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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            THE ADDENDUM

          

        

      

    

    
      Alma felt pretty in her inexpensive, yet stylish white sundress as she waited in line outside the office of Birth and Death Certificates. The flowers on her dress were perfectly spaced. There weren’t so many as to overwhelm her own, natural beauty, nor were there too few. Alma and the dress were in a perfect symbiosis of beauty. She smiled at the woman in front of her, a Latina woman with a sleeping toddler in her arms. Three other children stood beside the woman, each one two inches shorter than the last, like steps: all quiet, obedient, calm. The mother had a long, thick, messy black ponytail. It was substantial—like the tail of an actual horse. Behind Alma stood a Middle Eastern couple, the woman in a headscarf, the man solemn and serious, as if posing for an old daguerreotype.

      The line spilled out into the old art deco lobby of the Bureau of Health building. A stone statue of a nurse towered over the lobby and watched over them all. Her hat, her stethoscope, and her sensible shoes were rendered in exquisite, almost hyperrealistic detail.

      Alma noticed she was the only phenotypically white person in the line. Strange, she thought. Didn’t white people get born and die, and file records of their having done so? She smiled sadly. She supposed not. She supposed if you were to ask any of these people in line, all of them beautiful shades of brown, all of them most surely with long, complicated, unpleasant histories with Caucasians, both here and abroad, they would answer that no, in fact, white people did not get born or die. They were always just “there.” Here. There. Everywhere. Invited, uninvited, it didn’t matter. They were always there. And they weren’t going anywhere anytime soon.

      That was why Alma was so excited to finally be getting rid of her white stain. Or was it whyte, with a y? No, yes, she was right. It was white. White referred to the people, the race, and “whyte” with a y referred to the characteristics—privileged, insensitive, murderous, colonial, etc. They were, for all intents and purposes, synonymous, but still, the distinction was made by those most well versed in tolerance theory. But, yes, it was her actual whiteness she’d be shedding today, with any luck.

      The Chromosomal Birth Certificate Addendum Program was brand new. She would be one of the first. And while that was exciting, it was also worrying, knowing how bureaucracies could be. She hoped they’d have it together. As she stood in line, she imagined the million ways it could go wrong, the conversations that might ensue:

       

      “Your DNA report isn’t notarized. You need to get your DNA report notarized.”

      “But it didn’t mention that in the packet.”

       

      “I’m sorry, Eve Genetics isn’t one of the officially recognized labs.”

      “But it was listed on your website.”

       

      “Our computer’s not set up for it yet, come back in a month.”

      “But the website said you started doing it on the fifteenth.”

       

      “New York City doesn’t participate, we’re too overwrought with real work. Try Albany.”

      “But the website said Albany didn’t do it, and you did.”

       

      “Twenty-three percent isn’t high enough. Twenty-five percent is the cut off.”

      “But …”

       

      Once inside the office of Birth and Death Certificates, Alma took a number and sat down in a yellow plastic bucket chair. The office apparently hadn’t been redecorated since the 1970s. The digital readout on the wall displayed the number 1658. She looked at the piece of paper in her hand—1777. She passed the time pleasantly, watching people, and trying to guess what languages they were speaking. Finally, the woman behind window two called her number.

      Alma approached the window, and was greeted by an African American woman with short hair and a small, gold Star of David dangling from her neck. “How can I help you?” the woman said.

      “I’d like to … uh … alter my birth certificate, please.”

      “Name change? Date change? Gender change?” the woman asked, mechanically.

      “It’s … a … chromosomal addendum, I think it’s called?”

      “Oh!” The woman looked her up and down. “A race change. Interesting. That’s a new program—let’s see, I think Sara’s handling those for now. I haven’t had the training yet. Sorry. You didn’t actually have to wait in line. Sorry about that. I’ll just call her.”

      “No. No. I didn’t mind waiting in line at all.”

      The woman picked up the phone and made a call, then set her eyes on Alma again. She leaned forward and in an excited, hushed tone asked, “What race are you changing to, I mean, if it’s not rude?”

      “No, not at all,” Alma said. She waited for the words to come out of her mouth, but they were stuck. She stood there awkwardly, shifting from foot to foot. Finally, she told herself she had nothing to be ashamed of. She was who she was, and she had the science to prove it. “African American,” she said.

      The woman stared at her for some time, contemplating her features.

      “Twenty-three percent,” Alma said. “Mostly from the area around Nigeria and Mauritania. Oh, and Niger I think.”

      The woman continued staring. Finally, she broke out into a warm smile. “Well shit, welcome!”

      “Thank you!” Alma said.

      “Honestly, I think DNA testing is great,” the woman said, “because it just confirms what we already know—or should know—that we’re all connected. One big happy family of man!”

      “Exactly!” Alma said, and then, motioning toward the woman’s Star of David, said, “Have you? Is that how you …?”

      The woman touched the pendant. “Oh this? No. No. I converted when I was eighteen. I just felt called to it. No. Yeah. I haven’t done the testing. Truth be told, I’ve always been a little scared to do the whole DNA thing.”

      “Yeah, I get it.”

      “I mean, I feel pretty sure about who I am.”

      The click clack of heels could be heard approaching, and a woman walked up to Alma and held out her hand, introducing herself as Sara. She had on a navy-blue blazer and a pretty, patterned silk blouse. “This is so exciting!” she said. “You’re our first chromosomal addendum! A pioneer!”

