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Editors’ Note


In 2016 we put out The Good Immigrant, a collection of essays by twenty-one British writers of color who spoke about race and immigration. Actor Riz Ahmed talked about performing as a brown Muslim man, not only in auditions but every time he goes through airport security. Journalist Bim Adewunmi broke down what we mean when we talk about “tokenism.” Actor and playwright Daniel York Loh spoke sadly of discovering that his only East Asian hero, a masked wrestler called Kendo Nagasaki, was actually a white guy. Each piece was bright and rich and necessary.


When we conceived of the project, it was about trying to diversify publishing. When we talked about the need for better representation in UK publishing, people would ask, “But where are the writers?” Nikesh’s answer to that (patronizing, incurious) question was The Good Immigrant. Here are some of them, all together in one book, doing what they do best.


The title was a response to the narrative that immigrants are “bad” by default until they prove themselves otherwise. They are job stealers, benefit scroungers, girlfriend thieves, and criminals. Only when they win an Olympic medal, treat you at your local hospital, or rescue a child from the side of a building do they become good. We wanted to humanize immigrants, let them tell their own stories and finally be in charge of their own narrative.


What we didn’t know at the time was that Brexit was just around the corner, that the immigration debate was about to become truly toxic, and that the far right would use this as their moment to retake center stage in our domestic political conversations. The book inadvertently became a political tool. And a bestseller. And an award winner. And a comfort for people of color in the UK wanting to see themselves reflected somewhere, anywhere, in the culture.


Meanwhile, we looked across the Atlantic and watched a similar resurgence of far-right and white-supremacist rhetoric overtake the United States. By then, Chimene, who was a contributor to the original book, was living in the States and having frequent conversations with writers and artists about the precariousness of being a person from an immigrant background here, in this country of immigrants.


So we decided to talk to some of our favorite writers, actors, comedians, directors, and artists based in America, all with experiences of being first- or second-generation immigrants. We thought it was vital that each of them have an opportunity to express their experiences, as varied and as nuanced and as messy and as precarious as the immigrant experience is all over the world.


Their voices came together to create this book, the US edition of The Good Immigrant, in which twenty-six writers reflect on America as they have known it. In doing so, they engage with the most vital question we now face: What do we want America to be? They cannot speak for all immigrants, but their stories illuminate a whole world of experience that is too often hidden from view. The time has come to reclaim the narrative.


Chimene Suleyman and Nikesh Shukla
Summer 2018




How to Write Iranian-America, or The Last Essay


Porochista Khakpour


1.


Begin by writing about anything else. Go to the public library in your Los Angeles suburb and ask for all the great books people in New York City read, please. Wonder if the reference librarian knows a living writer, and ask her what would a living writer read—and an American one, please. When she realizes you are still in the single digits and asks, Where are your parents, young lady? don’t answer, and demand Shakespeare and take that big book home and cry because you can’t understand it. Tomorrow, go back to reading the dictionary a letter at a time and cry because you can’t learn the words. (Ask your father if you will cry daily for the rest of your life, and remember his answer decades later: When you are older you will care less about things.) Pray to a god you still believe in that you will once more avoid ESL with all its teachers who look to you with the shine of love but the stench of pity: refugee, resident alien, political asylum, immigrant, foreigner—the only words you know that you don’t want to know.


Write because it’s something to do, something your parents will let you do because it looks like homework. Write because one place to live is in your head and it’s not broken yet; write because it’s something to drown out the sound of their fighting deep into every night. When the second-grade teacher—the teacher your father calls an alcoholic—tells you that you will be an author one day and suggests The Market Guide for Young Writers, step right up and call yourself a Young Writer. Decide to really write, and write about anything but Iranian-America. Ghosts. Victorian girls, maybe ones with tough names. Easter bunnies that are homicidal (you might have ripped off Bunnicula). Candy. White girls. More white girls. (Even then you understood sales.) Worry about the fact that your family won’t be able to afford a computer and worry about how your fingers get stuck in between the keys of a yellow typewriter your father brought back from Iran, and learn that the only way for your brain not to spiral in worry is to write.


Worry about how you, Young Writer, will ever get to New York City, until you do. Get a scholarship to a fancy college with writers and writing workshops, a thing you’ve heard of, full of other students told they’d be an author one day. Ignore the dorm politics and the suitemates who tell you their dad paid for you to be there, and write, write about anything else. Los Angeles. The devil. Literary theory. Art. The East Village. White men. And more white men. Become known as a writer there, a writer who doesn’t write about that, in a time when everyone is talking identity. No identity for you, you tell yourself, you tell them. Wear black and big glasses and smoke cigarettes, because you are a New York Young Writer, and that can be anyone. When your favorite professor, senior year, fails your paper on modernism that you worked on for weeks, when she tells you that she can tell English is your second language, when she tells you that maybe writing is not for you, that maybe you need to go into a field like those new Iranian studies fields—you keep imagining these fields like the villages of your homeland they label third world—go to your dorm and expect to cry but don’t. Chain-smoke a pack of cigarettes and never forget her words and commit yourself to writing more, writing more about anything else.


