










Advance Praise for The Blood of Lambs


“Kamal Saleem is a courageous man. In The Blood of Lambs, he chronicles his incredible life as an Islamic terrorist and gives readers an inside look at the cruel world of terrorism and the threat it poses to democracy. Kamal’s riveting story is a must read. Thanks, Kamal, for telling the world the truth about terrorism and your new life of faith.”


—LTG (Ret.) William G. Boykin, Former Commander of U.S. Army Special Forces and Founding Member of Delta


“Many Americans are oblivious to the threat that exists within our own borders from radical jihadists. By highlighting some of the motivations and tactics used by our enemies, this book will serve as a clarion call for the great struggle that America will face for many years to come.”


—Major General Bentley Rayburn, USAF (Ret.), former Commandant of the Air War College


“The Blood of Lambs is a book that all Americans who love truth and freedom should read. Using guile, patience, intimidation, and violence, Islamic fundamentalists are trying to replace the U.S. Constitution with Sharia Islamic law. Kamal is one of the few brave former terrorists telling the truths that most wish to close their eyes and ears to. I commend Kamal in his work to wake up America.”


—Walid Shoebat, Former Islamic terrorist, speaker and author of Why I Left Jihad and Why We Want to Kill You


“Kamal Saleem was a highly trained, efficient killer—a dedicated Islamic terrorist who wanted to see America and Israel destroyed. But today, he is risking his life by telling his secrets and laying his life bare. Kamal is now a professed Christian, trying to live a normal, American life. He has grown to love his adopted country and wants to see it protected from radical Islam. You have never read a book like The Blood of Lambs. Kamal is one of the boldest and most courageous men that I have ever met. He has a message that you need to hear.”


—James Fitzgerald, Jr., Producer, ColdWater Media, Inc.
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You once said to me,
 “God has something special planned for your future.”
 That something special was you, my dear wife.


 


When I was thirsty, you gave me drink.
 When I was hungry, you fed me—
not lies
 not hate
 not cruelty
 just love.


 


Your love has brought healing to that young boy who cried out
 on the rooftop, in his secret place, and on the sea cliffs.
 The boy who learned to love hate and dream murder is no longer.


 


Victoria, you are my new dreaming window.
 And the boy in the man still looks out and dreams,
 but now only of loving you.


 


Nothing can separate us.
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I came to have this new power, the “power of two”—the Koran in one hand and the gun in the other. One equipped me spiritually and one physically. One spoke into my life, and one spoke into the lives of others.


Kamal Saleem































Chino, California
 2007






1


Leaving the auditorium, we rolled through Southern California sunshine in a pair of black Yukons. Zakariah in the rear vehicle, me in the lead, and six 9 mm handguns between the two. People born in this country might not think weapons are necessary when returning from a speaking engagement. I know differently. When I was with the PLO, our special unit assassinated a grand imam on his way home from leading evening prayer.


Five minutes to the hotel. The security men riding with us were off-duty law enforcement and antiterrorist agents—six locals, each with a Sig Sauer or Glock concealed beneath his plain shirt or jacket. Back at the venue, Jack, our host, had introduced these men only by first name.


“Kamal, this is John,” Jack said to me as we stood in a huge empty auditorium built on an oasis campus of palm and trickling fountains that reminded me of a safe house villa where I had once hidden in Spain. “He’ll be heading up security for you this afternoon.”


About three dozen men in plainclothes gathered loosely around me, Zakariah, and our friend Walid, waiting to be assigned their posts. Four plainclothes policemen stood in the background. An unusual amount of armed security for three civilians, but certain jihadists were growing tired of our little road show. Already Walid had been threatened dozens of times. Zak had been severely beaten twice and once almost beheaded. He had moved six times in six years—once out of the country—to protect his family from those who wished to silence him.


Blond and blue-eyed, John shook my hand with a firm grip and looked me in the eye. “While you’re speaking, I’ll be standing right beside you,” he said, his muscled frame squaring the shoulders of his sport jacket. I guessed him to be off-duty SWAT. “If anything happens, run straight toward me. I’ll get you out.”


I believed him.


Now, three minutes from the hotel, John sat beside me in the Yukon’s leather backseat, talking quietly over the headrest with a dark-haired agent whose large head nearly scraped the roof over the passenger seat. Outside the window to my right, I saw planned communities and business districts skating by. I wondered how Zak liked the scenery in California and whether Walid had made his plane on time. When the driver stopped at a traffic light, John’s low murmuring also stopped as each agent scanned the area. But the only movement was to our left, in a small, pine-shaded park with kids on swings. Two women watched them from a park bench, laughing.


Sleeping, I thought. Sleeping through an invasion that is already underway.


Zak, Walid, and I had delivered our message to an audience of three thousand. People filled the overflow rooms and even sat outside on the stamped-concrete terraces, listening on loudspeakers. Zak, a Koran scholar who had once assassinated a man by flinging him from a Lebanese rooftop, explained the theology of jihad. Walid, a Bethlehem-born, former terrorist who was now a U.S. citizen, discussed Islamic-Jewish hatred. I told the audience how I had been recruited into the Muslim Brotherhood at age seven and how at age twenty-three I had crossed the Atlantic, on a mission to destroy America from the inside out.


All three of us had abandoned jihad, each for a different reason and by a different road. When we finished telling our stories, the audience rose and showered us with waterfalls of applause. For a moment, my heart was glad. But I also knew most would drive off and discuss the “3 Ex-Terrorists” over lunch or Starbucks. Then they would rejoin the national slumber, the comfortable sleep of prosperity.




They would not remember what I had told them about Al-Anfâl—Koran, Sura 8, “The Spoils of War”—in which Allah counsels his warriors to be patient. Or that I had told them the invaders had already breached America’s borders and were spreading. Silently. Lethally. Like a cancer.


In the Yukon, we rolled again. After several blocks, the driver turned in at a hotel where Zak and I had checked in the day before. As the driver glided past the glassed lobby, I froze.


Two men standing on the sidewalk locked eyes with me. One was Middle Eastern. The other looked Pakistani. Both carried canvas tote bags—not luggage. Both men bolted through the sliding glass doors into the lobby. Inside, a half-dozen more men rose from their seats.


Instantly, my muscles tensed for battle, heart thumping, hands tingling.


The men with tote bags nodded in our direction.


John spotted them. “Code Red,” he said. “That’s a Code Red!”


The driver braked to a halt. On a handheld radio, John relayed the alert to the rear Yukon. I saw the two men striding rapidly out of the lobby and toward the hotel interior. Toward my room.


It had been more than twenty years since my last armed mission, but my right hand now screamed for the familiar, comforting weight of a gun.


John turned sharply to me: “Stay here. Do not leave this vehicle.” Then, to the agent up front: “Let’s move.”


