














PRAISE FOR MURMURATION


“Mr. Balman has written what I consider one of the Great American Novels of the 21st Century. In Murmuration, the second novel in the Seventh Flag trilogy, he has turned on its head the traditional notions of heroism, patriotism, loyalty and gender. Balman weaves three decades of experience with conflict and extremism into a heartbreaking tale of diaspora and displacement that has defined the saga of so many migrants to the United States. As one who has made that journey, I urge all my countrymen and women—whether Somali or American—to read Murmuration.”


—Mohamed Abdirizak, Foreign Minister of Somalia


“The book we should all be reading right now! Murmuration is a work of absorbing historical detail but also a multi layered story of love, honor, loss and the plague of radicalism. Sid Balman Jr. carries us from West Texas, into the battle-ground of Mogadishu and refugee camps in Kenya to suburban Minnesota giving us a deeper understanding of our global struggle with radicalism. Nothing is ever what it seems.”


—Donatella Lorch, award-winning war correspondent for the New York Times, Newsweek and NBC News


“When a young Somali immigrant is confronted by hatred, it’s no surprise that he will rebel against the society that rejects him. Murmuration is a fast-paced thriller that captures the horror of the Somali refugee crisis and brings that horror home to America. It is a story of fear, revenge, compassion, and, ultimately redemption. Sid Balman, Jr. writes about the global threat of ISIS and white supremacy with the confidence and authority of someone who has witnessed it firsthand. This novel is a compelling glimpse into a dangerous world.”


—Clifford Garstang, author of What the Zhang Boys Know and The Shaman of Turtle Valley


“Drawing on his personal experience in conflict, Mr. Balman immerses the reader in the purgatory of an African refugee camp, the snap of a passing bullet, the horror of a deadly crocodile strike, and the satisfaction of a sniper’s kill shot. He chronicles the turmoil in the head of a young Somali lured by unexpected sexual access, the calls to violence from an Imam preaching nihilism, and the torments inflicted by white nationalists inside American prisons. More than a good read, the novel presents the back story to today’s headlines.”


—James Bishop, US Ambassador to Somalia (Ret.)


PRAISE FOR SEVENTH FLAG


“Seventh Flag tells a tough-as-Texas multigenerational story. A soul-searching read that should make people think twice about what our conscience and families might ask of us in the end. Balman expertly guides readers through the paths that people take to become evil, and the horrific choices that must be made to fight loved ones who have tread that path. A must-read … a fun white-knuckle ride that has honest tension and high stakes.”


—Jef Rouner, Houston Chronicle


“To me, what made this book stand out was the core belief that “we are all Americans” together in this battle against extremism, racial bigotry, and hate, in whatever form it may take.”


—Readers’ Favorite 5-Star Review


“At precisely the moment when our diverse and multi-ethnic nation needs a spiritual lift, Sid Balman gives us a portrait of the complex racial and generational relations that define who we really are as Americans. You can smell the creosote of the desert and taste the huevos rancheros in this tale of West Texas. A splendid account of what being American is all about. A rich portrait useful to us all.”


—Mike McCurry, former White House Press Secretary


“Seventh Flag is a thriller with action that heightens in the second half of the book, which opens after the events of 9/11. The narrative has the quality of reportage, rife with anecdotes and historical asides, and deals with such hot-button issues as religion, patriotism, and sexuality. Balman dives into political parties, the dark corners of the Internet, and the rise of hate groups and terrorist cells.”


—Jennifer Levin, Santa Fe New Mexican


“Think you know what shapes Texas? Sid Balman’s tale of a Seventh Flag over Texas will rattle what you think. This saga of a generational partnership “as unlikely as the idea of a United States” is rooted in a true event before the Civil War that led to Texas, of all places, being home to more Muslim-Americans than any other state.”


—Mark Stein, New York Times best-selling author of How the States Got Their Shapes


“Sid Balman’s story comes alive through sympathetic characters and descriptions of places so nuanced I imagined I could almost feel again the scratchy grey wool of the West Point uniform. Anyone paying attention to the global struggle with radicalism will come away with a much keener understanding of the humans who fall prey, the context that claims them and the necessity to tackle this challenge with more finesse than we currently muster.”


—Kimberly C. Field, Brigadier General USA (ret)


“Seventh Flag is a book about pluralism. It’s also a book about the tensions increasingly found in pluralistic societies, and about the plague of violent radicalism, including white supremacy and ISIS that sweeps across the novel’s world and two families over four generations.”