Years later, attend another prestigious college for grad school, and spend long hours with a famous writer as your professor and advisor who tells you to forget that other professor, that you are a writer, that you can do this. Hold on to her words and almost miss it when she says, But why don’t you write what you know? Thank her as you always do and hope she doesn’t see your tears—Writing what I know was never my thing, you whisper. Keep turning in stories about anything else. Math. Chaos theory. Rape. (The time you were raped but in a sci-fi premise; the time you were raped in a fantasy premise; the time you were raped in something they call metafiction.) Dogs. Suicidal people. Suicidal people with dogs. 9/11, which gets a little too close to writing what you know, but keep reminding them it was because you are a New Yorker, not because you are a Middle Easterner, that you felt the trauma; keep reminding them the hijackers were not Iranian. When they tell you they don’t know what you are anyway, don’t say a word, just keep working harder than they ever will and tell yourself you will beat the ones who hurt you most for that fellowship for another year. Get the fellowship and avoid all their eyes.


When your advisor suggests you work on a novel—that you are, after all, a novelist—hear novel like a curse: an arranged marriage and a death sentence, all that unknown potential for devotion to writing anything else.


2.


Until suddenly you can’t write about anything else. Sit in your first apartment without a roommate and realize you have nothing else to write about for the span of a novel. Hate yourself and it and then go ahead and write it, your Iranian-America, because no one else will see it. This is your first real novel, and what do you know? You are a fellow at the most famous university in Baltimore, which doesn’t pay you enough to teach, so you add on being a hostess at a bistro where the parents of your students go, sometimes with the tenured professors of your department, who pretend they don’t see you as they kiss and hug the owner, who sexually harasses you every day. Why would a word you write matter?


Quit smoking, start smoking, quit again, start again.


And watch it come out, more and more in every draft: anger with your parents, frustration with your blood, anxieties surrounding the somehow still-new land—all that is Iranian-America. Let your truth come out hard and fast and untranslatable because no one else will see it anyway.


3.


Until they do. Four years later, after all sorts of troubles, it is your first novel and it is published and you are Miss Literary Iranian-America, a friend jokes. First Iranian-American novelist, a journalist mistakenly writes, while another calls your debut novel the first work that is entirely Iranian-American, all diaspora with no Iran setting, which gets closer to the truth but you want to think still not close enough. Who can even tally who they ignored before you? When they ask you to represent the Iranian diaspora in Los Angeles, start by explaining you grew up a half hour and many realities away from Tehrangeles, that your family could never afford those areas, that you were raised in a tiny apartment in the low-income district of a small suburb, with no Iranian people.


When they ask you to do it anyway, go through with it. Regret quitting smoking. Try to speak of other things. But about Iranian-Americans, they always go, and a friend who is tired of your sighs tells you, Look, you did that to yourself. It’s all in your novel. Say, Fair enough, and start smoking again.


Around Persian New Year, months after your first novel comes out, start to run out of money again. Old problem but maybe now a new solution, you think. Ask friends if they know someone at the most respected newspaper in the country—the venerable paper where they gave you a very good review of your debut novel. Pitch a piece on Iranians celebrating Persian New Year that 2008. Your angle: being Iranian in a bad time to be Iranian. Think, When was there ever a good time to be Iranian here? and pitch it anyway. Hear nothing back and tell yourself you and your Iranian-America are not yet worthy of that newspaper.


Be more shocked than gracious a few months later when, out of nowhere, an editor of another section of that very paper writes you and mentions he is a fan of your work and would you like to contribute an essay to this author series on summer? You can’t believe it—this editor has acknowledged your novel and yet is not asking you to write a particular thing about Iranian-America. But when you sit down to write, you surprise yourself: It’s about your mother and you, and so it’s about Iranian-America. Feel slightly defeated—Writing what I know was never my thing, you know you used to whisper—but a part of you anticipates they will want this, and they do.


Behold the awe of everyone around you, behold your own awe: You are in your dream paper, an essayist suddenly. Editors who never heard of you or your novel start asking for your essays of Iranian-America. Soon you are back in that same paper with another essay about, of all things, Barbie’s fiftieth anniversary, and somehow you make it also about Iranian-America. You’ve learned to interview your parents and dig up whatever they will give you from their past and add that to messy memories of your childhood and glue it all together: an essay on Iranian-America! Be amazed at how your formula sometimes helps you work out some things, be amazed at how it sometimes seems to help others. Remind yourself this can’t last. Iranian-Americans from all over the country write you and thank you, and you tell everyone this was a nice run—you did your part—and now you will go back to what you were meant to write: anything else.


4.


Except you don’t. They ask and you keep writing it. Tell yourself this is your new life every time an essay comes out in that venerable paper of yours—you start to call it yours because three-figure checks must mean love if two-figure checks mean like, or so you tell yourself. Occasionally try to remind them you were a journalist before all this, a writer who wrote about music and art and fashion and books, but no one remembers or cares anymore. Editors start asking for a collection of essays, but you think, I’ve just begun. Tell them in 2009 you’re just entering your thirties—what do you know?