Weapons already drawn, each man chambered a 9 mm round, kicked open his door, and jumped to the pavement. Glancing behind me, I saw two more agents spill from Zak’s vehicle. John and a man from the rear vehicle jogged into the lobby, holding their weapons beside their legs.


Hotel guests backed away with wide, frightened eyes. John and the other agent scanned the room and in four long strides reached the lobby desk. I could see a young woman behind it talking with him and pointing.


The other agents fanned out in the parking lot, feeling the hoods of cars, checking for recent arrivals. I watched as they read license plate numbers into their radios.


I did not like my exposed position. Looking up, I could see row after row of hotel windows with direct lines of sight to the Yukon roofs. The men had dispersed into, not out of, the hotel. I flashed back to Lebanon. How many times had I fired an RPG from elevation and watched a vehicle below erupt into shrapnel and flame?


This could be it.


When somebody runs from you in a war, it does not mean they are afraid of you. What preparations are they running toward? What button are they running to push? Who is lying in wait? In urban warfare, if you cannot take cover, sometimes the smartest move is aggression. I itched to burst out of the Yukon and join the hunt.


Head swiveling, I scanned the windows, the parking lot, the lobby. My mind whirled and I tensed, half expecting the searing whine of an incoming RPG, something that had not been seen in the streets of America. Yet.


But then, until 2001, America—my adopted country—had not seen jets used as missiles. Until 2001, she had never seen skyscrapers dissolve into avalanches. She had never seen thousands of innocent civilians murdered at once. Yet even with the horrific impact of 9/11, America did not understand what I knew: that the invasion was on. The enemy already lurked inside her walls, the cancer of jihad seething through her inner cities, her prisons, her small, sleepy towns. And while the cancer ate and ate, metastasizing in the intellectual centers, the elite stood on the ramparts screaming, “Peace! Peace!” They closed their eyes, willfully blind, accomplices in the rape of their own nation.


I knew because I had helped to cause it. I had planned it. I came here, funded by Islamists in the Arab countries, willing to die for this glorious invasion. To someday see blood running in American streets.
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Twenty minutes passed before John and his agents returned to the Yukon outside the Holiday Inn. John opened the rear door, and I saw he had holstered his weapon.


“We checked the hotel, the public areas, the parking lots. No sign of them,” he said. “No Middle Eastern names on the hotel register. They probably checked in under western names. We notified Chino PD, SWAT, and the FBI SAIC of suspicious activity.”


SAIC. Special Agent in Charge. I knew the term well from staying off the FBI’s radar in my former life.


“I called Jack,” John said. “He thinks we should move you and Zak to another hotel.”


I was tired from traveling, but unwilling to take chances. “Good idea.”


John shut the Yukon door and walked back to the lobby to wait while the agent driving the Yukon pulled under the portico. Walking in the center of a knot of six agents, I passed through the lobby and down the first-floor corridor that ran off to the left. Now three agents moved ahead of me and three fell back.


We passed the open door of a travelers’ business center on the left. Empty.


Then past a sitting room and a small gym with a glass door on the right. No one.


My room was next, on the left.


“It’s open,” one of the agents said, a tense whisper. “The door is open!”


Adrenaline surged through me. Sounds of cycling steel as all six agents drew their weapons and one man pushed me against the far wall. Two agents flattened themselves against the wall on each side of the door. John knelt before the door, gun raised. I felt naked and wished again for a weapon.


Hand and eye signals passed between the men. On a silent count, John rose up and kicked the door wide open.




Two agents knelt in the door frame, sweeping their weapons in a room-clearing arc. Two agents stood above.


Empty.


John crossed the carpet and checked the bathroom. He turned to us and shook his head. Nothing.


I was not so sure. My mind whirred, flipping back through what I would have done in the same situation. Rig the lamp switch with explosives? Lace the toothbrush with poison? Put a tank mine under a couch cushion?


“Touch nothing,” I said.
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John and his men listened as I quietly explained that in Fatah and the Palestinian Liberation Organization, when we missed our mark, we did not give up. Instead, we resorted to booby traps. As the security team looked on, I threw away all my toiletries, checked under my luggage for wires, stuffed in my robe and slippers, latched it, and walked out of the room.


An hour later, Zak and I were traveling across the city. The agents deposited us in a nameless hotel on the other side of Chino. Satisfied that we had not been followed, the security team swept the room and left. Now, sitting in an overstuffed chair facing the bolted door, I had time to think. I wondered if there was a Kamal, another me, among those Middle Easterners at the Holiday Inn. A man with a heart like I used to have, who would stop at nothing to fulfill his mission for Allah. A zealot whose very heart was a wick on which the flame of jihad burned.


If so, would I still be alive in the morning?


I stared at the back of the hotel-room door. How many had I seen since I came out from the shadows, since I revealed to my American wife my secret past, since I started speaking out against radical Islam?


Nearly thirty years before, empowered by the Muslim Brotherhood and the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), I had come to America. From the Koranic teaching of my youth, I knew that by infiltrating the American education system, overrunning its universities and jails, and swarming its poor neighborhoods, my jihadist brothers and I could usher in Umma—one world under Islam. It would be, as Americans like to say, “a piece of cake.”


I had worked odd jobs as cover only, since I was being well paid by Middle Eastern sheikhs. While on the jihadist side, I came to realize that the strength of the American people and infrastructure is also its weakness. An open society with constitutionally protected freedom of speech and religion, which prides itself on its embrace of foreign cultures, was the perfect place to teach a message of hatred in broad daylight. I was a master at reaching the poor and those who perceived themselves oppressed. I taught them that Allah cared for them. I found them jobs, mentored them, and invited them to fellowship with my jihadist brothers, who all the while never mentioned jihad. Once the converts were hooked, we turned them over to the imams at small “apartment mosques” to be radicalized.


Now, sitting in the hotel room, I knew I had introduced a deadly disease into an unsuspecting host. The human body does not know when a cancer is growing within. It hums happily along, seeming to function normally. Even when the immune system performs its routine protective scans, it does not recognize the cancer cell as a threat because the cell itself takes on the aspect of its neighbors, fooling the body for months and sometimes years. But over time, the cancer spreads and then becomes dominant, until finally it brings the host to the point of death.


So is radical Islam to America. Now I was speaking out against it. And apparently had become a target. Some might call it poetic: the cancer had circled back to one of its makers.


My mission could have ended today, I thought.


I thought about my wife, my children. What if they had been with me? What if there had been an attack? Should I stop? Should I stop telling America to wake up? To rise up and fight?


When I met my American wife, I was unprocessed, like the minerals in a rock. She saw something in me I did not know was there. Was it goodness? I did not think that was quite the right word. But she knew if she could chisel it out, if she could polish it, it might shine. I could not risk losing her. And yet she was the one who kept me going forward with my message.


“It’s the right thing to do, Kamal,” Victoria often said.


