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For anyone who’s ever been at the wrong end.


Foreword

Twenty years ago, you had to search for memoirs written by Middle Eastern Americans. That changed after 9/11, when anyone remotely reminiscent of anything Arabic was thrust into the spotlight. Social media came along, and with that, a whole new playing field where anyone from any background could tell their stories. It wasn’t vanity; it was our duty. Middle Eastern Americans make up just over 3 percent of the nation’s population. Muslim Americans (of all races) make up 1 percent. Yet you wouldn’t realize it by how much we occupy the mainstream American psyche. We were compelled to correct the narrative.

Today, as the Trump Administration continues to push through an unprecedented degree of anti-Muslim measures, Islamophobia has grown. But so has the response from Muslim and Middle Eastern communities. In record numbers across the country, Muslims are registering to vote and taking to the streets in peaceful protest. Not only that, they’re running for office, because the best protection under a democracy is to actually participate in it.

And yet despite all that, you still have to search to find meaningful stories that depict Muslims as anything other than potential terrorist threats. Even as civic engagement of Muslim Americans rises, the media itself has failed in keeping up. In both news and entertainment, Muslims are still presented as one-dimensional, rather than the complex and relatable characters that we really are.

Which brings us to Ayser Salman, a Muslim American who was born in Iraq, raised in Saudi Arabia and Kentucky, and has worked as a writer, producer, and editor in Hollywood for the past twenty years. If anyone represents the convergence of the issues going around Hollywood today, it would be her.

Pick up a Muslim American memoir these days, and you’ll find that it typically tackles one of three subjects: political oppression in the Middle East, Islamophobia in the West, or renegotiating the East-West convergence of tradition and modernity. For many, faith is a core component of the writer’s identity. But it’s important to remember that Islam itself is not just merely a tradition; it’s also a platform that helps us critically engage in the social issues that drive current events today.

And what of those stories where faith isn’t as domineering? To be a secular Muslim is just as valid as being a religious one. And to find your identity more in your experience as an immigrant is just as compelling as finding it through spiritual awakening. To put it plainly, our stories should not be of Muslims who happen to live in America: they should be of Americans who happen to come from Muslim backgrounds.

Which is what makes The Wrong End of the Table such an insightful and enjoyable read. Through her own life story, Ayser Salman uses her experiences to distill not just Islam, but also the impact religion and culture have on how we interact and understand the world around us. What emerges is that rare voice that is both relatable and unafraid to examine the complexities of her American identity—as a minority, an immigrant, and a woman.

—REZA ASLAN, #1 New York Times bestselling author of
Zealot: The Life and Times of Jesus of Nazareth


All of the situations in this memoir are (mostly) true.

Some are extremely exaggerated (but I am honest when that happens).

All names have been changed to protect the innocent,
except for my immediate family and two of the men I dated.
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Preface

With Thanks1 & Apologies2 to Mom

You know that feeling of being at the wrong end of the table? Like you’re at a fabulous party but all the good stuff is happening just out of earshot? And you’re there trying desperately to contribute and connect, but you’re too far away? Nowadays they call it FOMO (Fear of Missing Out). But I’ve always known it as LAAI—Life as an Immigrant. It’s why I wrote this book.

Like many immigrant stories, mine begins straightforwardly enough:
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As you can see, I’m skeptical about these upcoming “amazing opportunities.”

  1.   The EMIGRATION itself. That’s when your father announces on the eve of your third birthday that your gift this year is the family moving from your comfy, cozy home in Baghdad, Iraq, with the huge backyard where you spent hours reading under the sun, to a tiny university apartment in the freezing-cold tundra of Columbus, Ohio. And though you don’t get to bring with you the dollhouse you received from Aunt Reema, Dad promises you will have amazing opportunities, better than what would be possible if you stay in Baghdad. And so you embark on the journey. (Mainly because legal emancipation from your parents isn’t an option in Iraq until the age of seventy-four, and even then only if you’re married.3)

  2.   Then comes the EXCITEMENT. That’s when you and your baby brother, Zaid, discover the joys of hurling snowballs at each other and getting matching Star Wars footie pajamas. And later, when you move to Lexington, Kentucky, there’s the joy of seeing horses close-up for the first time ever; and it’s where, eight years later, you’ll stand next to your father as he tearfully pledges allegiance to the flag of this country and becomes a naturalized citizen. As the song says, you’re proud to be an American, where at least you know you’re free.