      Alma followed Sara back through the waiting room to an air-conditioned office appointed with lush green plants. She took a seat across from Sara at a large wooden desk. She retrieved an envelope from her purse, and handed it over to Sara.

      Sara studied the report, her eyes moving quickly down the page. Her face was heavily made up, and Alma got the sense it wasn’t so much for glamour’s sake, as it was to cover up some minor yet lingering imperfection.

      Sara looked up. “Impressive!” she said, smiling at Alma. “Twenty-three percent sub-Saharan African ancestry—within a 98.7 percent degree of certainty! Thirty-one percent British Isles. Fourteen percent Scandinavian. Twenty percent Benelux. Six percent Iberian. The rest is central European with trace amounts of eastern Mediterranean/Levant. Cool!” She paused and studied Alma for a moment. “Am I correct in assuming this came as a total shock?”

      “I had every reason to assume I was Dutch and English all the way back.”

      “Wow!”

      “Yet,” Alma said, tilting her head, “on another level, I can’t say it was a complete shock.”

      “I think I know what you mean.”

      “I mean, I never really clicked with whiteness, you know? I always just had the feeling that something was … off. Ever since I was a little girl.”

      “I know exactly what you mean,” Sara said, leaning forward.

      “Have you …?”

      “Yes,” Sara said, and then in an excited whisper, “18.5 percent Plains tribes!”

      “Jesus! That’s amazing!”

      “And that’s not all! I’ve got another 2 percent Cherokee/Algonquin!”

      “Holy …”

      “I know. But … I have to be very sensitive, you know. I can’t go around wearing it on my sleeve, as it were. It’s not as easy, with Native. I mean, I definitely have the blood percentage to make the claim. Not, of course, in a political way, like fishing or gambling rights, or anything like that, but … What I mean is, with Native American it’s a little more complicated. I had to apply to the tribe, show supporting documentation, things like that.”

      “Of course.”

      “They get the ultimate say—which is only fair. That’s how it should be. Only horses and dogs should be measured by blood percentage, you know.”

      “Totally,” Alma said. “Good luck! I hope you get it!”

      “Thanks. I don’t see any reason why I wouldn’t. It’s more just a formality at this point. My great-great-grandmother was born on a reservation, so … I have the records.”

      “That’s so cool.”

      “Anyway,” Sara said, “even without it being official yet, my life has changed. Just knowing it changes you.”

      “Did you always know? I mean, did you feel, like, a connection to that culture?”

      “Well. Yes. I mean I always knew about my great-great, so I was sort of on the lookout for things from that culture. But not …” she straightened up, “you know, not anything offensive. No dream catchers or anything like that. I was always very respectful. But in answer to your question, yes, I did feel an affinity, which, when the test came back, was very much affirmed. And you haven’t had yours for very long, I see from the date of the report, but just wait, you’ll see, more and more things will start falling into place for you. Parts of yourself that you never understood will make sense to you: ways of looking at things, affinities, vague sensations. Not so much the culture. Like in my case, it’s not an affinity with nature, or a tendency toward a matriarchal, or nonhierarchical society, or an attraction to shamanism, psychedelics, or anything like that. Because it hasn’t been proven that any of those things get passed down through the genes. But as we know, trauma does get passed down. I’m sure you’ve heard of genetic whisperings. Those kinds of things started falling into place for me. Like, I finally understand why I’m so afraid of white people.”

      “Exactly. Me too,” Alma said. “I’ve always felt like an outsider.”

      Sara cleared her throat. “So, I’ll make copies of your documents, and if everything goes well, your official amended birth certificate should be ready in six to eight weeks. This is so exciting! Just so you know, we’re not able to change the race of your mother or father, or your race, as stated on the original certificate, but you will be provided with an asterisk, stating your updated ancestry.”

      “Great! Thank you!” Alma said. She began to get up from the chair, but then sat back down. “Actually, I was wondering. Is there any way to get a temporary certificate? You know, like how at the DMV you can get a temporary driver’s license, until the real one comes?”

      “Yes of course,” Sara said. “Just bear with me.” She turned to the computer and typed Alma’s details onto an official form. She walked over to the printer and then handed the sheet of paper to Alma. It had the agency’s logo and stated that—ALMA WILLINGSBY—had successfully applied for and had met the burden of proof of—BLACKNESS—as determined by the State of New York, a proud member of the Virtuous Federation of the United States of America.

      Exiting the building, Alma was walking on air. Nothing had changed, yet, in another way, everything had changed. She was not the same person who had walked in. All the people on the various squares and plazas of the municipal area of downtown—going to court, coming from court, registering documents, taking civil service exams, selling hot dogs, eating hot dogs, drinking coffee, laughing and talking, taking photos, soaking in the sun—looked different to her than they had before. They looked smaller, more benign, less significant somehow. And she felt taller. Actually, physically taller. Like there was more space between each of her vertebrae. And her entire being was somehow more cushioned, more springy. She felt alive, and she also felt as if the ground was alive. And she felt like she was connected to the ground, and had sprung from it. There was something wild, instinctual, natural about the way she walked now. If she were to meet a predator, she would be prepared. If she were to sense an intruder, she would be prepared. It was as if she was surveying her territory. Yes! That was it! That was the feeling. It was her territory. For the first time, she felt like she belonged to the land. To the earth. And she felt like it belonged to her. She felt a connection to it. It was so strange. So primal. It was such a natural thing, and yet she had never felt it before. It was a completely new sensation. Why? Why was she feeling this now? This new bodily sensation? What had changed? She had always been the same person, it was just that now she was officially … she had the documentation … That was it!