If she was not afraid, how could I be afraid? Yet I knew how deadly these people were. Their blood was darkness and they had no tears. They were not only willing to die, but hoping to die, to be ushered into the presence of Allah and the glorious rewards of al-shaheed, the martyrs.


On the clock beside the bed, red numbers flickered past. Throughout the long watch of the night, I stared at the door, certain that any moment the knob would silently turn.
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It was at my mother’s kitchen table, surrounded by the smells of herbed olive oils and pomegranates, that I first learned of jihad. Every day, my brothers and I gathered around the low table for madrassa, our lessons in Islam. I always tried to sit facing east, toward the window above the long marble sink where a huge tree with sweet white berries brushed against the window panes. Made of a warm, reddish wood, our table sat in the middle of the kitchen and was surrounded by tesats, small rugs that kept us off the cool tile. Mother sat at the head of the table and read to us from the Koran and also from the hadith, which records the wisdom and instruction of Allah’s prophet, Muhammad.


Mother’s Koran had a hard black cover etched ornately in gold and scarlet. Her grandfather had given the Book to her father, who had given it her. Even as a small boy I knew my mother and father were devout Sunni Muslims. So devout, in fact, that other Sunnis held themselves a little straighter in our family’s presence. My mother never went out without her hijab, only her coffee-colored eyes peering above the cloth that shielded her face, which no man outside our family had ever seen. My father, respected in our mosque, earned an honest living as a blacksmith. He had learned the trade from my grandfather, a slim Turk who wore a red fez, walked with a limp, and cherished thick, cinnamon-laced coffee.




Each day at madrassa, Mother pulled her treasured Koran from a soft bag made of ivory cloth and when she opened it, the breath of its frail, aging pages floated down the table. Mother would read to us about the glory of Islam, about the good Muslims, and about what the Jews did to us. As a four-year-old boy, my favorite parts were the stories of war.


I vividly remember the day in madrassa when we heard the story of a merciless bandit who went about robbing caravans and killing innocent travelers. “This bandit was an evil, evil man,” Mother said, spinning the tale as she sketched pictures of swords for us to color.


An evil bandit? She had my attention.


“One day, there was a great battle between the Jews and the sons of Islam,” she went on. “The bandit decided to join the fight for the cause of Allah. He charged in on a great, black horse, sweeping his heavy sword left and right, cutting down the infidel warriors.”


My eyes grew wider. I held my breath so as not to miss a word.


“The bandit fought bravely for Allah, killing several of the enemy until the sword of an infidel pierced the bandit’s heart. He tumbled from his horse and died on the battlefield.”


Disappointment deflated my chest. What good is a story like that?


I could hear children outside, shouting and playing. A breeze from the Mediterranean shimmered in the berry tree. Mother’s yaknah simmered on the stove—green beans snapped fresh, cooked with olive oil, tomato, onion, and garlic. She would serve it cool that evening with pita bread, fresh mint, and cucumbers. My stomach rumbled.


“After the bandit died,” Mother was saying in her storytelling voice, “his mother had a dream. In this dream, she saw her son sitting on the shore of an endless crystal river, surrounded by a multitude of women who were feeding him and tending to him.”


I turned back toward Mother. Maybe this story was not so bad after all.


“The bandit’s mother was an observant woman, obedient to her husband and to Allah and Muhammad,” my mother said. “This woman knew her son was a robber and a murderer. ‘How dare you be sitting here in paradise?’ she scolded him. ‘You don’t belong here. You belong in hell!’ But her son answered, ‘I died for the glory of Allah and when I woke up, He welcomed me into jannah.’”


Paradise.


My mother swept her eyes around the kitchen table. “So you see, my sons, even the most sinful man is able to redeem himself with one drop of an infidel’s blood.”
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Through one window of our flat in West Beirut, the blue Mediterranean smiled up at me, not more than two kilometers away. That was my dreaming window. From that cinderblock frame upon the world, I gazed across the rooftops where children played, old men smoked, and drying clothes flapped in the sunlight.


Even as a child, I knew the proud history of my country. My grandmother, Fatima, would tell me stories about the ancient coastal kingdoms and the peoples who used to line the shores of Lebanon, like the Phoenicians, the swarthy maritime traders in Tyre and Sidon. Although my country had been conquered many times, it was often under the siege of mighty warriors like Alexander the Great, a fact that always fired my boyhood imagination.


“Even the great King Nebuchadnezzar took thirteen years to conquer Lebanon,” my grandmother once told me. I later learned that Lebanon had been annexed to Rome and conquered by France, but she always fought bravely and when beaten rose again.


To the modern ear, Beirut means war and smoking ruins. But the Beirut of my childhood was a lush jewel encircled in a green mountain embrace. Century after century, the tread of foreign feet had turned it into a seaside feast of cultures and religions. The Jews, the Christians, the Sunni and Shia Muslims, and the Druze all worshipped freely, in separate neighborhoods that melted one into another. In my neighborhood alone, I could see the imprint of many nations. Cafes sold filet mignon bordelaise, a French dish; Greek baklava; shish tawook, Turkish chicken on a skewer; and from America, Wimpy Burgers.


From my dreaming window I could see the hills by the seashore where my family went each spring to picnic in the fields. Mama would take scissors with her for cutting wild herbs while my brothers and I ran across the meadows flying brightly colored kites. From my window, I could also see white sailing ships sliding into port. I imagined the wealthy passengers: cream-suited gentlemen smoking fine cigars and fair-skinned ladies who smelled brazenly of musk and roses and did not cover their heads. If I passed such a woman in the streets, my mother taught me, I was to avert my eyes and hold my breath so that her sinful odor didn’t spark sin of my own.


I thought about the tourists and the places they came from: Britain. Italy. Germany. France. When the cruise ships set sail again, their foghorns lowed, wooing me with an invitation. At night, as I lay awake with my brothers in our tiny living room, the salt breeze carried the sound in through my dreaming window. To me, it was the voice of the sea, vast and colossal where the moon touched the water, promising a freedom bigger than our three-room flat.


When you are a very small child, you do not know you are poor. Early on, when I had only four, and not ten, brothers and sisters, we were clean and well-fed. I did not think it was remarkable that we had only one bedroom for a family of seven, that we pulled out mattresses in the living room each night, arranged them like puzzle pieces for sleeping, and stuffed them away in a metal cabinet each morning. I did not notice that our only light was a naked bulb dangling from a wire attached to our high Lebanese ceiling, or how infrequently we ate meat, or how carefully my mother pressed the olives, sure to squeeze out every drop of oil.


I did not get to go outside in the street to play very often because Mother looked down on the “street” people and thought them of a lower class. But I loved the street kids; and the rare times she let me go out, I had the time of my life. My friends—Hisham, Marie, and my best friend Eli—and I played “Cowboys and Indians” and “Germans and Americans.” The Germans and the Indians always won—our small revenge against the Americans, whom we had heard were generally a loud and dirty people.