  3.   But there’s also the uncomfortable phase of ASSIMILATION. This is where they make you go to school and you have to stand in front of fifteen kindergartners and talk about where you came from and why you have such a weird name; then they make you go to speech therapy class to properly pronounce your rs the way Americans do. But while you’re learning all this new stuff, you’re also supposed to not forget the stuff from the “old country.” This is especially important when Aunt Reema calls from Baghdad and you proudly answer the phone with an English “Hello,” and she accuses you of turning your back on your native language and, of course, blames your mother.

It’s bad enough being a kid who is trying to fit into mainstream America. But you have to do it on your own without much help from your parents because they’re too busy trying to fit in as adults. And since they have to go to jobs so they can pay for your expanding Star Wars pajama addiction, you try not to burden them too much. Also, they’re trying to calm Aunt Reema down, who by now assumes your father has bought himself a pair of leather pants and gotten a tattoo because somehow she obtained a bootlegged copy of the film Easy Rider and assumes all of America lives like that. So your mother makes you recite a few lines of Arabic nursery rhymes to Aunt Reema on the phone every damn week to prove you haven’t gone rogue. When all you really wanna do is watch Sesame Street.4

[image: images]

My brother and I on the first day of school, two years into our American life. New haircuts. Matching Trapper Keepers. No sun protection for our eyes.

I was a kid, alone in a strange country, and I found solace in the things that typically keep you from feeling isolated when you’re a kid alone in a strange country—books, magazines, TV, and movies. It was a way for me to connect with anyone who might remotely be like me. The book that resonated with me the most was the hilarious memoir My Family and Other Animals by Gerald Durrell. I instantly fell in love with it, mainly because it depicted the author’s dysfunctional British family during their time living abroad in Corfu. In addition to the humor that naturally comes from “fish out of water” stories, it was the first time I’d read a literary account about a family as batshit-crazy looney-tunes colorful as mine. It encouraged me to view my family not as a source of annoyance, but as a source of entertainment. Of course, I didn’t realize this fully until a few (million) hours of therapy and angst-filled journal entries later. That’s when I thought, If I’m an outsider, I, too, can write a book!
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Not technically at the table, but definitely a fish out of water.

This book is meant to be entertaining and also educational: a how-to guide. Or, in my case, a how-not-to guide. The point is, you’ll learn a lot of “Everything you ever wanted to know about Arabs but were afraid to ask” by turning the pages. For instance, Are Arabs dangerous? Answer: Yes, but not for reasons you would expect. You’ll also get an insight into America from an outsider’s lens. Why are American kids so obsessed with playing doctor? Answer: see Chapter 1, “‘Playing Doctor’—Is This What Happens in Day Care?” It’s also a book about a lot of the stuff Muslim girls are not supposed to talk about, e.g., dating and sex (Chapter 13, “Livin’ on a Prayer: The Saudi Years, Final” and about ten other chapters).5

And it’s a book for anyone who has ever felt like a fish out of water.

When I was a toddler, my parents moved my brother, Zaid, and me to the United States—to Lexington, Kentucky. It was the seventies, and Iraq wasn’t the household name it is now. Whenever people asked, I told them I came from Ohio—which was technically true, since we landed in Columbus and stayed there for two years before settling in Lexington.