      She stopped. And she stood there as things began to fall into place in her mind. People jostled by her. A few bumped into her and said, “Excuse me.” She didn’t care. She didn’t turn around, she didn’t say “Excuse me” back. Because that was it. Although she was the same person she had been before, she’d now taken her rightful place in the world. The world now recognized her for who she was. Not someone whose ancestors had stolen this land, betrayed and murdered its original inhabitants, then forced others to work it, but someone whose ancestors had been brought here against their will, then forced to work the land. Yes. That was it. Her ancestors had bought this land with the time-honored currency of blood. It was bought and paid for. Her place on this earth was bought and paid for. She could now hold her head up high.

      She didn’t want to go home. She had too much energy. She wanted to survey her new land with her new eyes, her new self. She wanted to be out. Be connected. Be wild. Be free. Celebrate. Mark the occasion. An idea came to her. She looked up an address on her phone. She walked south on Broadway until she came to Wall Street, then kept moving south, zigging and zagging down narrow streets, until she was well within the bounds of the old Dutch city, surrounded by tall grey buildings whose cool dampness she felt on her skin, even in the summer heat. She walked past the business men and women just beginning to spill out of their offices, the narrow streets now crowded with people rushing by. She took a few more turns and arrived at an out-of-the-way, seemingly forgotten street, quiet in the midst of all the hustle. And then she came to it, the Barry Street Bus Depot. It was little more than an empty lot with cracked pavement, and just a few city busses hissing on one end of it, waiting to begin their routes. It was an old and little-used hub—set to be cleared for good in the wake of the recent discovery of what was believed to be the oldest slave burial site discovered in the city to date. Historians had long predicted its existence, and had pored over ancient maps and letters, finally zeroing in on its location. The outlines of six coffins had been confirmed using ground-penetrating radar. While plans were being made for a memorial and possibly a museum, the actual burial site, about fifteen square feet on the south side of the lot, had been cordoned off with cement stanchions and yellow police tape. Wreaths, bouquets, cards, candles, and other objects of tribute lined the perimeter.

      Alma approached the site. She had a strange and sudden urge to feel the ground beneath her feet, so she slipped off her beige flats, and wiggled her toes on the hot, cracked concrete. She let out a deep breath and sunk further into her body. She walked over to the cordoned-off area, and stood there, silently, trying to imagine the people buried beneath. They were her ancestors, in a way—metaphorically if not literally. She wondered who they were, who they’d been. She got the idea that maybe she shouldn’t be standing atop them, so she got down on her knees. Once her knees were on the concrete, she regretted for the first time—but definitely not the last time—wearing her white cotton sundress instead of pants. Tiny pebbles and specks of what she hoped wasn’t glass dug into the skin of her knees. She brushed them off with her hand, and tried her best to clear the area. She kept adjusting her position until she was about as comfortable as could be expected given the circumstances. She bowed her head low to the ground, and found herself wishing she knew how to pray. But she assured herself it would be okay. They would understand. She would just greet them. Like she would any other people she didn’t know yet. And if it was awkward at first, so be it.

      “Hello,” she said, quietly, into the ground. And then waited. “Hello,” she repeated, then sunk further into her position. “My name is Alma Willingsby. I know we’ve never met before, and I’m sorry, I don’t know your names, but it’s just … we might be related. No. No. Probably not. Not literally, but, perhaps we share a journey …”

      Alma lifted her head and wiped off her knees again. She didn’t feel like she was saying the right things.

      She bowed down again. “So. I’m Alma Willingsby. Sorry. I already said that. What I wanted to say, is, you know, thank you. Thank you. I think in some way you made my life here possible. With your suffering …” It was still wrong.

      “No,” she said. “I’m sorry. That’s what I want to say. I’m sorry. And I love you. Yes. I love you.” Alma lifted up her head again, suddenly not sure what she was doing there. There was silence all around, just a few horns honking in the distance, and the quiet hissing of the busses. She looked at all the items of tribute that had been left on the ground. The discovery of the site had only just been announced, and many of the flowers were still relatively fresh. She wondered how the people beneath felt about all the attention. Maybe they were overwhelmed. Maybe they were alarmed, frightened, disturbed. Maybe they had grown used to the silence: the soothing sounds of the busses, the mellow thoughts of the bus drivers. And now there were all these visitors, with their outpourings of grief and respect.

      She put her ear to the ground again, and she waited. For what, she didn’t know. A connection. A feeling. Yes. The communication would be silent. She wouldn’t use words.

      She closed her eyes and she imagined the earth beneath the concrete. The cool, wet earth. She imagined she was going down deeper into the dirt, reaching down. One foot down, two feet down, three feet down …

      Gradually, the city sounds faded from her mind, and she thought she began to perceive the silence of the earth. Her body was completely still. It was peaceful. Relaxed. She no longer felt the pebbles and the other worrying things that were sticking to her knees. She was expectant. Open, ready. Ear to the ground.

      She waited.

      Then she waited some more. She let her body relax further, so it almost folded in on itself, and she sunk her ear closer to the ground. She let go. Let go of everything. Let go of the day, the office of Birth and Death Certificates, her new identity, her old identity. She let go of it all, and she just listened.

