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PART I


SEPTEMBERLAND






1


On the morning of September 12th, 2001, I set off by car from northeast Orlando, where I lived, for Winter Park, a suburb to the west, convinced I had to see Hashem—though I wasn’t sure why.


It had found me. The mini-Moloch that used to chase me around Lebanon had followed me to the States, except now it was all grown up and really pissed. How could this happen?


One minute, you’re taking a leak, your tendency toward idle contemplation in such instances leading you to ponder why James Earl Jones’s baritone voice is so often described as “commanding.” And the next minute, you’re sitting in front of the television watching CNN. Not because of James Earl Jones’s commanding way of saying “This…is CNN,” but because, while flipping through the channels, you come across a vaguely familiar high-rise building with a large hole in it, from which smoke is billowing.


I knew it was an attack as soon as I saw that building, despite the fact that the people on TV kept going on about a “tragic accident.” I also knew, instinctively, who—or pretty much who—had carried it out. The first thought to enter my mind concerned my former friend Khaled. You fool, if only you’d waited, you’d have found yourself in precisely the situation you longed for. How not, with Arabs and Muslims in the States surely about to enter an era in which the burden of proof would fall on them to prove their humanity?


When the second plane hit, thoughts of fleeing, of just grabbing a bag and jumping in the car and driving away like some sort of fugitive, invaded my mind. But I had nowhere to run to. No Ashrafieh if skirmishes broke out in Hamra, no Brummana if Ashrafieh blew up. America was thousands of times larger than Lebanon, but because it was a real country as opposed to a patchwork of distinct and feuding localities, and because the now giant Moloch, as ravenous for human life as ever, had devoured so many people with just one bite, someone like me, whose appearance betrayed a shared geographic if not ethnic origin with the bloodthirsty ogre, could not hide anywhere.


As it happened, I was a pretty jittery and suspicious guy to begin with. When my buddy Lewis and I had gone to the Korean restaurant on East Colonial Drive for dinner one night a few weeks earlier, he suggested we try the “Bi Bim Bap.” I convinced him otherwise, insisting that the dish didn’t actually exist. “Trust me, man, these Koreans only put ‘Bi Bim Bap’ on the menu so that we say it so that they laugh at us,” I explained.


Now, driving toward Winter Park, I consulted the rearview mirror every so often, as was my habit, so that if I glimpsed any sort of untoward developments, I could take appropriate action. However, the development I anticipated on this occasion was not the otherwise expected Mossad agent materializing in the backseat to assassinate me, but rather a police car with flashing lights indicating that I should pull over—which I desperately wanted to do, so that I could surrender (even though I hadn’t done anything) and put an end to this nightmare. Yet to my consternation, every time I checked, no police cars appeared in the mirror. In fact, the streets were virtually empty.


My wheels were new. A few months earlier, midway through my junior year, I had bought a used 1997 Geo Metro (a compact hatchback) with some money de Monet my parents had kindly wired me for the purpose. I made the acquisition for a simple reason. In olden times, a man had to slay a dragon to win a woman’s favor; today, he needed an automobile. My fortunes in the romance department hadn’t changed since I scored the car (which made me consider trying to get my folks to also spring for a sword, so that I could seek out any aged, doddering dragons busy foraging for leftovers in dumpsters behind fusion cuisine restaurants), but at least now I could zip over to the University of Central Florida campus and back to my apartment complex, rather than spend half an hour hoofing it each way, or waste time waiting for the shuttle bus. I could also go to Winter Park.


Normally, on a drive like this, I’d admire the scenery, a lush, verdant landscape stippled with shimmering teal blue lakes that exemplified Central Florida’s natural beauty. On the approach to Winter Park, I enjoyed trundling down one road in particular, the oak trees overhanging both sides forming an umbriferous canopy that shards of sunlight sliced through here and there, giving me the impression I had entered a tunnel haphazardly illuminated by jagged ceiling lamps.


As I’d roll into Winter Park itself, a town gobbled up by the ever-expanding metropolis of Orlando, my attention would shift to street scenes. Here you’d see people bustling about, ducking into and out of boutiques, restaurants, and coffee shops, infusing the place with a city vibe. Orlando was big but sprawling; outside the downtown area, you couldn’t find much building density, and the population was thinly spread. In fact, whole swaths of territory lay vacant save for the occasional strip mall, which usually included a Publix supermarket, a Blockbuster video store, and a few other assorted commercial establishments. (Oftentimes, you’d have two such malls on either side of the same stretch of an otherwise empty boulevard. For some reason, these always seemed to have drugstore giants CVS and Walgreens facing each other.) Surveying the ground below, from the airplane when I first came over from Beirut via London, I couldn’t spot any signs of urban concentration.


Little Winter Park, on the other hand, was compact and overflowing with people. Park Avenue, the brick-cobbled main drag, brought to mind some of the streets of Rome, where I had lived before we moved to Beirut. Although I liked the chocolate-box look of this affluent town-cum-suburb, I hesitated to express this to other UCF students for fear of being seen as a bourgeois wannabe.


