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			For my mom and dad, wish they could have been here to see me finish this.

		

	
		
			 

			“It doesn’t matter whether you get knocked down,

			it matters whether you get back up.”

			—VINCE LOMBARDI

		

	
		
			[image: INTRODUCTION]

			I first met Rayya Elias in early 2000, in the East Village—a neighborhood that utterly belonged to her, and in which I have always been a sort of a tourist. I lived in the West Village at the time, and the distinction seems important here. Manhattan is more evenly gentrified now than it used to be, but back in those days, “East Village” and “West Village” still meant something, and Rayya and I each respectively embodied those two vastly different “somethings.” I was from Connecticut, ambitiously artsy, polite, and responsible, diligently working at becoming a writer (as I had been diligently working at everything throughout my life). The West Village was filled with people who finished their homework on time, and I was one of them. By day, I dressed like a salesclerk at Banana Republic. By night, you could find me going to bed at ten p.m., with the Atlantic Monthly tucked under my arm. I was married to a guy from Ohio, though the marriage wasn’t going well, and I was becoming depressed. So that’s where I was at. 

			Rayya, meanwhile, was a rough diamond—a black-clothed, raspy-voiced, tattooed dropout of a soul, and she owned a motorcycle, and she kept pit bulls, and she was gay, and she was of Middle Eastern descent, and she’d grown up in Detroit, and she fucking loved the NFL, and she’d been to prison, and she called everyone “dude” or “baby,” and she was trying to clean up her life after years of heroin addiction and decades of an absolutely Byronic free fall into rock-and-roll abandon. 

			So admittedly, we were not the likeliest candidates in the world to become the heartachingly, soul-warmingly close friends we are today. If we had actually been dudes, it would be as if James Taylor and Keith Richards had met, connected, and immediately adored each other. (Only the “James Taylor” in this case had never struggled with substance-abuse problems—so we didn’t even have that piece of life history in common.) Here’s a better way to put it: If Rayya and I were a musical duo, you could call us Siouxsie and Garfunkel.

			Nonetheless, love is love. And we loved each other from the first.

			I met Rayya, I should say, because I needed a haircut, and she was hustling a living by running her own little hair studio at the time, right out of her walk-up. I had been sent to Rayya by my friend Jana (a girl far cooler than me—she lived right between the West and the East Village, symbolically enough). Jana was sick of my Art Garfunkel hair (I’m not kidding) and had suggested that I step up my game by visiting a woman she called “a true master of actual style.” 

			So I crossed town, to Avenue C, climbed the stairs, and met my new, dearest friend—a Syrian lesbian, ex-junkie, ex-con, ex–street hustler, Detroit-tough, giant-hearted, rock-and-roll piece of work named Rayya Elias. I don’t even remember how our conversation started. She was probably like, “Dude, what’s up with your hair, baby?” And I probably immediately started talking about how sad and lost I was feeling in my marriage. And she fixed my hair and listened to my woes with real tenderness, and she gave the kind of no-bullshit advice you can only get from someone to whom every hard thing on earth has already happened. Twice. When I left, I was a little tiny bit cooler. And a tiny bit warmer, too.

			The next time I went, I started listening to her stories. And here’s the thing, which at this point should not surprise you: Her stories blew mine away. Rayya’s life’s journey had taken her from an elite Syrian background, through a head-spinning childhood immigration to Michigan, to the drug-rich streets of the Lower East Side, to a big record deal (which she botched), to the world of high-end London fashion (which she rocked), to a stint in prison on Rikers Island, to a park-bench-as-home in Tompkins Square Park. She’d experienced wealth, homelessness, brushes with fame, rehab (and more rehab), a million blown second chances, a dozen broken hearts, and one bloody-knuckled, ultimate spiritual redemption. She even died once in the process, and also probably had sex with your wife at some point, back in the eighties.

			Through it all, Rayya had been trying to find her own voice—not the simplest feat, when English was her third language and alienation had been her only abiding familiarity. Yet she confessed to me that she had a yearning, now that she was sober, to share those flights and passages and transgressions, to put them into order, and with grace. She was writing songs again, for the first time in years. She was making a film about the darkest outer limits of her personal history. She was digging back into her family’s old exoticism and studying her childhood displacement. After a few more visits, after a few more haircuts, I told her to just get serious and write a damn book.

			Here’s the book. And the book is terrific.