My favorite game was “seven stones.” The children broke into teams and stacked seven square stones in a tower. Each team rolled tennis balls at the tower to try and knock it over, and the team that knocked it over had to rebuild it before getting pinged out with more tennis balls. I loved that game, and a couple of times I snuck out of the house to play it while Mother was taking a nap.


That ended when I got caught. Mother beat me with a stout, knobby switch from a pomegranate tree. She used to order a stack of these from my Uncle Mahmoud every year. She kept them on a high shelf in the entry way, where we could see them every time we entered the house. The day I snuck out to play seven stones, she gave me the worst kind of beating—smacking the bottoms of my feet, each blow causing fire to light up in my brain. But my mother was fair in her judgment: if she beat one of us, she beat everyone. Her reasoning was that if one of us was doing a crime, the rest of us were thinking about doing it.


Whenever I scraped together a few kroosh, I gave the money to my brother and asked him to buy me comic books. Batman and Superman took me outside of madrassa, giving me a different window on life. I carried my treasures to my hiding place, an attic storage area above the bathroom, and escaped from the world for awhile. I also remember a book I had from Egypt about child spies, kids who knew how to decode phone numbers and who rode fast, powerful motorcycles. They were devastatingly clever: if they wanted to know someone’s nationality, for example, they would watch to see which flag the person saluted.


I looked forward to the Muslim festivals, Adha and Ramadan. During Adha, people went on a pilgrimage to the mountains to make sacrifices for their sins. During Ramadan, we fasted for thirty days then celebrated like crazy for three. Before those celebrations, Mother baked all day long, kneading dough and mixing it in huge copper pots. All of us children helped, waking before sunrise to line up along the marble counter and around the low kitchen table.


“Kamal, crush these very finely,” Mother would say, dumping a kilo of pistachio meats on the table before me. I loved helping in this way, the scent of nuts and dough and pastry glazes wrapping around me like a comforting blanket. Amira, my oldest sister, chopping the spinach for fatire, small pies. My oldest brother, Fouad, browning meats for the sanbousick, meat pies. Ibrahim smashing dates for baklava—my mother would make six different kinds.


Laughter filled our tiny kitchen during these times, the pink sun warming us through the window as it rose.
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When I was small, I was awakened most mornings by the smoky scents of brewing Turkish coffee and my father’s Italian cologne. He bought this elixir by the liter and slapped it on after showering in the chilly water that ran under Beirut from the springs of Jabal Sunnin. Each day, before the sun peeked over the mountains, Father left for his blacksmith shop, and all day long I looked forward to his homecoming. In the evenings, he would scoop me up in a hug, and I could smell the metal dust on his skin, the masculine scents of iron and fire.


I always loved climbing on my father’s back, holding onto his big thick neck. He had a French moustache, thin, not thick, sitting just on top of his lips.


I liked to run my finger over it. “Daddy, when I grow up will I have a moustache like you?” I would ask.


Fifty times I asked him that and yet each time, he would smile and say, “Yes, my son, you will have one just like mine one day.”


My father almost always arrived home after sunset, almost always carrying two leather sacks filled with fresh vegetables and grains from the market, or souk. One day over a family dinner in the kitchen, when I was about six years old, Father looked at me across the table where I sat between Fouad and Ibrahim.


“Kamal, would you like to go to work with me tomorrow?”


Joy surged through my heart and that night I could hardly sleep, my anticipation percolating in me as though I were going to a great feast. It was before sunrise when Mother rousted me from the couch in the living room. I could already smell the coffee and Father’s cologne, and I heard ice-laced rain pelting against the windows. Mother double-dressed me, pulling Ibrahim’s trousers and shirt over my pajamas. She had made for me a special hat of a shape she had seen in pictures from Tunisia. It was shaped like a ship, pointed in the front and back, wide around the middle, and trimmed in fake fur.


When I stepped outside with Father, an icy wind snapped at my ears. I could hear the ice pinging down on tin roofs. My father tried to cover us both with his good umbrella.


The blacksmith shop was in an area called Zaytoon, not far from the Mediterranean, set between an area called St. George Chalet and the Valley of the Jews. When we reached it, Father used a key to unhinge a great padlock, then rolled up the door, which rattled its way to the top.


I hurried inside out of the biting wind and into the dark place that smelled like my father. Quickly, he exchanged his street clothes for blue work pants and a khaki shirt. Right away he began building up a fire of rock coals, not wood, in two big barrels. In Father’s shop, everything was manual, nothing was electric. In the middle of the wall, high up, two huge barrels created pressure, and Father used the big chain dangling from the ceiling to pump heavy air into the ovens.


I stood watching him in awe as he strode back and forth across the floor, yanking tarps off the machinery and bringing the shop to fiery life.


Soon the coals glimmered in the furnaces, sending off an orange glow. The shop radiated with dry heat and Father took his shirt off. Suddenly, I saw him in a new light. Covered in a thin sheen of sweat, his skin reflected the fire’s copper glow. He was muscular, cut all over, his torso the shape of a sharp V, with wide shoulders narrowing to a trim waist and a hard belly that rippled in the shape of my mother’s washboard. His arms were thicker than all of me. The heat in the room ignited the smell of his cologne, and it mixed with that of the metal. Suddenly, I realized the strength of my father and pride swelled my heart.


At that moment, he flashed me a smile; and a great warmth, far beyond the heat of any furnace, flooded through me. To me, my father was everything a man is supposed to be.
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My father did not teach madrassa often, but would sit in during especially important lessons. I remember the day we learned about the seventy-two virgins. My brothers—Fouad, Ibrahim, Omer—were there and also my mother’s brothers, Uncle Khalid and Uncle Shafiq. My mother sat quietly at the end of the table while Father told us a story from the hadith about a man who charged into a Jewish army all alone, sacrificing himself for Allah.


“The moment he died, he woke up instantly in jannah,” Father said. “Allah presented him with seventy-two virgins, women who had never before been touched by a man. And each virgin also had seventy-two virgins attending her, and all these women belonged to the man who died as al-shaheed, a martyr.”


Uncle Khalid winked at Fouad, who grinned widely. It seemed my oldest brother thought this was a fine arrangement. But I sat on my tesat and thought about it. Seventy-two times seventy-two? At six years old, I could not even count that high.


“Father,” I said, “You only have one woman in the house, and you fight all the time. How are you going to be able to manage so many women?”


My uncles burst out laughing, and Father smiled a little sheepishly. He thought it over for a moment, then said, “The grace of Allah is sufficient.”


He went on to explain that there would be no bickering or fighting in jannah. “These women will attend to all your desires and needs.”


“So they are servants?” I said.