None of my blond-haired, blue-eyed counterparts at school in Kentucky seemed to be able to pronounce my name (AY-sir); and if they could, they’d tweak it with some clever play on words, such as “Ayser Eraser” or “Ayzur Razor Blade,” as in, “Hey Ayzur Razor Blade, you gonna shave your mustache tonight?” This was before I turned eight, the age my mother deemed it acceptable to use cream bleach on my upper lip so the downy peach fuzz us dark-haired girls are cursed with wouldn’t be noticeable. Bleaching your upper lip took care of one problem, but it created another once you went outside into direct sunlight. I can’t tell you how many times during my second-grade career that I tried to join a game of four square at recess, only to hear, “Ayzur Razor, you have something shiny on your upper lip!” When they came up close enough to examine it, they screeched, “A yellow mustache! Ayzur Razor Mustard Face!”6, 7 I began telling people at school that my real name was “Lisa” and that “Ayser” was some convoluted family name.8

My theory about being an immigrant is that it can go either of two ways:

A)   You find your groove, become part of the popular group at school, sit with Alice and Carla at lunch, and share Alice’s mom’s pork egg rolls and giggle about last night’s episode of Little House on the Prairie, because: “How cuuuute is Albert?”

B)   No way do you get invited to sit with Alice and Carla because they pull out adorable milk cartons from their lunch boxes, whereas you’ve got this liquid yogurt called laban that your dad packs because of its amazing health benefits—and let’s not mention the taste. Okay, let’s mention it. It tastes, and smells, like sour milk. Plus, Dad poured it into an old spaghetti sauce jar because he forgot to buy a proper thermos. Carla wrinkles her perfect button nose at your Ragu jar of smelly white liquid and declares, “Gross.” You’re told there’s no room for you when you try to sit next to them, even though there are clearly two empty chairs.

I’ll leave you to guess which category I fit into. Hint: I never got to share my views on Albert’s adorable lisp with anyone except for my diary. And now here.9

No matter how I tried, I always seemed to end up at the wrong end. Literally and figuratively. I could’ve been at my own birthday party, where everyone was there to celebrate me, but it always seemed like something fun was happening at the other end of the crowd. Of course, this could’ve been partly due to my tiny, well-honed habit of being neurotic. It’s a chicken or egg thing: which came first, my neuroses or my immigrantness?

Things did get better and the “table” got smaller when, in my early teens, we moved to Saudi Arabia for a few years. Finally, I met people like me—Middle Easterners who’d grown up in the States or England. I relaxed and embraced my ethnicity. I began answering to “Ayser” again and stopped wearing pink Izod shirts and plaid shorts—mainly because women aren’t allowed to wear shorts in Saudi Arabia.10, 11

My one solace during these awkward years was to write down my thoughts and feelings to try to make sense of stuff. Much of my early entries were devoted to how unfair my parents were for not letting me do anything (more on that later). My journals became a place to vent about my overbearing family and all the cool things I would do once I broke free from their regime. I was an extremely passionate dramatic teenager, spending a lot of my adolescent years accusing them of ruining my life and then slamming doors.

When it was time for college, I shunned my parents’ dream of me becoming a doctor in favor of journalism school. After graduation, I decided to move to Los Angeles to write and produce. I traded my diary for scripts and short films. After the twentieth revision of my pilot about two immigrant parents trying to fit in and balance the Old World with the New, I realized my parents, too, probably also felt like they were constantly at the wrong end of the table.

It’s only now, as a grown woman in my forties, that I’m beginning to feel otherwise. This is partly because it’s becoming increasingly common to turn on the news and see stories of ordinary Muslim Americans doing mundane things not involving explosives and actually contributing to society. But with America’s growing openness and diversity also comes some backlash, and American Muslims are still targeted, privately and publicly. Hopefully, one day there will be a future young “Ayser” with my same background and experience for whom this book will be a quaint piece of history. But for now, dialogue and storytelling are important. Forty-something years is a long time for someone to feel like an outsider in a nation made up of immigrants. For that reason, I decided to share my story in the hopes that we can save America from an inevitable future population of forty-something-year-old outsiders—immigrant or not.12, 13

If you’ve ever felt like you’ve been at the wrong end of the table—whether you were born in an Iraqi dictatorship or hail from Lexington, Kentucky—this is for you. Though I can’t speak for all of us, I can at least tell you my story.

_______________

1     My mother has been telling me I’d be a great storyteller since I was a child. She’s thrilled I’m finally listening to her after all these years and writing this book. I want to thank her for her support.

