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AS LONG AS YOU THINK YOU’RE WHITE, I’M GOING TO BE FORCED TO THINK I’M BLACK.


—JAMES BALDWIN













AUTHOR’S NOTE


I HAVE CHANGED SOME NAMES, identifying features, and circumstances in this book, including physical descriptions, occupations, and locations, to preserve the anonymity of the people involved. I have created composite characters and compressed timelines to maintain narrative flow. And while conversations come from my keen recollection, I have not written them to represent word-for-word documentation; rather, I’ve recounted them in a way that is true to the real feeling and meaning of what was said. In all cases, I have upheld the integrity and essential truthfulness of my story.
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IT’S A COLD, SNOWY EVENING in Boston. Sleep does not come to bless me with relief.


A restless insomnia burns inside me from watching George Floyd get lynched by four Minnesota police officers. His dying words haunt me. I am George.


I have black skin.


As night turns into morning, people—cops, former coworkers, all those who call themselves white—surround me, prowl around inside me. Daily demons afflict me from within. I can’t untangle myself. Night after night, my eyes refuse to listen. They won’t close long enough to allow me a minute’s rest. My suffering obeys its own law.


There’s no break for my mind. It gallops forward, relentlessly.


My eyes.


My eyes mutiny against me because I’m on the run. I have to keep running from these racist ghouls. Something keeps dragging me backward, tightening its grip on my heart in the middle of the night. In daylight, I can name them. I know who they are and often find myself forced to interact with them. I am tired.


My body hurts. My legs. My back.


Now, this morning, it’s my neck. My stomach. Everything hurts.


I am even losing my hair. I am alive, but barely.


This was not my plan thirty years ago when I arrived with my family in America as a war refugee. To die is one thing, but to be torn apart and dismembered by constant fear is something else. The day is just falling into night again, and streetlights are beginning to illuminate the road. Driving on the highway seems to ease the hurt inside.


Driving and listening to music is my medicine, as calming as any therapy.


As I drive, I am watching everything—the cars, trucks, coffee shops, buildings, anyone walking or sitting, hanging out.


I steer along narrow back roads. Then I get onto the freeway, a road to nowhere.


A road to anywhere. A road to everywhere.


I have no particular aim. I just want freedom. To feel the wheels under me rolling. It has been some months since George Floyd was executed. Driving while black at this moment is not a neutral act. I’m fully aware I’m in genuine danger. I feel trapped in the maze of my obsessive thoughts. So I get off the highway and cruise slowly through small-town America, through a vast white universe full of empty streets. In my rearview mirror, I notice a police vehicle and, without really thinking, I reach down to adjust my seat belt.


I want to make sure it is fastened.


I know instinctively that I am about to be pulled over. I steel myself.


Every cell of my body is getting ready. Sure enough, the cop car follows me to a traffic light. As the light turns green, I don’t have time to press down on the accelerator before he hits his siren. It wails insanely loud. As calmly as I can, I signal that I am pulling over to the side. Then I come to a complete stop.


A white policeman steps out. He ambles up to the driver’s side of my car. Standing aggressively, he bores the pinpoints of his eyes into me with a penetrating, pitiless gaze. “License and registration,” he demands.


His words carry the weight of my body in his hands.


I am alone. I feel alone in America because I know the mortal danger.


“Sorry, Officer,” I say, complying totally, trying not to give him an excuse to escalate. I reach for my wallet. His hand sits on his pistol. His eyes seem to laser through my being, alert to any so-called dangerous move on my part. “I’m so sorry.”


My eyes, in turn, focus on him, conscious of his every move, as he is conscious of mine. He stands there motionless. Finally I offer him my driver’s license.


“I’m just driving through, Officer. I have to find the registration.”


I know that he has no reason to stop me, but my experience in America has humbled me. He can take my life in an instant, so I give him what he asks for, forcing myself to smile through my terror. He takes my license and stalks back to his vehicle.


My nervous eyes continue to follow him. I couldn’t care less about getting a ticket.


As long as I am unhurt.


Looking around me, I see a white couple jogging under the streetlights. Nothing else disturbs the crystal silence of the night. I am desperately frightened. My lips begin to twitch uncontrollably, an involuntary shivering. Quickly, I put my hand up and rub my mouth.