—Emma Sarappo, Washington City Paper
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For Barbara:
Suffering Is Measured by What We Lose.




Let everything happen to you


Beauty and terror


Just keep going


No feeling is final


—RAINER MARIA RILKE





PROLOGUE


Charlie Christmas knew he was the least likely cowboy in West Texas, unless he counted his dark alter ego, his former self, the Somali refugee Sayiid Awale.


There were plenty of African American ranch hands, but none any blacker than Charlie Christmas, skin the color of coal oil and teeth as white as the polished elephant-ivory dice he won throwing craps in the Kenyan refugee camp where he spent two years with what was left of his family after they fled the carnage in Somalia following the aborted American-led humanitarian invasion. And none with friends like Ademar Zarkan, a fourth-generation Texan, one of the first Muslim women to have graduated from West Point and a sniper who struggles to reconcile her roles as an assassin and a mother; Stone, an Army captain and lapsed Jew who brought them together amid a war and famine in East Africa the likes of which the world has rarely seen; or Buck, the fearless mixed-breed Army K-9 and best friend to the refugee boy who would come to define their life’s work.


Charlie Christmas was certain of something else. There wasn’t another cowboy in West Texas, or anywhere else for that matter, who had stumbled into the American dream like him. Although some of the time it seemed more like a nightmare—the war in the early 1990s, the ravening pirates, the tragic trek across the Somali savanna to Kenya, the hellish limbo of the refugee camps, and the white supremacists who hounded them from Indian country in the Badlands of South Dakota to their new home in Minnesota.


Through it all he could count on the Zarkans and the Laws—iconic families that had carved an agricultural empire eighty miles east of El Paso near the tiny West Texas town of Dell City, financed in large part by a Texas Supreme Court decision that redefined lucrative water rights in the American West. He shared Islam with the Zarkans, all four generations of them, and was certain their ancestors had somehow crossed paths in the mid-1800s when America was importing dromedaries from the Middle East and Africa for the US Army Camel Corps. But he shared something just as deep with the Laws, particularly Ademar and Jack, the patriarch, who didn’t give a shit about religion and whose partnership with the Zarkans dated back to the 1950s when Ademar’s great-grandfather saved Jack’s ass during a brawl at a Juarez cantina. Jack Laws had saved Charlie’s ass too, and his family, so many years ago in Kenya. Charlie Christmas never forgot, nor did Sayiid Awale.


Nearing seventy, and with almost a quarter century of life in the United States, Charlie Christmas felt like an American, even amid the chaos of the nation in 2021—or perhaps because of that chaos and how the hot rush of the danger that rides with it can seem like an old friend. The truth of it was that he felt American the day an Army sergeant in Mogadishu, who hired him as a translator, discovered he was born December 25, 1952, christened him Charlie Christmas and assigned him to Second Lieutenant Ademar Zarkan. The relationship that began that day would shape their entire lives. But his given identity and name, Sayiid Awale, never entirely left him. Life was like that for Charlie Christmas, as it is for many immigrants who cross the burning bridge—two people living in the same body, one an undertow that pulls them relentlessly back and the other a wave that pushes them inexorably forward. The Yin and Yang of the immigrant. Charlie Christmas talked to himself frequently, and those who knew him chalked it off as some kind of tic. But it wasn’t a tic at all. It was a running dialogue between the forgotten and the forgetful, between the Somali and the American, between Sayiid Awale and Charlie Christmas.





PART
ONE
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CHAPTER 1


Tragedy and irony are codependent. Neither can articulate its fullest expression without the other.


William Shakespeare knew it when he imagined Lady Macbeth, Romeo and Juliet, Othello. So did Charlie Christmas and White House Chief of Staff James Baker, who, at almost the same moment thousands of miles apart, picked up a newspaper, and with a sharp, simultaneous inhale, gasped at a photograph that would alter the course of history for both of them, for thousands of troops, and for almost three million Somalis. The celebration for the fall of the iron curtain was an all-nighter, and the triumphant Western powers had decided after one too many tequila shots that the oxymoronic concept of a humanitarian invasion was a thing.


