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Prologue
IN THE UPPER REACHES OF THE ZAGROS MOUNTAINS, THE AIR changed. The high altitude
opened it, cleared it of the dust of the valleys, and made it sing a little in the lungs; low
atmospheric pressure. It was a shift I recognized. We had been driving for hours,
winding north along a wide dry basin between high peaks; then we turned west. Now
the car, an old Peugot, struggled upward along switchbacks cut into the mountainside,
past intersecting layers of rock laid down over geological ages.
For a moment I was reminded intensely of home. It had been almost a year since I
had been back to Boulder, in the foothills of the Colorado Rockies. The snug valley
where I had gone to high school, learned to drive, where my parents and sister still
lived, could be seen as a tidy whole from this height in cliffs much like these. Looking
down into the plain below, I felt as though I was seeing double, and that an hour’s hike
along the switchbacks would bring me to my own doorstep.
At the time, it was a sensation that seemed a little perverse. I had just flown into
Iran from Egypt—this journey had begun thousands of miles from my own country.
That a mountain and a change in the air in Iran should make me think of home in the
spring of 2004, the spring of the War on Terror, the clash of civilizations, the jihad, the
things that had made my quiet life almost unlivable, must be sheer perversity, I
thought then. I didn’t yet realize that the Zagros Mountains had no name when they
were forced out of the ground millions of years ago, and neither did the Rockies, that
the call of earth to earth might be something more real than the human divisions of
Iran and America. I had faith, then; it was in the mountains that I first thought of
divinity, and these mountains reminded me of that sensation. But I didn’t yet have
faith in faith—I didn’t trust the connections I felt between mountains or memories, and
if I had been a little more ambivalent, I could have allowed the Zagros to be foreign,
and the memory to be coincidence.
Fortunately, I didn’t.
Ahmad, my guide plus chaperone, pointed west over the receding peaks.
“If you kept driving that way, you would get to Iraq,” he said. He was from Shiraz,
and had silver hair and laugh lines. Before the revolution he flew planes for the Shah,
whom he had hated, but not as much as he now hated the mullahs. During one of our
conversations on the road from Shiraz to Isfahan, he told me he used to fast during
Ramadan and pray with some regularity. In his eyes, though, the Islamic regime had so
deformed his religion that he stopped. Thinking I would judge him for this lapse lest
he provide a rationale (I was an American and a Sunni, and therefore unpredictable) he
told me he didn’t need to fast; fasting was meant to remind one of the hunger of the
poor, and he helped the poor in other ways.
“Then why do the poor fast?” I asked him. The Ramadan fast was required of all
Muslims, not just the wealthy. He looked at me out of the corner of his eye; evidently I
was an American Sunni who discussed theology. Among the middle classes, theology
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had gone out of fashion in Iran. But I had just come from Egypt, where the reverse
was true. Ahmad left the question floating in the air.
“Iraq?” I climbed on a rock near the edge of the promontory where we were
standing, having parked the car on the shoulder of the road. My Nikes stuck out from
under the hem of my black robe. I had overdressed. In Khatami’s Tehran, chadors and
manteaux had been replaced by short, tight housecoats and scarves that were barely
larger than handkerchiefs. Knowing only that Iran was under a religious dictatorship,
and Egypt was under a military one, I had dressed as conservatively as possible. I
didn’t realize that whatever the political reality, Egypt was far more socially
conservative than Iran. The reasons for this would become clear to me only later:
when a dictatorship claims absolute authority over an idea—in the case of Iran, Islam,
in the case of Egypt, a ham-fisted brand of socialism—frustrated citizens will run to
the opposite ideological extreme. The Islamic Republic was secularizing Iran; in Egypt
the short-robed fundamentalists multiplied and multiplied.
“Yes, Iraq. I think at night farther southwest you could maybe see the bombs
falling. But far away; first the plain of Karbala, then Baghdad.” Ahmad came to stand
next to my rock, and pointed northwest. “Karbala is where Imam Husayn is buried.”
“We have his head,” I said, thinking of the fasting argument. “In Cairo. There’s a
square named after him where the shrine is.”
“What?”