Know you’re an essayist and know you can’t back out now. During an interview someone asks you why essays, and you remind them you write fiction, and they ask again why essays, and you joke about them finding you, and they ask again why essays, and you stumble on another answer: Service. That somehow your people are not visible, these three decades of being in the US, and people have needed you, and while you can’t speak for everyone, you can speak some part of this truth. Service? Service. Afterward, bum the few cigarettes the interviewer offers and smoke through a silence you did your best to create.


Start to wish other Iranian-Americans would write essays; even try to introduce the few who seem interested to editors, but the editors always ask for more essays from you. How many essays can you write, you wonder, but every time one comes out, you start to see how they see it, and you see more. Step back from yourself and spin absolutely everything from the lens of Iranian-Americana. An Iranian-American sensibility, an Iranian-American outfit, an Iranian-American state of mind, Iranian-American flora and fauna, an Iranian-American bowl of goddamn fruit. Watch yourself pitch the editor at the venerable publication an essay on the hit TV show Thirtysomething, a show you loved, and because in 2009 it’s a big deal that it’s out on DVD, and it seems like something to watch in your thirties now. Hear the editor in your head long before your real editor asks you if you can include your Iranian-American family in it, and catch yourself saying, Yes, of course, and do it, and never imagine years later you will teach that essay of yours as a mistake. Consider later that maybe you knew and didn’t care, you knew the service and moreover you knew your function: you were not just writing Iranian-America, maybe you were helping them create it.


Write the Persian New Year piece you once wanted to, though it’s no reported piece but a personal essay—that’s what they want and that’s what you deliver. By this point your parents know why you are asking when you call; they have gotten used to the fact that you will write about them and anything else Iranian-America. When friends and family begin to marvel at all this, Miss Literary Iranian-America, don’t you deny it—smile and be grateful and lie that this is exactly what you dreamed of one day.


When another section editor of that same paper emails you (a section that pays a lot more—if three is love, four figures must mean marriage), accept their request for a new essay, knowing you can write an essay on absolutely anything for these people, provided it’s about Iranian-America—which it will be. Muslim reality TV the first time, Iranian reality TV the second time, But we’re big fans of your essays, so can you make it an essay, not a review? They want feelings, not facts; you know this by now. Write the first and write the second and duck all the love hurling itself at you, a love you can’t feel, a love you might fear.


Writing Iranian-America turns out to have some downsides, but you think you know how to handle them. When Iranians write you and say you are not Iranian enough for them, thank them, and when others say you are too Iranian for them, thank them too. Too pro-IRI and too Royalist, too anti-Iranian and too nationalistic, too relatable and not relatable enough, maybe neocon and maybe communist—and where is your name from? Are you really Iranian? Why are you not married? Are both your parents really Iranian? Why do you say Iranian and not Persian? Why are you embarrassing us? Why are you not writing happy things? Why are there so many jokes? What do you think of us? Are we good or bad? Are you good or bad? Why do you call us brown? Why are we not brown to them? Why do you not look more white? Why do you look so white? What god is your god? Why can’t you write in a way I can understand? Why do you write at all? Why don’t you stop writing? Why don’t you stop smoking? When you get those messages, learn to let the senders say what they need to say. Occasionally engage, and often don’t. Service.


Learn to live with hating yourself. Learn to live with hating Iranian-America. Imagine the hell of dying in America while your parents envision the beauty of dying in Iran, and you wonder if there was ever anything in between for you.


5.


When your editors leave the section where they first published you and when the paper experiences horrible layoffs, think this is it, what you’ve been waiting for—your run is over. Tell everyone you know it’s been great, four years as an essayist of Iranian-America! Imagine all the topics you were supposed to write about, but you can’t quite remember what they were. Try to remember and fail. Hip-hop? White girls? Bars? Wars? Try to remember and fail.


When, a few years later, new editors are back in that old first section of the venerable paper that made you Young Essayist, pause at the first line of their email to you. A pitch in the greeting, a story you know: an Iranian band in Brooklyn has been the victim of a murder-suicide. For days you’ve considered reporting on this, thinking of the right venue, but now here is the op-ed section again wanting a personal essay. It seems to me like there might be something interesting to say, about the Iranian expat community, the American Dream betrayed, or something along those lines. Think about the editor’s take for a moment, and think about how you can’t: how this story has nothing to do with assimilation but is about a deranged person from your part of the world who shot some people from your part of the world but is much more about gun control and America and its dream not betrayed at all. Ask her if you can face America here, not just Iranian-America, in the only piece you can write; pitch this to her and know the answer.


Remind yourself that you have been chronically ill for many years and buying cigarettes is no longer an option.