The photographer, American Kevin Carter, received a Pulitzer for it, and took his own life four months later. Carter wrote in his farewell note, “I am haunted by the vivid memories of killings and corpses and anger and pain.” The macabre dance of tragedy and irony was not lost on Carter as he captured the image on his Nikon. What could be more tragic than a starving child as a hulking vulture hopped nonchalantly toward her, his next meal? What could be more ironic than the unwritten photojournalist’s rule not to intervene in a story, even if it meant stopping a predator from tearing the innards out of a helpless, immobile toddler? Carter snapped the photo. It was his job, and he did it well—well enough as a young freelancer to win journalism’s highest award. But afterward, by all accounts absent much existential debate with himself or his comrades, Carter dropped such journalistic pretense like the shovelful of bullshit that it is to help the child reach the feeding station.


The greater irony—the mocking, belly-laughing irony given the gravity of the consequences—was that he took the photograph in Sudan, 1,200 miles from Somalia. Drought and famine were sucking lives out of both nations like the demon Surgat, the mythological custodian of the keys to Hell, but the growing appetite for American military intervention was focused on Somalia. Sudan was a different story, particularly since an obscure Saudi extremist named Osama bin Laden had moved into a three-story pink-and-beige stucco house on Al-Mashtal Street in Khartoum, the capital. But James Baker, whom President George H. W. Bush had moved from the State Department to head his staff at the White House during the waning days of his presidency, wasn’t going to let such a minor detail get in his way. And he didn’t clarify when an aide placed the photograph, clipped from the New York Times, on the table in front of Bush during a White House meeting in the secure Situation Room, which included acting Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Colin Powell, and National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft.


In a world without the Soviet Union, without Moscow’s jackboot on the neck of so many potential despots and genocides, from Belgrade to Algiers, only the United States had the power and determination to stamp out regional crises like the one in Somalia. Further, Bush was flush from his whirlwind triumph building a diverse global coalition to reverse Iraqi President Saddam Hussein’s invasion of oil-rich Kuwait, and executing an almost flawless military operation that took only five weeks of combat. In one stroke, he saved Kuwait and shook off the decades-old stigma of America’s failure in Vietnam. The United States was at a zenith of its power not experienced since the defeat of Hitler, and the room full of national security officials were confident they could save thousands of starving children by swatting away the tin-pot warlords in Somalia like a pesky fly at a summer picnic. Baker knew a photograph like the one of the child and the vulture would hold great sway over a family man like Bush, and he had worked out the stagecraft of the meeting with Eagleburger, his former deputy at Foggy Bottom. Revealing the location of the photograph was not on anyone’s sheet of talking points.


“This is a tragedy of massive proportions,” Eagleburger, an asthmatic and heavy smoker, wheezed, “and, underline this, one that we can do something about. We must act.”


Less than a week later, Bush dispatched Eagleburger to United Nations headquarters in New York to inform Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali that the United States was prepared to intervene in Somalia.


Charlie Christmas wasn’t yet Charlie Christmas that day in Mogadishu. He was Sayiid Awale, sipping watered-down Nescafé in the Sheraton Hotel, an espresso machine salesman from a middle-class family in a failed nation where fancy coffee was a distant memory. He had no idea the photograph would spur an invasion by the last Guardians of the Galaxy, the United States, with guided missiles that could chase bad guys down city streets like mechanical bloodhounds and soldiers that seemed as invincible as that half-man half-robot policeman in his favorite movie, Robocop. “Wallahi!” he exclaimed under his breath, a common Somali expression for I swear to God, as he read an editorial in a local newspaper about the irony of how a misrepresented photograph of a starving Sudanese child could lead to an American military intervention in Somalia.


Charlie Christmas liked the Americans, even more than the Italians, Somalia’s colonial power for sixty years until 1942. But he was forever grateful to them for embedding espresso and pasta into the Somali diet. It’s always about the food with the Italians, he muttered to himself. They can’t govern for shit, but they sure know how to eat. Somalis can have a wicked sense of humor, particularly when it comes to irony, and the realization of another foreign invasion would have seemed all the more ironic if he had known that within months Italian forces would engage in combat for the first time since World War II in the aptly named Checkpoint Pasta Battle outside a spaghetti factory in the heart of Mogadishu. Wallahi!