None of this was on my mind now, with horrifying images of desperate people flinging themselves out of the burning Twin Towers’ windows—exchanging one kind of certain death for another—having displaced almost everything

else. Driving from northeast Orlando to Winter Park, I felt the impact of what had happened in New York City, Washington, DC, and rural Pennsylvania the day before more forcefully than anything that had taken place in Florida since my arrival nearly three years earlier. Nothing even came close.


Indeed, following the presidential election in 2000, I watched the news programs on the chaos unfolding in the Sunshine State as though it were occurring in another country. This was true of most UCF students, whose political apathy during the election predictably held firm in its aftermath.


And a year before that, when the cops arrested Khaled, I felt that they had surgically removed him from our midst without so much as grazing the rest of us, his (precious few) friends and acquaintances. We were left shocked, both by what he had done and by the speed of his very much deserved punishment. But this thing yesterday hadn’t simply shocked me; it had vivified and broadened my consciousness, so that I became aware of the absence of any natural law governing societal reactions to disruptions large and small. Nothing had guaranteed that, with Khaled’s arrest and trial (a minor incident in the grand scheme of things), or the Supreme Court’s ruling on the presidential election (a pretty big deal whichever way you looked at it), hotheads emotionally invested in either case wouldn’t make trouble. That they didn’t in fact stir anything up made me complacent, so that I took it for granted that courtroom verdicts resolved conflicts and crises. Now, I was forced to think. What I came up with was hardly comforting: Even if the United States apprehended and tried the planners of these attacks, or went so far as to kill them, things still wouldn’t return to normal. And before any of that happened…well, who knew how bad it could get?


I needed to talk to Hashem, having convinced myself that he could help me make sense of the situation. Not that he proved especially insightful on the phone when I had called him the evening of the previous day—but I attributed that to the sense of dread that crept up on us at the same time. After we said our (awkward) hellos, the conversation went something like this:


Me: That was pretty bad, huh?


Hashem: Yes, terrible.


Me: Looks like it was…you know…terrorism.


Hashem: Oh, I’m sure of it.


(A pause pregnant with meaning—as well as a sudden shared suspicion of the presence of something nebulous and undefined, but very, very attentive.)


Me: You know, I condemn terrorism in the—


Hashem: I have always condemned terrorism very—


Me: Strongest terms.


Hashem: There are no terms stronger than the ones I have used.


Me: Unless you consider what I’ve said on the subject.


Et cetera.


In reality, Hashem, whom I had known for a couple of years, didn’t really fit the bill as the sort of reasonable guy able to provide the sober analysis I craved. He was too conflicted and captious. A Lebanese who had come to the States from his country to pursue an MA in liberal studies at Winter Park’s Rollins College (which the actor Michael Nouri, an Iraqi like me, had attended), he loved the freedom, security, easygoing culture, and physical vastness of America. But in addition to his many criticisms of US Middle East policy (some of which I shared), he also harbored a deep-seated urge to carp about unsavory aspects of American society, especially lesser-known ones, an activity from which he derived much satisfaction. He read up on the history of racism in Florida and enjoyed bringing its formerly prominent public role to the attention of those who didn’t regard the state as culturally Southern. Naturally, he knew all about the Rosewood race riot of 1923, the popularity of the local chapter of the Ku Klux Klan—which assassinated early Civil Rights activist Harry T. Moore and his wife Harriet Moore—in the 1940s and ’50s, and the decades-long career of notorious lawman Sheriff Willis V. McCall. In my view, this ugly history was important, but I cringed at Hashem’s claim that white Floridians were still racist even if they rarely translated their fanaticism into action, and that white American society (from which he drew most of his friends) remained sick to its core.


In general, I took Hashem’s anti-Americanism in stride, reasoning that people from our part of the world sometimes needed to suppress the vague but insistent feeling that we now lived in a land that, by its very tranquility and stability, mocked our countries’ lack thereof, and challenged us to find some—any—fault with it. Still, a couple of things about him did disturb me. The first admittedly became an issue only when I took an Introduction to Judaism class at UCF: How would Hashem explain his name when the fateful day arrived and he was faced with the righteous opprobrium of the exalted, hierarchy-obsessed, and hypersensitive HaShem?


The second matter concerned his reverence for Saddam Hussein. He was genuinely saddened that I, an Iraqi, didn’t share his esteem for the bloodthirsty dictator. Hashem maintained that, were Saddam to rule chaotic and unstable Lebanon, he’d turn it into an ordered and well-run country. I wondered if his preference for Iraq’s Saddam over Syria’s Hafez Al-Assad stemmed from sectarian reasons—Hashem, like Saddam, was a Sunni Muslim, while the Syrian dictator and his son/successor were Alawite—or because Assad had helped to destroy much of Lebanon during its ruinous civil war, which lasted from 1975 until 1990, and proceeded to make it a Syrian vassal state.