“No, they are [image: image], virgin women. They will not be angels, but not human, either. They will be there to meet your heart’s desire.”




I knew what he meant. My friends had told me a million versions of how sex was done. Also, I had seen sheep and goats mating in the little barn behind our building.


But now I wondered: What about my mother?


I looked down the table and caught her eye. Then I turned to my father again. “You are married to my mother,” I said. “If you die as a martyr and you get this many virgins, how about if my mother died as a martyr? What does she get?”


My uncles and my brothers laughed, although a bit nervously this time. Father looked at Mother, who returned his glance, then looked down.


Finally, he said, “Your mother will become one of the [image: image].”


I frowned and looked down at the wood patterns in the table. This answer did not settle well with me. My brother Ibrahim had once told me angrily that in the Koran, Muhammad referred to women as the “ground that we walk on.” We could not think of our mother that way.


I could feel everyone staring at me, waiting. Finally, I looked up at Father. “If Mother works hard in this life and dies as al-shaheed, why doesn’t she get seventy-two virgin men?”


My uncles’ mouths popped open. Then they looked at each other, threw their heads back, and roared with laughter. My father’s face flushed red, and a vein on his neck began to pulse. Then, quick as a cobra, his hand closed the distance to my face. Whack!


“Insolent boy! Never talk about your mother that way!”


My father glared at my uncles, but the joker Khalid did not care what my father thought, and he snorted out loud. Mother did not say a word.


My question ended madrassa that day. But a week later, I was out on the roof chasing lizards through the liquid sun when my father emerged through the door from the living room and walked to the wall overlooking our street. I went over and stood beside him. Below, a vegetable merchant slowly wheeled his cart past a knot of giggling girls. Marie, the Christian girl from next door, was down there.


My father pulled a lighter from the pocket of his white shirt and lit a Kent. Leaning his elbows on the wall, he turned his head toward me. “Do you remember what you asked me about your mother?”




“Yes, Father.”


“Your mother will become the head of the [image: image], the head of the seventy-two,” he said. “She will be in charge of them all.”


Father never told me where he got that. Maybe he went to the mosque and asked the imam. If he did, I learned later, the imam most certainly told him, “The woman gets nothing.”


But Father could not come and tell me that.


5


People traveled to Beirut from all over the world, and the richest ones rented chalets—colorful tents on the seashore. Yellow stripes, blue stripes, white, red, like candy dotting the sand. Americans called them cabanas. The rich people jetted across the cobalt water on their big boats with wooden skis, nearly naked in their western swimsuits. It was the fancy life.


“These people bring evil with them,” Mother told me. “When the flesh is exposed, the devil gets loose.”


I nodded solemnly, but was secretly fascinated.


During the summer, Saturday was my favorite day. The whole family would get up at the crack of the sun and walk the short distance to the shore. I remember those walks, my heart beating, excited to visit the sea again. From my dreaming window, the Mediterranean had always called to me, inviting me to explore its endless blue depths. To come and dabble at its cool, clear edge was to me like ruffling stars at the fringe of another universe.


At that hour, the infidels would not yet have defiled the water, Mother and Father told us, having stayed up too late the night before indulging in their debaucheries.


I walked along the shore with my brothers and sisters, collecting seashells and watching tiny crabs scurry across the wet sand. Rising over the mountains behind us, the sun turned the sea foam pink as it tickled our ankles. My aunt and sisters waded into the water wearing bathing suits underneath long shirts and snug pants down to their ankles. They did not remove these outer garments even when they swam. Afterward, they were careful to wrap up tightly and quickly, not wanting anyone who might be out early to see their hair or skin.


On these days, my father tried to teach me to be a man. He would grab me and throw me into the water with just one instruction: “Swim back if you want to live!”
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In madrassa, when we learned about Sura 99, “The Earthquake,” my father sat with us again.


“At the day of judgment, Allah will bring all your good works and your bad works together and put them on a scale,” he said, looking pointedly at me and each of my brothers as we sat on the kitchen floor. “If your good works outweigh your bad works, you will go to heaven more quickly. If your bad works outweigh your good works, you will go to hell.”


My own works flipped through my mind like snapshots: fighting with my brothers and sisters…helping myself to guavas and plums from my grandfather’s garden…the “medical games” I secretly played with Marie next door.


I am in bad trouble….


I glanced across the table at my younger brother Omer and saw no concern. Nothing fazed him; he was always happy as a little rabbit. But Ibrahim would not look at me. I could see he was as tormented as I, stuck somewhere in his thoughts like a mouse in a trap.


Father had talked to us several times about the flames of hell and the tormenting giants who would use meat hooks to rip you apart. We had already learned that, according to the Koran, every Muslim, except for al-shaheed, has to pass through hell. There, Allah purifies you through burning. After a long time, if you were not an altogether bad Muslim, Allah would excuse you and admit you to a dry place between heaven and hell. Finally, if you pleaded many times, Allah would let you into jannah. You would be among the lowliest and receive only a few virgins and a little bit of food. But Mother assured us that even this was much better than earth.


After madrassa was over, I scurried to the bathroom and climbed up into my secret place, the attic where we stored rice and grain and kept blankets in the summer. My heart was melting completely because I knew I had no hope. I was not even good enough to make it to the dry place.


My breath came short and quick as I thought about the demons with the meat hooks. Leaning back against a sugar sack, I thought, My deeds will have to make a place for me.


I remembered the teaching about al-shaheed, the martyrs for Allah. My mother had taught us that one Muslim man has the strength of ten infidels, just like Prince Ali Baba in The Arabian Nights. As the comforting smell of wheat and rice seeped through the cloth bags all around me, I looked up at the rafters and meditated on legendary Islamic warriors. One would charge at hundreds, knowing he was going to his death. The idea, I had learned, was to take as many infidels with you as you could. I imagined myself as the great Muslim general, Khalid ibn Walid, or as Omer ibn al-Khatb, the second caliph. Father had told us that wherever Omer walked, Satan ran away.


I could be a great warrior like that.


I knew I did not want to grow up to be an evil man, not like that bandit who had dishonored his mother. And I remembered what Father had told us: “The first drop of infidel’s blood you shed, you can provide atonement for seventy of your loved ones.”


No matter how bad and evil I am now, I thought, one day I can save myself and my family. One afternoon during madrassa, my mother taught us something amazing. She was reading from her treasured Koran. Omer was only about four at the time. Mother sat on the floor at the end of the kitchen table, and he stood at her side, tracing the words with his tiny finger. She was reading the Sura 9:5, which teaches that infidels do not deserve to live.




“Fight and slay the pagans wherever you find them,” Mother read. She then looked up to expound.


“My sons, if you kill a Jew, on the day of judgment your right hand will light up before the throne of Allah, and all his heavenly host will celebrate.”


