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For my father, mother, and my sister, Yasmina




There is another art that imitates [life] by means of language alone…
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Prologue


I came to the Sahara to be buried. To let the rough hands of women I did not know, with their black djellabas flapping in the desert wind, guide me naked across the burning sands of Lalla el ‘Aliah, the highest dune in the Moroccan desert, to let them ease me into the shallow pit they had dug for me only moments earlier. I came to the desert to feel the heat from every grain of sand press against the soles of my feet, my spine, my shoulder blades, my arms and neck—every inch of me scorched by the refracted fire of the sun.


My exodus from New York was never meant to lead me to this burial ceremony atop the stateliest of the Moroccan dunes. Yet at long last, for the first time since the Towers fell, all seemed clear to me as the women began to throw shovelful after shovelful of hot sand over my body, and I sensed every grain, like so many tiny branding irons against my skin. Grain after grain, my body was covered, and every time a woman heaved sand up and onto me, she called out in Arabic:


“This girl comes from the ends of the earth.”


And the others sang back: “Quabli ha ya Lalla el ‘Aliah!” Accept her oh saintly Aliah.


Another sang: “This girl comes from across the sea.”


The reply came: “Accept her oh lofty Aliah!”


“She comes to you naked as the day she was born!”


“Accept her oh noble Aliah!”


There was fear. My legs wanted to run. My arms wanted to reach. Pearls of sweat trickled along my spine, but ultimately the dune stole my fear, and I was left not with certainty of purpose, but with acceptance that this thing had to be done.


My neck stretched up over the sand. The women were only voices. There was only this body of mine trapped in the dune, a breath made shallow by the weight of the sand, and my eyes, inhabited by sky, a familiar immaculate blue sky made of air so tactile it was liquid. It poured into me, filled me, extinguishing the fires of the burning sands, dissolving me into the dune, leading me down into Lalla el ‘Aliah. That blue sky gave her my ashes, my neon, my concrete, my pulverized shards of a world of glass and steel; it gave her my sweat, alien and mercurial as it had become. Then as the wind picked up, I heard the chiming of countless grains of sand tumbling past my ears and down the flank of the dune, and I knew it was her—Aliah—answering the women’s ancient raita songs with her own music.


Again the women called out: “Accept her oh Lalla el ‘Aliah.”


The grains tumbled, and the dune sang, and I heard in the music an echo of my own voice: “Forgive me oh Lalla el ‘Aliah.”
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New York


As time passed, the image that came back to me most frequently from that second Tuesday in September was a newspaper bearing a headline from the New York Post: michael jordan, get a life!


I saw the same headline twice that day: once during my morning commute and once in the early afternoon, after the Towers had fallen and my world had been covered in ash. It was the same headline that kept drifting through my mind: a few bold letters stamped on a crumpled page of newsprint blown across a deadened 34th Street.


On that morning, I hadn’t bought the Post. As usual, I had read it over the shoulder of someone strap-hanging with me on the subway. When I finally got myself onto a train at 8:26 am, twenty minutes before the first plane was to slam into the North Tower, I read on the front page of the Post, in big bold lettering: michael jordan, get a life! I thought nothing of it at the time, simply marvelling at the tabloid’s continued obsession with the basketball legend’s choices, but when I saw the same title half a day later—on a single sheet of newspaper blowing across a barren street—the crumpled newsprint frightened me, as everything did in this new space.


I would flee from that Tuesday, from its smell of ash and its silence of death, but that morning’s Post—blowing into the gutter of what should have been a bustling street, a page tattered and abandoned, moving as if of its own volition—managed to cross the oceans with me.
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Morocco


The pungent smell of el balad, the homeland, grabbed me first as soon as the cabin doors opened: Morocco, even with its essence diluted through rubberized corridors lined with airplane exhaust, came rushing at me with silent ululations of homecoming. Moments earlier most of the passengers on the Casablanca-bound Royal Air Maroc flight had erupted into applause as the landing gear of the 747 touched down on North African soil. It had always been this way on every one of my countless transatlantic flights between New York and Casablanca: the crowd applauded its safe return to el balad. I used to find it foolish, refusing to engage in the ceremonial, but this time I found myself clapping energetically, blinking to fight back the moisture welling up in my eyes.


This state of grace was fleeting, for as per the ritual of most Royal Air Maroc flights, the fasten-seatbelt sign had yet to be turned off, and the sing-song flight attendant’s voice had not finished the Arabic-language announcement of safe arrival to the kingdom of Morocco, when the once-rejoicing crowd turned fiercely competitive, and passengers leapt from their seats to grab duffle bags, cases, and shopping bags from overhead compartments, pushing and shoving each other along the instantly congested aisle. Soon doors were crosschecked and levers were activated, allowing the warm breath of el balad to come wafting into the cabin.