			One of the best things about it is that Rayya doesn’t write like anyone else. She didn’t go to a fancy school. (Forgive her; she was busy with other affairs.) I don’t believe she has studied the Atlantic Monthly. Her writing doesn’t come out on the page feeling like it was squeezed from a standard-issue literary toothpaste tube. Instead, her stories are like tough little stray creatures, born in the lowest hollows of the dirtiest street corners, which then—as you watch, breath held—fight their way to rapture. My friend Jana was right: Rayya is a true master of actual style. 

			I was always going to love this book because I love its author with all my heart. But you will love this book, I must say, for the same reason. 

			It is my honor to introduce these pages—so gravelly, so straggly, so hopeful, bright, and true. 

			Just like the dude herself. 

			Elizabeth Gilbert

			NEW JERSEY, 2012

			

		

	
		
			[image: JUST FOR STARTERS]

			Another eviction—this time, unavoidable. Kim and I had known it was coming, but we still weren’t ready to be thrown out of our home, no matter how much we deserved it.

			We were pathetic. Tired, sick, numb, strung out. It was 1987 and we were living on Second Street between avenues A and B.

			The marshall knocked on a bright, sunny morning. I cracked the door and begged him for a couple of hours so we could pack our stuff.

			We had nowhere to go: no money, no car, no real friends. I hadn’t spoken to my family in over a year, and after dad asked us to leave, my relationship with my parents was strained to say the least. It was different for Kim because she was still speaking with her mom, and yet we didn’t feel we could call her during an eviction. These were dire circumstances; I had to think on my feet. 

			I had Kim start putting our things in big black garbage bags while I ran outside to see if I could find Gary to help us. Gary was a wealthy Polish guy who managed all the new construction sites on Avenue B. He was married and had a whole other life in Jersey that he didn’t talk about when he was over getting high with Kim and me, after a long day of work. We’d been friends with Gary for about six months and hung out with him when he stayed in the city. Gary loved hookers, freebasing cocaine, and hanging out with us girls. 

			I walked over to the construction site, found Gary, and told him what was happening. He promised to help us on his lunch break, and said he would pull his truck around and put our things in it. He also said he would drive us out to a little New Jersey motel and put us up for a couple of days until we could figure out what to do. 

			I was so grateful for Gary’s offer, but I was also afraid of being outside the city, without transportation or a way to cop drugs—even just for a couple of days. Frankly, I was more worried about that than about sleeping with all the other homeless people at Tompkins Square Park. Anyway, I knew I had to try to hustle up some money and score enough to keep us well for the time that we would be away. 

			I was thinking and pacing up and down Third Street, in front of the liquor store, to see if there was someone to work. It was past the morning shift, so none of my usual customers were around. 

			I lit a cigarette. As I took a drag, an older seedy man, who was skinny, tall, and looked homeless—with soiled baggy pants, a stained trench coat, and a head full of matted hair—shuffled up to me and asked me for a date. That was code, I knew, for his wanting to pay me for sex. 

			I’d never done that before—not that I hadn’t been desperate enough to think about it, but I’d always been sure I’d never have to stoop so low. Now though, I looked him up and down. He looked basically harmless. “You couldn’t afford this,” I said cockily, motioning to my skinny waif of a body.

			“I sure can,” he growled, and he pulled out an absolutely enormous roll of twenty-dollar bills. I felt my eyes widen. This was more money than I’d ever seen in any one person’s hand, let alone an elderly dude who looked like this. I swallowed. “You got a place?” I asked. 

			“Sure do, gorgeous.” He smiled, and his mouth looked like a row of abandoned buildings in the projects.

			I shuddered. “Let me get forty bucks so I can get straight first,” I managed, and I held out my hand, knowing he’d give it up.

			“You coming back right?” he demanded.

			“Of course,” I said, snottily. “But it will cost you.” 

			“Oh, I plan on it. I know you want some of this change, baby.” Smiling, he pulled a bottle, inside a brown paper bag, from his pocket, unscrewed the top, and took a long swig of something alcoholic and foul. He then slowly peeled two twenties off the top of the roll. “I’ll wait right here for you,” he said. 

			I snatched the two twenties and broke into a stride to get to the Dominican’s bodega. The Dominican didn’t have the best coke and dope around, but he sold both, and his store was conveniently located right around the corner. 

			I quickly copped and came back to find the old dude waiting and rocking while drinking his poison. “Knew you’d be back,” he said. “I’m Frank.”

			“Ray,” I said. “Let’s go.”

			We started walking west, to Second Avenue. As I followed him, I tried to think of ways to get his money without servicing him. There was no fucking way I was gonna go down on that; even the thought of it made me dry heave. Normally I would’ve just taken the forty and split, but today I needed the rest of that money, so we’d have a cushion for a couple of days. The forty dollars had bought me only enough to get straight for a few hours. 