2     But there are also a few things in this book Mom might not be happy about …

3     This might be a gross exaggeration.

4     My publisher just interrupted me to gently ask me to get to the point.

5     My mother just interrupted me to express her concerns over how explicit I’m planning on being regarding dating and sex. I would like to assure my mother that whatever I say will not bring shame on the family, or at least upset Aunt Reema. Further, I would like to tell my mother that her nonrelevant interjections will be relegated to the footnotes section.

6     I actually did take a razor to my mustard lip once. For two days, my life was blissfully free of ridicule at school. Then my mother discovered what I had done and screamed at me about how when you shave, the hair grows back thicker and now I was committed to a lifetime of hair removal if I didn’t want to look like former Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein. I didn’t. The thought of her eight-year-old daughter wielding a blade repeatedly to fix the problem so horrified my mother that she allowed me to use Nair, under her close supervision. For those who don’t know, Nair is a chemical cream you put on your face; it essentially burns the hair off, leaving a red mark over your upper lip. If you don’t mind this, you’re set. Until they start calling you “Ayzur Kool-Aid Mouth.”

7     My mother wants to know whether I, as a strong Arab American woman, don’t have better things to discuss than my hairy upper lip and reducing our people to a stereotype. Might my time be better used to discuss my life accomplishments as a demonstration of the “good side of Arabs”? She also suggests that since this happened some thirty years ago, perhaps I should simply “get over with it” (Mom has a habit of adding words where they shouldn’t be and removing them when they should be there) because what I went through was nothing compared to her childhood. For example, no one threw me down into a dry well and dropped geckos on my head. I would like to express sorrow to my mother that she suffered this horror in her childhood and reiterate that it doesn’t matter what culture it is—children can be assholes.

8     While we’re on the subject of names: years later when I was working in TV news, a reporter affectionately called me “Eyesore.” I was so impressed by the play on my name that I considered writing to those second-grade kids to say they’d missed a great taunt.

9     Due to copyright concerns, I can’t show you a photo of Albert from Little House on the Prairie. But I will share that he is very cute. I kindly ask that you perform a web search.

10   My mother wants to make sure I’m not going to use this book to attack the religious customs of Arab countries. She also submits that not everyone can pull off plaid shorts. I want to assure my mother that I’m not planning on attacking any customs. And also, plaid shorts aren’t much cuter than the banana-colored “high-waters” with red patches she made me wear. Further, I want to know whether she’s going to keep interrupting me every time she reads something she doesn’t like.

11   My father would also like me to give ample warning if a particular chapter contains “sensitive matter” that might be upsetting.

12   I also thought I should hurry up and write this before President Trump kicks me out of the country. But then I realized that if that were to happen, I would be known as “exiled Iraqi American author Ayser Salman,” which has a certain romance and is great for marketing.

13   My publisher would like me to know that while this is a noble aspiration, it’s in everyone’s interest that it not happen.


PART 1

THE KIDS’ TABLE


1

“Playing Doctor”—Is This What Happens in Day Care?

When I was three years old, my parents moved my baby brother, Zaid, and me from Baghdad, Iraq, to Columbus, Ohio. Mom and Dad were looking for a place to emigrate with opportunities beyond what they found under the dictatorial regime of what was about to become Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. Like many immigrants, they chose our new home based on where their Iraqi friends had settled—in our case, we had good friends in Ohio. We also moved for my father’s new position at The Ohio State University. Dad was on sabbatical leave from Baghdad University as senior researcher in pharmacology.1 As a pharmacologist, Dad studied the effects of drugs on the biological makeup of the body. My mother, who had also been a pharmacist back in Iraq, now worked as a research analyst. We migrated at the end of 1973, right before the dead of winter,2 and spent five years learning the law of a new land before moving to Kentucky.

My early immigrant experience in Ohio was colored by me attending various preschools and day-care centers—and then being taken out by my parents because of some “incident.” Now before you get ready to call Retroactive Social Services or side with Donald Trump on the topic of troubled immigrants, let me explain. Nothing truly “terrible” happened to me, but, well, let’s just say I won’t ever be able to look at day-care center bathrooms in Ohio with unclouded eyes.