Write for other sections of that paper—the Book Review, where you sometimes wonder why they don’t give you topics related to Iranian-America—until once again, in 2017, another editor from that section writes you, this time with a name that is definitely of Iranian-America. When she says she wants a Persian New Year piece, a sweet nostalgia piece, remind her that four years ago, many editors ago, you wrote one. Tell her you have nothing happy to write this year and you weren’t going to write this and tell her your idea of a New Year in the time of the Trump administration’s Muslim ban. Remember your first Persian New Year pitch to this paper: being Iranian in a bad time to be Iranian, and now, a decade later, witness that same silence with awe. When she writes, We’re not looking for something excessively political and angry for our token Nowruz piece, know that you will take this piece elsewhere and it will live. Try to put away any disappointment you have in her, your fellow Iranian-American, because ultimately both you and she are microscopic cogs in the venerable paper’s unfathomable machinery. Both you and she have come this far, both you and she might never know exactly why.


Observe others writing about Iranian-America. Encourage and amplify the many voices and viewpoints of your people, now nearly four decades as a minority in this America, finally with their own stories surfacing too. Enjoy reading their accounts, until readers warn you against your own enthusiasm. I feel like they’re ripping you off, go messages from the concerned, and you don’t know what to make of them. Against your better judgment, read more closely. Decide you will pretend not to notice. Pretend you are better than this competitive game they have set up for all of you to destroy yourselves in. Pretend so hard that you wonder if you ever even knew how that game works anyway.


Pretend to chain-smoke a couple of packs of cigarettes, killing hours in bottomless depression—pretend you’re all smoke and ashes, let it burn right through you—and pretend Iranian-America is all theirs, whoever wants this wreckage.


6.


Tell yourself this is The Last Essay, but remind yourself of all the other Last Essays. Wonder how much more of this you can take. Count that out of seventy pieces of nonfiction you’ve written since your first book came out in 2007, forty-eight have had to do with Iranian-America. Ask yourself if it’s too much or too little, given where America is at, still at. Watch the news and marvel at how your entire life they have obsessed over your country of origin, and continue to. Wonder if you and your family will end up in Muslim Camp after all. When people look at you with the pity and the regret again—refugee, resident alien, political asylum, immigrant, foreigner—let them have it, and let yourself take it. What has changed but nothing at all?


Write about it and make sure you keep writing about it. Plan out three more books, and call it the end; each and every one is about Iranian-America. Write all the secrets like every essay is a suicide note. One reveals your Zoroastrian name is a fraud and you are a Muslim, and watch everyone applaud it, from all sorts of people online to your own father, who gave you your name. Wonder if anyone is reading properly. Put Iranian-American refugee in your Twitter profile, the way all the other refugees are doing. Question if this is empowering. Imagine you’ve been throwing yourself off a cliff every time you’ve been writing, but it’s hard to know if you are killing yourself or trying to fly. Wonder if a cliché like that is all you’ve got. Wonder if the death you’ve been imagining is just you becoming a bad writer.


Watch yourself making posts on Facebook and Twitter more than ever in 2017. Watch Americans at first dive into it and then, over time, walk away from it, until you start to find yourself asking white people to repost or echo the same sentiment so your ideas can get heard. Watch white Americans listen to one another but suddenly they are not so sure about your words. Remind them that you know Iranian-America and that they seemed to love reading you—quote your own pieces, send them the links, remind them they knew you—but watch them slowly back away. Watch other friends tell you that you are reading into this, that it’s not happening. Watch yourself worry about every word. Watch yourself apologize for things no one understands. Watch yourself think only in Farsi, like this—America—never happened. Watch yourself burn out on the worry, and remind yourself of where this essay started: begin by writing about anything else. End by thinking about anything yourself, you tell yourself, but look at how you’re all out of jokes about smoking.


7.


Be a little astonished that there is still one more section of The Last Essay that is not The Last Essay, you and your editor and whoever is still here must know by now. Notice you’ve learned a few things about essays in this decade, like the ones you must write will write themselves for you. Remind yourself that when the performance is honest two things happen: the essay will feel like it’s killing you and the ending will not be what you thought it might be. Learn to respect more than resent those parallel planes of living and the rendering of living.


Note that you’re not thinking about this when you read and then reread an email you receive late one night a few weeks after this first Persian New Year of the Trump administration, from an Iranian-American aspiring writer who tells you your work has saved her life, a woman twenty years your junior who asks if you have any words of advice. You thank her and feel embarrassed by your discomfort in reading her praise, and you try to channel her joy and enthusiasm and you fail, and you draft an email where you tell her to run, but don’t say which way. One word: Run. Run with everything you’ve got, dear reader.


Delete the email and start over, and watch weeks and weeks go by. One day open the draft and see the word love. Try to delete it, but it won’t go away. Tell yourself your delete key is broken and get it fixed and still try. Love. Tell yourself it was sent to you for a reason—laugh at the audacity, the idiocy, the cliché—and one day, many years into a version of a future you might get, go as far as to grow into it again.


Thank you, the young woman writes. I think I know what to do.


You wait for more, but that’s it.




Swimmer


Nicole Dennis-Benn


I wanted more.