After a few moments, he slowly returns, each step a deliberate move, anticipating trouble to erupt. He has readied himself to defend his white body against my black body.


“Here you go,” he says, handing me my license, along with the ticket he just issued.


Accepting it gratefully, I examine the amount. It is expensive. Two hundred dollars. Maybe I deserve this ticket for driving too slow.


“Hmm,” I murmur to myself.


My mind wants to argue. But my nervously quivering lips refuse to allow me to respond properly. He continues to study me, holding himself in a battle-ready stance to react to any false move I might make. He’s completely unaware of the quarrel he has provoked within my spirit. It is hard to digest this injustice.


“You were speeding,” he lies.


“No way, Officer,” I say, surprising myself. “I wasn’t speeding at all.”


“Tell it to the judge.” He smiles.


The tone of his lying words, the pitiless glare of his white gaze. Right now, this man’s eyes vibrate with whiteness—with confidence in his supremacy. The entitled posture of his body and the delicate but threatening way his fingers linger over his pistol instantly convey to me his intention, his manufactured and unapologetic justification for pulling me over when I have done absolutely nothing wrong.


“Okay, Officer,” I say, cooperating. “Thanks. Have a good night, sir.”


None of these words rise from an honest place in me.


Fear of having my body injured dominates my mental calculus, fear of what George Floyd was forced to experience as his life was suffocated out of him.


His sad crying out for his dead mother, his excruciating pleas for air, his haunting repeated “I can’t breathe,” his awareness of imminent death, his submission beneath the brutal white knee of that white psychopath.


None of that is alien to black bodies living in America.


I can feel George Floyd’s words as if I am speaking them myself.


It could have been me. I could have been George Floyd that day.


“If you have a problem with it, take it up in court” are the officer’s last words as he struts back to his cruiser. I watch him snatch at the door, yank it open, and slip smoothly inside, like a snake.


I remain still. I place my hand on my forehead.


The sweat is dripping down my nose, the sides of my face, my chin.


It is cold, yet my body is soaked with perspiration, as if I’ve been running for miles. I have been running, just not in the normal way with my legs and feet.


Alone, I talk to myself. “How can my safety be left in the hands of a white cop?”


I wait patiently for him to pull away. Only then do I hit the engine and roll out. I turn around, returning to the city.


Just going for a simple drive almost killed me.










2



GEORGE W. BUSH WAS ELECTED AND 9/11 happened while I was in college, part of the educated class in America, a National Public Radio listener, and a reader of the New York Times. My world was beginning to take shape. President Bush was in full war rhetoric, and the news media was looping scenes of the soft-spoken Osama bin Laden sitting with a Kalashnikov in a cave somewhere in the mountains of Afghanistan. President Bush’s words—Every nation in every region now has a decision to make. Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists—were taking his country, my adopted country, into the hell of war.


Those drumbeats of war upset my belly. I knew something about such words of war, and those bloody memories were still crying inside me. Although I feared war and its path toward mighty destruction, I was still excited for myself: I was the first in my family to graduate from university. Whether in the car or walking and sipping coffee, I continued to absorb hope from the melody pouring into my ears. Despite the rumor of war, I thought I could dance with it, tolerate it. I was intoxicated, and never did it occur to me that my situation might make a lion break down into tears: to be a man and to cry can’t mix in the same belly, I thought. My African eyes didn’t belong to tears. I knew something about war, but America was on the verge of teaching me that she owned my body. My actions. My emotions. My daily interactions with the outside world. The music pouring into my ears made me think that I was in control of my soul, but in reality, America was in complete control of me. I heard Kanye West declare on live television, “George Bush doesn’t care about black people,” but I was not listening. I did not understand. I was neither black nor white: in Africa, I was my departed father’s son, but in America I was nobody’s son.