I let a host of passengers dash out ahead of me, including the overweight French man sitting in the window seat beside me, an incommunicative oaf who had spilled nearly half his red wine ration on my jeans. It wasn’t the stain of the wine so much as the smell that distressed me. I had tried washing my left pant leg out in the bathroom sink, but the acrid smell of wine still hovered. Praying the smell would disperse once enough distance had been put between my corpulent neighbor and me, I chose not to vie with the others for a first spot in the winding line to passport check.


But in my pantheon of things to pray for, I had a far bigger problem than wine stains on my jeans. My passports too were stained, not due to the wine, but rather the result of an exploding fountain pen at the bottom of my handbag. Both passports, Moroccan and American, were now ringed dark blue. Some of the visa pages, not being plasticized, were smudged. Bits of me and the things I owned, down to the tips of my fingers, were stained blue from fishing all the ink-covered items out of the bottom of my bag. I mopped them up with tissues as best I could. On both documents one could still clearly read my identity: Jeehan Nathaar, born in Westfield, Massachusetts, January 25, 1970. The Moroccan passport indicated that it had been delivered from the Muqata’a of Tangier, listed 7 Rue Gibraltar as my address, and stated my profession as étudiante: student. The American passport revealed it had been issued by an elusive passport service in a town-less area of Pennsylvania and listed my address as 501 West 110th Street, New York, NY. On the American document no profession was mentioned. The ID photos of each, though different, seemed to have been taken at around the same time, for they showed a youthful Jeehan, with dark hair cascading beyond my shoulders and a serious gaze made a bit old-fashioned by strong brows more reminiscent of Liz Taylor’s face than of contemporary beauties. It was a look I’d harbored since my teens as a way of dealing with an adult face on a child’s body. I did not need to look at myself in the mirror to know how the ink-rimmed photos compared to what I currently looked like. For a while now I had been fleeing reflections that revealed a weighted gaze. It was more than a sleepless transatlantic flight that pulled at my features: the woman in the passport photos had not yet been dispirited, had not yet known defeat, had yet to struggle with how to explain this flight from her American Dream.


Many more passengers filed past my seat before I at last stepped into the aisle and made my way towards el balad. As I moved out of the plane and into the long corridor leading me back to the fatherland, the smell of generations of aspirations reached out to me. I hoped against hope that this last “Hail Mary Pass,” this launch back across the Atlantic, would make up for all the fumbles of the past few months. I prayed it would allow me to one day look my parents in the eye and tell them that I had not failed at my American Dream, proving that though I had seen the Towers collapse, I had not crumbled with them.


Of course all this depended first on successfully passing through passport check.
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New York


That Tuesday morning I really had not felt like going to work. “Will you hurry up and stop shuffling your feet!” Rizzy called out to me from five paces ahead. Like a child, I had been running my right hand along the bark of the scrawny sidewalk trees as we made our way down 110th Street. By the time we were on the subway platform and the first train came by, Rizzy knew she was already running late. “It’s your fault!” she declared.


The No. 9 train heading down to the WTC via Penn Station pulled up, the doors opened automatically and the usual throng of people pressed in to enter the already crowded train. I tugged at Rizzy’s sleeve and held back.


“What’s wrong?” she asked. “It’s too crowded,” I replied.


Shrugged shoulders, raised eyebrows—Rizzy was exasperated, but the train was indeed crowded, so she too stayed on the platform.


Three minutes later, a new train came by, this time a No. 1 also heading to the World Trade Center. “Come on,” Rizzy said with another tug.


I took a step forward, then shook my head. “No.”


“What?” yelled Rizzy as a metallic tone rang out warning of the doors’ imminent closing. “It’s too crowded.”


“What the hell do you mean it’s too crowded? This is New York City and it’s rush hour! Of course it’s crowded!”


As the doors of the train slammed shut, a late arriver raced up to the train and stuck his foot into the small gap between the two closing doors, forcing them open again. The man hopped into the subway car right in front of us. Rizzy grabbed my arm, trying to pull me in.


“No!” I hollered.


Rizzy stepped back onto the platform. The subway closed its doors once more, and the train rumbled out of the station.


My sister looked at her watch. It was 8:15 am. “No question about it. I’m going to be late.” She glared at me. “Listen, if you don’t want to go to work, that’s your problem. Just march yourself back up those stairs. Walk home like a big girl and call in sick or quit, but stop wasting my time! ’Cuz I want my assignment to Sierra Leone, and you’re not going to gunk it up for me!”