At any rate, my friend’s fantasy suffered from a major inconsistency. Hashem yearned for the Iraqi president precisely because the latter was iron-fisted and brutal, yet in his alternate reality, Saddam the president of Lebanon never deployed these signature traits against him or his family and friends. The chimerical Saddam, though endowed with his real-life counterpart’s murderousness and sadism, would unleash such savagery only on people who had wronged or taken advantage of Hashem in some petty dispute or other. This Saddam didn’t demand a cut of Hashem’s father’s business, never sided with anyone against him, and didn’t lead a political party some of whose local officials came knocking on his family’s door demanding to marry his unwed sisters or draft them as “secretaries.” He existed only to please Hashem and advance his interests.


When I arrived at the handsome white-brick Park Avenue building where Hashem lived, he was practicing getting deported. The exercise consisted of giving himself five minutes to gather together those of his belongings he considered indispensable, cram them into one suitcase and one carry-on bag, and finish by standing on the sidewalk, luggage in hand and head bowed, waiting to be shoved into a police car. To make the rehearsal more realistic, Hashem, who lived alone in a two-bedroom apartment on the second floor of the two-story walk-up, had instructed his neighbor, Mrs. Gutierrez, to stand in the stairwell, thwack him a few times with her bulky handbag, and curse him in Spanish as he rudely tumbled past her with his overflowing luggage. Mrs. Gutierrez, a stately and refined matron who taught physics at Winter Park High school, took to the task with vim and vigor.


I understood from Mrs. Gutierrez that they had already rehearsed this deportation several times. Hashem now decided to place himself at a disadvantage, stripping down to his boxers—because “they” might come for him while he’s asleep—and, after depositing his luggage on the sidewalk, bounding back up the stairs to retrieve something before the all-important five minutes had elapsed. (What if they gave him fewer than five minutes? I wondered.) The introduction of these elements pleased Mrs. Gutierrez greatly, as she could now smack his bare, wobbling flesh with her hand in addition to slamming his ass with the handbag, and even enjoy a second and third chance to do this during a five-minute period, because she’d still be on the stairs when he dashed back up to retrieve the “forgotten” item and then tumbled down again.


Standing on the sidewalk with Hashem hopping around beside me as he tried to get into his jeans before the latest five-minute deadline expired, I assumed the air of a therapist trying to coax a delusional patient back to reality. “Do you really think we’ll be deported just because we’re Arab?” I asked him—despite the fact that, as a Chaldean, technically I wasn’t Arab. Of course, I was afraid that even worse things were coming, but seeing my friend in such a neurotic state had a somewhat calming effect on me. Although, deep down, I shared his anxieties, I preferred to project an image of stolidity rather than the ridiculous appearance of a hunted animal he was treating me to.


“Well, I think those of us who consider a cross more than just a cross don’t have quite as much to worry about, if you know what I mean,” he said, looking up from his little jig so as to briefly make eye contact, a cold smile flitting across his lips.


The possibility of relief—however imaginary—from the fear that had consumed me since yesterday ensured that I didn’t take offense. But then I felt like a coward for momentarily taking succor in the notion that my Christian identity might shield me from Americans’ wrath. “You didn’t answer my question,” I said without addressing his snide remark. “If we’re not guilty of anything, why should we be afraid?”


Looking very grave now, even with an empty pant leg swaying to and fro in the warm fall breeze, Hashem replied,

“My brother, we are all guilty. There can be no more explanations, no more excuses. It’s finished.”


The first thing that surprised me about this answer was that he delivered it in Arabic. My Arabic wasn’t bad, but the few times we spoke in that language, he’d lose me the moment he reverted to old Lebanese proverbs. The fact that several of these revolved around farming and other aspects of rural life probably meant that I wouldn’t have understood them in the Iraqi dialect of Arabic or even in English.


Hashem and I usually spoke in English, partly because it was my mother tongue, but also—I reasoned on the rare occasions I thought about it—because we lived in an English-speaking country. For me, his hybrid variant of the language was the source of no end of amusement. Not just the mangled idioms, American in origin yet delivered with a distinctly Lebanese twist—such as “Cut me the crap”—but the contrast between the textbook English he had learned in school back in Lebanon and the more colloquial brand he picked up from movies and music and more recently life in the States. This contrast sometimes manifested itself in the same sentence, to comical effect. When we’d play a one-on-one game of basketball on the outdoor court at Rollins (which he pronounced “R-R-Rollins,” rolling the “R” as diligently as you would the finest Colombian cross joint), he’d trash talk in his distinctive manner, saying something like, “I very much fear I shall be obliged to take you to school,” before huffing past me toward the basket as I doubled over in laughter. Good times. If only today could have been the same.


“How can we all be guilty?” I asked him. “I mean, if we didn’t take part in the attack, what are we guilty of?”


Hashem (still in Arabic): Everything. And in our heart of hearts, each one of us knows it.


Me (suspicious of my heart): Oh.


Hashem: You’re familiar with Kafka, I’m sure. Have you read The Trial?