When I applied for my first job, I was really excited about it. My optimism was at its peak. Despite the warmongering dominating the airways, I felt as if I were just being born, as if the world and everything in it was only just beginning to shine. I was drunk with happiness. I had to learn over time that you can run away from the gathering clouds of war, but you cannot hide or escape: it penetrates your body before you even have time to react. And if you do react, you have nowhere to run, and danger awaits your body everywhere. The atrocity of war is immediate, but the pain inflicted on the body by communal hatred is gradual and piercing and seizes your body quietly, without you noticing it.


At the time I thought: Today, I am no longer a refugee. My life is changed, and I am in the land of the free. Perhaps for the better. I have a job of my own, an apartment of my own, a car with insurance, health care, a primary care doctor of my own, food, clothes, gas money, occasional movie nights and other lifestyle expenses. I consider myself an American with all the American necessities, and I have an American friend at work named Deric. But I am noticing a different kind of danger rising and falling before my eyes, and it is unlike any other danger I have known. During the day, I can fight off this enormous fear, but there is nothing I can do about it when it interrupts my night and refuses to let me close my eyes.


Deric and I are sitting at lunch again as usual. He orders spaghetti with a can of Coke, and I get a cheeseburger with Sprite. Outside the wide glass of the window, snow is falling, covering the green grass.


“When did you land this job?” Deric asks me.


“Just before I graduated from college in 2002. I remember the exact moment the offer came and how excited I was.”


“That was a really crazy time,” he says. “Do you remember?”


When I got the call about the job, I was driving along the Charles River. The phone buzzed in my pants pocket like a jackhammer digging a hole on the side of the road, and I knew it was from the job I’d applied to, so I flipped the phone open with a smile.


“Hello,” I said.


I’d picked up the habit of watching people’s lips as they spoke while I was learning English, so I could try to trace the origin of their accent. But over the phone, picking out different accents was more difficult. The woman on the other side of the phone—whose accent I couldn’t place—offered me the job. “You have time to think about it,” she said.


“No, I accept the position,” I said quickly. I did not want to give her a chance to change her mind. “Thank you very much.”


“Expect an offer letter in the mail soon.”


When she finished, I pulled my car over, parked behind a flat-looking storage building, and got out. I walked down the pavement, turned right onto the trimmed grass, removed my hat, tossed it in the air, and ran after it. I dropped onto the grass, ripped up a handful, put it in my mouth, and spat it out with a smile. I rolled in the grass and sang quietly to myself, “I got the job!” as I lay flat, staring at the blue sky.


A couple jogging by came to a stop, turned around, and looked me in the eyes.


They sat down on the grass too, not far from me, but I didn’t mind.


I felt the moisture of joy in my eyes, and the smooth fresh air seeped under my armpits, cooling my body. That job meant everything to me. I could get an apartment. I could support my family. I could send money to my living grandmother, who seemed as old as the earth beneath her feet. I could support a charity to help others living in despair, as I had in those refugee camps. Doing something with passion was all I cared about. I couldn’t wait to bring my passion and intellect to this new job, my creativity and diligence. I am a child of two nations. I am an African. I am an American. I want both continents to be proud of me. So many people had been there for me, I thought; now it was my time to be there for them. At that defining moment, the world belonged to this African child of war, now a naturalized American citizen.


The drifting cool air tickled below my ears, and the trees heard my whispered promises. The couple sitting near me on the grass craned their necks in bewilderment, but my thoughts were as honest as the blue sky. Since arriving in New England, I had learned to appreciate the simple things in life: opening my eyes for the first time every morning, noticing the smell of morning breath, feeling hot and cold water in the shower, sipping a cup of English tea, chewing a morsel of oatmeal with slices of banana, walking on the paved roads, seeing the sun, breathing in the clean air, hearing vehicle engines turning on, listening to the singing birds, and hearing the chatter of children walking to school.


Within a few months of landing the job, I began to use my life to motivate others by giving talks. I found great meaning in telling my story: a story of destiny in the making, of war and of refugees, of sickness and death, a love story for America. There was joy too in receiving from listeners such a positive reaction to my story.