“I don’t feel sick,” I told her, angry that she couldn’t tell I felt scared—though of what, I had no idea at the time.


“Well then, you have to get your butt on a train and go to work.”


A new No. 9 train showed up less than seven minutes later. Rizzy and I got on. We rode down to 42nd Street where Rizzy switched lines. I kept going till Penn Station, where I got off, leaving the train to continue its journey down to the World Trade Center. The fear would only get worse as the day went on.
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Morocco


Stained jeans, blue fingers, the faint smell of stale wine, and two ink-soiled passports: the officers at the police checkpoint would have to have been particularly negligent not to detain me for questioning. That I had hoped it wouldn’t happen was simply part of a long series of foolish aspirations to which I had been clinging lately—gambling on outcomes with improbable odds merely because I did not have the will or energy to imagine a different solution.


At passport check, after meticulous examination of marred visa pages, as if deciphering the smudged stamps might unlock the mystery of who I really was, a blue-uniformed policeman sheltered behind his glass box did not even dare ask me the obvious question: “What happened to your passport?” Instead, he called over a moustachioed man in a blue suit, most probably his superior, and mumbled a few words to him, after which I was escorted to a windowless room where a few wooden chairs surrounded a metal desk bearing a solitary touch-tone phone reminiscent of the 1970s. Whatever my reason for coming back to Morocco, it had not been to face interrogation by police.


Sitting uncomfortably on one of the wooden chairs, my stained bag on my lap, I glanced around the room wondering if there was any way to spin this as something other than inauspicious. Looming over the scene was a gigantic map of Morocco where from Tangier to La Güera the country was indivisibly sand-colored, but the eastern border with Algeria was indicated by a fuzzy dotted line. The map was familiar; my father had a similar one hanging in his office at the American School of Tangier. He’d had it framed sometime in the early eighties before I had gone off to college in the United States. “Why the overt act of patriotism?” I had asked him in the cocky adolescent tone he had cultivated in me. “Because this I don’t contest,” he had replied, referring to Moroccan territorial integrity. He had paid dearly for his earlier days of political rebellion. It was generally acknowledged in my family that the esteemed Professor Nathaar, one of Morocco’s first to receive a doctorate in Literature in the United States of America, had landed as an English teacher at the American School in Tangier due to a succession of laudable, though questionable, choices, ranging from a return to the homeland after graduation from the University of Massachusetts at Amherst to an ill-advised lecture at the Mohammed V University on the concept of freedom in Robert Frost’s poetry. In the Morocco of the 1970s, where poetry cloaked subversion, the talk had landed him several months in the notorious Tazmamart jail from which he might never have emerged had Maman, in all her Frenchness, not convinced the American and French ambassadors to intercede on her husband’s behalf. Yes, I knew this map well, including the unmarked spot in the High Atlas midway between the towns of Midelt and Errachidia, a spot where the infamous prison once stood. I had never been there, obeying the Nathaar rule not to venture south beyond Marrakech. At home that awful place was never mentioned by name, but everyone knew where Tazmamart was. Not long ago, the press, international and national, had spoken of how it had been razed to the ground in the last years of Hassan the Second’s reign. Dad had wanted to rejoice, but Maman had quieted him, as if the stones might rise from the dust at the sound of their name.


My journalist friend Ali and I had planned a rough itinerary for my current journey. The two of us would travel to Merzouga in the Moroccan desert. The edge of the dunes seemed like a good place to start working on an article about migrants crossing the desert, and secretly I hoped the location might be ideal to revive my troubled relationship with Ali. As I stared at the map in the police office, I was surprised to see how close to the infamous dungeon I might travel. What was I getting myself into? Ali and I had hatched this idea on the corner of a crumpled napkin at the Hungarian Pastry Shop in New York. It was ill thought-out. To my parents I had lied, telling them I was returning to revive the doctoral dissertation abandoned a year earlier. To my family, and particularly to the police who were about to interrogate me, I was here for historical research in quest of the itinerary employed by the Roman general Paulinus. How could I ever admit to my family, let alone the Moroccan police, that I had left the US out of fear? Fear of death—for I had seen it course the length of mighty buildings, imagining thousands, possibly tens of thousands, of people dying before my very eyes as an enormous cloud of dust cascaded down one Tower, then the other. The echo of dying voices still rang in my head. Meanwhile, I had to get out of this room with the metal desk, had to cross the immediate border that was the airport police, make it into el balad, find Ali, and then see how best to proceed along some more life-affirming course.


“Salamu ‘alaikum!” Peace be upon you. The moustachioed man and his acolyte came back into the room with mocking salutations of respect. I tried to stand, but a hand coming uncomfortably close to my shoulder kept me seated.