When she said this, I flashed back to an incident a couple of years before. At a young age, a sign had emerged that I was destined for trouble: when I colored with my crayons or ate my food, I naturally used my left hand. To my mother and father, this was intolerable.


In Islam, the importance of the right hand, and the “right” in general, cannot be overstated. Infidels are “the people of the Left.” Muslims are “the people of the Right.” We sit at Allah’s right hand, the side of goodness and righteousness. The good Muslim, when he greets a friend or makes a vow or opens the Koran, or even when he eats, does so with his right hand. When he dresses for work in the morning, he first puts on his right sleeve, his right pant leg, his right shoe. When he washes at the mosque, he washes his right hand first.


His left hand is reserved for unholy business, such as going to the bathroom or having sex with his wife.


Left-handed people are shunned. So, when I began using my left hand, my mother took to stinging it with one of her welt-raising switches.


I was not yet three years old on the day I was sitting on the nuniah, the training toilet, when my father got home. That was the hour when my mother delivered her daily damage report: which son had done this or that, which one had gotten into the most trouble. That particular day, as she finished running down the household news, my mother and father came and stood at the doorway to the water closet where I sat.


“…and I caught Kamal using his left hand,” Mama concluded her report.


“Burn it,” my father said without hesitation.


“What?” mother said.


“Burn his hand.”


Burn my hand! With fire?


“No, no, no!” I cried from the nuniah, my pants bunched around my ankles. My mother disappeared from the doorway and returned with a small box of kitchen matches. Crowding past my father into the tiny room, she came and squatted on the floor before me. She grabbed my left hand and put it under her left arm.


“No, Mama! No!” I cried.


Mama twisted around so that I faced her back, my arm clamped in the vise between her left arm and side.


A strike. A sizzle. A whiff of sulfur.


“No! Please!” I screamed, now choking with fear.


I pushed at her and kicked with my feet. I kicked the nuniah and it tipped over; a pool of urine spread around my feet. The heat of flame licked near my hand, and I fought wildly.


“Mama, don’t hurt me!”


Suddenly, she let go. Turning to face me, she blew out the match. A curl of bitter smoke snaked up my nostrils.


From the doorway came my father’s voice: “You are a Muslim child, and you will use your right hand.” Then he turned and walked away.


I cried all night long and would not allow any of my brothers and sisters to talk to me. That my mother who loved me would burn me was scarier than anything else. I decided that no place was safe.


I had not thought of that day for a long time until Mama told us about our right hand lighting up before Allah. Now I was thankful she had corrected me, that I might instinctively use my right hand to kill an infidel and not displease Allah by using my left.


“Why do we do this?” I asked.


Killing infidels is one of the ways Allah would open heaven for us, she told us. The more infidels we killed, the better our chances to move quickly from punishment to paradise.


“It is your duty,” she said. “It is the duty of the faithful to punish and harass the Jews and Christians, who are thieves and traitors to Islam. They are cursed as monkeys and pigs, and their spirits are unclean. It is in the Book.”















Aspen, Colorado
 2007






In July 2007, Walid Shoebat and I met in Aspen to address a meeting of the Jewish-Christian Relations (JCR) on the subject of anti-Semitism and Muslim terrorism. Speaking to this audience was an extraordinary experience for me, meeting eye to eye with the very people I had been brought up to think of as my blood enemies. After leaving Islam, I had embraced the teaching that people “of every nation” were the same in God’s eyes. By the time I met with Walid for the JCR conference, I had believed that for more than twenty years. The opportunity to (perhaps, in some small way) redeem some of the evil I had committed against this people was of great meaning to me.


Our stay in Aspen was brief, and the glorious summer made me wish we could stay longer. Around us, the Rocky Mountains, blue-green with spruce and pine and still capped with snow even in July, jumped out in sharp relief from the crisp Colorado sky. The morning of our departure, my wife, Victoria, and I sat by our hotel swimming pool chatting over coffee with Walid.


Walid is not Walid’s real name. Born in Bethlehem of Judea, Walid’s grandfather was the Muslim mukhtar, or chieftain, of a village in Israel called Beit Sahour-Bethlehem. While living in Jericho, Walid lived through and witnessed Israel’s Six-Day War. Like me, he joined the PLO at a young age and was later imprisoned in the Russian Compound, Jerusalem’s central prison, for committing violent acts against Israel. After his release, he resumed his acts of terror against the Jews, eventually continuing them in the United States, though in the form of fomenting propaganda against Israel while working as a counselor for the Arab Student Organization at Loop College in Chicago.


Though schooled in violence, Walid was also an intensely scholarly man whose jihad was informed by hundreds of hours of Islamic study. Ultimately, it was his intellectual bent that led him to abandon holy war. Islamist men are taught that they can marry Christian or American women in order to convert them, or to gain innocent-looking entry into a certain society. In 1993, in a challenge to convert his Christian wife to Islam, Walid studied the Hebrew Scriptures. Within six months, he decided that everything he had been taught about the Jews was a lie. Convinced he had fought his whole life on the side of evil, he became an advocate for his former enemy, speaking to tens of thousands at churches, synagogues, and civic groups, and to government leaders and media about the cause of Israel.


For that, he was marked by the jihadists for death—and by many in the American media as a bigot and a charlatan. As we sat by the hotel pool, steam rising from its surface and from our coffee cups, he told me that soon I would be marked as well.


“I have a real concern with your security,” he told my wife and me. “You both need to understand that as Kamal becomes better known, you will need to eat, sleep, and breathe security.”


Victoria looked at me, concern straining her eyes.


Walid had been speaking out against radical Islam for five or six years by then, but I had only recently joined the fight. I could tell he thought me an innocent who was far too willing to think the best of the other guy in the room, unworried about embracing, shaking hands, and sharing personal stories.


He had learned the hard way to be more careful. “I was targeted several times,” he told us gravely. “They tried to find me and my family. We had to keep moving from place to place, hiding. To find a safe place, I eventually had to move out of the country.”


Walid’s grim manner sent fear spearing through my heart. He reminded us of what had happened to Zakariah Anani, the third member of our trio, who had received multiple death threats. In Canada, jihadists burned up his car and burned down his house.


“Every one of us in the Shoebat family is continually conscious of our environment, our surroundings,” Walid said. “We wonder, are we being followed? Are we being watched? It is always at the forefront of our minds.”


I looked at my wife and could see reality beginning to sink in on her face. Walid was telling us that if we continued on this path, our lives would never be the same.


“Move often,” he urged. “Get an 800 number. Make sure that your real name never appears on any documents.”


He told us to hire a registered agent to handle all our business transactions and never to reveal where we live.


“Above all,” he said, “trust no one.”

















Beirut, Lebanon
 1964
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In madrassa, Mother loved to talk about how her ancestor warriors, Arabs and Turks, had used their thick and heavy swords to lop off the heads of Jews. They were men of great courage, she said. Muslim warriors were clever and strong, first piercing the enemy’s armor with their swords, then severing the infidels’ arms from their bodies.