During lunchtime at one particular day-care facility, whose name I (conveniently) forget, as per the routine, the kids would line up to go to the bathroom before we trekked down to the lunch hall. That day, I didn’t feel like participating in organized bathroom time. Maybe it was a small act of rebellion against the rules since I was “fresh off the boat” from a fascist regime; maybe I just didn’t have to pee. The whole class lined up for the restrooms except me. Afterward, when we all went down to the lunch hall, suddenly I really, really, really had to pee. But I was too embarrassed to excuse myself.

So, I did what any kid would do—I peed right there.

In my pants.

While sitting at the lunch table.

Puddle city.

Here’s where it could have gotten ugly. In the Hollywood version of my life, this is where some asshole kid named Keith screams, “SHE PEED!” and all the kids scatter like roaches when you suddenly turn the light on in the basement. You’re branded the “Peeing Girl” or some other clever nomenclature given by five-year-olds. Then you’d have to change schools.3

But in this instance, I was spared the abuse with no one else the wiser. How? Through my strong aversion to milk. I loathed milk so much that I used to tell people I was allergic to it (even though there was no such thing as lactose intolerance in the seventies).4 Even the school authorities knew I didn’t drink milk, so instead of the cute milk carton the other kids got with their lunches, I got a cup of water. And on this “pee my pants” day, it came in handy. When one of the teachers approached and saw a puddle around my chair, she asked if I had spilled my water. Me, having not formulated a plan beyond the emptying of my bladder, froze like a deer in headlights and blankly nodded yes. Never mind that I didn’t think to drink any of the contents of my still-full water cup. “It’s okay!” the teacher sang sunnily. “We’ll get you more, don’t worry.” It wasn’t until later during naptime that someone noticed my wet clothes and later informed my mother that I had peed in my pink denim Garanimals.5 Sure enough, not long afterward, we moved away, thus escaping any consequent horror. All because I didn’t ask to use the restroom.

But here’s the real deal: I actively avoided group restroom times because of this rather shocking fact—the kids at day care were constantly playing “doctor.” Half the school population would lie face-down on the floor with their pants pulled down, while the other half sat next to them, lightly spanking them. I’m not saying it was like that damn scene from the movie Eyes Wide Shut, but to my shy, innocent, immigrant mind, it might as well have been an orgy. Naked butts everywhere! The ordeal seemed to last hours.6

In a continuation of the trend, at another day-care establishment, I witnessed for the very first time a blow job. Yep, you read correctly. Not something you’d expect of day care. Trust me, it wasn’t something I expected to see, nor something my mother expected I would ever witness.

Chrissie was, at nine years old, the mentor to my shy five-year-old self. She taught me necessary life skills, such as how to flip people off. While Chrissie pooped, under her orders, I would stand guard in front of the restroom entrance (the bathroom stalls in this school didn’t have doors). If anyone tried to enter, I was to thrust my fist in their face with only the middle finger extended. Being an immigrant from a dictatorship, I was used to falling in line with authority figures and readily complied with Chrissie. When I went home that night, I practiced on my parents, who did a simultaneous spit take of their Sanka7 and told me never to make that gesture again as it was very, very bad.8

Chrissie took me under her wing, protecting me from the rough-and-tumble kids who tried to limit my Tricycle Time. In return, I would do things for her. On that fateful day, I was riding my tricycle around the open hall during free-play, casually wiping my runny nose on my navy-blue wool sweater, when a member of Chrissie’s posse approached and asked if I could come stand watch. I followed this kid to a makeshift tent made of blankets and chairs and stood outside, exactly as he instructed me. A few minutes later, he asked if I wanted to see, so I shrugged in agreement. He parted the blanket to reveal Chrissie kneeling in front of a slightly older boy of probably eleven years old who had his penis in her mouth. What was weird (and also sad) about the scene was the pure innocence with which I remember her engaging in the act; she might as well have been sucking on a lollipop.9

After about a couple of seconds of witnessing this, I think I had enough sense to declare “yuck” and walk away—coolly and calmly with an outward appearance of “I saw nothing,” as I had often been instructed to exhibit in my home country, even though I was inwardly panicking and trying to make sense of it all. My daze was broken when a tomboy girl named Leslie rode by on a Big Wheel bike and yelled, “ARE THEY SUCKING DICKS IN THERE AGAIN?” Apparently, it was not a one-time occurrence.