      She tried to listen to the dirt. She tuned into what she imagined to be the sound of the earthworms. They emitted a quiet, self-satisfied buzzing sound. She pictured a thread, a simple thread, emanating from her and reaching down into the ground, down, down, down, winding through the dirt, trying to locate her spiritual ancestors below. And then she thought, what if they have a thread too, and they’re trying to reach me? She felt a jolt of energy. She was so tuned in to the minute intricacies of the situation, to her ideas about what might be happening beneath the ground, on a subtle plane, between her and some deceased beings, that for her, the vision solidified, and intensified, and things became less subtle and more real, very real, until she could have sworn she heard a very loud trumpet, three clear and foreboding notes, “BOOM BOOM BOOM!” So loud, in fact, that she could feel the reverberations throughout her body. Was it a warning? Was she disturbing the dead? Did they want her to GET THE FUCK OUT OF THERE? Was it Gabriel, announcing end times? Whatever it was, it gave her a feeling of terror and impending doom. Her heart began to skip and jump wildly, and she scrambled to her feet.

      And then she was face-to-face with it. Not Gabriel. Not the angry ghosts of the old Dutch cemetery. But fifteen tons of glass and steel, hovering over her, bearing down on her, less than a foot away. It was the BxM44 express bus, hissing and raring to go. The driver, a round-faced black man, glared down at her through the window, and pressed the horn once again with a fearsome relish. The sound was so soul shattering she couldn’t move. Then the driver honked again, and then, against all logic and civility, inched the bus forward, until it was just centimeters from her face. He honked again. There was no mercy, no sympathy, no compassion in his round face. He was not to be reasoned with. He would kill her if he had to.

      Alma dove out of the way as the bus went careening off to begin its long route. She landed on her elbows. She caught her breath for a moment. She got up and inspected herself. Her right knee was skinned and she had a gash on her left forearm.

      Slightly shaken, but undeterred, she walked back over to the cordoned-off burial site. As she knelt, her right knee sent pain signals to her brain. But she remembered how well she’d been able to concentrate before the interruption. How she’d been able to quiet her body’s protestations. She wondered if she would be good at meditation now. She’d never been good at it before.

      She put her head down to the ground, closed her eyes, and took a few breaths, trying to recapture the mood of before. Where was she? Yes. The cord. She’d been sending a cord down through the dirt to her spiritual ancestors. She began to picture it again, going down, down, down.

      She turned her head to the side and was very surprised to see a young woman kneeling beside her, not three feet away. More shocking still—the woman was wearing the exact same dress as her! She stared in amazement, marveling at, among other things, what a great dress it really was. The other woman was taller, and significantly larger, yet the dress looked fabulous on her too—but in a completely different way. The dress seemed to have a magical ability to contribute to each woman’s unique beauty.

      The other woman, who took no notice of Alma, prostrated herself on the ground, her white arms outstretched toward the yellow police tape. Her long, shiny, black hair fell loose around her body. She was whispering quietly. Almost chanting. Alma could hear bits and pieces of what she was saying. “… am not worthy … so much pain … please accept my pain from having caused you pain …” And then the woman expelled a soft, extended moan. She looked up for a moment, and caught sight of Alma.

      “Nice dress!” Alma said. But the woman didn’t acknowledge her. Her face was blotched and tear stained. She prostrated herself to the ground again, continuing her lament.

      “Such suffering, such nobility, dear Mother and Father, I know I can’t begin to comprehend. I bow down to you, I lower myself before you, Mother, Father, of suffering and grace, it’s all I can do. I wish the ground would swallow me up and I could be down there instead of you. You don’t deserve it, I do. I am sorry. I am sorry for everything. But my apology means nothing to you. I have trodden everywhere, all over you, on my happy feet of privilege! I have danced on your grave, and now I’m here to make amends. To throw dirt on my face. To atone. But I cannot. I cannot. No matter what I do I cannot.”

      The woman’s voice grew louder, more emotional.

      “I can’t imagine your suffering! I can’t even imagine it! Tell me how it was for you! Give me some of it!” she demanded. “Give me some of your suffering! Give it to me! Give it to me! Give it to me! I want to take it all! Forgive me! Forgive me! Forgive me please!” She was openly bawling now. “No, don’t! Don’t forgive me! Don’t you dare! I don’t deserve it!” She was pounding the concrete with her fists. “Don’t forgive me! Don’t forgive me! Don’t forgive me! Punish me! Please! Punish me! I want to be lowly forever! Forever and ever! I will keep apologizing to you! Dear Mother and Father! But don’t accept it! Ever! I am your lowly servant!”

      Alma bent down again. She focused intensely, trying to block everything out. And then she heard only silence. She kept sending the string down and down and down into the earth. And then her mind went blank. And she visualized nothing. After a while, she felt as if something was holding her, cradling her in its large hands. A warmth spread out all over her body, and she smiled.

      She got up, and she performed a very slight bow toward the burial site, more social than worshipful, as if to say, “Thank you, see you again.” She walked away, enjoying the feeling of the hot concrete on the soles of her feet so much that she forgot for a moment that shoes existed, and that she’d come with a pair of them, and that she would need to leave with them.

      She turned around and looked at the spot where she’d left her shoes. They weren’t there. She looked around the lot. They didn’t seem to be anywhere. There was lots of junk lying around. There was a newspaper wafting about in the breeze. There were some small metal objects—parts—they seemed to be parts of something. There was an old pair of cheap black discarded shoes.

      The other woman had now risen, and her arms were outstretched to the heavens, and she was yelling, “Mother! Father! Goddess! God! Forgive me! Forgive us all!”