“His head,” I repeated, wondering whether I should put an honorific before his;
Husayn ibn Ali was a grandson of the Prophet and beloved by all Muslims, but
particularly revered by Shi’ites. I didn’t want to commit a faux pas. No matter what
Ahmad thought about fasting. I put one hand to my back; the infection in my kidneys
had manifested itself as a dull spreading pain there, and a touch of fever. Living in an
industrial neighborhood in Cairo, not a clean city to begin with, I had developed an
unfortunate apathy toward my health.
“This is the first time I hear this about Imam Husayn,” muttered Ahmad, and broke
out into a laugh.
“It’s true,” I said. “The Fatimids brought him with them. At least, that’s what the
ulema tell us; maybe it’s all a lie and the shrine is empty.” A light wind ran down the
channel of the valley below. I took a breath and held it for a moment, then let it out in
a sigh. Ahmad smiled a little.
“Thank you,” I said. “It’s beautiful up here.”
Later, in the car, Ahmad told me, “I think you are becoming a little bit Arab.” He said
so gently, but this is not a compliment in Persia. On some level, I agreed with him—I
was so submerged in Cairo, so cut off from America, that something was bound to
change. Yet I still felt like myself. I was disturbed because I had been told I should be
disturbed; that the Arab way of doing things, being opposed to the American way of
doing things, represented the betrayal of an American self. But I had discovered that I
was not my habits. I was not the way I dressed or the things I did and didn’t say. If I
were all these things, then standing on that rock and looking west, I should have been
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someone else.
But I remained.
When the term “clash of civilizations” was coined, it was a myth; the
interdependence of world cultures lay on the surface, supported by trade and the travel
of ideas, the borrowing of words from language to language. But like so many ugly
ideas, the clash becomes a little more real every time someone says the word. Today, it
is a theory supported not only in the West, where it was invented, but also in the
Muslim world, where plenty of people see Islam as irrevocably in conflict with
western values. When threatened, both Muslims and westerners tend to toe their
respective party lines, defending monolithic ideals that only exist as tools of
opposition, ideals that crumble as soon as the opposing party has turned its back. The
truth emerges. It is not through politics that we will be delivered from this conflict. It
is not through pundits and analysts and experts. The war between Islam and the West
is a human conflict, in which human experience is the only reliable guide. We are all
standing on the mountaintop, and we must learn to look out at the world not through
the medium of self-appointed authorities, but with our own eyes.
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Kun
We say unto it: Be! And it is.
—Quran 16:40
IN A WAY, I WAS IN THE MARKET FOR A PHILOSOPHY. FIVE months into my sophomore
year of college at Boston University I was hospitalized, in the middle of the night, for
a rare and acute reaction to a Depo Provera injection I’d received several days earlier.
Up until then I’d been lucky enough never to see the inside of an emergency room.
The most dangerous things I’d ever done were take the Chinatown-to-Chinatown bus
from Boston to New York, walk home alone late at night once or twice, and get my
lower lip pierced at a dimly lit shop in some basement off Commonwealth Avenue. At
the turn of the millennium, even rebellion was fairly sanitary. Landing in the hospital
because of legal medication seemed like a violation of the way things were supposed
to work.
For days I was in and out of doctors’ offices with the mostly untreatable symptoms
of adrenal distress: heart palpitations, sudden attacks of sweating and dizziness, and
insomnia so severe that no amount of tranquilizer could keep me asleep for more than
four or five hours. In a blow to my vanity, I was losing hair. Later I would learn that I
was also losing bone mass. At seventeen I was immortal; at eighteen I was a short and
arbitrary series of events.
I wasn’t very good with pain. And having always been the kind of person who
could catnap at will, I wasn’t very good with sleep deprivation, either. By chance, the
three people who watched over me most diligently during the first days of my illness
—a classmate, his mother, and a nurse—were all Iranian. Semidelirious, I took this as
a sign. Addressing a God I had never spoken to in my life, I promised that if I
recovered in three days, I would become a Muslim.
As it happened, the adrenal distress lasted a year and a half.
It was this unanswered prayer that sparked my interest in organized religion. I had
been raised an atheist but was never very good at it. As a child I had precognitive
dreams about mundane events like the deaths of pets, and I could not remember a time
when I was not in love with whatever sat behind the world. Yet God was taboo in my
parents’ house; we were educated, and educated people don’t believe in nonsense.