I didn’t tell my mother until a week later as we were driving to school.

I can still hear the deafening screech of tires as she pulled the car over. She was so angry that she drove me all the way home, dropped me off with the babysitter, drove back to that facility, and tore into them for allowing this to happen on their watch. Since it had technically happened at the end of the day during free play, the head of the school claimed that they had done whatever they could to rein kids in but that they couldn’t control all of them. And furthermore, “What can you do? Kids are curious.”

When we got home, my mother sat me down. She told me that in this country I would encounter things I wouldn’t be able to understand, but that I could (and should) always talk to her so she could try to make sense of whatever troubled me. I nodded. But I already had a theory: my thought was that American kids were obsessed with playing doctor because they were always getting a shot in the butt whenever they visited a real doctor.10 I don’t recall going to the doctor in Iraq as much as I did in America. But according to my mom, I just didn’t remember Iraqi doctor visits because I was three years old. I’m sure this was her way of making up “Mom Lies” to shut me up.11

And again, we moved not long after that.

My experiences in day-care centers might be why I never really took to Columbus, Ohio. I apologize to the residents of what I’m sure is a fine town. I do have fond memories of driving along the Olentangy River—though that was probably because we were by then heading out of the state into our new home of Kentucky. I don’t really miss Columbus, except for its awesome Center of Science and Industry (COSI) and The Ohio State University (OSU), where the buckeye trees are worth a visit.

But don’t go near any day-care centers, just in case.

_______________

1     At the end of this sabbatical, my parents decided not to return to Iraq. Dad’s funding was cut, which was a financial blow, but a fair trade-off for us to remain in the States and work to build on our American Dream.

2     Why do Arabs immigrate in the dead of winter? My research has uncovered that my family is not the only one to have done this—is it because flights are cheaper then?

3     Spoiler alert: you’ll soon find out as you read this book that changing schools was a regular thing because my family moved a lot. Something about us being nomadic Arabs, or perhaps we just couldn’t get comfortable. All I knew was that I would never be in one hell for long.

4     That’s not true. It’s probably just that it wasn’t widely known. I totally exaggerated there.

5     History lesson: Garanimals was this awesome brand of kids’ clothing that had animals as tags. To create a full outfit, you put the same animals together.

6     Actually, it was probably just two kids fooling around for five minutes or so. I’m sorry if my memory exaggerates reality.

7     An instant decaf coffee brand popular in American households in the seventies.

8     Ah, the innocence of the seventies. My father has since learned variations on this gesture, which he employs frequently when talking to customer service representatives on the phone. Luckily, they don’t see what he’s doing.

9     Why did she do it? On hindsight, I wonder if she might have been acting out due to a horrific situation in her life. I’m not sure what became of Chrissie, but I do hope she made it out okay.

10   I would be interested in knowing if the percentage of kids playing doctor has decreased in this modern time of the antivaccine movement. People with kids, please let me know.

11   Like the time she told me that the yellow flowers outside my bedroom window wouldn’t bloom if I cried. I held in my tears until I saw the movie Bambi and bawled for hours. Immediately, I felt guilty that the flowers would not bloom because of me. Of course, a week later they did anyway. And it was then that I started to suspect most of the things my mother told me …


2

My Trouble with Men

My trouble with men began at an early age—six years old, to be exact, when I was still in kindergarten in Ohio.

I know what you’re thinking: Six is too old for me to be in kindergarten.