			“How much is this gonna cost me?” he said, as we walked. 

			“Two hundred, no kissing or fucking.” 

			“What?” He stopped in his tracks and stared at me. “That’s some golden pussy,” he said, sounding annoyed. 

			“Hey, take it or leave it,” I said. “You can always go down to Allen Street and get some used-up, old, diseased pussy. Anyway, you’re the one flashin’ the money . . . unless it ain’t yours,” I said, trying to sound threatening. 

			“Oh, it’s mine, alright.” 

			We started walking again, and I knew I had him. His ego wouldn’t let him back out now. 

			We got to an old storefront that was once a locksmith on Second Avenue. There was a key lock sign partially hanging on top of the old accordion gate that Frank unlocked. He pushed the rusty gate to one side, then unlocked the heavy metal inside door. “C’mon in,” he said, and he walked into the dingy, cavernous, concrete-floored place like it was a palace. There was a couch on one side and an old workbench on the other with all kinds of stuff—screws, vises clipped on dusty warped pieces of wood, glue, and cans of old paint—scattered all over it. 

			“Cash first,” I said, pausing at the doorway. 

			He counted out ten twenty-dollar bills and slapped them into my hand like I’d just insulted him. I rolled them up and put them in my bra, then walked in. “This your place?” I asked, and I sat on the stool next to the workbench and started fixing myself a hit, so we could get the show on the road.

			“The guy next door lets me stay here.” He closed the gate, and then I heard the snap. He had padlocked us in.

			Just then, I blasted off, a huge hit of speedball rushing through my veins. I’ll figure this out later, I thought, closing my eyes. 

			When I opened them again a few minutes later, Frank was gone. I looked around, and as my eyes adjusted, I saw another door near the back of the room—no doubt a bathroom. 

			I got up and took a look at the gate to see exactly what I was dealing with. Sure enough, after I opened the metal door, I saw a padlock on the gate. 

			Frank came back into the room. “Where the fuck you think you’re going?” he said, and then I saw: He was holding a shotgun. 

			Fear jolted through me. “What are you doing?” I cried out.

			“Shut the door,” he said, his voice low and calm. 

			I did as he said, completely terrified. 

			“I’m a Vietnam vet, you know,” he crooned.

			I nodded, trying to keep my cool. “Frank, put the gun down,” I said. “You don’t need it here.” 

			“You gonna play nice?” He was advancing toward me. 

			“Of course.” I nodded, trying to smile, though I was completely freaked out, my mind spinning out of control.

			He motioned for me to sit on the dirty couch, so I did. To my relief, he went back to the bathroom and closed the door again. He was probably doing coke or speed.

			I was beside myself. How would I ever get out of this? Maybe he didn’t even want sex. Maybe he wanted to torture someone and kill them. This guy was a posttraumatic war dude who clearly didn’t have ahold of himself. 

			The mystery door opened and Frank entered once again, this time with a handgun. “What the fuck, man?” I asked, and I started crying. “What’s wrong with you?” 

			“Ain’t nothin’ wrong with me, bitch.” He stood glaring at me, his eyes wide and filled with hate. “Pull your pants down,” he said.

			“Put the gun down,” I responded, as calmly as I could.

			“I said, pull your fucking pants down!” He edged closer, shaking the gun. 

			“Okay!” I yelled, losing it. I was trembling—my whole body vibrating with fear. “Relax!”

			“Either you gonna give me head, or I’m gonna eat pussy,” he said. “You decide.” 

			I stood up, unzipped my pants, and started to work them down with my shaking hands, taking as much time as I could without completely pissing him off, and praying for a miracle to strike. 

			“Hurry up!” he snapped, moving even closer. 

			I pulled off my pants. Frank unzipped his own, then reached in his big baggy pocket, took out the wad of twenties, and stuffed them under the couch. He then sat on one end of the couch, patted it with his free hand (the other still held the gun), and told me to sit down and lie back. When I did, he pulled down my underwear and fell toward me.

			I was high, but not high enough to check out of this nightmare. A hot vacuum clutched onto my lips and began to suck me dry. It was horrible and painful, but I was too scared to move or even flinch. I closed my eyes, trying to think about anything but this as he chomped on me as if I were a fried chicken wing at the local Chinese take-out joint. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. “Ow!” I yelled, and I pulled away. 