So the serious questioning began, part French, part Arabic, as if language itself were a test: What is your name? Where do you live? Why is your passport in this condition? Where do these stains come from? Why do you have two passports? Why an American passport? Why this visa for Turkey? What were you doing in Egypt? How about Greece? What were you doing in America? Who do you work for?


“My name is Jeehan Nathaar, Professor Nathaar, well, not exactly professor I guess …” My replies came in French.


“This is not a guessing game!” the policeman barked in classical Arabic, the voice of authority.


I responded in my street dialect, which was the only Arabic I could handle: “Professor, Doctoor, Nathaar is my father, but I too am … a Doctoor, or will be, once I finish my …” I had no idea how to say dissertation in Arabic, so I switched back to French: “dissertation … doctorate, which isn’t finished yet, but I’ve done my coursework …” Why was I resurrecting this failed endeavor? More than a year ago I had reconciled myself to abandoning my doctoral dissertation in Ancient History. With the passing away of my advisor, Professor Warren, and the loss of my department funding, refusing to acknowledge my broken-heartedness, I had turned my back on academia. “I hope to write my dissertation … once it’s done, I’ll be a … doctor.” The failed dream was a half-truth, but a believable smokescreen to conceal what in Morocco was a more controversial reality: I had allied myself with an investigative journalist to chase an implausible story.


“Enough! If Nathaar is your father, we will contact him.” The receiver was lifted on the lonely phone in the middle of the metal desk.


“No, I mean, wait …” What mess had I got myself into? Rizzy was the trouble-maker, not me. I tried at all costs to make sure my father never had to deal with authority figures, who revived the ghosts of his painful past. I never wanted to tell my parents my real plans so as to spare them the anxiety of knowing I was embarking on a risky endeavor, or to spare myself the judgement of a return marred by uncertainty, or worse, failure.


Ali would be waiting for me outside baggage claim. I had called him from New York and convinced him our plan, outlined at the Hungarian Pastry Shop, was worth pursuing. I thought he would bluntly refuse, but he invited me to stay with him in Casablanca for a week, then we would go south to the desert. On the Internet I had identified a quaint little ksar, an inn, near the town of Merzouga. Vague reports indicated trucks carrying illegal migrants across the Sahara up to the Mediterranean took routes that skirted the dunes, but Ali had no concrete information. My hope was that once there, where things were calm, where I could think, I might, with some luck, work out a way to move forward beyond my American experience. My father should only be told that things were in order, otherwise he and my mother would panic, and I might find myself heading back to Tangier. I wouldn’t do that, didn’t want to do that, not now, not before righting things and making meaning of all this mess: my turning my back on my New York life.


In an intimidating baritone, the plainclothes officer announced, phone in hand: “If these documents are inauthentic, miss, mademoiselle, then you are liable to face a significant prison sentence.” A fast-busy tone blared out of the receiver, for a number had yet to be dialed. He hung up the phone and glared at me.


I recalled my mother admonishing my father following his release from Tazmamart prison: “Didn’t you think of protecting us?” I had always thought it an unfair criticism, but was I walking in his footsteps?


“I study ancient history, the classics,” I began in a meek voice. Curling my fingers to hide the ink stains, I continued, “That is why I have traveled to Turkey, Greece, and Egypt. I study at university in New York City. My specialty is the Roman presence in North Africa, in Morocco, Volubilis, and Mauritania Tingitana. My father can confirm this.” I hesitated. Was there any way to avoid this phone call? No. “You can call him at home in Tangier. His number is …” Giving the number slowly, I watched the man punch in the digits as I spoke them.


The phone rang and the explanations swirled: “Professor Nathaar?”


“Speaking.”


“A young woman claiming to be your daughter— Passports, American and Moroccan, stained—”


“Daddy, it was an accident.”


“Jeehan, when will you stop being a child? Haven’t you learned … anything?”


“Yes she is my daughter, yes born in Westfield, Massachusetts, États Unis d’Amérique, United States of America.”


“Do you need me to come get you?”


“No, I told you, I have this friend—” (I almost said journalist, but under the glare of the policeman stopped myself, for the mere word journalist was suspect) “—a friend named Ali …”


In this dance of words, the receiver changed hands several times on both sides of the line, for soon my mother joined the conversation. As so often, Maman’s presence ratcheted things up a notch.


“Une femme enfant!” Woman-child! (This was her favorite criticism of me.)


“Maman, everything is under control. I just need Dad to confirm my identity.”


“Controle! You don’t control anything, you’re out of control. I told you not to leave New York! I told you it would be a mistake. Just like it was a mistake for your father! I shall do what I said I would do if you returned! I said I would divorce your father if you returned—I will put my threats into action!”