Jim Bishop, the US ambassador in Somalia, was Christmas’s favorite American of all time for hiring him as a part-time translator and embodying the essence of what Christmas felt made America resilient, powerful, and enduring. Understated. Humble. Powerful. Bishop didn’t look anything like that musclebound Robocop Christmas so admired—just the opposite. Bishop may have seemed like an aw-shucks Midwesterner, small frame that barely filled a medium-sized windbreaker and a baseball cap pushed up over his forehead, but he was made of steel. He relished that misinterpretation, which had given him an edge in so many ways throughout his life—crouched on a wrestling mat in front of an incautious high school opponent or during tense negotiations with African strongmen in hot spots like Niger, Liberia, and now, Somalia.


Bishop’s bravery and steadfast leadership during his last days in Mogadishu left an impression on Sayiid Awale that defined the American that Charlie Christmas would become.


Less than a year into Bishop’s ambassadorship, Somalia had descended into chaos. The national government imploded after the ouster of longtime dictator Mohamed Siad Barre, clan warfare spread across the country, and a drought choked the life out of the starving nation. Andrew Natsios, the head of the US Agency for International Development, said at the time that it was the “most acute humanitarian tragedy in the world today.” Operation Provide Relief, the United Nation’s flaccid effort to provide food, had become some kind of sick joke. It wasn’t enough to turn the tide on the famine, and most of it was hijacked by the warlords, who sold it at prices beyond the desperate reach of those who needed it. Christmas felt as if he was watching something profoundly obscene, like children herded into a gas chamber at Auschwitz or a Black man hanged from a tree in Mississippi, when he watched the NGOs from groups like International Medical Corps and CARE offload bags of rice and other essential goods into the greedy hands of doped-up, heavily armed militiamen rather than to starving children.


That was the situation in which Bishop took the rudder at the US Embassy, and within a year he was overseeing the evacuation of all diplomatic personnel. It was a day Bishop would never forget, nor would Charlie Christmas. While the last American personnel boarded five US CH-53 helicopters at dawn for evacuation to ships just off the coast in the Indian Ocean, Bishop faced a situation right out of a State Department crisis management exercise. A local police commander, grenade in one hand and radio transmitter in the other, stood outside Gate One at the embassy, threatening to order Somali gunmen to fire on the helicopters if they attempted to take off with the evacuees. US Navy Seals in full battle gear kept the police commander in their sights while Bishop talked him down. Sayiid, before his rebirth as Charlie Christmas, helped with translation during the tense negotiation, and at one point was convinced the police commander would pull the pin from the grenade. He would always remember that moment—the sun rising out of the ocean, the crackle of small-arms fire in the distance, and a lone American diplomat the only bar between him and eternity.


Christmas’s loneliness and isolation were profound as the helicopters took off with the last Americans in Somalia, leaving him in the dusty backwash of their rotors and the detritus of what remained in the embassy buildings—cans of tuna fish, shredded documents, half-empty bottles of Jack Daniel’s, and televisions still tuned to Christiane Amanpour on CNN.


Bishop and other American officials had hinted at the military invasion to come, and the possibility of asylum in the United States for Somalis like Christmas who had worked for them. Months later, sitting in the Sheraton choking down drip coffee that made him long for a strong Italian espresso and staring at the photograph of the starving child crawling to the UN feeding station, Christmas realized that it might actually happen.


Wallahi!





CHAPTER 2


Sometimes the universe opens up to us, provides a door through which we can choose to pass, a bet we can choose to place, an unknown risk we can choose to take for an ambiguous opportunity the enormity of which can only be fully appreciated in hindsight—like adopting a stray puppy, a flash of gold in a prospector’s pan, or a chance meeting in Manhattan at Broadway and Forty-Sixth with a woman who steals your heart. Operation Restore Hope, the muscular US-led invasion of Somalia, opened that door for an unemployed Somali espresso machine salesman and a Syrian-American Muslim girl from the high desert of West Texas on her first deployment after graduation from West Point. Neither Charlie Christmas, sipping coffee and reading the newspaper in the Mogadishu Sheraton, nor Ademar Zarkan, tossing her cap into the air at Michie Stadium along with almost a thousand fellow West Point graduates, could have known how gravity, or fate, or karma, was pulling them together into a journey that would define the lives of so many people and alter the destiny of nations. The universe opened up to them when they met on the tarmac of the Mogadishu airport during the kind of summer heat in Somalia that drives even camels under the shade of an acacia tree.