      Alma walked over to the old black shoes. Maybe they would fit. She needed something. She couldn’t very well go back into the city barefoot. She picked them up, and it was then that she noticed the insoles—and began to make out a familiar pattern—cute little terriers with bows. And then she realized the shoes weren’t black at all, they were formerly beige, but covered with tire tracks. They were her shoes! She gingerly slipped her bare feet inside. The shoes were floppy and the life had gone out of them. She noticed a young man off to the side taking pictures of the wailing girl. She was surprised the woman hadn’t attracted more attention. But it was a strangely remote little outpost, in one of the busiest parts of the city.
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      “So that’s why we here at Baker, Carter, Ludlow and France felt it was important to call and let you know that we know …” George paused for effect, his feet up on the antique, bespoke mahogany desk, crafted not long after the firm’s founding in 1822, “that the incident in Russia, the so-called terrorist incident on Tuesday, had absolutely nothing to do with Muslims or Islam.”

      There was a momentary silence on the other end of the line. “No …” Wali Hossein said, from his law office in Dhaka, considering carefully, trying to remember the facts. “I’m pretty sure those people were Muslims. From Central Asia, I think. Terrible! Sixteen people, George! Sixteen people dead. And what were they doing? Going to work? Coming home from work? Who were they bothering?”

      “No, I mean they weren’t real Muslims,” George said, “and what they did has absolutely nothing to do with real Islam.”

      “Of course they were not real Muslims!” the Bangladeshi said, a note of dignified umbrage in his voice. “They were not real humans! It is disgusting.”

      “Exactly, and we here at Baker, Carter, Ludlow and France know that Islam is a very peaceful and nonviolent religion. In fact, if I may quote from the Quran,” George cleared his throat, “‘Whoever kills a soul unless for a soul or for corruption in the land—it is as if he had slain mankind entirely. And whoever saves one—it is as if he had saved mankind entirely.’ That’s from surah 5, verse 32.”

      “Yes! That is very true!” Wali said. “Islam is like a light in the darkness! It is like a lantern that leads humanity to the sacred part of its own soul. Islam teaches peace. All the great religions do. And hopefully, we will all get there one day. All of us! Peace for everybody! Peace for blacks, whites, Christians, Jews …”

      “Yes!” George said, taking a little spin around on his comfortably cushioned ergonomic chair. “And what breaks my heart is when people have no trouble using the words ‘Islamic terrorism,’ but refuse to call the shit we have going on here, right here in the good old U-S-of-A, by its true name—terrorism—just because the perpetrators are … you guessed it … white! For example, just the other day, a white man shot up a packing facility in Modesto. He killed twenty-seven people! And nobody has once used the word terrorism!”

      “Yes. I heard about this,” Wali said. “I am so sad for you. My heart reaches out to you, George, and to all my American brothers and sisters.”

      “I mean this … this is terrorism. What we have going on right here. This is the real shit. There’s no question.”

      “There is no question in my mind,” Wali said. “It is terrorism and it is terrible.”

      “And I’m talking about right here in the Virtuous Federation,” George said. “I’m not even talking about all the shit going down in the Patriot States.”

      “Yes. It is terrible. And also such a shame about the Peaceful Bifurcation of America,” Wali said. “I mean, it’s not a shame that it was peaceful. But it’s a shame about the bifurcation. I always looked up to America so much. It was so unique—all different kinds of people, all different kinds of ideas, and yet somehow everybody made it work. Too bad the different sides couldn’t agree in the end. It was such a great democracy!”

      George paused. It hadn’t really been a bifurcation, although many people understood it that way. The United States was still united. It was just that different states had formed unions of sorts, based on their beliefs and a presumed common way of life. But George didn’t see the point in correcting Wali.

      “No, trust me buddy,” he said. “This is the America you always loved. That other one, the Patriot Federation—that’s nothing but a bunch of gun-toting bigots. This is the one you want. This is the America you love. Right here.”

      “Still. A shame. Did I ever tell you I did part of my undergrad at Alabama?”

      “Yes, I think you’ve mentioned it.”

      “Roll tide!”

      “Indeed.”

      The Bangladeshi continued, “But back to terrorism, George. This is not how man was meant to live—with terror in his heart. Man and woman were meant to live in peace. In brotherhood and sisterhood. But, unfortunately, this is the history of humanity. Terror and love. Both. Together. Always. They both exist in us all.”

      “See, that’s what I’m talking about,” said George. “Violence is a human problem. Not a Muslim problem. In fact, Islam is less violent than other religions.”

      “No. We are all guilty. We are all terrorists. The terror is in all our hearts, George.”

      “Yes, but what I mean is …”

      “We are all brothers!” Wali continued. “It’s just bullshit when they try to tell us any different! They try to tell us that because we are from different countries, different races, different religions, we have to be enemies. But that’s not the case! They are selling us a line of bullshit, George. Because we are the same. We are absolutely, 100 percent, the same. I guarantee you. And this is not just some crap I am saying because I don’t know the meaning of the word pain, the meaning of the word suffering, the meaning of the word enemy! I do. I know those words very well. Have you heard about 1971, George? Well, 1971 happened right here. Right outside my office. Blood was flowing on these very streets! They killed my uncle—my grandfather’s brother. He was an amazing man. A very cultured man. He was a lawyer, an intellectual, a diplomat. They made him ambassador to Korea, and he came home, to fight for freedom for my country. Because he cared about my country. The Pakistanis were slaughtering Hindus. Raping women. It was genocide. Genocide! Right here. Right here in Dhaka. Right where you were! Not far from the Chinese restaurant—remember? Madame Wong’s? I took you to Madame Wong’s. Remember? Blood was flowing right there, George. Right outside Madame Wong’s! Right outside my office. Everywhere. He was murdered. My uncle. They say he was tortured first. We never even found his body.”