“Maman, you are being irrational.”


“You’re irrational, your father’s irrational, your sister, racing through the jungles of Africa, is irrational! I’m the only one in this family who—”


Out of habit, I held the phone away from my ear as Maman’s rant went on. Even at a distance my mother’s voice remained clearly audible; all including the officers shuffling beside the desk could hear her shrill reprimands. Whether the harangue incited the men to pity me, or the tone of the words served as an absolute authenticator of filial connection, the man in the blue suit mimed exasperation and took the receiver from me. He silenced my mother and resumed his conversation with the legitimate Professor Nathaar, ensuring him that his daughter would be allowed to proceed through the police checkpoint on through to customs and baggage claim unimpeded. I relaxed in my wooden chair. I would not tell my parents how bad things had really become. How I had left New York because I could not go on in New York, because seeing the Towers collapse had filled me with a fear that I could not explain. A fear that kept me from getting on the subways, from waking on time, from breathing properly south of Canal Street, from giving people my name. Should I tell my mother that I would have found any excuse to leave New York? That I was here because this was the only place I could come to, that any other direction but east would have been impossible? No, I would not tell Maman; I wouldn’t tell my father either.


By the time I pushed my luggage cart through sliding doors into the arrivals lounge I was two hours behind schedule, and Ali, with his pharaonic features and beaming smile, was nowhere to be found. It dawned on me that I should have known better than to have trusted the very man whom I had kicked out of my Manhattan apartment a few months earlier.
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New York


“Ali says they are now calling it Ground Zero,” said Rizzy.


“I feel like a coward,” I replied.


“Well then come along,” she said. “Ali’s got his press badge—he’s still covering the aftermath for Moroccan TV. It’s the only chance you’ll get to see it from this close.”


“But I’m wary.” I hesitated before adding: “What if I have an asthma attack?”


“Ali’s going back to Morocco in a month or two, but he says we have to see this now.”


“And since when do we do everything Ali asks us to?” What I really wanted to say was, why did Ali call you instead of me? but things were complicated between Ali and me, ever since a fling we had had at a conference in Morocco: a luminous weekend following which I flew back to New York and took a month to respond to his numerous emails and phone calls.


“Stop it, Jeehan. He’s a nice guy, and if I leave soon for Sierra Leone, he’ll be a good friend to have around. He’s been more than forgiving with you in the light of …”


I rolled my eyes. Rizzy was right, but I didn’t want to admit it. She waved a pack of dust masks in my direction.


“Just wear one of these and you should be fine.”


I opened the pack. The masks were industrial strength, the kind construction workers use.


“Really?”


“You don’t have much of a choice—if you don’t go now, you’ll regret it.”


Once more, I knew she was right. Had my teasing her when she was little taught her to be so much more assertive than I was? I got my tattered black leather coat out of the closet.


“Why the Matrix coat?” asked Rizzy.


“It makes me feel safe.”


“It’ll get even dirtier than it is.”


“It’s my graduation present from Dad. I want to wear it.”


“Do as you wish,” said Rizzy, leaving me with one dust mask and retrieving the rest. I stuffed the mask into one pocket, while into the other I made sure to put my Ventoline—the only thing that could quell my asthma in times of need.


Ali had promised to meet us at the southeast corner of Chambers and West Broadway. He was at the subway exit, on a habitually bustling street corner made barely recognizable by stillness. We nodded to each other; a hand came up to a shoulder, another one to a heart; there were few words. I expected something more intimate, if only a kiss on the cheek, but maybe now was not the time. Ali opened up the way east, showing his press badge to New York City police officers manning a checkpoint on Chambers Street, with a few words murmured as if at a wake. Our eastward journey continued, punctuated by the sound of our footsteps and the intermittent droning of heavy machinery. South, down on Vesey Street, a rumbling. We turned our heads and saw it: a gargantuan iron structure, charred and contorted, but standing like a monstrous gate, and beyond it … nothing but absence.


My breath withered. I clamped my fist in my pocket, crumpling my paper mask. In the shadow of gnarled steel, I could no longer move. An ashen wind blew across my face. Immobilized in the middle of the deserted Manhattan street, I was afraid of breathing in. Death. It was everywhere. It covered everything. I sealed my lips for fear of tasting it. I exhaled through my nose, making snorting noises like a whinnying horse. Ahead of me, Rizzy and Ali turned around, saw me hunched over, gasping for air, holding my crumpled paper mask.


“Are you okay?” Ali called out.


I wasn’t.


“Put your mask on!” a strange male voice bellowed near me.