Both of my parents came from conservative Protestant families. They left their
churches during the Vietnam era, sick of the racist warmongering peddled from the
pulpits. To them, God was a bigoted, vengeful white man. Refusing to believe in him
was not just scientifically correct, it was morally imperative.
I learned to hide, deny, or dress up all experiences I could not explain. In high
school a fatuous brand of neo-paganism was popular, thanks to movies like The Craft;
this gave my heretical impulses a temporary outlet. By the time I was in my late teens
I had adopted the anemic mantra “spiritual but not religious.” I couldn’t have told you
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what it meant.
Three days turned into three weeks. Doctors told me to sit tight—the Depo injection
was effective for three months, and it might take another several months after that for
my body to rebalance itself. I tired easily. Assignments that once took a few hours to
complete now took days; walking from campus to my dorm left me exhausted.
Twilight began to look bleak, the precursor of dark empty hours without sleep. Being
eighteen and fortunate, it was a struggle to realize that this was not the end of
everything. And, in fact, it wasn’t. Since the big things were enough trouble, I began
to let the small things slide. I went out without makeup. I stopped going to all the
parties I didn’t really care about. An alchemical process was taking place that I didn’t
quite understand. By small increments, my sense of humor and ability to cope were
coming back, along with a new interest in the God who had not answered my prayers.
“I guess the Almighty doesn’t bargain,” I said one day to Elizabeth, who lived
down the hall. We were on our way to Eli Wiesel’s annual lecture on the Book of Job,
about which we had to write a paper.
“Not with miserable sinners,” she said cheerfully. She was Episcopalian.
“There is such a thing as respect, you know.” Javad, whose steady supply of dining
hall cookies and sympathy helped prompt my brush with Islam, appeared behind us
with some other students from our section. “Even if God is only a hypothetical to
you.” He was a serious person, and smoked Djarum Blacks; he was not amused by my
attitude toward the whole thing.
“I’m being respectful,” I said. “I was serious. Hypotheti-cally serious.”
“So you feel like hypothetical God abandoned you?” He raised one eyebrow.
“No, I don’t. But I’m having trouble understanding why that is.”
“Of course you don’t. You can’t feel abandoned by a God you don’t believe in,”
Elizabeth pointed out. I shook my head.
“I’m not sure it’s that simple.”
We found seats in the middle of the lecture hall just as Dr. Wiesel was being
introduced. Since we were humanities students, the idea of listening to a lecture on Job
was not all that terrifying. We had already faced Confucius, the Stoics, and the
Bhagavad Gita and come through relatively unscathed. But as Dr. Wiesel talked about
the role of suffering in God’s covenant with the Jews, I began to feel uncomfortable.
“I don’t think that’s what it means,” I muttered.
“What?” Elizabeth frowned at me.
“Job. I don’t think that’s what it’s about. I think it’s about—”
Someone several rows back made a shushing noise.
“I think it’s about monotheism,” I said, “the idea that faith in the God of mercy is
also faith in the God of destruction. God causes Job’s suffering, not the devil.”
The shushing became more insistent. I slumped in my seat, dissatisfied.
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When I made my desperate offer to trade faith for health, I had not read a word of the
Quran. My otherwise exhaustive liberal education skipped right over it. The professors
I queried said teaching the Quran as a work of literature angered Muslim students and
put everybody at risk. I was skeptical of this answer. When we studied the Bible, it
was as a work of holy literature, and there was a level of respect and suspension of
disbelief in our discussions. If the Quran was afforded the same treatment, I had
trouble believing Muslim students would be so ominously displeased. The few that I
knew—Javad and one or two others—seemed benign enough. Through them, I had
picked up some stray facts: I knew there were two major sects of Islam, and I knew
not all Muslims were Arabs. But I knew almost nothing about what they believed, and
even with a $30,000-a-year education, I had no idea Islam was the world’s secondlargest religion.
I began to investigate Islam on my own, and tried to understand the relationship of
the three Abrahamic traditions. The beliefs of my religious friends, once a source of
silent pity, were now fascinating: I wanted to know about the Trinity and the Eucharist
and the Jewish concept of the afterlife. I discovered opinions I did not know I held.