“Now the Jews and Christians could not raise their swords against the Muslim fighters,” Mother told us. “And that’s when the Muslims chopped off the infidels’ heads.”


That day, during our coloring time, I pictured myself on a white horse slicing through enemy armies with my mighty Muslim sword. As a child of six, when your mother loves you so much and is nourishing you, you believe her with every part of your being. Among my brothers and sisters, I was the one who believed the most. I was the one with the big faith. I used to lie on my back on our concrete roof, drinking in the passing clouds. In them, I saw Allah’s creations. Some were glorious and mighty like a snowy mountain or an eagle. Some were funny, like cartoon trees and toucans and fat elephants, as if in scrawling his art in the heavens, Allah was trying on purpose to make me laugh.


Allah must be great, I thought. He must be big. He must be awesome!


With the world he created as my witness, there was no question about my mother’s honesty. To me, she spoke the mother’s milk of truth.




That night, I had a dream so powerful that I never forgot it. I saw myself sitting on a haughty white horse, wielding a saif, a heavy double-edged sword, in each hand. The Day of Islam had come about, the day when Muslim warriors would cleanse the earth of every infidel and establish the true religion, the day that every infidel would convert or die, the day that Umma would be complete.


In my dream, I rode bareback without armor, no shoes on my feet and wearing only the white sherwal, bloused pants tight below the knees and above the waist, like the Ottomans. In the eye of my dream, I knew this was a battle of no return. I might die, I knew, but I would take with me as many infidels as I could. Sleek, muscular, and majestic, my horse stamped and snorted amid an army of fierce Muslim fighters, all of us ready to charge under the scarlet flags of Islam. Rank after rank in military formation, we faced off against an army of our enemies arrayed against us across a vast, foggy battlefield.


One warrior cried out, then many: “Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar!” One nation, one voice!


The infidels charged. Unafraid, I kicked my stallion’s flanks and galloped forward, racing the wind. Setting my horse’s reins free, I plunged into the enemy formation, drew my swords from their scabbards and swung them left and right in deadly arcs. Every sweep of my blades sent a man’s head tumbling off his shoulders and onto the ground. At this sight, the Islamic dream warriors cheered for me, chanting, “Wa Islama! Wa Islama!” Power to Islam!


Now my dreamscape shifted so that the end of the battlefield melted into the golden carpet that, it is written, leads to the throne of Allah. I knew that I must be in jannah, paradise, which meant I must be dead, martyred on the battlefield. Joy seized my heart! I had done it! I had become al-shaheed! Now, like an offering of melons, the severed heads of Jews and Christians rolled down the golden carpet to Allah’s feet, and when I looked into his face, I saw that he began to smile.


“Only my crazy Kamal would do such a thing!” Allah said to me. “Welcome! Welcome to your reward!”




2


Fouad and Amira went to Madrassa al-Riyadh, a private Muslim school in West Beirut. (Amira would be allowed to go until she was a teenager; then she would have to quit school and devote herself to learning to be a wife.) As a small boy, I was impressed with the way they could read and write, and I could not wait for the day when I would be old enough to go with them and learn important things. But the first day they took me there, I cried and cried until there were no tears left in my head. At first, it was because I suddenly realized that going to school meant leaving my mother. Later, it was because I learned school was a brutal place.


Winter had wrapped itself around Beirut. An icy wind charged in from the sea, whipping through the alleys to assault us on the streets. Amira held my hand as we trudged along past the shops. Rain dripped from the colorful awnings, making wet, smacking sounds on the pavement. My tears made my cheeks colder. I sniffled and tried to bury my face in the collar of my coat.


“Kamal, you always wanted to go to school,” Ibrahim said impatiently. “Why are you crying now?”


“Be quiet, inta majnoon!” Amira snapped, calling him crazy. “He’s only afraid to leave Mama. He will be fine when he gets to school and meets his new friends.”


Amira tried to pull me closer. At that moment, we were walking past the open garage door of a mechanic’s shop. The smells of grease and welding oozed out into the street, and I saw a man in there wearing a dark mask and holding a gun that shot blue fire.


At the sight, I sank to the sidewalk, threw my head back, and howled.


“See what you’ve done!” Amira said to Ibrahim. Clutching her book bag, she bent down beside me. My cries echoed off the concrete face of the building, and I could feel the wet ground soaking through my pants.


Through my tears, I saw two men emerge from the mechanic’s shop to stare at our little tableau.




“It is his first day of school,” Amira explained.


Dressed in blue coveralls, both men smiled and nodded sympathetically. One of them had a banana for a nose, with nostrils as big around as my thumbs. “It’s going to be alright, ya habebe,” Banana-nose said. “You’re going to go to school and become smart, and the whole neighborhood is going to be very proud of you!”


I looked up at the mechanic and saw that he had hair sticking out of the holes in his scary nose. I screamed louder.


Now, even Fouad had had enough. He grabbed my hand and lifted me firmly to my feet. “Come, brother. We’re going to be late.”


Fouad dragged me along and I followed like a sheep, sobbing all the way. Finally, I looked up to see a towering double gate made of green wrought iron. Each half of the gate was shorter at the hinges, then rose in height to where they met at the center. Each pole in the gate was topped with a point like a spear.


Inside the gates, a huge concrete stairway led down into the school proper, where five buildings housed classes of all ages. Madrassa al Riyadh was one of the largest private schools in Beirut, home to at least several hundred kids. To me, it looked like tens of thousands as Fouad, Ibrahim, and Amira led me to my classroom, which was in a building painted baby blue. Rosebushes lined the stairs and walkways. The colors and gardens soothed me, and school began to seem more friendly.


When Amira opened the door to the classroom, music spilled out: piano, French horn, clarinet. Suddenly I was mesmerized. Fouad helped me hand over my lunchbox to the smiling teacher, who assigned me a seat with a colored sticker to remind me in case I forgot. She took me by the hand and led me to my seat. Suddenly confident, I waved goodbye to my brothers and sister.


The teacher had seated me between two boys, whose names I remember to this day: Nabil and Mukhtar. Mukhtar was a kind little boy and was always trying to think of fun things to do. But Nabil was devious. He thought about everything evil he could induce me to do. It was like sitting between an angel and a devil.


Soon we reached the ten o’clock break. In the center of the school stood a little shop with a door that opened on top while the bottom stayed shut. My brothers and sister had told me that inside that wonderful little building were candy and cakes and petit fours, and even little toys like tiny soldiers and cowboys. From inside came the smell of fresh popcorn and, best of all, freshly fried potato chips. I could see a long line of children forming at the door. Nabil and I drew near them and I saw that each student who went to the little door-gate came away with a treat.