I saw two men wearing construction boots and dust-covered clothes walk along the north sidewalk of Church Street, then my vision blurred. Figures swirled.


“Keep your head between your legs,” Ali whispered in my ear, his arms suddenly around me. My lungs began to seize. The coughing started and wouldn’t stop. The men across the street came back into focus.


“Put your mask on, sister!”


I heard one shout: “This stuff’s toxic! It’ll kill you!”


“Habibti, dearest, where is your mask?” asked Ali. I handed him the crumpled mask, he placed it over my face and strapped its rubber band behind my head.


“Where’s your inhaler?” Rizzy shouted, the noise of heavy machinery now louder than ever.


Rizzy found the bronchodilator in my coat pocket and forced me to take a puff. I gradually began to breathe again. My inhales were long and hard; they crushed the walls of the mask down over my nostrils. Little by little, I was able to steady myself.


“I think we need to head back home,” Rizzy said to Ali.
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Morocco


Unlike the luggage carts of most other passengers crossing the sliding doors of customs into el balad, my cart was not piled high with cases and boxes bearing gifts from the opulent khareej, foreign lands. My cart carried only a matching suitcase and a train case, both, despite generations of transatlantic travel, still shockingly yellow, eternally the color of urine. Why I had chosen to bring these cases back with me and not any other was probably a strange sort of superstition: they had been bought in Westfield, Massachusetts in the 1970s and had become adepts of life-changing journeys, boomeranging back and forth between the States and Morocco. Stuffed with Barbie dolls and pink Play-Doh or shimmery caftans and couscous pots, the cases had always reminded me of where I came from and somehow ensured that I would go back. This deceptively light load notwithstanding, the front wheel of my cart rattled aggressively, pulling me like a wayward dog on a leash, forcing me to zigzag through the narrow passageway that traversed the pressing throng of the arrival hall.


Though I swayed this way and that as I tugged steadily on the luggage cart, I maintained my smile. There was genuine reason to be happy, for at last I was back in el balad, where the earthy smell of red dust lingered in the air, where the women’s faces, whether head covered or hair to the wind, looked like mine, where the voices that bounced off the Moorish-tiled walls undulated with laughter and echoed with the Arabic sounds of my childhood summers, and none of it was seen by observers as threatening. What a relief at long last to be able to speak Arabic, to hear others speaking Arabic, and not be afraid of what those surrounding us might think. As I slowed my zigzagging procession, my sentiment of all-round goodwill was dispelled when another cart rammed into my heels, causing my knees to buckle.


“Ow!” I cried out, spinning around as best I could, bent on reprimanding my aggressor, only to find myself face to face with a heavyset man sporting a seventies-style three-piece suit, yellow turban, and sunglasses. He gestured wildly at me with one free hand while ranting into a cell phone pinned between his ear and shoulder.


“The cargo has arrived,” he said, “the Spanish are ready— don’t tell me you’re worried about …blast Merzouga!” I was about to tell him to watch where he was going, but the man’s mention of the desert town where I had reserved two rooms for Ali and me stopped me.


“You are holding up the line!” the man hollered in my direction.


What line? I wanted to shout back to the Travolta wannabe in the yellow turban. There was no line, only a dense mass of people, who, from the amount of Spanish being spoken, must have all come off the Iberia flight from Malaga. I said nothing, stopped by the unsettling nature of this encounter. Why had he mentioned Merzouga? That was where I had made a reservation for a cheap desert inn I had found online, a ksar of seemingly no importance called La Rose des Sables: Desert Rose. I chose Merzouga principally because of its famed dunes, and because Ali said smugglers were looking for new desert routes near there. From beneath his yellow turban, the man’s dark glasses did nothing to reassure me, so I obediently limped forward, this time exerting even more force to keep my rattling cart from straying. As I parted ways with him, I heard the man repeat, “Merzouga.” I turned around to get a better look at him, but he had disappeared into the crowd.


At last, like a freshwater tide pouring into the sea, the corridor through the crowd dispersed, becoming a diffuse gathering, and I was surrounded by individuals hugging, kissing, and greeting each other in the effusion typical of Morocco as I remembered it. Nevertheless my problem remained: where was Ali? I saw bare-headed women, women in headscarves, men in djellabas, hooded robes, others in jeans, even one in a three-piece seersucker suit. There were children of all sizes running this way and that, some in ragged jeans, others in their party best. In one corner a woman carried a child on her back, while not far away another pushed twins along in a double stroller. None of these was Ali. I recognized few of these people from the New York flight. Even the fat Frenchman had departed. Above my head, an electronic board told me these passengers were coming in from Rome, Paris, Cairo, and Malaga. Increasingly my original sense of this mass benevolence ebbed; I now took care to scan the clustered groups without making direct eye contact, but despite my best efforts, an unsavory-looking man alone beside a pillar smiled lewdly at me. I turned away from his stare. Rather quickly, the assembly began to dwindle, leaving behind no sign of Ali, the one person who was supposed to help me pull off my Morocco return.