It had been a long road to that day for Ademar Zarkan, not just the four years of what some might consider torture and brainwashing at West Point, but the twenty-two years prior to that in the West Texas town of Dell City, population four hundred, not a particularly diverse, progressive, or tolerant corner of the world. But West Texas produces a certain type of woman, one who has a way with a petticoat and a 30.30, and Ademar was surrounded by them. There was her great-grandmother and matriarch of the Zarkan family, Sana; her grandmother, Bernia; and Mother Almira. And on the Laws’ side there was Marcelina, matriarch and mastermind behind the farming empire they built in the high desert after World War II; Bitsy, who lost her life in the World Trade Center on 9/11; Eulalia, who survived a brutal rape in Juarez to found a wildly popular country-rock fusion band; and Lola Mae, high school cheerleader and mother to the only man Ademar ever loved.


The planets for the Zarkans and the Laws began to align almost one hundred years earlier in the White House, where President Franklin Pierce and Secretary of War Jefferson Davis hatched a plan to start the US Army Camel Corps. Camels, which could carry heavy loads for days without water and subsist on indigenous vegetation, made so much sense to Pierce and Davis, who planned to integrate them into the US Cavalry stationed in the desert Southwest. And they did just that, shipping thousands of dromedaries and hundreds of Arab-Muslim handlers from the Middle East to the Texas port of Indianola, where they embarked for bases in West Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. Ademar’s great-great-great-grandfather, Mustafa Zarkan, was on one of those ships and remained behind after the experiment failed several years later, due to the camel’s ornery disposition, the Cavalry’s opposition to change, and the Civil War. Zarkan eventually made his way to Texas as part of a vanguard that grew into the largest Muslim population in the United States. Ademar’s grandfather, Ali, drifted to Dell City after World War II, a broken man and a fallen Muslim who’d lost his way amid the gore and trauma of jungle warfare against the Japanese in the Western Pacific. But a chance meeting in a Juarez cantina, where he waded into a bloody knife fight to rescue Jack Laws from the switchblades of three drunk vaqueros, landed Ali a job and spawned a relationship that spanned three generations.


Almost all of them were gathered in Michie Stadium at West Point for Ademar’s graduation, most importantly the only man she ever loved, Crockett Laws II—or Deuce, as they called him—and her older brother, Tamerlane Zarkan II, nicknamed T2. Deuce, T2, and Ademar had grown up thick as thieves in Dell City amid the iconic rural traditions of Texas—farming, ranching, hunting, rodeo, and football, especially football, which earned Deuce, the gunslinging quarterback, a slot at West Point, and T2, a linebacker built like a brick shithouse, a scholarship to the University of Texas at El Paso. Ademar was every bit as athletic and tough as either of them, and football was the first activity in which societal norms encroached on their relationship. T2 had to restrain Ademar from swinging at Deuce when he suggested she try out for cheerleader, like his Mom Lola Mae had done twenty years earlier. Not only did Ademar feel patronized, the last thing Deuce intended with his innocent suggestion, but the idea of a Muslim girl dancing around in a short skirt and skimpy tank top offended her on almost every level. Ademar practiced kicking in secret all summer before football tryouts, and earned a spot on Coach T’s squad as the first woman to play for the Dell City Cougars. Her football experience, along with a perfect grade point average and three consecutive Texas high school barrel racing titles, made her a near-perfect candidate for West Point, and she became part of the long gray line one year after Deuce.


Ademar was a tomboy, but her exotic, natural beauty—punctuated by eyes the color of polished turquoise and wavy hair as black as raw Brazilian tourmaline—began to emerge in her early teens under faded jeans, an untucked denim yoke shirt, and a straw cowboy hat. Often, the strongest unions start as friendships, absent the angst and awkwardness of new relationships before they reach equilibrium. And they tend to endure long after the enmity of familiarity drive them into the uneasy ceasefire of bitter compromise that frequently settles over a romance that’s outlived its shelf life. A feeling inside Deuce, so different from the mutated bromance he felt within their trio, began to form toward Ademar, but he was conflicted over how to act on it without threatening their friendship or violating Muslim tradition. Women have a mystical intuition around issues of love and sex, and Ademar understood exactly what was happening between her and Deuce, welcoming it as a progression along the continuum toward the life she imagined with him. She acted on those instincts during the moment in the elevator alone with Deuce in El Paso’s Providence Hospital after her brother Anil’s hand was torn off by a chili picker, which would have killed him if Deuce hadn’t reached into the machinery to save his life. A tear rolled down Deuce’s cheek as he told Ademar about his guilt at not acting earlier to prevent the accident altogether. Ademar felt the oft-conflicted instincts residing in a woman, particularly a seventeen-year-old woman, that begin as nurturing and end as intimacy. The exact moment when Ademar took Deuce’s face in her hands and kissed him, they both knew their friendship had evolved into something else.