			“Shut up and let me do my thing,” he growled, tightening his grip on the gun. I lay back again and tried to drift into a nod, grateful at least for his missing teeth. After a moment, I felt the coolness of the metal of the gun slide down my leg as he finally lifted his mouth from me. I picked my head up to see what he was doing. Just as I had feared, he was slowly inserting the gun into me. 

			As sick as this sounds (and I know how sick it sounds), the coolness of the metal was a welcome relief after the gross heat of his mouth. I lay back again, praying he wouldn’t pull the trigger. And then, somehow, there was a loud knock at the door. I jumped and opened my eyes.

			Frank pulled out the gun, held it up to my face, and motioned for me to be quiet.

			“Frank?” a man’s voice said, from outside the gate. The knocking got louder. “Frank! You in there?”

			Frank quickly stood up, holding the gun behind his back and looking at the door nervously, like a kid just caught by a parent. He then walked over to the metal door, unlocked it, and opened it. A huge, much younger black dude stood on the other side. He was dressed in a running suit and sported large-framed sunglasses and tons of bling—typical late-eighties rapper style. 

			“What’s up, Joe?” Frank said, in a subservient voice.

			“What’s goin’ on in here, Franko?” the kid asked. “What you doin’?”

			“N-n-nothin’ Joe,” Frank stuttered. “Just tryin’ to get a little pussy’s all.” 

			“Yo, unlock the gate and let me in.” 

			Joe kept his eyes on me. I scrambled to get my underwear up, tears running down my face as I silently tried to let this guy know I was there against my will. I wasn’t sure why he’d come, but he looked clean, and if Frank opened the door to let him in, maybe I could stage my escape. 

			Frank moved toward the door while trying to hide the gun, but Joe saw it. He didn’t say anything until Frank had the keys in the padlock and popped it open. Then he said, “Yo Frank man, why don’t you go and put that away, ain’t no need for guns here.” 

			Frank looked panic-stricken as he waived the gun around. “I’m gonna fuck this bitch, and you can fuck her when I’m done.” He sounded almost terrified. “Okay, Joe?”

			“Sure Frank. Just go put that away and we can do whatever you want when you get back,” Joe said.

			Frank nervously went through the mystery door again and shut it. I tried to look for my pants, but couldn’t get past Joe’s menacing glare.

			“Joe,” I pleaded, “will you let me go?”

			“I can’t do that,” he said, stiff as hell.

			“Please Joe! He’s crazy! He was gonna kill me!” I started crying again, bordering on hysterics, but Joe stood his ground, unaffected. “I saw him hide a ton of money,” I said. “Please let me go and I’ll tell you where it is.”

			He stood quietly for a moment; then we both heard some mumbling from Frank on the other side of the door. I had no idea what the hell Frank was doing in the other room, but whatever it was, I was grateful for the reprieve. 

			“Where’s the money?” Joe said to me finally. 

			I reached under the couch and pulled out the wad of twenties. 

			What happened next was like a dance, in slow motion, perfectly choreographed: the timing and the steps were so brilliant that only a synchronized universal miracle could have made it happen. I reached out my hand to Joe, with the money in it; he reached for the money and stepped aside, leaving a small opening; I stepped out, into the beautiful sunlight. “Thank you,” I whispered, and then I was gone, leaping across Second Avenue dodging traffic, wearing only my bra, T-shirt, and tighty whities. No shoes, socks, or pants, just the hard cool pavement hitting my bare feet as they scrambled for freedom.

			I bolted through the neighborhood, car horns blaring at me, to a home that didn’t exist anymore. Gary and Kim were waiting for me at our building, pacing in front of the loaded truck. When they saw me, the horrified look on their faces brought me back to the absurdity of my circumstance. 

			“What the fuck?” Gary said, catching me in full stride as I almost blew past them. He wrapped his arms around me, trying to cover me up. 

			“Baby, what happened? Are you okay?” Kim had run up, too, and was staring at me with shock and concern. 

			“I got two hundred dollars!” I screamed in total joy, my fists in the air. 

			Kim looked confused.

			“Get her some pants,” Gary said. 
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			I was raised in an eight-room flat in Aleppo, Syria. Marble everywhere, and long hallways that led to different rooms with balconies overlooking manicured gardens. French doors opened from living rooms and parlors to family rooms. Our furniture was a mix of French empire–style antiques, deco, and mission, making our home extremely eclectic and cool. My father prided himself on having all the most modern kitchen and home appliances. 

