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			Thank you to my crew who light my fire and lift me up—only with you by my side can I even dream of flying.
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			Chapter 1

			Sailing In Uncharted Seas

			“You’re marrying a Black man, right?” Hala, the front desk receptionist, asked, passing out the morning mail. The middle-aged Arab divorcée, who winked at men with her head uncovered, let the words fall so naturally out of her mouth, I nearly forgot I was the foreigner. “He’ll get you pregnant right away!” she said with a thrill in her tone and a punch of her fist in the air. “I know cause my daughter married a Mexican, and they are the same way.”

			Eating pomegranate seeds for my morning snack, my mouth was full, keeping me from using the words I was at a loss for anyway. The sweet seeds, soured by the indignation, now tasted of bile burning my throat. To avoid staining my clothes bloodred, I used more caution with my movement than Hala used with her words. She took a deep breath through her nose as if to try to smell if I was in heat. The pomegranate, a sign of fertility, rested in the palm of my hand.

			In July 2009, I worked as an academic advisor in Los Angeles, California, on the eighteenth floor of the famous Century City twin towers. The highly acclaimed business complex resembled the designer’s previous work, the World Trade Center.

			I walked down the corridor of our office suite, the silver color of my wrap dress barely peeking through the oversized full-length knit sweater that covered my body like a blanket. The walls were decorated with the framed faces of the Kuwaiti royal family, their gazes as skeptical as my thoughts—perhaps all of us wondering how I, a thirty-one-year-old Jewish woman, was working at the Consulate of Kuwait, a sheep in wolf’s clothing. The bottom corner of every picture, stamped with a crest, an emblem of a sailboat, reminded me I was in uncharted waters. A few months ago, I would not have been able to find the country on a map. And here I stood, employed by a Muslim government, planning my Jewish wedding, with the knowledge that Jews were not allowed to work here.

			I dragged my heels in the hallway, delaying the dreaded swarms of advisors circling the cultural attaché for his signature on every government request. I, however, needed the official crest stamped in red ink to approve time off for my impending nuptials. Nubia, a middle-aged Egyptian divorcée, who deciphered what she wanted to as the Arabic translator, stormed out of Dr. Mohammad’s office, the first in command.

			“Khalas. Enough,” she yelled, frustrated that her loose translations were not getting the message across.

			I froze, staring at the boat, pretending I had not heard the yelling, directing my eyes to look captivated by the picture that I walked by fifty-seven times a day. In my effort to seem oblivious, I had not noticed Nubia on approach, now standing inches away from my body. Hissing sharply by my ear, “Habibti, I warn you. The winds do not always blow as the vessels wish.”

			Six months before my wedding date, I moved 120 miles away from my fiancé as a last-ditch effort to see if I could make it on my own. The decision proved to be as questionable as my sanity. Now with only three months till the big day, my to-do list included sending out invitations and getting the Kuwaiti crest stamped on my vacation request form, both higher on my list of priorities than buying a wedding dress.

			I held the form in my hand, looming like the thought in my head that walking down an aisle was an act for an audience. So many obstacles stood in the way of taking this next step, from moving forward in life. At the time, it had not dawned on me what Dr. Mohammad meant when he said, “Entering the bath is not the same thing as leaving it.” Feeling like I was drowning in work and life, I took a deep breath as I tread carefully into his office.

			“You know, no one’s allowed vacation until they’ve been here six months,” Nahla, a twenty-something coworker who looked forty and dressed head-to-toe in Ralph Lauren, interrupted my thoughts. Minding everybody’s business but her own, she chimed in after noticing the form in my hand.

			I don’t need your approval, I thought, agitated by her attempt to interfere.

			Dr. Mohammad glanced at the form and then looked back at his phone and, while texting away, said, “Marrying one woman is like eating chicken every day for the rest of your life.”

			“I like chicken,” I was surprised to hear myself say.