Well, I had come to the States when I was three years old and only spoke Arabic. Having to learn English later in life put me behind, and I started school later than most kids. This might also have been due to the fact that I’d fainted at my kindergarten entrance exam, which prompted the counselor to tell my parents that I wasn’t emotionally ready for school.1

You may now be wondering exactly what kind of kindergarten this was if it had an entrance exam. Well, perhaps it was less of an entrance exam and more of an emotional readiness placement test, during which I remember being unable to correctly identify some letters of the English alphabet in lowercase. The Arabic alphabet doesn’t distinguish between upper- and lowercase letters, so you can imagine the stress this caused me when I encountered English—q totally looks like a g, by the way. Plus, I was still learning how to read from left to right instead of Arabic’s right to left.2 On top of that, when it came to the drawing exercise, I added too many birds in the sky, which is apparently a sign of emotional disturbance in children. For all the reasons above, the counselor decided I wasn’t emotionally ready and recommended I wait a year before starting school.3

So there I was in kindergarten, six years old and way taller than everyone else. In our school photo, I’m standing at the back with all the other awkward fast-growers instead of seated at the floor with the normal-sized kids. But the memory that stood out the most was my very first “fail” with the opposite sex.

I was sitting politely at my desk when a kid with a big shock of curly red hair ran up to me. His name was Adam.

ADAM: Hi, Ayser (pronounced correctly, by the way).

He awkwardly held out a wad of paper.

ADAM: I got you something. Uh … it’s from my collection. It’s brand new.

He stood there long enough to watch me unwrap the paper—it was a gleaming, shiny, brand new quarter from 1975 in perfect condition. Then he promptly ran away. I spent the rest of the day admiring the quarter, which found a prominent place on my desk and in my daydreaming. I wondered about its significance. Could this have been my first experience pondering about the concept of things happening exactly as they are supposed to? Had I not been held back from starting kindergarten, I wouldn’t have met Adam, which meant I wouldn’t have experienced my very first romantic gesture. Life had a way of working itself out. Life was glorious. I was feeling great … until I proudly showed the quarter to my mother.

Now, I’d like you to picture the most heinous atrocity you could ever imagine. So heinous, it’s unspeakable. Got an image? Feeling pretty icky about it? Okay. Keep that in mind, because that’s how my mother reacted.

MOM: You can not take this!

Disgustedly, she holds the quarter between her thumb and forefinger as far away from her body as she can.

MOM: This is how it starts. Next thing he’s going to think he owns you!

My father walks in and Mom shoves the quarter in his face.

MOM: Talk to your daughter. A boy gave her this!

Dad takes a moment to put on his bifocals and studies the offending item.

DAD: Does he think you’re cheap?

My mother looks at me, satisfied.

DAD: He should have given you a silver dollar!

Now, Mom is disgusted with me, the quarter, and Dad.

MOM: This is how you set an example?!

She snatches the quarter from him and turns to me.

MOM: Never, ever let a man buy you with gifts, Ayser. Give this back to him and tell him you are not for sale! That is how you get a man to respect you.

The next day, I saw Adam. We stood face-to-face, or, in our case, his face to my second shirt button. I can only imagine what disadvantage this put him in as I delivered the following news:

“Adam, I can’t take this money from you because you’re a boy and I’m not for sale!”

Adam looked as if he were about to say something, decided against it, and ran away—but not before bursting into tears.

This would set the tone for my relationship with the opposite sex for much of my life. It also shaped my relationship with coins. For some reason, four quarters is worth more to me than ten dimes. Years later, when I did get engaged, and having previously told my fiancé, John, that story, he gave me a newly minted quarter to “make up for the years I had to do without it.” It remains one of the most romantic things anyone has ever done for me.

_______________

1     Okay, I might be being a little dramatic. It could also have been simply because my birthday fell in December, which meant I would have been too young to start within that school year.

2     I feel I was at a cultural disadvantage doing this test (yes, I’m pulling out the race card).

3     In a few chapters, you’ll discover that I ended up skipping from fourth to fifth grade, so this age thing eventually evens out.