The dynamics of the trio with T2 remained unchanged as the friendship between Deuce and Ademar morphed into intimacy, and in some ways grew stronger as they all began to realize that their union would be the perfect expression of the bond between the Laws and the Zarkans. An object in motion stays in motion. But Ademar and Deuce took their time, relishing the inertia drawing them toward the ultimate act of teenage romance. After that first time, Ademar and Deuce lay naked and entwined under a blanket, spent and breathless in the back of a pickup truck at the base of the soaring Guadalupe Mountains outside Dell City. The eyes of a half-dozen deer bedded down for the night shimmered under the light of a full moon. Ademar whispered in Deuce’s ear, so close she could feel his heart. “A gift,” she said. “Only for you.”


Ademar’s thoughts drifted so many places as she went through the grand graduation ceremony at West Point, and, as they often did at odd times, to that night with Deuce back in Dell City. Their eyes met in the audience at Michie Stadium, where Deuce had graduated the previous year, and the smile they shared, the smile they always shared, held the secret of that first time.


Ademar, who had learned to shoot through the open sights of a 30.30 during deer hunts outside Dell City with Deuce and T2, was an expert markswoman and captained the West Point rifle team. She had chosen to serve in the military police after graduation, figuring that would be the only loophole through which a female soldier might see combat. That’s why Ademar was selected for convoy security in Somalia as her first assignment, and that’s the twist of fate that brought her together with Charlie Christmas.





CHAPTER 3


The three most important days in Charlie Christmas’s life were the birth of his son Amiir, his assignment as a translator to Second Lieutenant Ademar Zarkan, and the loss of his virginity to Pia and Hanna during a backpacking excursion in Alaska when he was eighteen. As an adult, he wore a slim gold chain around his neck with small totems for each of those days—a gold letter S for his son, a 7.62 mm shell casing from Ademar’s M24 sniper rifle, and a tiny wood carving of a snow-white willow ptarmigan, the state bird of Alaska.


The Awales were a prominent family in the northeast region of Somalia known as Puntland, and Charlie’s father, Mohamed, was a leader in the ruling Darood Clan and a senior official in the national Department of Education. As a measure of presumed stature, his father named him Sayiid—loosely translated as lord, master, or great warrior—and sent him to the Hamar boarding school in Mogadishu.


Sayiid was always tall for his age, lanky with the lean muscles of a soccer player and an easy smile that exuded the kind of humble confidence that drew people to him, especially people of the opposite sex. He was a wanderlust and a dreamer whose favorite book was Call of the Wild, Jack London’s epic tale of a sled dog and gold prospector in the Klondike region of Alaska during the early 1900s. Sayiid decided that if he ever had a dog to call his own, he would name it Buck, after the half–St. Bernard, half–Scotch Collie in London’s novel. Sayiid’s favorite subjects in school were geography and English, which he figured would prepare him for the adventure he intended to have in Alaska after he graduated from Hamar. Sayiid’s aunt Beydaan had migrated years ago to Logan, Utah, and, unbeknownst to his father, she had helped him gain admission to nearby Utah State University. Sayiid went over it again and again in his head, the pitch he planned for his dad, and launched into it in their home library after Saturday prayers.


“Aabanimo,” said Sayiid, using the most formal, most respectful Somali term for father, as he sat on the couch next to the worn brown leather chair reserved exclusively for the head of the household. “I have good news; at least I think it’s good news. And a plan for what I want to do after graduation.”


Mohamed Awale knew his son well and loved him, perhaps more than he should when it came to indulging rather than educating, and he had been prepared by his sister for this conversation. “I think I know what’s coming, Sayiid; your auntie Beydaan filled me in. Utah State?”


“Ku sharfan,” Sayiid responded, a Somali phrase for thank you that implied pride and respect. “Auntie Beydaan helped me find a job at a factory there, and a group house with some other students. But I’ll need some …”


“Money,” said his father, cutting him off. “I want you to go, son. I’ll help. I’ll miss you; your mother will miss you, but it’s your time. The world is so much bigger than Somalia, than Africa. Much to learn in the West, in America. But don’t forget … don’t ever forget who you are.”