“If there is one omniscient omnipotent God, why send a holy spirit to impregnate
Mary? Why the extra step? Couldn’t He just cause her to become spontaneously
pregnant? Isn’t that what omnipotence is? Why do people always point up when they
talk about Heaven? If heaven is up there, where is it in China? Down? Where is it on
the moon? How could there be such a thing as inherited sin? Isn’t that a fundamentally
unjust idea?” I was persistent, maybe even rude, and my questions were often met with
ruffled silence. These are questions atheists often use to dismantle religion, but to me,
they were urgent attempts to name what I was finding harder and harder to ignore.
I had been taught that it was weak minded to believe the world was created by an
invisible man with superpowers. But what if God was not an invisible man with
superpowers? Atheism had never taught me how to answer that question. It had only
taught me to reject primitive little-g gods; anthropomorphized, local entities subject to
the laws of time and space—it had taught me, in other words, to reject Zeus and the
Keebler elves. And the God to whom I had prayed so desperately was not Zeus.
When I prayed, maybe I was trying to justify a belief I already held. Being ill had
shaken something loose in my head. Sitting up at night under dark windows, my
perceptions had altered. My body was no longer an infinite resource but a union of
thousands of fragile things, chemicals and precursors and proteins, all in a balance that
could easily be upset. That so many people were well—that I had been well for so
long—seemed miraculous.
Illnesses usually bring people to religion through the front door; mine brought me
through the back. I did not need to know if I was being punished or tested. Neither my
health nor my illness was about me. The force that played havoc with the cortisol in
my blood was the same force that helped my body recover; if I felt better one day and
worse the next, it was unchanged. It chose no side. It gave the girl next to me in the
hospital pneumonia; it also gave her white blood cells that would resist the infection.
And the atoms in those cells, and the nuclei in those atoms, the same bits of carbon
that were being spun into new planets in some corner of space without a name. My
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insignificance had become unspeakably beautiful to me.
That unified force was a God too massive, too inhuman, to resist with the atheism
in which I had been brought up. I became a zealot without a religion. It was unclear to
me whether there was a philosophy big enough for monotheism so adamant. It had to
be a faith that didn’t need to struggle to explain why bad things happen to good
people, a faith in which it was understood that destruction is implicit in creation. I had
a faint attraction to Buddhism, but Buddhism was not theist enough; the role of God
was obscure or absent. I would have liked to be a Christian. My life would have been
much easier if I could stomach the Trinity and inherited sin, or the idea that God had a
son. Judaism was a near perfect fit, but it was created for a single tribe of people. Most
practicing Jews I knew took a dim view of conversion. To them, membership in the
historical community of Jews was as important as belief.
In Islam, which encouraged conversion, there were words for what I believed.
Tawhid, the absolute unity of God. Al Haq, the truth so true it had no corresponding
opposite, truth that encompassed both good and evil. There were no intermediary steps
in the act of creation, God simply said, Kun, fa yakun. “Be, so it is.” I began to have a
feeling of déjà vu. It was as if my promise to become a Muslim was not a coincidence
but a kind of inversion; a future self speaking through a former self.
It was a feeling that intensified as I stood in front of a vending machine in my
Warren Towers dorm in the spring of my illness, on the verge of an epiphany. Another
girl in a T-shirt and pajama bottoms stood in front of me with a deflated expression.
“Screw this,” she said, punching the glass that divided her from the Almond Joy
stuck inside, dangling by its wrapper. She sighed and turned away, muttering “Good
luck,” as she passed. Her T-shirt read, “Why does it always rain on me?” Apparently
she had dressed for this moment of synchronicity.
I punched in the code for a Snickers. As it fell, it hit the trapped Almond Joy. When
I pushed in the flap at the bottom of the machine I saw two candy bars, side by side. I
looked around for the other girl, but she was gone.
“Kun,” I said to no one, and laughed. “Kun fa yakun.”
At that moment, the girl with the synchronous T-shirt was more upset about losing
her candy bar than I was about having osteopenia, low bone mineral density. The
moral microcosm of Warren Towers seemed profoundly balanced. What I had suffered
was so slight compared to so many people; how appropriate that all I got for it was an
Almond Joy.