			I moved the form towards Dr. Mohammad, knowing he loved weddings—just not those of his employees. “You know, Jessica Keith,” Dr. Mohammad said with a giant grin. “Always look and smell like a flower,” he continued in a sweet tone and then lowered his voice, “or your husband will want to smell other flowers.”

			Not giving him another moment to pause, I pushed the form under his pen, forcing his hand to sign.

			“Anything else, Dr. Mohammad?” I said in a polite tone, hoping this one time something would be left unsaid.

			“You know…” Dr. Mohammad paused, ensuring my undivided attention, “Seriously, it’s sweet. Tyrone has just you.”

			I squinted my eyes, trying to translate his message. “You know what we say?” He paused to see if I agreed, “More wives, more problems.”

			Six Months Earlier

			I sat in the passenger seat as we headed to the job interview, while my friend Leah took the wheel. She spent the day doing a mitzvah, a good deed, and a huge favor, driving me from San Diego to LA. Her fluorescent pink-polished nails tapped to the beat of the drum humming from the radio, unmoved by the traffic that forced me to double down on beta-blockers to obstruct my view. A 5’10” frame dressed in cutoff jean shorts and a tank top hanging by a thread and showing off her barely there tan lines. With the windows rolled down, her long blonde hair flowed as free as her spirit and as loose as her bra strap. A black business suit weighed me down, covering the drips of a meltdown between my back and a white blouse. I panted with my head directed out the window, the air conditioning vents facing my direction, set on high, to keep my sweat from leaving a mark.

			Dropping me off in front of an office building with the address of the interview, which blended into the background of a concrete jungle, Leah said, “I’ll be at the mall.”

			Large black sunglasses covered my eyes, keeping the bright sun from shining a light on the discreet entrance door. The glasses slipped to the middle of my nose, allowing my eyes to adjust. A dark hallway led to an empty waiting room revealing as much as the job posting on craigslist. “Positions Available. Kuwait Cultural Office. Location in LA TBD.” In December of 2008, the United States was amidst an economic disaster with banks needing bailouts, and layoffs swept the nation. The few unbroken fluorescent lights offered a glimpse of the dimly lit space, where I sat alone, seeing it as an opportunity.

			“Enter through the side door,” a woman’s voice echoed from an intercom, bouncing off the walls throughout the empty room. Six months into the job hunt, temp work was all I could find, and I was barely earning enough to afford the gas to get to this interview. The sedatives worked against me, causing my thoughts to be stoic, yet, the moment I heard the buzz unlocking the secured door, I pushed forward.

			On the other side, the office assistant introduced herself, “I’m Hala.” Challah? Like the Jewish bread? I wondered. She walked in front of me, writing notes on her bright yellow legal pad, mumbling to herself. At the only occupied office, she put her hand out, directing me to walk in first towards the man in the room yelling in Arabic. His full name on the email signature he sent with the address for the interview said Dr. Mohammad a h h a f aa f Al Harbi. “That’s Dr. Mo,” Hala introduced the diplomat and cultural attaché for Kuwait. His height, at over six feet tall, mirrored his high-ranking position. Yet his black hair neatly combed over his soon-to-be bald, fair, white skin showed the stress on his forty-year-old body. His lanky frame was exaggerated by a custom-tailored suit mismatched for his body—a business jacket that hung over his shoulders made him resemble a little boy dressed in his father’s clothes.

			I pulled my hand out from my portfolio, floundering on my high-heeled shoes, using the strength of my elbow to hold my brief bag back to keep it from smacking his hand as soon as I went in for a handshake. His doe eyes squinted at my palm as if trying to read a name inscribed on my skin. The phone on his desk rang, washing a look of uncertainty off his face. With my hand still stretched out, his hand grabbed the phone, but the tangled cord didn’t offer enough length to reach his ear. Tilting his head to the side, he brought his face four inches off his desk to keep the cord from yanking itself out of the wall.

			I stared at him in silence, waiting for his cue to speak.

			“Your previous experience?” Hala said, bringing my gaze to meet her eyes.

			“Marhaba,” Dr. Mohammad yelled into the phone. My neck whipped back towards his attention.