I could not sing. I could not rap. I could not play with words in English the way I could in Somali. I could not play ball. I could not run. I could not play the guitar or piano. I could not dance. But in lecturing about my life, it seemed to me that I could work through and reshape my experiences back in Africa, where I had witnessed people weeping over the deaths of their own. Now what I had gone through was not only bringing people to tears but leading them to recite blessings for me. I felt like a different man, as tall as the heavens above the clouds.
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BACK IN THE COMPANY LUNCHROOM, sitting across from my friend Deric, I’m reminiscing. “Believe it or not,” I say, “I was so happy when you got a job here and came on board.”


“I was happy too,” Deric says. “But I would never have lasted this long if you had not been here working with me.”


“Oh.” I stretch the word a bit longer in my lips. “I could say the same about you too.”


During my first several years on the job, I was all alone, the only black man on staff in my office. And I did often feel lonely. The experience of America belonged to me, but I did not wish to become her victim. My earlier experiences in Africa did not count here, and it seemed I had no say in shaping who I would become. I was living in the belly of America; it was she who made me a black man, relegated me to her black tribe. All the whites on the job stuck together. They often stood around and talked to one another. They went out and ate lunch together. They never invited me, but their actions were shaping me, creating this feeling of loneliness. I ate alone. I sat alone. The thoughts inside me were alone, and my lips remained careful, controlled in what I said.


Then Deric joined the team in another department, adjacent to mine. His first day on the job, I visited him in his new office, just across the hall from mine, and brought two cups of coffee. I had met Deric during my last year of high school, but we did not start hanging out together until college. Although Deric took night classes back then, we used to share the same table in the quiet-study area of the college library, chatting and drinking coffee and joking around on breaks.


Now, years later, we were brothers in arms, close comrades.


His first day on the job, I found a seat in front of Deric’s nice desk, and he said, “Let’s see how long these white folks are going to leave me alone and let me keep this job.” He was joking, wincingly, suggesting real pain under the facetious facade.


“Come on,” I said, finding his cynical posture tiresome. “Stop kidding around.”


His meaning had escaped me. The fact was, Deric was born here. He carried a cultural memory in his black body that I lacked.


“Well,” he said, grinning as if to say I’d have to learn my lesson. “Time will tell, Boyah. Let’s just put it like that.”


I was pleased when Deric joined, and he was glad I was there too. We collaborated well.


“I tell you,” he said. “I’m so happy, man.”


He turned on his computer. I calmly took a sip of my hot coffee.


“Me too,” I said.


That first day, Deric picked up his framed bachelor’s degree from underneath his desk and hung it up on the wall above his computer. “Let’s get to work,” he said.


“Indeed,” I said. Then I changed the conversation. Our nice-nice talk was making me feel soft inside. “This is a great office space. How did you end up with a better one than me?”


Taking another sip of coffee, I waited for his reaction.


“Well”—he chuckled—“look at me.” He paused to underline his meaning, spreading his arms out, palms up. “Boyah, isn’t it obvious that I’m better-looking?”


“Better-looking? C’mon! Can you see okay?”


Honestly, he wasn’t better-looking, but he was striking. Dark-skinned, over three hundred pounds, and six foot five, he was impressive and fit. He was, I had to admit, handsome, and his manner was all about peace and getting along with everyone.


But he did in fact have a large, clean office with two actual windows through which natural sunlight shone.


My tiny cubicle at the back of the main office, on the other hand, was filled with abandoned old papers that belonged to the department and couldn’t be removed.


He shrugged, smiling. “I was going to say ‘better educated,’ but we got the same degree.”


“That’s right. We graduated together, and now we work here together.”


“That’s a blessing,” he said.


Stepping out of his office, I eased myself through the revolving front door of the building, soaking up all the details of the world around me. The grass, random birds floating beneath the empty blue sky, the construction workers not far away below the highway, wearing yellow hard hats, the billowing smoke over the cement factory, and that snowplow parked in the gray snowdrift off to the side.