      “I’m so sorry,” George said. He looked out his window. Manhattan was just waking up, it was still groggy and clutching a latte, whereas he’d already been to the gym and knocked out three calls as part of his cross-cultural understanding project—his personal mitzvah, his passion project—three very important calls. Three calls that might just change the world. He did this once a week. It was his way of giving back.

      He caught sight of the Lucite cow statue on his windowsill. It had a basket of fruit on its head, and it was dancing and typing on a computer. He smiled. The statue commemorated a very important cattle-for-computers deal his firm had helped broker between the governments of Brazil and China.

      Wali continued, “But even with all that has happened, do you think I hate the Pakistani? No. I don’t. The Pakistani is my brother, George. Everyone is my brother. You are my brother. You are black, I am Bangladeshi, I don’t care. We are brothers. We are all brothers. We are all sisters. Don’t listen to any of this nonsense they are telling you!”

      George glanced at the printout of last week’s so-called Islamic terrorist incidents. His project consisted of preemptively phoning his Muslim business associates around the world and assuring them that he didn’t hold them or Islam in any way accountable for these incidents. He liked to address each incident at least once in his calls. This time there was the Moscow subway bombing, which he’d just covered with Wali; a mosque bombed in Baghdad—he could cross that out, it was simple internecine fighting, irrelevant; a busload of Christian pilgrims killed in Egypt—okay; a knife attack on a Dutch train—maybe; a suicide bombing in a Cameroon market—okay; four farmers hacked to death in Nigeria—yes; a man in Berlin exiting a liquor store “stabbed about the neck”—a lone crazy most likely, definitely not terrorism … the list went on. The broad search words he used to compile his report netted a lot of incidents that couldn’t be considered terrorism in the strictest sense, and he crossed those out.

      Next on his list was Amir. Unlike Wali, he’d never met Amir in person, but they had a good relationship.

      “Assalamu alaykum!” came the pleasant, youthful voice on the other end of the line. Amir Rizwan was a British-educated engineer/MBA, and was second in command at Pakistan’s Municipal Bureau of Construction.

      “Wa alaykum assalam! Amir! My friend! It’s George Lake—Baker, Carter, Ludlow and France.”

      “George! How are you? How are things in the Big Apple?”

      “Well, I can’t complain. I guess it’s the same here as everywhere, you’ve got your good people, your bad people, your in-between people. Did you hear about our mass shooting at the Northlake Mall?”

      “Oh, yes. I’m so sorry. That was in Texas, right?”

      “Tennessee.”

      “Oh. I’m so sorry. It’s been on the news here. My heart really goes out to you guys.”

      “Thank you, but I assure you, it’s nothing out of the ordinary here. Business as usual. And of course, as usual, it was committed by … wait for it … a white, Christian male. No surprise there!”

      “Oh that’s terrible. I hadn’t heard religion played a part. That’s awful.”

      “Of course you hadn’t heard! That doesn’t surprise me at all. When the perpetrator is white, nobody calls it terrorism. I guess he just doesn’t ‘look the part,’ if you know what I mean.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “According to the media, the only kind of person who commits terrorism looks … a certain way, if you know what I mean. Which brings me to the purpose of my call. Amir, I just wanted to reach out, in this terrible time, and let you know that we here at Baker, Carter, Ludlow and France know that every group has its bad eggs. We’ve got our bad eggs, and plenty of them, and you’ve got yours. And just as the Northlake shooter doesn’t represent all Americans, we know that the Tunisian-Dutch knife attacker over the weekend certainly doesn’t represent all Muslims.”

      “No,” Amir said. “He certainly doesn’t.”

      “And we know that the vast majority of Muslims are peaceful, hardworking, God-fearing, productive members of society.”

      “Of course,” Amir said. “But,” he paused, “extremism is and always has been a problem. It’s a big struggle for us here right now, actually. I don’t know if you know, but Pakistan used to be quite a secular country, well, I mean relatively. It’s always had both strains, but it seems the Islamists are really gaining ground, especially lately, it’s alarming. There’s always been fighting between sects—Shiites and Sunnis—but now, there’s this new religious fervor. You’ve got the tele-mullahs preaching on TV all day, the stabbings, the shootings of religious minorities, the school bombing in Peshawar, the bombing in Lahore, the almost universal demand for the execution of …”

      “Yes, it’s exactly the same as here,” George said. “People are people. Terror is equal opportunity. It doesn’t have a brand—it’s generic. So, yeah, that’s it, man. We here at Baker, Carter, Ludlow and France just felt it was important to say it out loud. Because silence can be damning, and you shouldn’t have to read between the lines. We’re stating it loud and proud. We do not confuse the heinous acts of the mistaken Muslims with the 1.8 billion peaceful and loving true Muslims living in the world. Basically, we don’t feel you have anything to be ashamed of, nor should you have to answer for the acts of the mistaken Muslims.”

      “Well. No. Of course not. I don’t.”

      “If anything, we should have to answer to you. Because we’re the ones creating conditions all over the world that spawn such noblerage and spur the mistaken Muslims to take such desperate actions. We leave them no choice!”