Shortly after I declared this fact, my father left me at the entrance of my dormitory, perhaps thinking that the college with ivy running up and down red-brick buildings was like a five-star hotel. That there would be sheets and pillows and comforters, and robes, and toiletries arranged just-so on a bathroom counter inside a spacious room. The only things he left me with were his words: “Know yuh place, keep quiet, an’ work hard.” I stood in my place with my one suitcase and watched him leave in his work van, which had all the tools he used to fix rich people’s pools in Long Island when he wasn’t driving his taxi. The van stood out on campus next to the Volvos, Lexuses, and BMWs. As the first in my immediate family to go to college, I already knew, or had given myself some reason to believe, that I was no longer my father’s problem. I looked around, almost bewildered that I was by myself—far away from my father’s apartment in Hempstead and definitely far away from home in Jamaica with my siblings, my mother, and my grandmother. I must have been terrified, because I remember standing there outside the dorm building for a very long time. I had a hundred dollars in my pocket, a suitcase, ambition, and no clue.


I could not fault my father for leaving me so abruptly. I was the smart one, the responsible one, the eldest who was going to be a doctor, after all. But as I looked around my new environment, this place where doctors were made, dread, the taste of seawater, set in. “Jus’ hol’ yuh breath an’ kick,” he said to me once, during an attempt to teach me how to swim. This was long before he left us to go to America. I was about three years old. He used to take us to the beach and help us float above sea and sand. I remember watching his face as I kicked—a face that remains the same in flashes of memory, bright like the sun, a face that had aged by the time I came to live with him in America at the age of seventeen. I had left home for more or less the same reasons he did—the ability to thrive, the desire for upward mobility—and though unlike him I didn’t have children to support, I knew deep down that I’d want them with a woman.


Now here I was by myself on a college campus where I was expected to ride the waves. The swimming lessons returned to me then, as I stood on the steps of my dormitory. Somehow I remembered the day I mistakenly opened my mouth to catch my breath and swallowed a gulp of seawater—a terrifying moment, which still nauseates me to this day. And though I cannot swim today, I’ve managed to remember the lessons.


The campus was beautiful in the sunlight (although, I would later learn that the sky turns dove gray in October and remains that way until May). Parents were helping their children move into their dorms. Fathers were carrying heavy boxes, bean-bag chairs, shelves; mothers cradled special lamps, pillows, fleece comforters, and bags of snacks; siblings lagged behind, their eyes wandering around the manicured campus where they might end up, and where their parents had probably met. Once inside, I looked back at my quiet, empty room with my one suitcase.


The rest of that first semester on campus was a blur. My roommate never showed up, so it was just me in my room. I spent the financial aid money that was supposed to be for books on sheets, comforters, toiletries, and other things I needed for my dorm. I drank soda and ate pizza until I stopped eating altogether. I found a spot in the library where I could scribble poems about home inside my biology textbooks. I began to miss home, my family, my real friends. And though I was feeling this way, I could never tell anyone. For how could one be sad in America? How could one complain about an opportunity to go away to college knowing they’d come out with a degree from an Ivy League, which would forever establish them in their new country?


I began to miss the community college where I’d started in Long Island, the place my father had thought would help me to acculturate. There I sat in classes with other immigrants who had already settled in America. They were pursuing dreams of careers in nursing, physical therapy, radiology, teaching, as the head sales associate at a department store—sensible jobs that could allow them to send money back home or help them to afford rent in homes where they lived with other family members in Queens or the Long Island suburbs. If they had other passions, they never mentioned them. It was common sense not to. I learned very early that to be an immigrant in this country meant I didn’t have the luxury of choosing what I wanted, only what was necessary. Following this rule, many of my classmates at the community college strove to complete their two-year degree, accepting that it might take four years given that most worked two jobs or more. They knew, too, they couldn’t afford for their ambitions to be bigger than their pockets unless their ambitions would prove to be lucrative; and they knew their American Dream was really about independence. And so, I chose medicine.


I read books to cope with my new country. I stayed in the library until late at night. Later, I applied for a job at the school library so I could stay even longer, running my hands along the spines of books as though they were visas in my passport. I yearned for what was in those books—a freedom to go anywhere I pleased without feeling lost, alien. Back in Long Island, it was my writing that had set me free. My stepmother must have resented the idea of me coming to live with them, had found my journal and read about my romantic feelings for women. “Is it true?” my father asked me when she told him. I denied it, but I immediately sought out a college advisor at the community college and told her I wanted to go away. The woman’s eyebrows knitted at the center. Very rarely did she come across a student who wanted to go beyond nearby Hofstra University or Adelphi, maybe City College in Manhattan. She was a black American woman with a penchant for elephants. They were all over her office. She gave me a few college brochures, and my index finger landed on one. I had learned about the school from a representative a year before in my high school back home. I was able to afford college prep and SAT classes with the money my father made in America driving a taxi and building pools. So by the time I sat before this woman in her office full of tiny elephants, I was ready to transfer to the place that stood like a castle on a hill far, far away. I was bound to be happy in a place that looked like a fairy tale.


“How far is Ithaca from here?” I asked the advisor.


“About six hours?” she replied. “Five if the roads are clear.”


That was all I needed to hear.