What could have happened? When I last spoke to him from a payphone on Amsterdam Avenue Ali had promised he would be here. He had left New York after a two-month stint covering the aftermath of the attack on the World Trade Center. Part of that time he had lived with me, but then I had told him to leave. Despite our differences, he appeared enthusiastic when I suggested we revisit our idea of setting out together to write a piece on human trafficking across the Sahara. He was home in Casablanca now. “Sounds like a good plan,” Ali told me over the phone, “I’ll come pick you up at the airport and we’ll go to the desert and see what we can find out.” It wasn’t really a plan, only the start of one, but it would keep me from going back to Tangier and facing my family, and it might allow Ali and me to hit the reboot button on whatever it was that existed between us.


We had been roommates for a few weeks following Rizzy’s departure to Sierra Leone. Things had gone terribly wrong in the wake of a fight we had at Ground Zero, of all places. And yet, he’d said he’d forgiven me, or at least he’d acted as if he had. After our argument, he could have disappeared, but he came back, if not with a smile then at least with a need for kindness … but I hadn’t been very kind.


Ali and I had a history; we could do this sort of thing to each other, couldn’t we? We had met a few years back at a conference in support of naming Volubilis as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. I presented a paper on Roman ruins in the north of Morocco. Ali had been enthused by it: “You’re onto something with your analysis of self-rule in Roman-controlled Morocco.” After hearing me speak at the Volubilis conference, he had written an article about my work: “Young Moroccan-American Scholar Reimagines Roman Presence in Morocco.” I found the attention he lavished on me dizzying; it made me daring. A weekend romance had blossomed. Landing back in New York, I came to my senses and decided that long-distance relationships were bound to fail, and since I would not consider returning for good to Morocco, Ali and I would never be a couple. But that didn’t take into account Ali, being the journalist that he was, showing up in New York City to cover the events of September 11th. The Towers had barely finished crumbling when he had managed to obtain a visa from the US Consulate in Casa, probably the last one to be issued to a thirty-something Muslim-Arab man for many a month.


Standing in the Casablanca airport, I knew Ali could do anything he wanted to. “He has to be here,” I told myself, ignoring the fact that I had given him many reasons not to be. So with a steady hand and a restored stride, I set my squeaky cart back in motion, this time aiming for an orange bubble-like payphone at the far end of the hall. If I didn’t find Ali on my way over, I would call him from that phone. I was two hours late after all, so maybe he had come and gone. Or maybe he had never arrived at all.
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New York


Days had passed since the fall of the Towers. Cell phone service was restored in much of Manhattan. To reach those of our New York friends we had not yet heard from, whom we had not yet held in our arms, we sat at our kitchen table, Rizzy and I, and riffled through a pile of Post-its, scraps of paper, old agendas, and a host of business cards. Armed with a clam-shell cell phone and our white wall-mounted landline, we desperately tried to reach all our New York friends: those who may have been in the Towers, those who might have been nearby, and those who simply by virtue of living in the Tri-State area, could, by some awful stroke of fate, have been in the Towers when they collapsed.


On a yellow legal pad I kept a running list of the friends we had called and whether we had been able to reach them. Adam: fast-busy. But cellular coverage was patchy in Lower Manhattan, so we would have to keep trying. Jameel: fine, was on a business trip to Dallas that day, but two of his colleagues were missing. Fancine: at first we could not reach her, but found her at Sarah’s, attempting to recover from the shock. Fancine had been lingering at a coffee shop on Church Street when the first plane hit; had she not, she would have been in the North Tower. Hicham: was with his wife and children upstate, unable to access their Battery Park apartment. Richard: unreachable but Hicham said Richard was volunteering with the fire department, helping dig through the rubble. Nadia: no news, phone number disconnected.


“Add John to the list,” said Rizzy, as she scrolled through her cell phone directory. John and Rizzy had studied photography together and had remained close, though professionally competitive.


“John’s already on the list.”


“Any news?”


I shook my head.


Rizzy snapped her cell phone shut. “Let’s go for a walk.”


The night air was warm. We stood on the corner of Amsterdam and Cathedral Parkway. It was a Sunday night and the traffic was light. A fighter jet roared through the sky, but neither Rizzy nor I looked up. Over the course of the past few days, the extraordinary had become ordinary.


“Shall we go to the Hungarian?” I asked.