I had just read a verse of the Quran about rizq, which translates as “sustenance,” but
has threads of destiny and fortune running through it. “Oh you who believe, partake of
the good things We have provided for you as sustenance, and give thanks to God, if it
is truly Him that you worship.” With an infinitesimal shift in probability, an invisible
wink, a little rizq had been redistributed. The world seemed without contradiction. It
was called into being, kun, with pain and synchronicity and malfunctioning vending
machines already written on it. I was abandoning my ability to distinguish between the
macrocosmic and the microcosmic.
At home in Colorado that summer, I got a new tattoo. An artist named Fish inked Al
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Haq across my lower back in Arabic calligraphy, talking to me as he worked to keep
my mind off the pain. I had signed up to take Arabic in the fall; in the interim I taught
myself part of the alphabet out of an old textbook, to make sure I knew what I was
putting on my body. Al Haq joined another tattoo designed by a kabbalist from Rhode
Island, who gave me my first ink at seventeen after I showed him a fake ID. He had
told me that nobody gets two tattoos—they either get one or they get lots. I would get
two more before I quit, making the first in a series of difficult negotiations between art
and religious law. As it is in Judaism, tattooing is frowned upon in mainstream Islam.
The body is God’s creation, and therefore perfect; any medically unnecessary
alteration is seen as an affront. I’m glad I didn’t know that when I decided to get this
tattoo, because I’m not sure it would have stopped me.
Al Haq was a note to myself that I could not erase. As I got healthier, it would be
easy to forget this part of my life, to go back to thinking the world contained only me
and whatever I wanted at any given moment. Now I had a permanent physical
reminder. One day I would work up the courage to convert. I wasn’t ready yet—I still
had chemical and social crutches, and it would take time to learn to live without them.
When they were gone, though, I knew what I had to be.
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The White Horse
Zuljanah walked forward a few steps and stopped. Husayn stroked the
horse’s white neck and said, “My faithful horse, I know you are thirsty
and tired. You have been carrying me since morning. My faithful horse,
for the last time, take me to the battlefield.”
—Islamic folktale
BACK AT BU THREE WEEKS LATER, I WOKE UP TO A STRANGE piece of news on the BBC
World Service: Ahmad Shah Massoud, the Afghani resistance leader who kept the
Taliban at bay in the north for almost two decades, had been shot by men posing as
journalists. I had been following his life for a class, and knew how important he was in
the Afghan struggle against the Taliban and its allies. I was surprised that more
attention was not paid to the cleverly staged attack that brought about his death. In all
probability, it had been carried out by his fundamentalist enemies. The fact that they
could come up with a plan so canny and sophisticated was a little scary.
If working adults were graded on their knowledge of current events the way college
juniors are, we would live in a very different world. I felt a kind of nausea that begins
between your eyes, like vertigo; the experience you have when you see a car skid
across the center line and can picture the crash that is about to take place. Massoud’s
death was not the endgame; it couldn’t be. He had been eliminated in preparation for
something else.
It was September 11, 2001, at about eight thirty in the morning.
Boston is rarely part of the conversation about the attacks, but guilt was palpable in
the streets afterward. The terrorists who hit the South Tower flew out of Logan
Airport, the terrorists had been in Boston not two hours earlier, the terrorists could
have been stopped here—people spoke as though they had been personally negligent.
Then there was the paranoia: it was rumored that another terrorist cell was still in the
city. We were to be quarantined, cut off from bridges and rail routes until the cell could
be found. A few hysterical BU students rushed to South Station to catch trains home
“before they shut everything down.” There was no cell and no quarantine. But F-15s
flew overhead, deafeningly low, and the sirens never stopped. My parents left a
number of terrified messages on my phone, afraid I might have gone to New York to
visit friends at NYU, as I sometimes did on weekends. I sent e-mails in return, begging
them to obey the official request to stay off the phones.
With remarkable foresight, the chancellor of BU kept classes in session that day,
becoming one of the first to argue that if we disrupted our way of life we would be
helping the terrorists. And so, at three p.m., I went to the Arabic class I’d signed up for
the previous spring, carrying a textbook whose title began with a big scarlet A.
The next evening I made dinner plans at the student union with Ben, another history
major. I brought my Arabic homework, but lost interest as soon as I opened the book. I
15

jumped when Ben tossed his bag on the chair opposite mine and sat down.
“I have a flask of gin in my coat,” he said. “I say we get hammered and go see
Zoolander. Apparently the movie theaters are open. I can’t handle this anymore.”