      “Well, it’s complicated, but …”

      “Say no more! Let me be the one to do the talking, for once. Let us be the ones to do the explaining! It’s about time! Let the West finally stand up and take responsibility. Yes! I’m not afraid to say it. I’m sorry! I take responsibility. I’m sorry! I, George Lake, take responsibility. I’m manning up! I’m sorry and ashamed about everything America has done in the world.”

      The calls to Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Jeddah, Tunis, Qatar, Dakar, Kenya, Tashkent, Brunei, Jakarta, and Kuala Lumpur went equally well.

      By the time George hung up the phone there were beads of sweat forming on his forehead—but in a good way. As a young man, he’d initially been drawn to the law out of a passion for social justice. He’d pictured himself defending the downtrodden, overturning unjust convictions, and spearheading equitable legislation.

      Of course he’d been greatly inspired by Arun Merriweather—tolerance theorist par excellence and founding father of the Virtuous Federation. George had had a poster of him in his bedroom growing up. It was that famous photo, where Arun was standing on the dais in front of the Royal Palace in Amsterdam, draped in the pink flowers given to him by the Dutch schoolchildren, receiving the first ever eponymous Merriweather Award for Genius in Tolerance. Arun was dashingly handsome back then, with his Anglo-Indian bone structure, his shocking blue eyes, and his insouciant youthfulness.

      But George had been exposed, by chance, in his second year of law school, to a certain Professor Cornelius Treadway, who’d set his world on fire with his passion for the global free market. According to Treadway, the marketplace wasn’t the greedy, rarified concoction of a capitalistic system, as it was so often portrayed, but a sacred institution, an ancient tradition practically synonymous with being human, coded into our DNA, as old as time, and, as such—almost certainly African in origin. To Treadway, the marketplace was nothing short of the vital flow of energy itself, without which there could be no jobs, no goods, no food, no growth, no opportunity, no learning, no culture, no progress, no ideas—in short, no life. Treadway was so passionate, and his teaching style so electrifying, that George was able to harness this energy and subsequently coast through the drier courses, like Securities Regulation, Antitrust, International Investment Law, and even Derivatives—on a wave of unbridled enthusiasm of the type normally reserved for team sports or war. He was hired by Baker, Carter, Ludlow and France after doing his summer internship at the firm’s Hong Kong office, and he hadn’t lost an ounce of enthusiasm in the decade and a half that had ensued. He’d traveled the world, learned several industries, and spoke smatterings of eight different foreign languages. He’d made partner quickly.

      And now, with his passion project, George had come full circle. He was, as he’d always dreamed of, providing justice to the oppressed. Only he wasn’t providing it in the legal sense, he was doing something even better: he was providing justice in the emotional sense. Phone call by phone call, all by himself, early every Monday morning—before even the first-year associates arrived—he was restoring stolen dignity to victims around the globe. He was offering them a sense of being understood, of being seen as a part of the whole, of having their basic goodness and humanity affirmed—of being viewed charitably. This was the new capital. And George was at the forefront of facilitating its flow. He was shifting the global conversation. George stood up and looked out his window. He took in the Hudson River, the skyline of Hoboken. He focused out further, all the way to the horizon, which was getting brighter and brighter with each passing moment.

      He looked around his office at all the celebratory statues commemorating the various deals he’d worked on—visual representations of his achievements. “Deal tombstones” or “deal toys” they were called. The firm had them made to celebrate important closings. There was the dancing cow on the windowsill. And on the bookshelves there were several others: a statue of a syringe in the colors of the Indian flag—orange, white, and green—celebrated a hard-won pharmaceuticals manufacturing deal; a tire with hot-pink flames bursting from it commemorated a Taiwanese chemical conglomerate’s acquisition of an Italian race-car parts manufacturer; a boat with a beautiful couple dancing on it fêted a Mexico/Qatar off-shore oil partial privatization agreement. He loved looking at his statues. There was something comforting to him about making the intangible tangible. If he’d been religious, his apartment probably would have been littered with icons and candles.

      He wondered what his passion project’s hypothetical deal statue might look like—this project that brought peace, comfort, and emotional justice to the world. An image came to his mind. An image of a loving presence standing on a mountaintop, arms outstretched, welcoming the whole world, regardless of race, creed, or color. Christ the Redeemer! Yes. The Christ the Redeemer statue in Rio de Janeiro. No. Well, obviously the statue couldn’t be Jesus himself. But perhaps it could reflect the essence of that gesture somehow. But how? And it couldn’t be Mohammad either. For obvious reasons. No. The gesture had to be distilled down to its essence. It had to be something abstract. He tried to visualize it. A pair of arms? An abstract pair of arms? A hug? Maybe just a circle? And then it came to him. A heart! Yes. A heart. A simple, universally understood heart. He pictured it. A simple round glass pedestal, with a clear glass heart on top. Yes. Simple, yet powerful. Because when it came right down to it, that’s exactly what his project was brokering in. The most precious commodity in the world, more valuable than oil, more stable than gold. Love—the universal currency.

      There was one more name on the list. George brought his hands together in a loud clap and then picked up the phone. Nadim Farhan was partner at an in-country law firm in Cairo. He was a brilliant lawyer, educated at one of Islam’s oldest and most prestigious universities. A robust man, with jolly cheeks that belied an inclination toward fierce debate and contrariness—sometimes downright orneriness, he’d played consummate host to George on several occasions, keeping him up till the early hours drinking thick, sweet coffee at his favorite ahwa in downtown Cairo. They’d sit in the elegant old coffee house debating law, politics, poetry, philosophy, chess—and things George had never even imagined could be up for debate.

