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        To tell of my new Moroccan Love,

        Ô, I court her everyday.

        But just as a pearl in the mud is a pearl,

        So is my Love just an Arab girl…

      

      

      
        
        — Roman Payne, “Poem to Soukaïna”
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            Chapter One

          

          NAVIGATING

        

      

    

    
      The train car, packed with men in animated conversations, offered no respite. I sat near the hazy window, watching miles and miles of flat, dusty landscape pass. Used to travelling on little to no sleep, I took advantage of any downtime. Power naps were essential in my life. This wasn’t my first overcrowded train ride, and I suspected it wouldn’t be my last. A few years back, during a visit to India, I spent two days riding on the roof of a rusty car, heading into the northern state of Uttarakhand.

      I peeked at my beat-up phone. By my calculations, which were always off, I’d spent the better part of twenty-four hours to get to Meknes, Morocco. I needed a hot shower, a gallon of coffee, and something sweet to eat—my usual state of being.

      The train slowed. The downshift of gears sent a jolting shudder through the cars. Outside my window, I noticed the sign—my station, but not my final destination. When the train came to a halt in the depot, passengers wrestled in a rush of onboarding and exiting. A head taller than most surrounding people, I pushed past, accustomed to the lack of queues. I carried a backpack and a small camera, slim enough it fit into my trouser pocket. Days ago, I’d arranged a ride from an old friend and her husband. To reach the haphazard parking lot, I traversed the gauntlet of taxi drivers and porters, their calls and outstretched hands greedy for the tourists’ cash.

      Each time an arm reached out, eager to assist, I waved my hand in dismissal. “Non, merci. Je vais bien. La shukrana.” The combination of French and Darija, the Moroccan dialect of Arabic, got my point across.  My French, passable in a pinch, was far better than my Arabic. I’d spent a good three hours on the plane trying to memorize simple phrases in Darija. Some words stuck, the essentials I hoped. Using it like a sticky note, I abused my short-term memory, the information I stored I tossed away without a care.

      Out of the bustling train terminal, past all the grande and petite taxis, I spotted my friend's vehicle. She waved a blue scarf out the window to get my attention. Motorbikes packed with three or four riders zoomed by as I reached the rutted, paved lot.

      “Rasmus,” Yasmine called as she opened the door of her older model Mercedes. “You made it.”

      I smiled, hugging the shorter woman with a rotund abdomen. “You’re very pregnant, Yasmine.”

      She glowed and ran a hand over her belly. “I told you months ago. What do you think happens? We missed you at the wedding, naughty boy.” She smacked my arm.

      “I know, circumstances were tenuous. But, you forgive me, don’t you, Hassan?” I asked, bending over and glancing into the car.

      Hassan, a quiet man, pushed his thick-rimmed glasses up his slender nose and bobbed his head. “You know my wife.”

      “Get in the car, already. I have dinner planned, and you’re going to make us late, as usual,” Yasmine scolded me. She slid back into the driver’s seat, mindful of her expanded girth.

      In the back seat, I stowed my pack beside me and buckled up. Driving in Africa, or really anywhere I tended to travel, the traffic signs were optional. I’d visited Morocco once before. The brief two-day layover in Casablanca was memorable, but I never made it out of the urban center.

      Meknes was a conglomeration of old and new melding to form a thriving, beating cityscape. The car rocketed past tan-colored stone walls and arched gates, remnants of the area’s historic fortifications. Bright green palms shot skyward into the brilliant blue, their fronds waving in the slight breeze.

      “Your photographs are ready for the show, Rasmus,” Yasmine stated, interrupting my thoughts. “I’m glad you sent them early. We had difficulty with customs.”

      “Again?” I rubbed my gritty, tired eyes and blinked. “Everything was supposed to be handled with urgency.”

      Hassan laughed. “My brother, you’re not in America, remember? But Yasmine is persuasive. We drove to Fes, right to the courier’s office, and had everything sorted in less than an hour. Quite a feat, even in the city.”