I worked extra hard that year, using school as an excuse to stay away from home as much as possible. My stepmother seemed furious that I was allowed to stay. Then she became vocal. She knew—as women must know—that she didn’t have my father’s heart. And she knew—as mothers must know—that her real issue had nothing to do with me. There were times I could not return to my father’s apartment. He hated confrontation and told me to be the bigger person. “Jus’ ignore har.” He didn’t want to acknowledge what he already suspected to be true about my sexuality, and neither did he want to upset my stepmother any more with my presence. This broke my heart, the fact that my father failed in that moment to stand up for me. I depended on him. And yet as soon as I got my college acceptance, he whisked me off to campus and left me there like a sack of clothes at Goodwill.


My first Thanksgiving away was spent in the home of a literature professor, a regal middle-aged black American woman who wore elaborate shawls, had a shaved head, collected African art, spoke of her trips to West Africa—where she had adopted her beautiful daughter—and reminisced about James Baldwin like she had known him well. I was taken by her, her books, her art, and how she looked me steadily in the eyes with intensity and knowing—the first time anyone had looked at me that way in America—when she said, “You never truly left home. Home is here with you in your memories, which, like the imagination, only belongs to you.” Years later I would finally come to understand what she meant. That Thanksgiving break, in the depths of my homesickness and loneliness, she strode up out of the sea and saved me.


I made friends with the other pre-med students, most of whom were Caribbean and African immigrants with aspirations as big as mine. One day at lunch they said I “seemed not to be a part of things,” as if my mind was elsewhere. When I looked at them askance, they recounted times when we huddled in the library to study in groups, and how I would stare at them, as though setting myself apart. Little did they know that I stared because I envied them. I envied them because I wished I still wanted what they wanted; I wished I was not carrying this personal burden of making it in America all by myself; I wished I could desire something simply because I was told to desire it. I knew my friends would eventually find out that I was an impostor. “I’m thinking of changing my major,” I later blurted to the small group of three, thinking of the books I had seen on the professor’s bookshelf and the way I had felt after purging my homesickness with words.


“To what?” Yasmine, a girl from Guyana, asked.


“English,” I replied. “With a creative writing minor.”


They fell silent. They looked at me as if I was to be pitied. It was obvious from their eyes that they expected me to burst out laughing and say I was joking. Their expressions reminded me of the time not long before when I came out as a lesbian to my friend in high school back home. It was a gutsy move, I knew, but I felt if I kept it inside it would combust and I would be blown to pieces.


My new friends looked at each other, then down at the biology cheat sheets as though the sheets were food that had gone to waste. Chi-Chi, the Nigerian in the group, made a clucking noise and said, “You can’t be serious. If you want English, then what you doing here?” She emphasized “here” to remind me that I was taking my opportunity for granted, that we were students at one of the most competitive schools for pre-med in the country, that any first-generation immigrant with the weight of her family on her back would kill to take my spot. This was no joke. This was life or death. After a pause, my friends chuckled softly and shook their heads. The fact that I had revealed this to them was significant. It meant I was beginning to value their friendship and thought they’d understand. It did not take me long to discover that we were all absolutely and mercilessly united by our ambitions to stay afloat on our parents’ dreams—the American Dream. We were, after all, the good immigrants. I lowered my head and continued to study, the memory of the ocean rising in my gut. I threw up in the restroom after lunch.


I moved to Ann Arbor, Michigan, for graduate school—the bravest thing a Jamaican immigrant could do, being that it was in the middle of nowhere. Jamaicans tend to like coasts—places where they can slip in and out of the country if need be and be around other Jamaican immigrants. But for me, Ann Arbor was an escape. At the time, I was dating a woman. I thought she was good for me because she was Jamaican. I had never dated a Jamaican woman before then. I thought she was a miracle, the fact that she existed as a Jamaican woman who loved women. We were a miracle together. Never mind that she found it necessary each time we loved to tell me she was straight, never mind that our relationship was a secret, never mind that she spoke extensively about marrying a man someday, never mind that she was the reason I was forced to come out to my mother, who heard me sobbing over one of our many breakups when I visited home. “Two women don’t g’waan like dat wid each other. Is she really jus’ yuh friend?” she asked. Tired of denying, I told the truth, and sure enough, I was no longer welcomed home.


But that was near the end. In the beginning, I was full of want. I threw myself deeper into the relationship because she was the only thing I had left of home. There weren’t many women I could share histories with—a culture, a whole country. She probably chose me for the same reason. “We can’t afford to be dis way,” she would tell me. I wanted to tell her that we were free to be whatever we wanted in America. But her mind was already made up. She was also studying to be a doctor, so it was understandable. I had considered this fate too—the expectation to pass as straight in order to be successful. At the time, there were no visible examples of black lesbians, much less Jamaican lesbians, doing well professionally back home or abroad. She wanted to move back home to make a difference in our country. “It’s our responsibility!” she would argue. And I wouldn’t argue back. I just listened to her talk. It was as though she was convincing herself. She was already deemed a darling back home anyway—one of those overachieving young Jamaicans sent abroad, having been groomed from a young age to be leaders, the ones who diligently rehearsed their roles as replicas of the older generation that still clung to a colonial mindset. For we were supposed to be little ambassadors in training. We were supposed to make our country proud. Be good immigrants. Be great. I knew I couldn’t stop her—that I wasn’t enough to make her live a lie in her beloved country, which would condemn her truth.