I sighed with relief. “Yes. Sure. That’s the best idea I’ve heard all day.”
We ate in silence and left, walking down a balmy and subdued Commonwealth
Avenue toward the Fenway.
“What do you think is going to happen?” Ben asked without preamble, passing me
the gin. It was cool and piney, like pool water and Christmas trees.
“I’m glad it’s not my job to know,” I said. I didn’t want to think about it. My Arabic
professor, a cheerful but permanently annoyed Egyptian man, had come to class
looking exhausted. At that point, we assumed the retaliatory blow would fall on one of
the countries whose citizens were responsible for the attacks.
“There will be a war,” said Ben, in a curt voice he reserved for political predictions.
“You were smart to start taking Arabic,” he continued. “You could totally go into
government intelligence.”
“That’s not why I’m taking it,” I said with an involuntary twitch. “It’s beautiful.”
“It’s useful.”
“Well, why don’t you learn it then?”
“I might.” Ben was quiet for a moment and put his hands in his pockets. “I wish I
understood what just happened,” he said. “I woke up today and forgot what was
wrong. It was just a feeling, a terrible feeling. It took me five minutes to attach the
feeling to the event.”
It didn’t make any sense to anyone at that point. All we knew was that we were no
longer living in a world divided into America, where things like this didn’t happen,
and Everywhere Else, where they did. The force of that realization brought people
together. In line at the movie theater, people smiled at each other and started
spontaneous conversations with strangers. I was struck by this—at such a time and in
such a situation, our first instinct was tenderness.
I could not become a Muslim. Not after that. It would be a betrayal of the people I
loved and an insult to what my country had suffered. When videos of angry men in
beards flooded the airwaves, claiming their religion was incompatible with the
decadent West, I believed them. It was my civilization they were insulting.
Consciously and unconsciously, I began to resist Islam. I went back to the regular
college diet of jello shots and wine in a box. I ate in front of my Muslim friends during
the fasting month of Ramadan. In a logical backflip, I reasoned that becoming a
Muslim would be anti-Islamic, because it would mean submitting to an institution
rather than to God. About the religion itself I was aggressive and sarcastic. In
arguments I defended Muslims in order to look liberal, but that defense was a kind of
domination: it allowed me to monopolize the subject, and cloaked in me the same sort
of self-satisfied anger of those who hated Islam more openly and more honestly.
I was desperate for the secular truth that seemed so self-evident to other people.
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Fortunately, critics of Islam and their books were in plentiful supply. I had high hopes
that The Satanic Verses would cure my religiosity, but I found the book dense and
unpalatable. On the other hand, I loved Hanif Kureishi’s urbane, subversive novels.
The Black Album is still one of my favorite books, but even it did not touch my belief
in God. Nothing felt as right as what I had seen in the Quran. I waited to be shaken by
the great argument, the rejection of spiritual authority that had inspired so many
people to leave organized religion. No matter how many iterations I read, I could not
make it feel true. To me, it seemed like the philosophers who argued that there is no
light had simply covered up the light switch.
Resisting the temptation to say the shaheda—there is no God but God, and
Muhammad is His prophet—became a daily exercise. My dreams were suddenly
cluttered with the Old Testament images that are shared between all three Abrahamic
religions. In one, I saw Jacob’s ladder. Instead of running from Earth to Heaven, it ran
between them, rung after rung, cutting a swath parallel to the horizon. In another, I
saw a wasteland of dry bones and felt a presence behind me, like the shadow of a great
bird, asking me questions. Upon waking, I couldn’t identify it. Later that same day, a
professor read the story of Ezekiel and the valley of bones in class, leaving me shaken
and disturbed. Most often, though, I dreamed of a white horse. It appeared in
nightmares, when I was threatened or hurt; I would climb on its back and without any
prompting it would carry me out of danger.
Ben graduated the year before I did. At the same time, one of his professors retired
and announced plans to return to her native Cairo to help run an English-language high
school. Ben was at loose ends in an indifferent economy, so when she offered him a
job, he accepted. He’d get his chance to learn Arabic after all. Our friends assumed I
would follow suit once I was out of school. Inexpensive opportunities for Life
Experience did not come along every day. When I came back, I’d have two of the most
coveted job qualifications in post-9/11 America: Arabic language skills and knowledge
of the Middle East. I could find no good reason not to go. With a history degree and no
high ambitions, I had little reason to stay.