Me (brightening): Oh, yeah. In fact, in this one class about modern European influences on English literature that I took as part of my major, we read quite a bit of stuff that came out of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. I mean, I know The Trial was only published after—


Hashem: The thing about The Trial is that nobody pays attention to the ending. All they ever talk about is how creepy it is that the main character is charged with something but that the charge is never revealed to him—and that’s why whenever something like that happens in real life, they call it Kafkaesque. But it’s the story’s ending that’s important. You remember the ending?


Me: Uh, they kill him, right?


Hashem: They don’t just kill him—


Me: Those two guys in the funny top hats.


Hashem (irritated): Yes, those two guys kill him. But he actually helps them by not resisting. He colludes in his own execution. See?


Me: Okay.


Hashem: What do you mean, “okay”?!


Me: Well, I don’t know. I guess—


Hashem: He realizes his guilt! His original sin, see? And so, despite his lingering resentment, and even though he won’t go so far as to plunge the knife into his chest for them, he lets them do it, because he knows deep down inside, in his heart, exactly where that knife is supposed to go. He knows he’s guilty!


Me (frustrated): Guilty of what?


Hashem: The charge, brother, the charge, whatever it is!


After that, I decided Hashem wasn’t in a frame of mind that would enable him to help me much. To be sure, I found his interpretation of The Trial, which he’d probably cribbed from some literary critic or other, intriguing (though I had read somewhere that Kafka sought to write stories that resisted interpretation). But I wasn’t as eager as he was to metamorphose into Josef K., and despite my fears of a popular and political backlash against my kind, I couldn’t bring myself to practice getting deported. I’d have to find somebody else to help me figure out this mess.
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Were it not for his phone call, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t have succeeded in bringing myself to see Lewis until several days later. But he called on Thursday while I was in the bathroom and left a message on my answering machine, one so ordinary it almost set me at ease: “Hey man, it’s me. What’re you doing tonight? Unless you’re pulling one of those marathon TV-watching sessions like everybody else, gimme a holler. We could have a drink at Knight Lights. Colleen told me the sign on the door said they’re gonna be open.”


It was close to a perfect message, given my jumpy and anxious state. He didn’t ignore what had happened—which would’ve made me feel even more pressured to tackle it if and when I called him back—but neither did he address it directly. He alluded to it, liberating me from the quandary of how to go about broaching the subject, and he did so in the context of something he made clear he considered more pressing: grabbing a drink.


Of course, I shouldn’t have needed such reassurance that everything was still fine between us. After all, Lewis was a good guy, and I had long known this. That he, an American, had befriended me in my freshman year despite knowing that I was Iraqi shouldn’t have seemed special. To me, though, it was; I had never quite overcome the trauma of being one of only two Iraqi kids at my American school in Rome, where we lived for several years before moving to Beirut.


I hadn’t grown up in Iraq, as we left for Abu Dhabi, capital of the United Arab Emirates, not long after my birth in Baghdad in 1979. My parents, members of a small liberal democratic party, had had to go underground that year, when the already powerful Saddam Hussein assumed the presidency of Iraq and began consolidating his authority—which entailed murdering potential rivals and using the Baath political party to crush all others. Two years later, we managed to make our way to Abu Dhabi, where my father went to work in the oil sector and my mother taught Middle Eastern history at a local English-language high school, just as they had done in Iraq. This was our home for the next 10 years.


In the summer of 1989, my parents and I, their only child, moved to Rome, Italy, where my father had landed a job with a company in his field that was eager to expand its reach into the Arab world. A couple of months later, I was a student at the American Community School, or ACS. That first year proved agonizing, as virtually all my classmates, who were Americans or Americanized continental Europeans, ridiculed my British-inflected accent, the result of my having attended an international school with British teachers and no American students back in Abu Dhabi, as well as the influence of my parents, whose English bore traces of British Mandate-era Iraq. (I made a diligent effort to change the accent, and by the following year sounding like my classmates came naturally.) To make matters worse, I was younger than everybody else; educational standards at my school back in Abu Dhabi were higher than those of this one, especially in math and certain sciences, so following my entrance exam I was placed in fifth instead of fourth grade.


There were good things about the move, but they didn’t involve school. The bigger of the two redeeming virtues of my being uprooted from the town in which I had spent my childhood and plunked down in this unfamiliar place was that the destination in question was Rome. I loved the layout of the city, especially the piazzas, where people congregated just to hang out even if they didn’t have the money or inclination to sample what was on offer at the coffee shops and restaurants or buy stuff at the stores. After all, they could always flirt or listen to street musicians or just people-watch. The architecture of the piazzas’ buildings, rich and intricate even when not imposing, was unlike anything I had ever seen. And then, of course, there were the Vatican Museums, which my parents took me to several times, initially despite my protests. As a Chaldean, I came to feel a surge of pride in counting myself part of a larger Catholic family, certain of whose members with convoluted Italian names had created the magnificence I saw in the paintings of the Sistine Chapel and the exquisite sculptures and statues in the other museums, all things you could never find in Abu Dhabi or anywhere else in the UAE.