Breathing in a cold blast of bright winter air, I headed back to my cubicle.
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I COME FROM A FARAWAY place. I spent my childhood living a nomadic lifestyle in the Nugaal Valley of Somalia with my grandmother—in Somali, my ayeyo. I remember sitting on a rock, my eyes watching those grazing goats stretching out across the green valley. Holding a cup filled with foaming camel’s milk, I bring it close to my lips and take a sip while I gaze out over the low trees and red anthill mounds. The Nugaal Valley, where Egyptian pharaohs are believed to be buried, is located deep in the Puntland region of Somalia, known as the Land of Fragrance because the soil actually emanates a perfumed scent. Every tree exudes a cologne-like odor that wafts through the air. Colorful butterflies flutter up and down over the flowers. I see ants carrying objects on their backs as they walk like soldiers. I see a fox digging up something from beneath the soil. I see an ostrich with long, muscular legs and elongated neck, protruding eyes and long lashes, walking and grazing with her young. I see birds flying low and high before resting on the low trees in the valley. I see hordes of monkeys clustered together just over the hill. I see a rainbow forming in the distance. I see Ayeyo holding a stick and walking through the grass. There, I am free and without fear.


I have no written record of my birthday. I do not have a birth certificate. I can only approximate what year I was born, but Ayeyo memorized and conveyed to me orally the unbroken history of my family lineage. Her narrative always included the story of my birth and the circumstances surrounding my coming into the world. Although nothing is written down, I know with precision my family genealogy.


Long ago, I was sitting on the soft sand with my ayeyo. The sun was warm. A large drop of water fell from the tree branch we were sitting under. It dropped onto a leaf and split into two droplets. I laid my head in her lap. She smelled good, like face powder and lady’s perfume and burning incense oil. She was as African as the soil on which we sat.


“What happened when I came out?” I asked her.


Ayeyo turned her gaze from the goats grazing in the valley and told me again the story of my birth. As our eyes met, I wanted to cry.


“You were born because the prayers of many people asking for a son for your father brought you out into the world,” she said. Wearing a tailored dress in a yellow, blue, and green pattern, she spoke from a position of wisdom, gained not from the passage of time but from dancing with the angels of death.


When I was born, Ayeyo said, she cupped her hands together and thanked God for answering her prayer. Once the other women heard the commotion, they clapped their hands together and cheered. Their singing tongues rang throughout the hospital. The two nurses ululated, stamped their feet on the ground, and made clicks with their tongues.


A woman was called in to bless me. She burned incense in a mini charcoal burner and lifted it up over Mama and me. She waved it around the room to ward off the evil eye. Drums were beaten while five women stamped their feet and danced around us.


At this part of the story, I usually said, “I always knew that I was a star,” grinning widely.


Right after I was born, a sheet of rain began to beat the hospital windows. Wind slapped the leaves. Rain is a rarity in Somalia, falling only three or four times a year. So the occasion of rain was celebrated as a blessing from the Almighty.


“You are a star,” Ayeyo said, touching my face delicately. “God sent rain for your arrival because you are a blessed child.”


As was Somali custom, my father waited in the next room until after the delivery. When he heard the ululations and clapping and singing, joy began to tingle inside him. Happy tears rolled down his cheeks, and he rushed into the room, kissed Mama on the cheek, and looked at me for the first time. Then he took my tiny body, lifted me up in both hands toward the sky in thanksgiving, and handed me back to Mama.


Two hours later Dad drove us home—Mama, Ayeyo, and me, wrapped in a baby sheet.


Dad then went to the Bakaara market and returned with two male goats to be slaughtered, another female goat for milk, and a set of gold earrings with a matching necklace for Mama. Friends brought over cooked rice, meat, and tea. Neighborhood women, men, and children poured into the house. Everyone ate together and drank tea in a festive, euphoric atmosphere.


Ayeyo told me all about it, sitting next to me in the valley beneath that African mountain. My life began as a divine joy.


I was to be the sun shining over my family.


On the seventh day of my life, as the brilliant morning sun broke through, Dad took me from Mama’s lap and lifted me up high again. As a thousand tiny rays of blinding sunshine glowed between the houses and the wind swept through my baby hair, my father extended his arms and turned 360 degrees, holding me up toward the furnace of the yellow sun of that morning sky.


A friend of my father who was also enlisted in the army unclipped a magazine from his gun, removed a bullet, and opened it. He dipped his index finger in the gunpowder and placed a dot on my forehead, performing a sacred Somali ritual.


In this way he marked me for life, marked me to be a brave son, a fighter.