			“Your previous experience?” Hala pulled my gaze back to her attention to get a glance of her annoyance.

			“Zain, zain, zain,” Dr. Mohammad shouted over Hala.

			“Your experience advising internationals?” She coughed.

			“La, la, la,” Dr. Mohammad blared.

			I was as unfamiliar with Middle Eastern culture as I was with Arabic—nothing cued me in to determine how to read the room. I needed one of those translating headsets worn at the United Nations. Dr. Mohammad wrenched his neck to hold the landline between his ear and his shoulder, grasping my résumé in one hand while texting with the other. He narrowed his eyebrows while glancing at my résumé.

			“Occidental? What’s that?” he asked of my alma mater.

			“Ya know Barack Obama?” I quipped. “He also went there.”

			Dr. Mohammad squinted trying to interpret my banter. I stared back, trying to translate his body language. Hala rolled her eyes, carrying on with the interview.

			“Hamdulillah,” Dr. Mohammad shouted, looking up at the ceiling. “Mashallah.” His face lowered to the receiver. “Shukran, Shukran, Shukran,” he repeated until the last moment when he hung up the phone, asking Hala, “We are done here, no?”

			Hala ushered me out of the room through a backdoor labeled emergency only. That’s it? I wondered, After traveling three hours for a twenty-minute interview. Leaving with more questions than they asked, I found myself sitting alone on the curb, waiting for my ride, wondering how I got here, praying the City of Angels would keep a nice Jewish girl safe.
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			Chapter 2

			Temping For Peanuts

			Two weeks after the job interview marked my sixth month unemployed. A temp agency placement kept me afloat, offering a weekly paycheck with just a five-minute commute to Hillcrest, the gay mecca of San Diego. Pleasant Surprises was a business that packaged and shipped gourmet food bouquets. The brick and mortar storefront often confused men in the neighborhood who would excitedly pop in for a glance, hoping it was a massage parlor of sorts. The bell tied to the front door chimed, cueing the sleazebag who rented the office space across the hall for filming freelance porn to peep his head out to see who was coming.

			“Look up. Align the box. Pull the cord. Fill the box. Move on to the next one. Got it?” Noah, the owner of the gift basket shop, instructed me. His unbuttoned collared shirt showed off the dark brown rug growing on his chest. Tilting my head back to look up, I could see him pointing to a fitted sheet hooked up to a hacked pulley system that with a tug of the cord, using just the right amount of tension, would release hundreds of packaging peanuts into the cardboard box I just finished taping together. “When you need more nuts, you’ll go outside….” his voice trailed off as I followed behind him.

			“Down there,” Noah said, pointing to a door in the alleyway next to a locked garbage bin. “When the nuts run out,” he repeated. Eight foot tall bags of Styrofoam peanuts took up space in a storage unit on the backside of the building, two flights down the metal stairs that reeked of trash and urine. My job was to tiptoe down the landing without startling any of the homeless men sleeping under the awning, unlock the door, throw the bag over my shoulder, and dart back up the stairs.

			There were three of us on the job but only two of us sweating bullets. Noah had one full-time employee, Krishna, a young female from India, who followed every order as if it was a request. She expressed her gratitude for having the job by not saying a word as she worked around the clock, always compliant, never questioning or complaining.

			“Let’s just skip lunch.” Noah’s demand came out as a suggestion tied with a bow, as I stood staring through the cellophane at the food baskets I was wrapping. “Skip lunch,” he repeated like a cuckoo bird that came out from behind the doors just to tweet the same sentence every day at noon and then retreat to its place, only reappearing to say, “Get through orders, cuckoo, get through orders, cuckoo.” With the recession dictating the terms of the job, there was no arguing with this cuckoo bird who only hires women and sends them to a back alley for peanuts.

			“You Jewish?” Noah asked my fourth week of temping. Surrounded by presents wrapped in red and green ribbon, he added, “You look it.”