      On their days off, Nadim had taken him around to see the sites—the Pyramids, the Sphinx, the old Mediterranean city of Alexandria, Luxor, Aswan, and Abu Simbel near the Sudanese boarder. Sometimes Nadim’s wife, Layla, and their two small boys had joined.

      “Mistaken Muslims!” Nadim bellowed on the other end of the line. “That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard! Why do you keep using that term? What is this term? It is so silly!”

      “Because,” George said, “I’m just letting you know that they’re not real Muslims. That we know that. We all know that.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because, we know that no true Muslim would act like that. They’re mistaken. They’re taking the Quran out of context. They have a mistaken reading of Islam. Because Islam is a religion of peace.”

      “No true Muslim!” Nadim bellowed again. His tone was one of murderous delight. A large jovial cat toying with its dialectical prey. “Well, I think first of all you should get your logical fallacies straight! I believe the expression is ‘no true Scotsman.’ Anyway, listen, George, you really have no idea what you’re talking about. I mean, thanks for the well-wishes and all, but if you’d read your history, you’d know that Mohammad and his companions were some of the biggest spillers of blood the world has ever known. Islam has nothing—I repeat—nothing, to do with peace. It prescribes war. War, war, and more war, and then when that’s done, more war—until all else besides Islam has submitted or succumbed. And then, trust me, when only Muslims are left, there will still be more war, against the ‘mistaken Muslims,’ as you so delightfully call them. That is, against any Muslim who any other Muslim doesn’t agree with. So thank you again for your well-wishes, but really—it really is quite funny what you are saying.”

      “Man. Come on. Listen to yourself,” George said. “There is no way Islam has cornered the market on violence. And to think so is racism. Pure and simple. Textbook racism. There’s no other name for it. I mean, look at all the terrorism we have here, and nobody even calls it terrorism. The Tennessee mall shooting, the Canton cardboard box company shooting, the Missoula motel shooting. I could go on. But who are people afraid of? Muslims. That’s just messed up, man. And if you don’t see that … then I just don’t know what to say. Whites are the ones to fear, and they always have been.”

      “Oh! Brilliant!” Nadim shouted, in disbelief and delight. “Did you just call me a racist? And then go on to talk about whites being murderers? You realize that ‘white’ is a race, right? And you do know that race is involuntary? Right? An accident of birth. And you do own that it’s wrong to judge a race, any race, by the actions of a few, do you not? Now, an ideology—that’s a different story. It is quite within the pale to judge an ideology for what it preaches, teaches, and inspires. I mean if you want to judge white supremacy, go right ahead. You’d be quite right. That’s an ideology. And so is Islam—and it’s a particularly murderous one at that. Trust me, my friend. Read. Just read.”

      “I don’t know about that,” George said. “All I know for sure is that it’s racist to call every single crime committed by one group of people by the name terrorism, and then to never use that word at all with another group, it’s the worst kind of stereotyping …”

      “It has nothing to do with words, George! If the crime is committed to inspire terror in the name of an ideology, then it’s terrorism. It’s not because a Muslim happened to commit it. Do you think my people don’t have regular criminals? Run of the mill scum that just so happen to be Muslim? Of course we do. Murderers, drug dealers, mafia, thieves, rapists—we’ve got them all. And they are not terrorists, and nobody calls them that. Because their crimes have nothing to do with Islam. Now when someone carries out an act because it was prescribed by this bloody religion …”

      “Oh my God! Open your eyes!” George shouted. “You don’t think Christianity is bloody? Ever heard of slavery? Ever heard of the Spanish Inquisition?”

      “Abolished, abolished. And it’s quite revealing that you are citing examples that are hundreds of years old for Christianity, versus things that happened yesterday, last week, every day in Islam. Don’t you see that you are arguing against yourself? You are comparing Islam with the Middle Ages. And you would be correct! You have hung yourself, my friend. Why has Christianity moved on and Islam never has? Ask yourself that. And while you’re at it, ask yourself …”

      The discussion went on much longer than George had anticipated, and when he finally hung up, he was in some distress, his faith in his beloved project teetering. But after a few deep breaths, it became clear to him that Nadim was suffering from a particularly virulent form of internalized Islamophobia, which colored his whole worldview—to the point that it was almost impossible to argue with him. It was sad, really. He’d seen it before in his own community. People overidentified with the oppressor and maintained a naive belief in the goodness of white, Western life—despite all evidence to the contrary. But he wouldn’t give up on his friend. No, quite the opposite. He would keep calling, and he would find a way to get through. It was important. It was critical. In truth, Nadim’s attitude only underlined the importance and urgency of his project.

      In fact, he decided, he would actually go ahead and make a deal tombstone, a statue, for his project. And maybe T-shirts too. Yes! And he’d take it public. He’d let people know about it. It was too good to keep hidden! People could learn so much from it! He’d get it on TV, maybe. Yes. He had to. Who was that woman? Marine something? What was her name? She had that show—Hate Hunters, where she outed racists. And that other show, Bridge Builders, where she featured people’s tolerance projects. Yes! He’d get his project on TV!

      He reached across his desk and tore off a sheet from his gold-leafed company notepad and wrote a reminder to himself:

      “Muslim understanding project, find a way to publicize. Take it to the people! Hate Hunters/Bridge Builders?”
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