“May God protect you, my brave son,” Dad whispered proudly. Holding me up against the shining yellow morning horizon, he continued pouring prayers into my ears. “Surely, we belong to God and to him we shall return.”


Afterward he grabbed a goat by its legs, slammed it down on the sand, and turned its head facing east. Placing a butcher knife on the goat’s neck, he slashed its throat.


Ayeyo hung the goat from a low branch and skinned it.


Spreading a mat on the sand, they placed the liver, stomach, head, and heart on one side and the shoulders, legs, ribs, and neck on the other side. They lit three portable stoves.


On one stove, they placed a pot for the liver, now chopped into small pieces, and added sliced onions, diced tomatoes, green pepper, green chile, cilantro, and coriander. On the other, they made flatbread and cooked rice.


As the aroma of cooking liver wafted through the air, a large kettle of tea hissed on the third portable stove.


One by one, women, men, boys, and girls from the neighborhood came to the house. As they sat in a circle in groups of four, they ate with their right hands and washed the food down with cups of tea. It was understood that when many bellies were fed, those bellies, in turn, would silently whisper prayers for my health and longevity—prayers not only that I’d be welcomed completely into this world but also that I’d get a warm reception in the beyond, when my soul finally drifted into the kingdom of death.


The meat cooking in a large pot on the fire bubbled up and spat as the pot with rice did the same. People sat or stood in the shade. Others leaned their backs against the wall.


Others, mostly men, stood around with their hands in their pants pockets as they puffed on cigarettes. After they ate, a man wearing a traditional handwoven Somali cap and a scarf led the prayers giving me my name. He later became my Quran teacher.


While the men gathered, he murmured prayers in Arabic. Women and children echoed “Amen” simultaneously in low voices.


The imam wore his traditional Somali skullcap pulled forward authoritatively on his head; his beard was reddened with henna, and a red scarf dangled from his neck. He continued murmuring prayers in Arabic. The others raised their voices a bit higher in ululating prayers for me—first in a high pitch, then in a low tone—so that the heavens could hear the glorious names given to me during this ceremony:


Muhammad, after the prophet.


Burhan, which means “gifted.”


Abdikafi, “slave of God.”


And Libax, “lion.”


My life began gloriously. Ayeyo told me all about it. But in the end, I did not like any of my given names, so when I became an American, I gave myself the name Boyah.


Like Dylan, like Malcolm, like Ali, with my new name I am free. And everything I have, I carry with me. And like the nomad, I fly and capture the sky in the palm of my hand. I am an American, and this is America, where I am learning to own my identity and claim my new name.


I was so transported that I used to think of myself as not merely a star but the sun.


Raised in the nomadic life deep in the Nugaal Valley, I enjoyed the freedom to be, to roam, to walk, to gaze upward at the drifting sun or the falling moon or the fighting stars in the middle of the night. I had no inkling of the destiny that lay ahead of me.


I come from a faraway place.
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WHEN I WAS ELEVEN, MY father died of untreated lung cancer, and a few months later, civil war broke out and carried us away from Somalia as the wind carries drifting clouds. Now we were refugees—my mother, my older sister, my five younger siblings, and myself—running from violence, running to save our lives from certain death. Our lives seemed destined for despair and destitution.


For almost two years, we ran. Finally we made it to Utanga, a squalid, disease-infested refugee camp located right on the edge of the ancient city of Mombasa in Kenya. Sipping tea and eating white bread day after day, watching the sun rise and waiting for it to set in late afternoon—these were my only memories. Life was dead. Democracy was dead. In Utanga, there was nothing for me except the obligation to lift a shovel and follow the other male refugees as we buried yet another neighbor dead from malaria or dengue fever.


We spent two years in that camp before finally, four years after we were forced into exile by the civil war, we found a sponsor and escaped. I was fifteen when we left the refugee camp. Destiny directed us to Bedford, Massachusetts, a city outside Boston with a population of thirteen thousand. There, all that was inside me expanded.


I can see myself stepping out of the house and walking to the library, counting the silent houses with dogs peeking out the windows. That certainly is strange, I think. These people live in beautiful houses with big backyards. And the dogs live in the house with them.