			I felt accosted by his blatancy, but I was Jewish; it wasn’t like it was something I hid. I nodded my head and replied, “Yeah,” pretending to be too distracted by the packaging process.

			“Yeah, me too. Modern Orthodox,” he said as if we shared something in common. “What kind of Jew are you?”

			Duct-taping a box together, I say, “Reform” in a hushed voice as if I’m talking to the box and telling it to shape up.

			“Oh, you’re not that Jewish,” he responded.

			I peeked out of the corner of my eye to see if Krishna heard him. I swear we are not all like that, the voice in my head yelled, hoping Krishna could hear my thoughts. But no words came out of my mouth. The heat rising in my body, as if signaling a flight response, made it feel safer to be in the back alley. I placed a five-foot box directly in front of my face so I didn’t have to look at him; it felt safer with a wall between us.

			“Let’s do a late night,” Noah called out at 5 p.m. For seven dollars and fifty cents an hour, I considered giving him pushback, but worried that ruffling anything other than the cellophane gift wrap would result in Krishna getting a holiday card in the form of a pink slip. I felt like a Jewish elf tying bows for an Orthodox grinch, trying not to get accosted while going outside for peanuts. As a temp, averaging forty thousand spoken words a day, I stood for ten hours in the room with no one to talk to.

			*   *   *

			Pouring myself into my fiancé Tyrone’s arms at home was my reward for surviving the day. He was a tall glass of chocolate milk, and I was parched. Tyrone was everything I wasn’t—6’2” with his afro combed out, dressed in a collared button-down shirt and pressed khakis. It was evident that he’d spent most of his life in San Diego; his California vibe matched his outfit, relaxed and paired with flip-flops. Tyrone’s brilliance shined with a nonchalance like the soccer mom van he cruised around in. He was confident in his practical ride with a very subtle coolness to it, the Thule rack on top for weekend excursions. During his college years in Colorado, he spent his free time snowboarding backcountry trails he and his friends would navigate wearing avalanche packs. Tyrone ran up the corporate biotech ladder, while my temp job afforded me the challenge of thinking twice before buying an iced mocha that cost an hour’s worth of work.

			Unlike Tyrone, I moved once a year every year since I was fifteen and was driving the car my dad bought me, which could fit all of my belongings. In my free time, I would run around my block with a fanny pack that carried my cell phone, two water bottles, a snack, and a couple of chill pills—just in case my heart started racing. We both grew up going to religious schools, our families engaged in their separate communities. My great-great-grandfather was the first rabbi of his temple; Tyrone’s grandfather was a deacon at his Baptist church. I considered myself religious, but Tyrone would prove to have enough faith for both of us.

			When the phone rang at nine o’clock that night, my head rested on a burnt orange bolster, my body sinking into the crook of a rickety brown suede futon. I squinted my eyes long enough to recognize the number as Dr. Mohammad’s. Too tired to deal with anyone else, I let it go straight to voicemail, not feeling desperate enough to answer the call.

			Playing the message the next morning, there was a bad connection, leaving me to piece the call together. My eyebrows narrowed as if trying to see a puzzle I was attempting to solve. I made out, “Academic advisor…salary…new office space.”

			I returned the phone call to hear Dr. Mohammad explain, “The Consulate of Kuwait…startup opportunity…advising on scholarships…counseling college students…landmark location. Are you willing to move to LA?” Dr. Mohammad asked, followed by, “Can you start Monday?”

			Can I start Monday? I wondered. I can’t ruminated all day, every day—the thoughts ran on a loop like a hamster on a wheel, exhausting my body while getting nowhere. But from where I stood, the idea of jumping into the rat race sounded like a step in the right direction. My anxiety made every decision for me, every step of the way. I knew better but wondered, Could I start Monday? Could I challenge myself and get away without it following?