“Ku sharfan! Ku sharfan.”


Sayiid’s father was not much for affection, but he enthusiastically returned his son’s embrace, knowing full well that a man, where there had once been a boy, would return from America. His father was surprised at how close he was to shedding a tear—the tear of a parent anywhere who feels both pain and love in the pride and remorse of a child leaving for the uncertain, perilous journey into adulthood. He removed the thin gold chain from around his neck, a chain with a tiny Somali flag and a silver Islamic crescent, that Sayiid’s father never removed, and placed it on his son. Over his lifetime, Sayiid would add four more totems to that chain—a letter, a shell casing, a small wooden bird, and a bone from the wing of an eagle.


Sayiid could barely make ends meet his first year of college, even with the $200 monthly allowance from his father and three night shifts a week assembling NordicTrack exercise equipment at the Icon Health factory for $7 an hour, enough money in a month to feed a small Somali village. His flatmates, Chet from the California Central Valley and Brian from Kentucky, spent most of their time outside class worshiping at the altar of a four-foot bong, playing Nintendo, and inducing coeds back to their place. Sayiid didn’t mind. Like many students, he suspended his religion for college. And, besides, he looked forward to having his morning coffee in the kitchen, pretending to read the Logan Herald Journal while admiring the parade of panties and T-shirts between the bathroom and his friends’ bedrooms. Up to that point, Sayiid had only seen Somali women, with their statuesque frames and voluminous backsides, and fantasized over the Rubenesque nymphets in Baroque Peter Paul Rubens Three Graces, whose fleshy thighs invited intimate exploration in the imagination of a fourteen-year-old Sayiid, who had torn that page from an art history book in the Hamar library. He realized there was a lot more on the menu after a few months of admiring these American girls shuffling across his living room, with their sleepy eyes, flawless backsides, and perky nipples peeking out of skimpy tank tops. But he was still among the sexually uninitiated, still wrestling with how to rationalize a one-night stand under Qur’anic law, and emerged from freshman year with his cherry still intact.


Finances were another aspect of his roommates’ life that he couldn’t figure out—how Chet and Brian, both from families of modest means, could afford their lifestyle without jobs or scholarships.


“Dude,” Sayiid asked them one evening in the American slang he perfected so quickly, “how do you two do it? Selling weed, or what?”


“Hells no,” replied Chet, the hipper and more articulate of the two. “Feast your eyes on this.” And he pulled out a scrapbook of photographs from his and Brian’s summer in Alaska.


Utah had introduced Sayiid to snow, but what really blew his mind was the photograph of an enormous moose emerging like some prehistoric creature from the Tanana River with a snow-capped Mount Deborah in the distance.


“And? What’s that got to do with money?”


“Look at the last two pages, bro.”


Chet had fashioned a collage of photographs from the North Pacific Seafoods’ salmon processing facility in Kasilof, where he and Brian had worked the previous summer. While there were plenty of older folks gutting and filleting fish, Sayiid noticed quite a few attractive young women along the conveyor belt, and one photograph of Brian pretending to French-kiss a decapitated salmon.


“Fifteen dollars an hour, plus overtime,” Chet said. “Seven days a week for as long as you can take it, plus housing and as much pussy as you can handle. We lasted eight weeks, pocketed ten large each, then headed to Denali for a week of camping before school started.”


“I’d be down for that,” Sayiid said.


Five months later and $8,500 wealthier, but still a virgin, Sayiid was on a bus headed to Denali National Park for an annual bluegrass festival. Chet had told him to bring a tent since the festival was in an open meadow with no accommodations, but to save money he opted for some plastic sheeting in which he could wrap himself if it rained. The weather was perfect the first few days, and he struck up an easy friendship with those camped near him as they spent their time like gypsies serenaded by the likes of Arlo Guthrie, Joan Baez, Doc Watson, Nickel Creek, Alison Kraus, and the Soggy Bottom Boys. The sweet smell of marijuana mixed with campfire smoke hung in the air, and an hour didn’t go by without someone passing a joint. Sayiid figured he could rationalize the occasional Husky IPA under Islamic law, but drugs, even a harmless toke, might cross the line of blasphemy in the eyes of his Imam in Mogadishu. More importantly, it would disappoint his father.