3

Land of the Free, Home of the McMuffin

I’d like to apologize to the city of Columbus, Ohio, for unfairly attacking it in the very first chapter. It’s not the city’s fault that some weird shit happened to me while I was there. A lot of good stuff also happened: Columbus is where I learned English, specifically how to properly say my rs so it didn’t sound like I had a speech impediment. Columbus is also where I learned to ride a bike without training wheels, though that experience was marred by the fact that as soon as I got five feet away from the house feeling proud of myself, I vividly remember turning into the path of a figure of a soldier who was pointing a gun at me, causing me to drop my bike and rush home in a panic. Once I was safely inside our apartment, my parents managed to calm me down enough to get me to describe the suspect. Crouching down low, I peered outside our living room window and pointed him out to my father. After a quick investigation—which involved Dad glancing outside for fifteen seconds—it was determined that the dangerous and cunning sniper was actually my shy six-year-old neighbor, Sreekanth, wielding a neon-yellow plastic toy water machine gun. My parents made me go back outside.

In retrospect, this might have been the first instance of my own prejudice and racism—I had gut-reacted to a vision of Sreekanth as a dangerous, murdering soldier, when in reality he was a sweet Atari aficionado from India who loved rabbits. I want to apologize to Sreekanth, especially since the following week he dumped ice-cold lemonade down my back because he thought a spider was crawling on me and he had heard that spiders hate lemon-scented stuff. What a romantic gesture that was! It was the first time in this strange land that anyone had ever tried to protect me from a blood-sucking daddy longlegs.

While I’m sure my parents didn’t fully grasp the romance of Sreekanth’s gesture (probably because we were both only six), they did understand the value of my having another friend who was also an immigrant in hopes that I wouldn’t feel so isolated. So, the next morning they invited him to McDonald’s for breakfast with us. Which brings me to one of my best memories of Columbus, Ohio.

Columbus was where I, along with my family, developed a love for the McDonald’s Egg McMuffin. We consumed so many of those perfectly fluffy breakfast sandwiches that I now associate the city with them. When we moved to Lexington, Kentucky, we stopped eating McMuffins, which could have had something to do with the fact that someone (Dad) discovered that McMuffins contained ham, a food my Muslim family couldn’t eat. Sausage McMuffins were okay, though, because Muslims “know” that’s not really pork.1

During those first years in the States, we enjoyed many similar culinary delights, such as bologna boats, which were hamburgers with Wonder Bread instead of buns so that when you put ketchup on and smashed the two slices together it looked like the bread was bleeding. We also ate liver, lots of liver. I’m not sure why.2 And we consumed a ton of fast food. McDonald’s was my favorite, and Arby’s came in a close second. Then there was Dairy Queen, because you could clip coupons out of the back of cereal boxes and get a free Dilly Bar.

I think I, along with Sreekanth, enjoyed our fast food probably even more than nonimmigrants did. Sure, any six-year-old who’s given the chance to go for a cheeseburger and hot, salty fries will jump at that. But when you’re a six-year-old immigrant whose parents have moved you across the globe and you can’t process that it’s for your greater good and all you know is that your world is weird and you don’t have any friends and everyone speaks funny but they look at you like you’re the one speaking funny—it gets scary. But then you get to go to McDonald’s and order a cheeseburger and hot, salty fries and everything seems fine. At least for a moment.

It wasn’t just us kids who had a fast food love affair. My mother soon realized that she could go half and half for dinner—buying fast food items and giving them her Iraqi twist. We would go to KFC (back when it was only known by its full name, Kentucky Fried Chicken) and buy a bucket of chicken and sides. She’d save half the chicken and we’d eat the rest of the meal. The next day, we’d find an Arabic meal made up of the Colonel’s chicken doctored with Za’atar spices and with a side of saffron rice and tabbouleh salad. It was delightful. That was the summer when she and Sreekanth’s mom shared a subscription to Better Homes and Gardens magazine and they tried out all sorts of recipes. On the weekends, when she had the time, she also made various Middle Eastern delicacies and American fare—pineapple upside-down cake and ice cream sheet cake were my favorites.

To this day, whenever I’m in a strange land or city and I’m feeling out of sorts, I look for the familiar yellow arches of McDonald’s, or the white-and-green mermaid logo of Starbucks—and, as silly as it seems, I find it comforting.
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