			“Yes?” I answered before I could stop myself, before I could get in my own way, before I talked myself out of it. I repeated, “Yes,” without discussing it with the two people who knew me to say I can’t: my therapist and fiancé.
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			Chapter 3

			Till Death Do You Part

			“You will get worse before you get better,” the therapist said, unwavering, in our third one-hour session. It didn’t take more than the few sessions over a six month period for her to note my mind was in a state of constant distress. She was a young woman who was studying to get her license in family and marriage therapy. While I wasn’t married and didn’t have a family, she needed to accrue her training hours, and I needed help that I could afford, working on gaining miles, being able to wander beyond a twenty-mile radius. I gauged that she was about my age, which made it feel like she was a friend who was in beauty school, and I was being spun around in the salon chair while she practiced using razor-sharp scissors that could cut without even closing the blades.

			“Okay now, close your eyes and visualize yourself getting into the car…” Natasha said in a soothing voice. “Remember to breathe. In through your nose, out through your mouth. Inhale, hold your breath, and then exhale, letting everything go.” The intention of the breath work was to practice being calm, but this setting was anything but relaxing. “Think about your goal while you visualize yourself succeeding,” she continued.

			This is so stupid. Of course, I can see myself driving when I close my eyes—such a waste of time. I could be at yoga right now, actually relaxing instead of focusing on forcing myself to not be anxious. I’m so hungry. What am I going to make for dinner? I think I have chicken in the fridge. Mmmmmm, I should pick up some artichokes on the way home. What else do I need at the store?

			“Picture yourself in the car, turning on the engine, and thinking about where you are driving to.”

			Butter. Butter, cream, and artichokes. Butter, cream, artichokes, and rice. Remember these four things at the store.

			“Be present. Where are you turning now?”

			Ughhhhhh, I can’t remember my grocery list while giving directions. I give in to the exercise, readjusting my thoughts to get back on the road. “I’m making a right turn onto the freeway, heading north on the Five towards La Jolla,” I say with my eyes closed.

			“Notice the road signs passing overhead as you drive underneath them. Look at the cars ahead of you. Feel the comfort of your seat as your hands continue to grasp the steering wheel.” Not knowing which way to go, the therapist advised, “Don’t return to where you started.” Challenging me to push through without looking back, she added, “When you are uncomfortable, pause, regroup, and then move forward. What do you see ahead of you?”

			My stomach churned, and my white knuckles fought to crank the steering wheel. It was stuck, and so was I. I just wanted to retreat, to turn back to where it was safe, to that point in my life where the pain wasn’t as intense, where it didn’t decide which roads I could take. Now I couldn’t even dream of adventure without suffering. That was taken away too. My fear sat in the driver’s seat, and I was dragged along.

			The visualization had taken me back to my fifteen-year-old self, on a 107-degree summer day in New Mexico, sitting idly in the back seat while my parents drove us to a diner to meet their friend Judy for lunch. They had jumped out of the car ahead of me and walked hurriedly into the restaurant, more eager to order than they were to wait for me. An alarm sounded when I pushed down on the handle of the car door, trying to get out. My parents neglected to notice I wasn’t right behind them or that when they pressed the key fob, it immediately locked me in. I was a teenager fighting a child safety feature that sounded the car alarm when I tried to get out from the inside once the fob engaged the locks from the outside. I banged on the tinted window in desperation, begging for someone to hear me screaming over the car alarm that startled no one. A dead cell phone left in the car, with no service in the desert anyway, only taunted me by hanging from the cord of the charger as a reminder that I too lacked power. I tried to get the attention of a stranger who didn’t know how to help. “I think she’s stuck in there,” I could hear the faint voice of a couple pointing at me as I nodded my head, like a caged animal at the zoo.

			My mother waited in line to place an order, while my father eventually came outside of the air-conditioned restaurant to see what was taking me so long. As he walked towards the car, the anticipation was instantly quelched by the look of fury on his face.

			“God damn it, Jessica,” he said, slamming the car door behind me. I leaped out, keeping my mouth shut.

			While guilt and anger aren’t genetic, anxiety disguises itself in many ways. The loss of control for him translated into anger that concerned strangers were pointing fingers, causing a scene he wanted nothing to do with, as I struggled, restrained by the heat of my thoughts burning throughout my body. But when I got out of the car, there was no relief. The fire extinguished, but the burns scarred.