Rizzy shook her head.


I didn’t insist. The conversation at the Hungarian Pastry shop would inevitably be about who had been where and when. The news could not all be good. The afternoon had been filled with dial tones heavy with expectation. No, Rizzy was right, better not to go to the Hungarian now. A block beyond the pastry shop, we could see a crowd gathering on the steps of the Cathedral of Saint John the Divine.


“Let’s go see what’s going on,” said Rizzy, pointing up the street. Beneath the ornate arches of the cathedral, candles were being handed out to a solemn but growing crowd. Rizzy and I said nothing, took a candle each and found a spot on the steps. Around us, candles were being lit. A flame was shared. Our candles too were lit.


How long did we stand there? I am not sure. Long enough for the sorrow we all felt to drift with every flame from one person to the other, slowly becoming a thing that tied us all together. Many wept. Rizzy placed her arm around my shoulder. I clutched one of her hands hard, and let tears roll down my face. Why was she still thinking of leaving for Africa? I needed her to stay here with me. The hot wax of the candles poured over our knuckles and trickled to the floor. Neither of us budged.


Nothing was said, but absence, loss, and incredulity filled the space between each person gathered on those steps, strangers as we all were, comforted ever so slightly by this moment of shared grief. A photographer appeared, clicking away with his camera and breaking the sanctity of the moment with a rapid fire of flash bulbs. Uncomfortable, Rizzy and I blew out our candles and headed back across the street to the pastry shop. Impossible to avoid going in.


“Ask behind the counter if anyone has heard from John,” I said to Rizzy, encouraging her without following her in.


While I waited outside, I watched from a distance as one by one, the lights went out from candles on the steps of the cathedral.


As she strode out of the pastry shop, Rizzy’s voice sounded louder than it needed to be, as if she were angry: “John is in LA.”


“He could have called us,” I said. “Called you.”


Rizzy shrugged. She and John had dated when in school. They were close. Of course he should have called her.


The next morning, as Rizzy ordered two coffees at the Hungarian, one regular, one black, I flipped through a copy of the New York Daily News left on a table by a previous customer. Smack in the middle of the paper, like a centerfold, was a picture of Rizzy and me, huddled on the steps of the cathedral, candles in hand. morningside heights gathers in candlelight vigil, the headline read. The photograph had successfully rendered our sorrow emblematic of the pathos felt by all. Though the caption referred to a community in mourning, no names were given.


“Rizzy! Look at this!” I called out.


My sister came over to see. The photo was good. She knew it, but all she said was: “Do you think we should let the Daily News know that their poster girls for our collective sorrow are Arab and Muslim?”
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Morocco


Most arrival halls are not very attractive though they are intended as joyous sites of welcome. Now that a majority of travelers and their companions had dispersed, I observed that however hard it tried, the arrival hall of the renovated wing of Casablanca’s Mohammed V airport was no exception to this general rule. The space attempted to be pleasing, with its Moorish green and blue wall tiles and plaster ceiling friezes, but mixed in with the traditional Moroccan decor were seats of orange plastic and a single matching phone booth, all interspersed among massive concrete columns planted in a vast expanse of granite floor—creating an overall atmosphere inhospitable to the lingering traveler. Yet as I stood parked beside the phone booth I had no choice; I waited, because the phone did not work and there was no Ali in sight. Was this payback for our fight at Ground Zero? Was it retribution for that time when I took him to the ER? No it couldn’t be. His eagerness for us to work together on an article about illegal migration had seemed so sincere. “This, almost more than terrorism, is the defining issue of the decade to come,” Ali had declared with his trademark enthusiasm. Then he went on to say that it was time to turn my intellectual curiosity around, to stop looking towards the past—face the present and the future. There was often a luminous magic about Ali that made me want to trust him.


I attempted to dial Ali’s number by inserting several of the one, five, and even ten dirham coins that I always kept for good luck in the change purse of my bright red, now ink-stained, leather wallet, but the phone did nothing other than spit coins back at me with a noisy clatter. Far in the distance two khaki-uniformed police officers oversaw an idling x-ray machine near a sliding door that led into the North African night. They probably knew nothing of my earlier encounter with the blue-suited officers at passport check. Should I approach them with proper deference, they might be able to help. The risk though was that rather than calling Ali for me, they would once more call my father and mother. Same as it ever was: as a single woman, regardless of age, I would always be the property of my father—if I was to retain my honor.


How worried should I be about my honor? It was a useful commodity to have, so I shouldn’t squander it, not right now, not yet. Ali was the solution, for he could pass as my brother or fiancé. There had to be another way to get hold of him, to let him know I had been detained, to tell him to come back out and fetch me.
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