Something about Hanna and Pia changed his mind. The two German women, both in their late twenties, had camped next to Sayiid on the first afternoon, and within a few days they had forged the kind of bond one only makes on the road, where identities are fluid and truth is elusive. They were the type of Germans drawn to esoteric ideas and obscure philosophies, as long as discussion did not brush against the brittle, thinly concealed angst from the war and the genocide that many of them feel they should carry like a cross.


The three of them heard the splatter of rain on a cast-iron skillet near the fire before they felt it, their final night in Denali a potential rainout. Hanna motioned toward Sayiid’s plastic sheeting, smiled, looked over her shoulder at their tent, then smiled again—a different kind of smile that implied something other than humor. Hanna put her hand on Sayiid’s thigh and passed the joint.


“This is my first time,” he said, beginning to feel the creeping euphoria, so different from the acceleration of emotion after a few beers. He laughed, and they all laughed with him for what seemed like a long time, but actually it was not more than a few seconds.


“My first time was with an old boyfriend in Berlin,” Pia said. “It was the first time for something else too.”


“And mine was with you, Pia, two years ago, also in Berlin at your flat,” Hanna replied. “Remember? And it was our first time for something else as well.”


The two women exchanged a knowing glance and reached around Sayiid to embrace. The musk of femininity and patchouli engulfed him, embedding a memory in his olfaction that would titillate him for the rest of his life. They each placed their chin on either side of Sayiid’s shoulders, and Pia whispered in his ear, “Come with us.”


That scent effused from the inside of the small tent and grew in intensity with each piece of clothing they removed, until they were all without clothes and seemed to be floating in it. Sayiid could not really tell where one of them began and the other ended during those hours of languid, sometimes desperate sensuality. The aroma of that night inside the small tent stayed with him forever, the eternal perfume of his awakening into manhood. It remained on him for several days afterward, and on a T-shirt of his that Hanna had worn the next morning, which Sayiid never, ever washed.


Years later, the more dangerous his life became, the more he thought about that night with Hanna and Pia—even now, or especially now, almost two decades later, waking up to the sound of distant gunfire in his Mogadishu flat with his wife, Ebla, and their son, little Sayiid, who they nicknamed Amiir, prince in Somali. He held Ebla in great esteem and had grown close to her over the years, but their marriage was arranged, and the day they met felt more like duty than romance to both of them. Their relationship endured, with warmth, respect, and a deep love for their son. But it lacked passion, and Sayiid could not conjure excitement for his wife or climax without imagining the scent of Pia and Hanna. Perhaps it was Ebla’s ceremonial circumcision as a young girl that kept her from feeling the full orgasm she had read about in Western magazines like Cosmopolitan. Ebla felt silly faking it on behalf of what she imagined was Sayiid’s fragile male ego, and over the years the frequency thinned to almost nothing.


That morning in the summer of 1993, Ebla opened her legs in bed as a kind of good-luck offering for Sayiid before an important meeting with an American military officer at the Mogadishu airport to discuss some translation work.


“I’m late,” he said, kissing her knee and gently slapping her ample backside.


“Okay, Mister American Translator,” she replied with a histrionic frown. “You may regret it.”


Ebla was right. Sayiid would regret that moment for the rest of his days, but nowhere near as much as Charlie Christmas.


Sayiid made his way carefully through Mogadishu, avoiding the hot zones and roadblocks erected by the militiamen loyal to the most powerful warlord in Somalia, General Mohamed Farrah Aidid, an esteemed military leader and politician who had led the coup that ruptured the East African nation into warring fiefdoms. Aidid defied United Nations’ peacekeeping efforts, sanctioned an attack that killed twenty-four Pakistani peacekeepers, and held a very loose rein over the militiamen roaming Mogadishu in their “technicals,” improvised pickup trucks equipped with armor and heavy weapons mounted in the bed. They reminded Sayiid of something out of Robocop, or his second favorite movie, Mel Gibson’s post-apocalyptic thriller Mad Max. He felt relatively safe in the morning from Aidid’s fighters, who, in their Ray Ban Wayfarers, New York Yankees’ baseball caps, gold chains, and black canvas high-tops, could have been extras in a GQ photo shoot, absent the automatic weapons slung over their shoulders and the bandoliers of grenades strapped across their broad, muscular chests. But Sayiid knew all bets were off by early afternoon, when they jammed their cheeks full of Khat leaves, a strong stimulant that unleashed their dark, predatory instincts.
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