The other benefit of moving to Italy was MTV and a Rome-based oldies radio channel. Previously, my exposure to music had been haphazard and unguided, consisting largely of what the radio stations in Abu Dhabi were playing, which I later realized had included a lot of sterile contemporary pop, as well as records my parents had lying around, which contained mainly music from the 1960s. MTV and the oldies radio channel opened up new vistas, exposing me to the impressive breadth music had attained since the middle part of the century. This kind of entertainment at home and in the car also equipped me with knowledge that came in handy years later in college, as I tried to follow the references Khaled would make to a song or artist when driving home a point. But before all that, music helped me pull through tough and lonely times during our stay in Rome.


My nemesis at school was a freckle-faced, pointy-eared gnome named Danny, whose obvious inferiority complex, doubtless born of his diminutive stature and unsightly looks, elicited terrific hustle and heart on the basketball court (he played point guard), but also unprovoked violence against random targets, and a dedication to sniffing out fellow students’ vulnerabilities. This last trait enabled him to maintain a blackmail-scented advantage over his friends as well as torment kids he disliked, thereby shielding his aesthetic blemishes and his physical “shortcoming” (a fitting description if there ever was one) from unwanted attention.


At the time, I failed to detect this whole psychopathology, and was so wrapped up in my own concerns that I often thought Danny reserved his ridicule and hostility for me alone. Evidence to the contrary never ceased to surprise me. For example, at first I couldn’t comprehend his savage mockery of a new kid’s North Carolinian drawl. Surely this was a misunderstanding, I thought. North Carolina is in the US, just like Danny’s native New York. If the new kid is American—as opposed to ”foreign,” like me—why does he persecute him?


The other thing I found counterintuitive about Danny was his ability to intimidate bigger and almost certainly stronger kids, sometimes without even trying. I never saw him square off with anyone for a fist-fight or some such. In fact, that probably never happened; he was too crafty to allow anyone to lure him into the type of traditional physical confrontation that would place him, with his limited reach, at a clear disadvantage. Instead, he’d seize the initiative by punching his adversary in the balls or twisting his arm and locking it in a physically improbable and always excruciating position. I didn’t know it, but I had an appointment with this particular brand of pain and humiliation—which was considerably worse than the verbal taunts, ear flicks, and knuckles grating back and forth across my spine that I usually had to put up with.


When Saddam occupied Kuwait and signaled a willingness to fight off the entire world in order to hang on to it, my parents were furious. Not me. I swooned over the promise an Iraqi politico-military victory held: a chance for me to shed my abject nature and enrobe myself in the glory of a mighty country, my country. Iraq’s subsequent crushing defeat in Desert Storm would resensitize me. With my bubble burst, I took a fresh look at the situation, and found it easier to sympathize with people Saddam had slaughtered or persecuted over the years, but whom I hadn’t cared about.


At the time, however, all that lay in the future. So, despite my being apolitical, I rooted for Iraq. Even though I didn’t do so openly (I had no death wish), things got pretty bad. My first year, it had stung a bit when students informed me—sometimes politely—that I wasn’t white, which they and I seemed to tacitly concur was the best thing to be. In Abu Dhabi, I hadn’t considered lily-white people a separate race (superior versions of me, perhaps, but not altogether different), so discovering that they thought otherwise proved disappointing. But the second year, what with the Iraq crisis, direct insults were quite often hurled at me. Sometimes, simmering down a bit after silently boiling with rage at taunts such as “raghead,” “sand monkey,” and “camel-fucker,” I puzzled over the fact that they weren’t Iraqi-specific. After all, Iraqis shared these presumed characteristics with their neighbors, including those with whom they were now at odds—and whom the West was supporting.


Well, there was no need to exacerbate matters, so I batted away my classmates’ questions about whether I supported my country by professing not to care about the conflict. In reality, I actively nurtured the fiery pro-Iraqi sentiment lodged in my breast.


The crisis had turned me into a news junkie, and the newspaper articles I read predicting massive Coalition casualties thanks to the Iraqi military’s formidable air defense systems and its troops’ fighting prowess (honed during war with Iran from 1980 until 1988) increased my confidence in the likelihood of the desired outcome. These news reports also helped me build up the self-discipline necessary to quietly endure the withering assaults on my dignity (and occasionally my person) by my classmates, especially the Americans, with Danny the worst offender. To assuage the pain and humiliation, I’d revisit those articles in my mind. I didn’t have to respond to my tormentors in kind in order to regain my dignity; Iraq’s upcoming victory against their country would do that for me. This conviction, more than my belief in the teachings of Jesus Christ, ensured a forbearing, Christian response on my part—though the knowledge that any attempt to defend myself would result in my receiving an ass-kicking, which was just what those bastards wanted to give me, also served as a restraining influence.


I did sometimes wonder what my life would look like if my classmates resembled those of Maysoon, who was the only other Iraqi at the school. My first year, when she was in eleventh grade, I was astonished to discover that Maysoon’s peers respected and even liked her. The fact that they didn’t ostracize this Iraqi girl even after Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait the following year impressed me further.