This is new to me. I can’t figure out why Americans allow dogs to live indoors along with the family. In Somalia, animals stay outside. Inside is only for people. I’m afraid of dogs anyway. And forget about bringing them into the house!


In America, I see no goats, cows, or chickens. Instead, I pass endless front yards with manicured grass and trees swaying slowly in the clean air. All is nestled in a forest of green, a stark contrast with the semidesert landscape of Somalia. No longer in that rotten refugee camp, here I am walking on an American sidewalk with grass on each side, trimmed to perfection.


Since I do not see anyone cut the grass, I imagine that God sends invisible angels to cut the grass at night while the people of Bedford sleep. And God does this because America is a country where democracy lives, and no one is threatened or harmed.


As I walk, I stoop to run my palms over the grass and enjoy how it feels.


I can look at the sky, clear and blue.


I can feel the air.


I can walk on paved roads and grass without sand drifting into my eyes, my food, my hair. I can eat pizza. I can stroll to the supermarket and glance at the different soft drinks, the many types of sausages on display, the endless rows of bright cartons of fresh milk in the store’s enormous refrigerator. Studying the lips of the white people shopping around me, I marvel at the sounds they make, using their strange language. My desire to learn is intense.


I want to talk to them exactly the way they do to each other.


As I walk around the town with my thoughts and dreams, I am conscious of my good fortune in America, ready to undertake what destiny has in store for me.


“Be a doctor,” I tell myself aloud. “Yes, you can, Boyah! Or be an engineer!”


My thoughts are my invisible friends, since I have none in this town.


Nor do I see any possibility of these white people becoming friends: nothing about them belongs to me. I do not even meet many people walking. Just an occasional mother pushing her baby in a stroller and sometimes a white couple jogging along the sidewalk.


I am tall and skinny and noticeable in this white suburban town.


I can feel the gaze of the white neighbors, wondering who I am and whether or not I speak their language or eat their food or like their music. I am not one of them, but I am eager to become one of them. As I pass by them, they smile. I keep their smiles as a gesture of goodwill.


They like me, I tell myself hopefully. I wish they could know that I like them too.


Anytime I see someone walking or jogging or sitting on the grass, my lips eagerly form smile after smile. I am thinking that they might be able to grasp the meaning of my many smiles, these strange white people gawking at me with pimpled, freckled faces.


My family and I are the tallest and the blackest in this all-white town. As I become more aware of this new reality, I sometimes wish I could touch their pale skin and run my fingers through their blond or red hair.


Mama, wearing a long dress with red, blue, and white patterns, walks around the neighborhood sometimes. Because she has no English, she only grins when someone greets her. The white people cannot get to know her as a person, and she cannot express who she is as a fellow human being, so we stand out as those strange refugees who never stop smiling.


Our neighbors never invite us to the neighborhood block party, nor do they stop by for a chat or a brief visit, or spend any length of time with us. But once they figure out that we are not going to cause any trouble and that we are grateful even to be alive in this new land, they begin to interact with us a little.


Someone random, an older white man, says to me one day, “Aren’t you from that family on Roberts Drive?”


“Yes,” I answer politely. “I’m sorry.”


Even though I have not broken any law, I always apologize. I understand his question. Saying sorry is a survival tactic, a way to protect myself.


“How are your folks?” he says. “How many of you live in that house?”


“Uh” is all I say. Then I nod my head. “I’m sorry.”


Almost all the houses near us are one-family structures. To the right of us is a house with a husband and wife, two cars, and two dogs. To the left is a big house with a husband and wife, a child, and two dogs. Big backyards with trimmed grass surrounded by metal fences.


In our small house, we are ten people, living on the second floor in a three-bedroom apartment. Along with me and my mother are my three younger brothers and two younger sisters.


My older sister, with the husband she married in the refugee camp, is also there, raising their year-old child. We have to line up and take turns to use the bathroom, but we have no inkling that we are missing anything. We are not yet Americans.


In our small apartment house live different people: white, black, and Asian individuals who come and go. All we know about them is that they are Americans and speak English. Hearing them talk in the hallway, I wish I could learn to speak English like them.
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