather than quaint old oil lamps, of course, fluorescent tubes were
 the actual source of light in the house—there was an energy crisis, after all.  
                



The Dawah Center officers, including Khadra’s father, worked long hours for low salaries. Denied themselves other careers
 where they could have made more money. Got home haircuts from their wives,
 lived simple and frugal lives. Yusuf Thoreau, the office accountant, was so
 scrupulous with Dawah money that if he accidentally took a pen home he charged
 himself for it. The Center wives took turns cleaning house, right down to the
 toilet bowls, to save on cleaning bills, and the Dawah men mowed the lawn and
 did the maintenance work themselves. Service for the sake of the On-High.  
                



On the other side of the chainlink fence in the Center yard, an elderly white
 woman could often be found working in her vegetable garden. This morning, she
 marched with spry step to the Dawah Center door, ignoring the men around the
 red pick-up, and announced to Zuhura and to Kuldip Khan, who had joined her on
 the porch, “I am Mrs. Moore. I am a Friend. Here is some rhubarb.” She presented long reddish stalks that mystified Kuldip, the one-armed
 Pakistani editor of the Dawah newsletter, The Islamic Forerunner. He’d lost his right arm in a printing-press accident in Rawalpindi and wore a
 prosthetic one, most days. 
                



He thanked her profusely.  
                



“Salam alaykom,” Mrs. Moore said.  



“Wa alaikum assalam, wa rahmatulla!” Zuhura responded, beaming at her. 
                



“You speak Arabic, then?” Kuldip said, surprised. He spoke Urdu but, of course, read Arabic.  
                



“Bits and pieces,” the woman said, her face half hidden under her voluminous straw hat. “Just enough to get around when I lived in Syria, you know.”




“You’ve lived in the Middle East?” 




“Although you could get around just as well with French in those days,” Mrs. Moore went on. “But I prided myself on learning a bit of the language wherever I was. Unlike
 Agatha, who never bothered.”




Kuldip, who had never been able to cure himself of being an Agatha Christie
 reader, despite discovering, in secondary school, that her writing reeked of
 Orientalism, was going to ask, his voice squeaking excitedly, “the Agatha?” but Mrs. Moore was already pottering down the sidewalk, getting baleful stares
 from the crowd at the pick-up. 
                



“Where did this wonderful rhubarb come from?” Trish Nabolsy asked, coming out of the front door as Zuhura stepped in to put
 the stalks in the fridge. Kuldip explained the unexpected gift of the morning
 as Mrs. Moore waved good-bye.  
                



“Well, praise be,” Trish said. Like Kuldip, she’d come out to keep an eye on the worrisome situation across the street. Trish
 was an American convert with bright red hair, eyelashes so pale she seemed to
 have none, and freckles all over her face. Her husband, Omar, was the Dawah
 general director and looked like an Arab Marlboro Man, rugged and mustached. He
 and Trish and their four sons lived in a notoriously messy white clapboard
 house. Khadra and Eyad rode to many a Dawah youth camp in the Nabolsys’ muddy Volkswagen. The Shamy kids loved going to Aunt Trish’s: the Nabolsy house was messy, but you could do stuff there—finger paint and rock polish and wood burn, or feed Ramsey’s iguana or the hamster that belonged to little Jalaludin (called JD). “As long as you don’t feed the hamster to the iguana,” Sammy, the oldest boy, joked. And Danny, the nicest brother, would push you on
 the tire swing that hung off a fat four-trunked cottonwood tree in the front
 yard. Or all the kids together could play air hockey or ping-pong in the
 basement, amid the beat-up armchairs and cobwebby signs that said “McGovern” and “My Mercy Prevaileth over My Wrath.” 




Trish didn’t like it when people assumed she became a Muslim for her husband. “I was Muslim for years before I met Omar,” she’d bristle. She’d been in the peace movement in the 1960s at a place called Haight-Asbury in San
 Francisco. She was unique in the Dawah Center community because she was the
 only woman who didn’t cover her hair, except during prayers. It was the special project of Khadra’s mother to persuade Trish to “perfect her Islam,” as she put it, by covering that red hair with hijab.  
                



The group across the street was the doing of a man named Orvil Hubbard. Hubbard
 was a tall, gaunt man with a crew cut and a limp, who liked to wear his old
 army uniform with the Congressional Medal of Honor pinned on whenever he
 protested against the Muslim presence. He’d announced at a city council meeting that, due to the incursions of “certain parties” on the character of their town, he and other private citizens were forming the
 American Protectors of the Environs of Simmonsville, and whoever wanted to join
 was welcome. “I’m not speaking from ignorance,” he’d said quietly. “I’ve lived in their countries, and I know. They will destroy the character of our town.”




The first act of the Protectors, as they came to be known, was to call
 Immigration and Naturalization authorities, charging that the Center harbored
 illegal immigrants. Hubbard had paced across the street, hoping to see someone
 hauled off and arrested. The INS raid yielded no illegals. But they did find
 Sammy Nabolsy’s secret BB gun, which he’d hidden in the garden shed of the Dawah Center, and which got him in tons of
 trouble with his father.  
                