Our small school, like many American ones located outside the US, consisted of kindergarten all the way to grade twelve, so I got the chance to observe the older students during lunch break and reflect on how they differed from my classmates. Two things stood out: less sniping and showboating between the guys, and the romantic attachments some of them formed with girls. In the midst of this congenial group whose members didn’t voluntarily practice gender segregation, and whose top dogs didn’t run roughshod over the runts, stood the dazzling and popular Maysoon, with her pineapple-style hairdo, that perpetually sun-kissed look many southern Iraqis are blessed with, and a fearless approach to sports, including those—such as softball—for which she demonstrated no aptitude. She was rumored to possess countless talents that I couldn’t confirm, like the ability to crunch numbers like a calculator and belt out a soul extravaganza like Aretha Franklin. During my second year, when she was a senior, people put it about that the struggling school band had taken to begging her to join them as a singer.


Just how much of Maysoon’s popularity was made possible by her Americanness—she was born and raised in Los Angeles—I didn’t know. Would her classmates have behaved the way Danny and company did toward me (maybe minus the physical harassment because she was a girl and because they were older and more mature than my antagonizers) if she spoke English differently and had no ties to the States? Did her politics matter? I assumed that she supported the war—most Diaspora Iraqis, like my parents, opposed Saddam, and Maysoon was American to boot—but didn’t know for sure.


If anything, I considered myself fortunate to have a passing acquaintance with her. It was probably inevitable that our mothers should’ve found each other and developed the habit of exchanging visits to “take afternoon tea,” a favorite pastime of middle-class Iraqis, who picked it up from the British during the Mandate era. Anything but inevitable, however, was Maysoon’s decision, thanks to these little tête-à-têtes, to greet me whenever our paths crossed at school, whether in the hallways or in the courtyard. (Most of the older kids never did that even with their own siblings, the only indication I detected of any coldness or snobbery on their part.) I found it difficult to reciprocate in kind, not just because of the difference in age and status between us, but because she was a girl, and a pretty, busty one at that. Looking at her without allowing my gaze to drift to her bosom—with which I was eye-level my first year—proved impossible. But I’d try, and although I failed every time, she never seemed to take offense.


We’d had a test that morning in biology class. As soon as you finished, you could leave the classroom. I’d just done so, and was shuffling around the textbooks in my bag and locker in preparation for the classes to follow morning recess, due to start in a few minutes. Doing this now rather than during the 15-minute break, when people swarmed the area, seemed a good idea. Our lockers, located in the courtyard outside the main building and situated side by side, weren’t mere cubbyholes, but small closets standing at my height. Some students had outfitted theirs with additional shelves (so that they’d have more than the readymade one constructed about a foot beneath the ceiling) with the help of the school’s resident carpenter, but I hadn’t bothered. As I bent down to put my extra sneakers for P.E. class on the floor of the locker, having retrieved the books I needed from the shelf above and unburdened myself of the others, a kick to my backside sent me tumbling forward. My face smashed against the interior back wall, my nose fizzed up, and my eyes welled with tears.


“Hey, dingleberry, got a question for ya,” someone sneered.


I stepped back and turned around. Danny stood before me, flanked by a couple of henchmen taller and more muscular, but (like everybody else in our class, it seemed) not as possessed of brawling prowess. “What!” I barked.


“Oh, he’s all angry now!” snickered Danny. The other two laughed.


“Hey Hunayn, are you crying about I-raq?” someone asked as he joined them.


Danny now noticed my tears. Pointing at me even though I was only a few feet away from him, he jeered in delight, “Oh my God, you fucking dweeb, you really are crying!”


They all erupted in laughter again, quite boisterous this time.


Seething with rage, I stood mute, except for the snorting necessary to stanch the flow of blood from my nose, which had begun to trickle down to my mouth. (I had no tissues in my pockets and didn’t want to soil a shirt sleeve.) The snorting aggravated the pounding in my head.


“So, my question is,” Danny began again, “if you’re I-raqi, why don’t you get on a magic carpet and fly back to your shitty country so you can help those faggots try to shoot down one of our planes? Huh?”


“Because it’s not necessary,” I replied. “As soon as the real fighting starts, we will kill all your soldiers.”


Danny’s face went blank, foreshadowing his loss of all poise a split second later. He let out an effeminate, banshee shriek and flew at me. I covered my face with my hands, turned to one side, and doubled over in anticipation of a frightful wallop.


This kick proved much more powerful than the first; it sent me crashing into the locker. And then they were upon me, Danny punching furiously, the other guys helping out as much as they could. The blows landed almost everywhere, accompanied by cries of “We’re gonna kill you,” “Fucking Saddam butt-boy,” and “Who’s doing the real fighting now?” as I sat in the position the kick had left me in—upright in the locker with my back against its interior wall, trying to bury my head in my chest while cradling it with my hands. I couldn’t pull up my legs, the length of which stuck out of the locker, because at least two of my assailants were sitting on them as Danny, almost inside the locker, pummeled me.


The recess bell rang. Danny stopped hitting me. “Quick, get him in the locker,” he panted.