Yet I stayed, because every time she wrapped her arms around me, I disappeared. Pressed against her softness, I rode the undulating waves and opened my mouth, swallowing everything she gave: love, anger, resentment, hate. I wanted her to carry me home, bury me there, inside her. I didn’t have the strength to leave. I felt as though I was being physically dragged by one leg in a rip current. In a desperate attempt to save myself from plunging to the bottom of the ocean floor, I latched on to the one thing I had: my ability to write good lies. I had been accepted into graduate school for something I didn’t care much for. By the time I managed to crawl out from under the weight of that relationship, I was emotionally bruised, living in the middle of America, alone, where ice sheathed the Great Lakes, where trees seemed barren save for the blackbirds on their branches, and I bit my tongue and nearly swallowed my own truths, where I remained frozen.


A year later, I moved to New York City. There was something about the chaos that calmed me. I was working and living in the basement of a Brooklyn brownstone with two other women. We were all hustling to make it in our respective careers: Karen as a deejay, Bridgette in modeling, and me in—well—the closest I could get to medicine, which was public health. My first job was teaching new mothers in Brooklyn how to breastfeed. I was horrible at it for obvious reasons—I didn’t have children and have never breastfed. I watched mothers watching me, wondering how I got the job and what had happened to the busty no-nonsense middle-aged woman one might imagine as more qualified for it. They kept looking around for her to walk through the door, trailing behind me—a shy, skinny twentysomething with baby dreadlocks and a nose ring. My refusal to meet their gaze confirmed their suspicion. Yet in great weariness (or maybe pity), they allowed me to demonstrate with the fake breast I carried around in a book bag what they ought to be doing and how they ought to be doing it. I pretended to ignore the quiet sniffles of mothers who could not do it. I wish I had known it then, but now I realize that the closed faces and down-turned mouths were responses to judgment. I was not the one judging these women—mostly low-income blacks and Latinas, many of them immigrants—but a society that deemed them inept mothers. My rent was being paid by the state based on this fact—at the inexpressible expense of other women’s dignity.


Cornered in my dilemma, I turned to writing. I wrote often, mostly at night while I could hear the voices of my roommates and their friends and lovers muffled through my door. All I had were my words. I was desperate for release. Once, I used my lunch hour to write and never returned to my cubicle that day. I knew then what I wanted to do, but I had no idea how to pursue it. Whenever I met anyone, I’d tell them I was a writer and then wish I hadn’t when they asked what I’d published. One day I said this to someone who stared at me with the same intensity and knowing as the literature professor years before. No one had stared at me like that in a long time. Or perhaps if they had, I had been too distracted to notice. To be examined that way—not as a foreigner, a piece of ass, or a trophy, but as a whole person—was exactly what I needed. “If you’re a writer, then write.” Abruptly, my head was lifted out of water, and the sky above me came into focus. Four years later, I married her—this woman who encouraged me to go after my dream as a writer. We married in a courthouse in Brooklyn and then had a private wedding celebration in Jamaica, where I was finally able to return. Though Jamaica is highly homophobic, it meant a lot to me to be able to exchange vows with the woman I love in the country of my birth—as I was able to do in hers.


“You’re living the American Dream now,” a friend said to me exactly fifteen years after my father left me on the steps of my dorm. I had just published my first book to much acclaim. Suddenly, I was on everyone’s radar, including my college friends, now all doctors. One evening they invited me out for drinks. “Let’s celebrate you in your success!” They seemed the same at first, barely aged since I last saw them, except for the glistening diamond-encrusted wedding bands. They shyly scooted over to give me a seat at the table, smiling down at their half-empty glasses. I remembered how they had welcomed me and accepted me during our college days. I had changed, but they were the same girls who huddled in the campus library, chasing mapped-out dreams. They still spoke of old classmates, what they were doing, who they’d married. They still believed in being good immigrants, avoiding any mention of me being married to a woman, focusing only on how I’d made a name for myself in America. They asked me about my travels, and as I told them, I could see in that moment their guarded respect and admiration. “You’ve made it! We’re so proud of you!”


I began to claim this American Dream, which my friends insisted I had achieved. Until one day it struck me—I was nowhere near it. A few months after the 2016 election I was at a restaurant with my wife and a few writer friends. Everyone at the table had been born American except me; all were white, except me and my wife. We were talking about writing and living in America in the time of Trump. I had been reluctant to share my thoughts. My writer friends, speaking in low tones by candlelight over wine, began to discuss the possibility of moving to another country. “Black Americans have always struggled here and we stayed,” my wife countered. It was as though they were all speaking a different language as Americans. I began to painfully discern that their America was different from the America I looked to for my freedom. I had never been a part of the history they were individually reacting to. And though they all came from different backgrounds as Americans, they were responding to the potential loss of an empire—their empire. I felt like that newly arrived seventeen-year-old foreigner again. It was strange to find myself in this country of my sojourn, listening to the natives—white Americans—speak of leaving in the same way working-class Jamaicans felt the need to leave the island. I pushed away my wine, which had suddenly gone bitter, and looked on in mild bewilderment at the strangers at the table, strangers who had significance in my life in this foreign land, strangers who had embraced me.