Still, I hedged and considered other options. I knew I would not go to Egypt to
study and come back with a few good stories. I would go and convert. If I stayed in the
United States, ordinary life would win out and help me forget about the Quran. I could
move somewhere with a few friends, get a regular job, become fluent in car insurance
and summer sublets. The idea of having a life I could plan—a life built on events I
could predict, with people I knew—was attractive. For months I considered two very
different futures.
The winter before my graduation, I came across a pack of Tarot cards on a friend’s
desk. I liked Tarot; as fortune-telling games go it was accurate enough. During high
school I played regularly. While waiting for my friend to arrive, I shuffled the pack
and laid out a standard seven-card cross. In the “past” position I drew the Queen of
Wands—a very sensible and unsurprising card. In the future, though, was the Knight
of Wands: a young man riding through the desert, past a group of pyramids. A young
man on a white horse.
“No.”
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I looked at the ceiling, addressing empty space. It was the first time I had spoken to
God verbally, without embarrassment or internal preamble.
“I won’t do it,” I said. “I’m not going.”
It was the last time I would ever touch a Tarot deck. As a Muslim you waive your
right to peek at the future. The people who tipped the scales were my parents, who
thought I was crazy to turn down such an exciting opportunity abroad. If I had told
them I was trying to save myself from a religious conversion, they might have felt
differently. Resisting religion is a noble goal among secular liberals. But I didn’t tell
them—I didn’t tell anyone.
On a warm August day in 2003, two weeks before my twenty-first birthday, I boarded
a plane. It would take me to Frankfurt, and from there to Cairo. With me was Jo, a
high school friend who was studying to be an artist. Restless in her degree program
and looking for inspiration, she decided to take a year off and come with me to Egypt.
We went with two suitcases of our most grandmotherly clothes, possessing no more
sophisticated concept of modest dress. I also brought a box of Tampax. Ben’s female
roommate had warned me that there was none to be had in Egypt. I’m embarrassed to
admit I believed this—if I had spared half a minute to think, I would have realized that
even oppressed foreign women got their periods. Cairo, one of the largest cities on
Earth, must accomodate them. Despite my supposed education, I was naive when it
came to the Middle East. Being on the verge of a conversion to Islam did not give me
any insight into the people who practiced it. I was, in many ways, as unprepared to
live in Egypt as someone with no religious affinity for it.
I left my courage on the runway in Denver. Adrenaline buzzed in my head as soon
as the plane was airborne. By the time we reached Frankfurt my palms were sweating,
and when we took off for Cairo I panicked. When people ask me about the moment I
converted, I usually find a way to dodge the question. I tell them I decided to convert
during college, which is true. In another sense I feel I have always been Muslim, since
I discovered in the Quran what I already believed. But if conversion is entering into
the service of an ideal, then I converted on that plane. In the darkness over the
Mediterranean, in no country, under no law, I made peace with God. I called Him
Allah. I didn’t know what waited for me in Egypt. I didn’t know whether the clash of
civilizations was real, or whether being an American Muslim was a contradiction. But
for the first time in my life, I felt unified—that had to mean something. Cultural and
political differences go bone deep, but there is something even deeper. I believed that.
I had to believe it.
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The Conqueress City
On the path between death and life, within view of the watchful stars and
within earshot of beautiful, obscure anthems, a voice told of the trials and
joys promised.
—Naguib Mahfouz, The Harafish
I HAD BEEN IN CAIRO FOR LESS THAN TWENTY-FOUR HOURS WHEN a man on the street
asked me for a blow job. He was in his thirties, skinny, with a mustache that drooped
at the edges. From the window of a taxi, I had asked him for directions—Jo and I were
lost in Maadi, the fashionable district where the apartment we inherited from Ben was
located. After pointing vaguely over one shoulder toward the street we were looking
for, he spat out his proposition, in an accent so heavy that “blow job” sounded like
bastardized French.
“Did he just—?” I looked at Jo, barely comprehending.
Jo’s pretty, aquiline features were twisted into a nauseated expression.