			I kept my head down, walking to our table, where my mother sat texting on her phone, only looking up when she heard my father shouting, “Goddamn it.” The explosive yelling was predictable, even inside the restaurant, but the volatile blame now made the car seem safer.

			My mother looked at me to put together what was happening and then looked back at my father as he threatened to go, “I don’t need this bullshit.”

			“Oh Stan, don’t go,” she said, more concerned with how we appeared to others than how we would get home without him. “We all want you to be here.”

			My mother looked at me, cueing me to apologize. “I’m sorry,” I said, required to look my father in his eyes. “It was my fault.” My voice trembled as my body was writhing in pain. “I’m fine.” He shoved his chair back away from the table, arms crossed.

			“I’m not eating.”

			My mother mouthed to me, “Do not disappoint your father,” as their friend Judy walked towards us.

			Masking the pain was the only apology that would be accepted. Acting as if my body wasn’t trembling with fear was the only way to make it go away, at least temporarily. I knew sitting there in silence was not an option. I would now have to put on a show.

			I lowered my pitch as I spoke to keep the words leaving my mouth from quivering, to participate in a conversation that I could barely hear over my thoughts, at the busy restaurant where my opinion was as irrelevant as my voice.

			The moment Judy arrived at the table, I grinned for everyone to see. “Right behind you,” the waiter said, swiveling around with his tray, filled to the brim. It weighed on his arms like the silence that dangled over our table, about to be broken.

			“Just in time,” Judy said, scooting into the booth next to me, trapping me in the corner across from my father.

			I gagged at the smell of the food placed in front of us. “Mmmmm,” I said, trying to keep myself from throwing up at the table. Showing my remorse meant choking down the plate of poached eggs served over black beans and potatoes smothered in cheese and green chiles as if nothing happened.

			“Can I get you anything else?” I could faintly hear the waiter ask in the background while I kept my eyes from flooding with tears.

			“What are you thinking?” Natasha asks me, interrupting the memory and bringing me back to the therapy session. I’m sitting in silence with my eyes still closed as I feel a teardrop down my face. Another one follows it. I keep my eyes shut tight, but the tears somehow continue to escape.

			“What do you see?” Natasha asked.

			My eyes opened, feeling hypnotized into defeat. “I can’t go any further.” I shook. The heat spread through my body like a volcano just waiting to erupt. My mind spewing flames, burning deeper and deeper through the scars. I needed help, and I needed it now.

			“Your time is up,” she said, turning her back to me.

			*   *   *

			For the twelve mile drive home from the therapist’s office, I saw red—the brake lights in front of me, a punch to my gut, tormented my thoughts. As the cars inched down the freeway, I gagged on a metallic taste as if I was licking the steel that surrounded my body, anxiety weighing heavily on my chest. With the windows down and the air conditioning working to cool my thoughts, I gasped for air, unable to catch my breath. The tighter I clenched the steering wheel, the less of a grip I had, my hands dripping with sweat. My mind sat in the driver’s seat while my body tagged along for the ride.

			In tunnel vision, I tried to focus on the road. Surveying the surrounding drivers, I wondered, Who would help me when I couldn’t help myself? Without blood hemorrhaging my body, no one could see me dying a death by my own thoughts.

			I can hear the therapist saying, “The only way to move forward is to go through it. The walls cave in when you stay still.” But my thoughts were louder.

			I can’t manage…not without Tyrone. What if he died…and I hadn’t? I’d be alone…waiting to die. Wouldn’t last a single day… I don’t even think… Could I manage being in the coffin by myself? We’ll have to share a coffin…. I’ll lay there dead…waiting for him to die. That’s it…my only option. I’ll have to die first.

			The illogical thoughts screamed in my head while I suffered in silence. I wore the panic like a backpack, shouldering the weight as it came along everywhere I tried to go
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