The others got off my legs, and they all lifted me to my feet. Without them propping me up, my legs would’ve buckled. My torso was still inside the locker, sagging back against its interior wall. My head was crammed just below the shelf. They grabbed my legs and tried to push them over the tiny step into the locker, but I flexed in resistance. Then, summoning all my strength, I lurched forward, so that my upper body emerged from the locker.


Danny punched me in the stomach. I crumpled—and understood that more resistance would mean more pain. So I allowed them to push me in, and then accommodated them further by standing to the side with my knees bent and my head pushed up against the bottom of the shelf. This enabled them to slam the door shut and hook the combination padlock into the hasp, trapping me without locking me in.


I thought that, having achieved his goal, Danny would open the locker a few moments later. But nothing happened. I could hear the chatter of students flooding the hallways and streaming outside. My classmates began to converge on the area. I didn’t make a peep. Yes, here was an opportunity to make my situation known to people who might be inclined to help, but I couldn’t bear the thought of publicizing this ignominious defeat at the hands of Danny and company, emerging from the locker a spectacle for everyone to gawk at.


Minutes, long ones, elapsed. I began to feel faint due to the lack of oxygen. Meanwhile, outside, everything seemed to have gone quiet.


Suddenly the door swung open. I almost didn’t notice Danny’s malicious smirk, as my attention was caught by the eager faces of the kids—most from my class—gathered in a semicircle around me, with many more from the lower grades behind them standing on tiptoes and craning their necks, or else jumping up and down for a better view. Seeing me, they all burst into euphoria, hooting and pointing to their hearts’ content. I remained in my near-crouching position, mortified, and didn’t even step out. In fact, I was praying that Danny, beaming as he showed off the cowed and cowering Iraqi he had bloodied and corralled, would shut the door and everybody would just go away. But of course he didn’t do that, so eventually I forced myself to step out, and, buffeted on all sides by gales of raucous laughter, staggered through the rambunctious crowd until I reached the sanctuary of the restroom.


Now, years later, as the hour of my meeting with Lewis approached, dread that the same kind of humiliation was in store for me began to build. I sat in my sparsely furnished, one-bedroom apartment, my mind gravitating—despite my best efforts—to a quip I had made in a conversation with Lewis several months earlier, and replaying it in a continuous loop. When, as we walked through the UCF Communications Building’s parking lot after a film class, I showed him the Geo Metro I had just bought, he commented on its diminutive size, lack of power steering, and inability to attain a speed worthy of a young man out to impress women. Shaking his head in mock pity, he placed a consoling hand on my shoulder and said, “I’m sorry you have to drive such a shitty car.”


“Me too,” I replied. “It’s just that my other car blew up your embassy in Kenya, so what can I do?”


My friend let out a hearty laugh, and I grinned, delighted with my quick-witted comeback, which helped soften the sting that he found my car, which I was quite proud of, so unimpressive.


But now I couldn’t get the exchange out of my head. I began to fret that it was preoccupying him, too. That he was watching amateur video footage of the other day’s attacks on the World Trade Center, which all the TV channels were replaying, and taking the opportunity to revisit what I had said several months earlier. Not that he would suspect me of involvement in either the recent atrocity or the bombings of the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998, but that, looking back, he might now adopt a different perspective on my irreverent attitude to terrorism against American targets. Should I remind him that tasteless humor rarely, if ever, bespeaks an actual political inclination, let alone a moral outlook? To ground such pedantry in an illuminating anecdote, we might consider my take on those very ’98 attacks, from which I had recoiled, even though I later opportunistically used them as fodder for a nasty joke. Or did none of this matter, because it was too late already, and he. and his real friends were preparing to ambush me?


After a good deal of deliberation, I decided that snubbing him would, if anything, arouse his suspicion. Best to agree to meet him, but to proceed with caution. Besides, if it turned out that he was still my friend, he might guide me through this morass of terrorism and mass murder and airplanes toppling buildings, something Hashem had failed to do. As I couldn’t bear to call him and didn’t have a computer at home, I sent him an email from the UCF library confirming receipt of his message. I explained that I was writing him because when he called I was too busy to answer, subsequently forgot to call back, and only now remembered the matter. And I told him that I could meet him at Knight Lights at 8:30 p.m.


Lewis was the first friend I made in Orlando, which I had moved to in large part because I wanted a laid-back atmosphere, a climate as warm as Beirut’s, and an abundance of skimpily clad women. I had read positive reviews of UCF’s academic record, so I applied to it along with a few other Florida colleges, got accepted by UCF right away, and enrolled.


My initial few months in the city were uneventful, except for near-daily discoveries of my domestic incompetence. If you had happened to enter my single room at CVI—the “Collegiate Village Inn” studio apartment complex just off the UCF campus—one morning shortly after my arrival in the States in the fall of 1998, you’d have found me sitting at a ramshackle desk and cracking open a succession of eggs, all of which produced a gooey substance that didn’t meet my liking. I couldn’t understand it. So I went back to the Chevron gas station to complain to the owner that he had sold me foul eggs.