“What do you think, Nicole?” They all turned to me.


Perhaps they had noticed me drifting, the way my college friends had noticed over the biology cheat sheets. Would I ever want to leave? They wanted to know. Although I opened my mouth to speak, nothing came out. I had been treading in the deep end of the ocean all along. I had learned to accept the terror and the loneliness of surviving on my own in a new country, the dangerous depths stretching below me. And though I’m weary from all the proverbial strikes against me, I learned long ago, under the warmth of another sun, never to swim against a rip current, but to float, to conserve energy, to remain as calm as possible, drifting on the high seas of uncertainty. Yes, I had struggled in America, but I had also learned the most valuable lessons about myself, and I had fallen in love. I realized right then, sitting at the table, that the measure of my success is not the American Dream but my ability to swim out of the current, parallel to shore, and trust that the waves would carry me. “Jus’ hol’ yuh breath an’ kick,” came an echo from far, far away.




Sidra (in 12 Movements)


Rahawa Haile


I.


Before she is born, the Good Immigrant delivers his daughter from the probability of bondage. He comes to America for a life of ordinary disappointments. But not war, not famine. At thirty-six, the Good Immigrant has spent his every breath under foreign occupation. Italy, the UK, Ethiopia. The Good Immigrant knows nothing of black living in America and yet too much of black life under white conquest all at once. White-sanctioned conquest too. At least now he will see their faces, nescient eyes weighing the merit and threat of him by the lilt of an accent they cannot place. Their soft relief: black but other. There but only just. African. Guilt Black, not Hate Black (not usually). As in, “Man! There are people starving back in _____.” As in, “Thank God. For a minute there I thought you were a nigger.”


II.


In Miami, the heat is inescapable. Have you been? You will see that even the trees sweat at night, clear tendrils snaking down their brows, past their chins, zigzagging in the limp breeze toward the salmon-colored walkway below. They tell wailing children it is good luck when a tree sweats on your head at night, but it isn’t just the trees. In Miami, even the heat sweats at night, and that is where humidity comes from. Thermodynamic self-loathing. Forget what they taught you. Imagine what it means to be so sick of yourself you cry and that crying makes things worse for everyone around you. Now you know how the heat feels. The Good Immigrant understands too much about the water cycle to believe any of this but has taken to wearing a light cap all the same. At the grocery, he places a small carton of orange juice in his shopping cart and slides his change into his pocket, enough for a cafecito, too little for a proper breakfast. Half a guava-and-cheese pastelito, if that. The Good Immigrant is versed in many types of hunger. Could count more of them than he’d care to if pressed. He files tonight’s away where it belongs, not quite desperate—he’d passed the rice aisle earlier, after all—but somewhere between heartache and home. How do you feed a heart with $1.40? Trick question. You learn to feed something else.


III.


Every morning, before he gets dressed, the Good Immigrant shaves, sits before the daily paper, and splits his body in half lengthwise, searching. He finds it easier to work this way. Each half its own despair. He misses whistling, on occasion, but finds he can leave the rest, which eventually he does. His wardrobe follows suit. A nearby tailor alters his shirts to more easily be buttoned with one hand. The Good Immigrant upgrades from sneakers to loafers, downgrades from loafers to flip-flops. Why not? His halves spend their waking hours frantic, worried—on top of everything else—what the other may have found. This is how the Good Immigrant comes to give himself completely to the Immigrant’s Lament—an endless fight on two fronts: here and Home, where here is home now and Home is hope, until it consumes him. Until his heart and all its beating have nowhere left to yearn. Here, in this land, America, where his daughter might, could, and would someday, even if it kills him.


IV.


What did you think would be left of you, Baba? What were we to do with air?


V.


Despite reading widely before his departure—yes, the Good African read widely; what did you expect?—he had never lived in the pure vulnerability of his skin, a thing until now either alive or dead, transmuted into a liminal namelessness against the blood-white canvas of the United States. The Good Immigrant spends days staring at himself in the mirror. At the swiftness with which a person can become less than without changing a thing at all. The same could have happened elsewhere, he knows. Paris, without question. Milan, for sure. The Good Immigrant chafes at a theft of dignity for which no quantity of books could have prepared him. When he startles awake one night shouting from a bad dream, it is not in English or Tigrinya or Amharic or Italian but in Vigilance, a new tongue that will crowd out the others for his remaining days. This alloy-organ rests heavily in his mouth. His lunchtime curry goat tastes of copper (his) and steel (its). He cannot remember the last time he licked his lips and counted his blessings. When the Good Immigrant finally sees a dentist, he tenses. He opens wide and expects her to wince at the blade of him. Instead, nothing happens. One of his molars has a cavity. The Good Immigrant, it turns out, is not a Good Flosser. He tries asking about his tongue, but the words come out wrong. A receptionist slides him a scraper and bids him farewell.
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