“Okay, just go,” I said to the taxi driver, and slumped back in my seat. My face felt
hot. The driver looked over his shoulder at me, frowning. To him, the address we gave
was an obscure jum-ble of numbers. Like most Cairene taxi drivers, he navigated by
landmarks—pass the white mosque, turn when you see a shop-keeper with a face like
an angry rooster sitting in the shade. If we could not describe the landscape, he could
not take us where we wanted to go.
“We can go,” I said again, motioning with one hand. The taxi jerked forward.
We had arrived to find a city in a state of moral and financial collapse. Almost
every man we encountered, from the taxi drivers who called to us in the airport
parking lot to the umber-robed doorman who met us at our apartment, watched us with
an expression of repressed sexual anger. Women were indifferent. The air was thick
with the metallic smell of dust, a scent that invaded clothing and hair like perfume.
This was the most pervasive quality of Cairo, I thought, this dust; even the palm and
banana trees that rose from little walled gardens were more gray than green.
In the heart of the city, ancient mosques were crammed into the shadows of
slapdash high-rises, some of which tilted precariously on their foundations. The crush
of human traffic and the noise of machines were constant. Down the center of this
metropolis snaked the Nile, coffee-dark and wide. From every direction, desert
threatened to erode what was left of the river’s rich floodplain; its seasonal glut of silt
was bottled up behind a dam in Aswan. An ecologist might look at Cairo and see an
omen of the future: a flat, burned, airless plain, the wreckage of too much civilization.
I loved it. I loved it obsessively, starting the minute I stepped out of the airport and
into the fetid August heat. Confronted with this city, my anxieties seemed selfindulgent. The calm of some long-dormant survival instinct kicked in.
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Meanwhile, I was a Muslim. Alone in my room, behind wooden-shuttered windows
that looked out at a fringe of palms, I prayed. Prayer was difficult at first. I had never
been taught to bow toward anything, or recite words when no one was around to hear
them. The first time I prayed, I did not face Mecca—instead I faced west, toward
home. It was there that I had first spoken to God. Mecca, on the other hand, was a
place I had never seen, full of people I had never met. For a convert, I was unusually
obstinate. Bowing—putting my forehead on the ground—felt embarrassing. At that
time, if you had asked me what religion was, I would have answered that it was the
expression of one’s love for God. Years later, a Bohra Muslim friend would suggest
something very different: God, he said, is the love between you and religion. Today,
this makes profound sense to me. I quickly discovered that religion is an act of will. I
assumed prayer would flow naturally from belief, but it didn’t—it took practice. So I
practiced, privately, without telling Jo or anyone else what had occurred.
For a week, Jo and I barely ate. We didn’t understand how or where to buy real food.
The apartment previously inhabited by Ben and his roommate sat on a side street lined
with straggling hibiscus bushes. There was a series of little shops at the end of our
block, but they made no sense to us. One sold finches and lovebirds in cages, another
sold cell phones, a third displayed unmarked piles of computer parts on wooden tables.
When we finally came across a tiny general store—a duken, we later learned to call it
—we bought olives and bread. A donkey cart supplied us with mangoes. Programmed
for supermarkets, we were bewildered that we couldn’t buy meat or fish from the same
place we bought milk.
One afternoon during this first proteinless week, the phone rang. Jo and I stared at it
in dismay. The only other call we’d gotten was from the director of Language School,
welcoming us to Cairo. Too late, I realized I had no idea how Egyptians greeted each
other on the phone.
“You answer it,” said Jo.
“Why?” I asked wildly.
“Because it might be someone speaking Arabic,” she said. “Pick up, quick.”
I did.
“Hello?”
“Is this Willow?” The voice was male and spoke in a pleasant Anglo-Egyptian
accent. He introduced himself as Omar, whom I remembered from Ben’s e-mails—he
was a physics teacher at LS, as we called it, and one of Ben’s closest friends in Egypt.
Worried about all the trouble a couple of American girls could find in Cairo, Ben had
asked him to keep an eye on us.
“I remembered today that you arrived on the fifteenth,” he said. “I wanted to make
sure everything was okay. Ben said you brought someone with you?”
“A friend,” I said. “She’s going to be working at LS as well.”
“Oh good,” he said politely. “Is there anything you need?”
I decided not to tell him about our state of enforced veganism. He apologized for
20