      “That is beside the point, Hassan. The photographs had no reason to be held in customs. The university pays a fortune for their services,” she remarked, gripping the steering wheel. “You received the e-mails, correct?”

      Had I? During the past three months, I had spent two days at home. My assistant, who happened to be my older sister, oversaw the everyday running of my business. “Did you send them to Selma or me?”

      “Maybe Selma. It was about the frames. Not important since we went with Atlas cedar from a local workshop. Not my first choice for black and white photography, but the university thought it added to the pieces.” Outside the city, the traffic lessened, and the landscape smoothed out to open fields with fruit-bearing citrus trees lining the roadside. “I think the cedar is pretty.”

      “Whatever you think, Yasmine. I trust your judgment. If Selma gave the go-ahead, I doubt she saw an issue.” Frame color ranked low on my concerns. What interested me was the composition and subject matter of the photograph.

      At first, the Middle Atlas Mountains rose like speckled, nebulous hills in the distance. Soon, the landscape changed to craggy, rocky terrain, with rugged brown peaks covered by clusters of coniferous trees and spiky shrubs. As we ascended higher in elevation, my ears popped, and I tugged on their lobes to relieve the pressure. Yasmine maneuvered the car through the snaking one-lane road, hugging the mountainside when meeting an oncoming vehicle. I noted the lack of guardrails and precipitous height. A single mistake would send an unlucky driver down a long, bumpy fall.

      During the drive to our destination in Ifrane, Hassan and Yasmine discussed their current curriculum at Al Akhawayn University. Hassan taught history with an emphasis on the Arab World. Yasmine chaired the arts programs and was a professor of advanced English. Twice a year, she invited artists to host shows or seminars. The current semester’s guest fell through last minute, leaving Yasmine in a bind. Out of desperation, she asked if I’d fill the slot. I accepted, despite my need for downtime. The vacancy allowed me to teach a beginner’s class on travel photography and photojournalism, something I’d wanted to try for a few years.

      I got the call while in western Canada. Far from my home office, I let Selma and Yasmine work out the details. For six weeks, I’d lived with the Haida people on the Haida Gwaii archipelago in British Columbia. It was a rewarding assignment, with hours spent trekking through cool, dense spruce forests or ocean fishing while documenting their rich cultural heritage.

      Deep into my research, I stayed in Canada until the last moment, ever aware of my tight schedule. During the previous day, I travelled by puddle jumper, twin-engine planes, commercial jets, various taxis, and a train. Half-listening to the couple’s chat, I wasn’t surprised jet lag and extreme climate change brought on a Dubstep-esque headache.

      I leaned into the window, seeing the sign for our destination. Modern Ifrane, a small mountain village, was built in the early twentieth century by the French for colonial families to wait out the hot summer months. Almost a hundred years later, the architecture still showcased a strong European influence. I’d pushed my phone’s bandwidth during this trip, having read up on the town during a taxi ride.

      Yasmine and Hassan owned a home in a new development. Contemporary, sleek, and quaint, it boasted all the amenities anyone could desire. It wasn’t what I expected—a westernized house with a mountain view. I pictured them living in a traditional riad, with the quintessential open courtyard and rectangular floor plan. Once inside, I felt like I had stepped into any house in the American Midwest.

      While Yasmine started cooking her special chicken tagine recipe, I excused myself. I needed out of my rank, travel-worn clothes and into a shower. Hassan showed me the guest room, a space on par with an upscale hotel suite.

      Hot, pressurized water pelted my shoulders in the adjoining bathroom. Conscientious of water consumption, I tried to limit time spent bathing when in desert-like climes like Northern Africa. Before turning the spigot, I allowed myself an extra minute to let the heat soak into my tired limbs. After toweling off, I applied a copious amount of a pungent muscle rub on my upper and lower back. I felt old, worn out, like a pair of hiking boots used to climb one too many hills.

      In an attempt to be presentable, I swiped the buzzing blades of my electric razor across my stubbled cleft chin and cheeks. I preferred to
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