Hubbard was disappointed, but not ready to give up. His next move was to invoke
 zoning ordinances. Today he was waiting across the street for the zoning
 inspector, who arrived shortly and began his tour of the Victorian house, with
 Wajdy Shamy at his side. Zuhura followed them. While the building inspector was
 measuring the shutters, she looked over his shoulder and said, “Did you know that zoning law has often been used as a tool to keep people of
 other races out?” 




Jotting things on his clipboard, the white man nodded politely but paid no
 attention to her. 
                



“I was going to say—I just wanted to know if you intend—” she pressed, dogging his steps, and he scowled slightly. Wajdy gently but
 firmly signaled for her to go back into the house. 
                



Zuhura was not accustomed to being brushed aside. She did not have the habits
 and mein of most of the Indiana black women the building inspector would have
 come across in his life, or their understanding of the unspoken rules of “getting along” in this place where they lived. She was likely to accost and question you, man
 or woman, even if you had an air of authority, and she did so with an attitude
 that assumed her objections would be addressed. Fully. Her mother was the same.
  
                



These were good skills for a lawyer, as Zuhura hoped one day to be. Like the
 sharp rational faculties of Aisha, the early Muslim woman beloved of Sunnis,
 they were good skills for the propagation of Islam, and the Dawah culture
 encouraged them, in girls as well as in boys. They were not, however, the best
 skills for getting along as a foreign newcomer in Simmonsville, or as black
 woman in the social landscape of central Indiana. Zuhura didn’t fit into this landscape. She didn’t fit what the locals thought they knew about someone who looked like her as
 they saw her approaching. And so there was always a sense of something
 off-kilter, a bristle in the air that went around with her. It was as if her
 physical presence was a challenge to knowledge held dear, to some core that
 made them who they were, and so the hair on the back of their sun-reddened
 necks stood on end at the sight of her, without them even being aware of it,
 necessarily. At the sound of her voice, something went “click” and disconnected between them and her. Both sides might continue speaking, but
 the line between them was dead.  
                



It wasn’t just Zuhura. The Dawah people as a whole didn’t know much about the character of their new environs. In grad school carrels,
 they’d put their heads together over a map and said, “There! That’s the middle of the country, so Muslims in all parts of the land can find us.” That Indianapolis, besides being centrally located, had an international
 airport, low crime rates, and affordable land, was enough, to their minds. None
 of them had ties to the people there, not even Trish—she was from California. Some, like Aunt Khadija, did come from the black Muslim
 population native to northern Indianapolis. About the lives of the small-town
 residents of Simmonsville and southern Indianapolis, however, the shopkeepers
 and schoolteachers, the beer-and-peanuts crowd and the country club set, much
 less the outlying landscape of central Indiana with its farmers in crisis, many
 facing foreclosure in the 1970s, the Dawah folk knew next to nothing, and didn’t care to know. They bent their heads to their task. 
                



Ayesha didn’t know why, but there was something slightly familiar about the figure of
 Hubbard limping beside his truck, suspiciously watching the exchange between
 her inquisitive daughter and the building inspector. She couldn’t put her finger on it. Her step crunched over the gravel as she went to her car
 in the driveway of the Victorian house. She knew one thing: she was already
 tired of Hubbard and his plots. They were draining precious energy, the Center’s and hers.  
                



“Klansmen without sheets,” Ayesha sniffed to Kuldip, who had followed her out with a box of bulk mail,
 holding it rather awkwardly to his chest. 
                



“He has a prosthetic leg from stepping on a mine in Korea,” Mrs. Moore said quietly, over the chain-link fence. Ayesha jumped, not
 expecting anyone to have overheard her comment.  
                



“Really?” Kuldip said. He found this interesting, as someone who wore a prosthetic limb
 himself. He did not ask how she knew. Americans knew things about each other.
 They learned them in places mysterious to Kuldip, such as golf courses and bars
 and, naturally, in their own homes, where he rarely had reason to go. 
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. the Honorable Elijah Muhammads teaching . . . is
part of Islamic tradition, not an isolated, unique invention
of half-baked negro theology. . . . Arabs have no monopoly
on Islam.

—Marvin X, In the Crazy House called America
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As far as they could see, to the east and to the south and to
the west, nothing was moving on all the vastness of the
High Prairie. Only the green grass was rippling in the
wind, and white clouds drifted in the high, clear sky.

“Its a great country, Caroline,” Pa said. “But there will
be wild Indians and wolves here for many a long day.”

—Laura Ingalls Wilder, Little House on the Prairie
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. .. my creative life is my deepest prayer. . . .

—Sue Monk Kidd, The Dance of the Dissident Daughter
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How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?

—Psalm 137
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Go forth lightly and heavily and strive with your wealth
and your selves in the path of God, that is best for you, if

you but knew.

—Quran 9:41
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Hoosier \'hii-zhar/ a native or resident of Indiana — used
as a nickname.

—Merriam-Webster

. .. in the eighteenth century, Hoosier was used generally to
describe a backwoods-man, especially an ignorant boaster,
with an overtone of crudeness and even lawlessness.

—Howard H. Peckham, Indiana, A History
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. . . the presence of the heart with God, always or most of the
time, certainly has primacy over the ritual acts of worship. . . .
Indeed, the rest of the realm of worship is sanctified by this
conscious remembrance, which is itself the ultimate aim of
the practical act of worship. . . .

—al-Ghazali