So I got in line. My mouth began to water as other students passed by with white paper cones filled with the glistening hot chips which, my brothers and sister had told me, were dropped in a fryer, drained in a big steel net, then sprinkled with sea salt.


Child by child, I edged closer to the shop, where I saw that a teenager manned the door. He had dirty blond hair and blue eyes.


“Potato chips, please,” I said when I reached him.


He scowled like a prince looking upon a beggar and handed me a wide paper cone, twisted at the bottom and filled with chips.


“Two kroosh,” he said.


I know my face was a question mark.


“Two kroosh!” he snapped. “People are waiting.”


“But I do not have any money,” I said. I had not known that the other children were buying their food. Only that they got in line and that when they came out, they had a treat.


The young shopkeeper snatched the cone away from me as if I were a thief, and I heard the light clatter of chips being thrown back into a bin. “Stupid boy! Get out of the way!”


Tears squirted from my eyes. Frightened, I backed away, afraid he might box my head for trying to steal. Worried that someone might tell my parents I had dishonored them, I scurried away to find Mukhtar. School was turning out to be a treacherous place.


At the end of the break, all the classes lined up near one of the buildings, each rank facing out, with the tallest child’s back to the wall and each student going forward shorter than the one behind him. I saw the other children spacing themselves by putting their right arm on the shoulder of the child ahead. Since it was our first day, our teacher was there to show us how to do it like the older students.


At that moment, a loud squealing, like a wounded animal, cut through the general chatter. I was already standing in line and now saw the headmaster, a fat man wearing a blue suit and red moustache, striding from the direction of the snack shop. A boy trotted along beside him, dancing strangely on his toes, howling as he went. Behind those two walked a tall, dark man and a woman wearing a long red dress.


I knew the man with the red moustache was the headmaster because we had lined up and passed by him earlier that day. He had inspected our uniforms: Were they laundered? Were they ironed? And our fingernails—were they clean? I had heard from Fouad that if the headmaster found dirt or wrinkles, he would whack your hand with a ruler.


Now the headmaster turned toward the ranks of students, and I saw that the boy was the blue-eyed shopkeeper who had snatched away my chips. Tears streaked his scarlet face. His ear, the handle the headmaster had used to drag him center-stage, glowed the color of pickled beets.


“This boy’s name is Amal, and he is a thief,” the headmaster announced. “When we came to collect the money from today’s shop sales, we found part of it in Amal’s socks.”


Amal’s chest heaved, and I could hear his breath hitching. He kept his head down, his eyes glued to the pavement. The dark man standing on the boy’s right looked on grimly. In his hand, he held a raw plank of wood, about two feet long, with a rope dangling from one end. The woman stood on his left, holding a thick length of dark-stained wood, wide at the front and tapered back to form a handle.


For the second time since I stepped through the green gate made of spears, I began to cry.


“This is the only time we will warn Amal,” the headmaster went on. “If he ever steals again, we will call the police and he will be dismissed from this school.”


Then he turned to Amal. “Take off your shoes.”


Shaking and crying, the boy obeyed.


“Sit down and raise your legs,” the headmaster ordered.


My stomach knotted. I could feel more tears sliding down my cheeks. The boy behind me in line began to sniffle, too.


Amal lay down on the concrete and raised his legs in the air. Lunging forward, the dark man placed the new plank behind the boy’s ankles, and wrapped the rope around the front of his ankles. After two passes with the rope, the dark man tied it to a nail that stuck out from one end of the board.


Amal’s legs were secured to the plank and the bottoms of his long, skinny feet exposed. Now the boy began to cry in earnest. “Please, I promise never to do it again! Please!”


His pleading was pitiful but they did not stop the proceedings. The woman handed the red-veneered paddle to the headmaster, then stepped up to hold one end of the plank that bound Amal’s feet. The dark man held the other end of the plank. The headmaster then swung the paddle back like a tennis racket and swung it forward again, landing blow after blow on the bottoms of Amal’s feet.


The boy screamed and so did I.


It was terrifying, a nightmare unfolding in the flesh. I imagined they would grab me next for one reason or another. What if Amal told them I had tried to steal chips?
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As we got older, there were times when my father and mother taught the boys and girls separately. My father took Fouad, Omer, Ibrahim, and me and taught us some things the girls did not need to know. He taught us that we were superior to our sisters and, in fact, to all women, because the woman had sinned in the Garden of Eden. She was the weaker vessel, not perfect like Adam, and Satan was able to deceive her easily through lust.


“Satan seduced her physically,” Father said. “Women are not strong. They bring sin to the house. This is why they must cover themselves from the tops of their heads to the bottoms of their feet.”


Meanwhile, my mother taught my sisters how to be good wives, how to honor their husbands, how to cook and clean and serve. Among the strict Muslim families we knew, no girl was allowed to go to school beyond the twelfth grade.




Reading from the Koran, Father taught us more about jannah. I learned that it was a wondrous place, dripping with fat grapes so juicy and sweet that the smell of them alone would fill you up.


“If you see a bird in paradise and you desire to eat it,” Father told us, “it will fall down from the air cooked three different ways.”


In jannah, plush empty beds flew through the air, available at any moment you wanted to sleep or relax. Father read to us from the Sura that jannah was populated with young boys, with bodies soft like velvet and smooth like marble, reclining naked on the ground.


Why would they do that? I wondered.


When I got older and understood more thoroughly what the seventy-two hūrīyah and young boys were for, I asked our imam, Shiekh Rajab, “How do the al-shaheed have the strength to service so many women?”


He looked at me, amused. “Allah gives the al-shaheed extra horsepower to attend to them.”


Basically, he said, the martyrs became like Superman.
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One fall day, my best friend Eli and I were playing tag in the street, when suddenly he stopped and turned to me, huffing and puffing.


“Kamal, when I grow up, I will go on journeys and see the world. I will go places and eat delicious things, and you will not be able to go with me because Islam will not let you.”


Eli was a Christian. The Christian children were allowed to go to the chalets and on vacations and eat forbidden foods. I was a little envious and wished I could enjoy life in this way. On the other hand, these were Christians and not worthy, so what did it matter to me? I knew that someday I would probably have to rise up against them anyway.


But one night, I had another dream: I was a little child running away with Eli. Strings of light like streamers fell down from the night sky. We ran through them, as though through a festival where the decorations were fashioned by angels. In my dream, I felt the cool night whispering against my skin as Eli and I ran toward the sea where, strangely, a helicopter was parked in the sand. Its blades turned around and around, slow and silent.


Eli ushered me into the helicopter, and as it floated away from the beach, fireworks lit up the heavens around me, bursting blue and scarlet, white and gold. Looking down, I could see Eli waving up at me as he receded.


The sky shimmered with chrysanthemums of light, and I heard Eli’s voice echo up into the sparkling night: “Run away, Kamal! Run away!”
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