After some confusion, the guy, an Indian American who had struck me as reserved and somewhat glum, broke into a guffaw. In between continued bouts of laughter, he explained to me that in order for the eggs to come out “right,” which is what I had termed the outcome I desired when describing it to him, they had to be boiled. I was so embarrassed I could have died. Instead, I just pretended that he hadn’t understood me properly, turned on my heel, and flounced off.


I never returned to that gas station. This complicated my life considerably, as the nearest alternative was a convenience store some distance away; the area around UCF was, like much of Orlando, anything but built-up. It was a pretty long walk to the store, and I had yet to purchase a car, but I couldn’t bear to face that guy again.


No matter, I reassured myself; I may not know much about eggs, but I possessed a latent greatness perpetually on the verge of breaking out. (In reality, the only noteworthy thing about me was that, were I to be measured according to every academic, social, and other available standard, a statistical anomaly would emerge: a precisely average score in every category.) Out of curiosity, I took an officially administered IQ test. Several other students sat for it alongside me, as UCF was encouraging us to give the test a try in hopes of finding, and then publicizing, geniuses on campus.


When our time was up, an administrator ushered us out of the classroom and into the building’s foyer, only to discover that there weren’t enough seats for all of us. She counted off a group and took us to another room. I entered last, by which time everyone had sat down and no seats remained available. The administrator, smiling way too ingratiatingly, motioned for me to follow her, and led me to a small, empty office a short distance down the hall. She told me that no one was using the room and, since wheeling out the swivel chair would require moving the heavy desk in front of it, I might as well just maneuver myself between the desk and the wall, kick back in the comfy chair, and wait until the test results came through. “There’s a few magazines on the desk, so you just make yourself right at home, honey,” she said in her folksy manner before turning around and walking out.


By this time, I had grown convinced that machinations were afoot. Though the exam administrators had taken great pains to make the dispersal of the students look as if it were caused by spatial issues, their true intention was to sequester me in that office. Why? Because they had already tallied the results and learned that I was a genius. If I sat in that chair and duly waited, a few minutes from now a hunched-over geezer in a white lab coat would shuffle in. Then, almost breathless with excitement, he’d announce in a thick German accent: “Ze time has come to conduct some sehr special examinations.”


I had recently learned the term “Schadenfreude” in Intermediate German I: to derive pleasure from someone else’s pain. (How fitting, I had marveled while sitting in class, that the Germans should have such a word.) Standing in the empty office that day, I fretted about giving Mengele’s twin, surely about to appear at any second, the opportunity to experience it at my expense. So I bolted…and never received confirmation that I was a genius.


Around this time, though I was hardly in the best frame of mind to socialize, what with my trouble acclimating to Orlando and UCF, loneliness began to gnaw at me. Of course, the fact that I had no roommate at CVI—by choice, as the motel-style room was tiny—and felt disinclined to join any of the student clubs on campus didn’t help.


One day, during a short break in the middle of a longish American government class, a guy came up to me as I stood outside and told me that he had found my comment on the reference to “unalienable rights” in the US Constitution thought-provoking. In a self-consciously clever but not altogether frivolous interjection during the professor’s lecture, which had tackled the wording of certain passages in the famed document, I said that describing “rights” as “unalienable” was redundant, as a right was such by definition. (For good measure, I added that this was precisely what distinguished a right from a privilege, which could be revoked.) I thanked the guy and said that, although I wasn’t American, I’d taken an interest in the Constitution ever since I was introduced to it back in school. He asked me where I was from. I told him Iraq, but that I had lived in Lebanon before coming to the States.


“Oh, West Beirut!” he exclaimed.


Surprised, and feeling to a certain extent caught out, I replied, “West Beirut, that’s right, that’s where I…how’d you know I was from West Beirut?”


“No, man,” he chuckled. “West Beirut’s a movie. You haven’t heard of it?”


I hadn’t. The guy, whose name was Lewis, explained that he had watched the film at Maitland’s Enzian Theater, which often screened foreign and independent flicks, and thought it very good. We got to talking about the civil war in Lebanon, which West Beirut depicted, and where things stood since the end of hostilities in 1990. I told him that the situation was more stable thanks to the otherwise stifling phenomenon of Syrian political hegemony, but included periodic flare-ups of violence between Israel, which occupied south Lebanon, and Hezbollah, the Lebanese Shiite “Party of God” that fought the Israeli army and its local militia ally.


Over the next few American government classes, Lewis and I would meet up at the vending machine during the short break and chat for a while. It turned out that he was majoring in the same subject—English language and literature—as I was. Lewis, like me a slim and reasonably athletic fellow, but with a mop of unruly seal-brown hair instead of my closely cropped jet-black variety, was a mischievous sort who possessed a raunchy sense of humor and a complete disregard for political correctness of any kind. He could be snarky, but his whole “I’m not easily impressed” persona—though constructed with obvious care—failed to conceal his charged and faintly desperate lust for life. The way he barreled toward any and all opportunities for adventure, sex, and the slightest whiff of some serious partying put me in mind of those giddy Black Friday shoppers shrieking hosannas as they scooped up one armful after another of the exquisite products arrayed before them.
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