			My first childhood memory is a story that has been told in my family so many times now that I can practically re-create the dialogue verbatim. Kids often got hurt while playing, and we were no exception. It was no one’s fault; accidents happened and life went on. In hindsight though, I see that this created the basic map of my evolution. I always wanted to be the center of attention, no matter what. I jumped headfirst into situations without thinking because of the excitement and chaos of the moment. I’ve been the outsider, and felt different and separate from people for whom I have a general mistrust. I’ve been a prisoner, confined in my own skin, and wanting to break free no matter the cost. In addition, I’ve constantly searched for “the woman” who is going to champion me and love me through and through as my mom did here when I was helpless. I’d say this incident is very significant.

			•   •   •

			Jump! C’mon, jump,” Fayez yelled with excitement.

			It scared the crap out of me but sent a thrill quaking me to the marrow. “No!” I screamed with frightened laughter.

			“I’ll catch you, c’mon!”

			“No, I’m scared.” 

			“C’mon, I promise. Look. Jump Samer!” 

			Samer, who was six years old, jumped, and Fayez caught him. Samer screamed with delight and rolled off Fayez, then ran a victory lap around the living room. He slid down onto the floor and came to a quiet giggle when he realized he was being too rambunctious and that my mom could come in at any moment, find us horsing around, and scold us.

			“C’mon Maya, you too!” Fayez yelled. 

			Maya, who was nine, jumped, and he caught her. She leaped off him like a gazelle, squawking with delight as she circled the vast room. 

			“C’mon, it’s okay, I’ll catch you, I promise!” Fayez said to me. 

			“JUMP!” He put his arms out like Jesus on the cross while lying on his back on the floor. He shook his hands wildly as if they were ready for me no matter what, and he smiled that smile that only my oldest brother had. A smile so beautiful, nothing else existed. I wanted to float toward him.

			He was fourteen and I was two, the oldest and the youngest, the two that would always be synonymous as opposites. 

			I was so scared, standing on the edge of a red-velvet empire-style couch that seemed to be taller then everyone put together. Everything inside of me said, no don’t do it!

			“Come on,” he urged. “Just jump, Rayya. I’ll catch you, I promise.”

			Everything seemed to happen in slow motion until I finally jumped, trusting fully that his loving arms would be there to catch me. They weren’t. He rolled over, laughing like crazy, leaving me to land on the hard marble floor. My leg caught part of his body as he turned, and it twisted in a sick and unnatural way. And then the slap of my landing, and the shock and confusion of having been abandoned by my brother, and then the pain, like a knife stabbing through my right thigh. 

			I lay there, in a wet puddle of tears and snot, crying and screaming, my cheek pressed against the cold floor. 

			The doctor didn’t put a cast on my leg. (They didn’t do that in 1962 in Syria, I guess.) Instead, for two months, I lay in a crib with metal octagon-shaped weights tied to each end of a rope, used for traction to hold my leg in place. At first I sat up only to eat and, occasionally, to watch life through the bars of my little cage. But after a while, I tried to entertain myself by teasing, making faces, and mimicking whoever was there to watch and take care of me. One time one of my aunties was there to babysit me, and she asked me if I liked her new brown shoes. I told her they were the color of baby diarrhea, which made her laugh and repeat the story to my mom and everyone who came over. I loved that, being the center of attention. I didn’t want them to forget about me as they moved about in their daily lives. I was like the pet in the crate that would do tricks for attention. 

			One of the first photos I saw of myself was when I was about four or five years old. It was at my brother’s first communion party and I was singing for a table of archbishops and priests with a cookie in my hand. I remember the hymn that I sang in Aramaic; it was one that Te`Te, my father’s mother, had taught me. In the photo I’m in my white knit hat, white kneesocks with pompoms dangling from each side, and the cutest little white knit dress with a cardigan over it. When I look at these pictures, I love myself, and I think I look perfect and adorable. These pictures spark memories of happiness and elation at all the attention I got for singing. I was the joy of my family and the talk of the town. Maybe that’s when I got bitten by the performing bug. I remember the pride and love in my mom’s face as she watched me sing that song. I would always long for that attention and approval from my family, although for many years I would do everything I could to make it seem the opposite. 

			I adored my dad and also was afraid of him, always having to be quiet and mindful when he was home, which wasn’t often. He was a very serious man who worked hard in the fields of Tal Abiad, a northern farming region in Syria, and when he was home, on break, there were to be no disruptions. I’d heard stories about my dad being out on the land for months with his men, and I remember seeing him once when he got back from his usual three-month stint and tried to surprise my mom. He was bearded and filthy and smelled like dirt; he looked like an Arabic Grizzly Adams. I remember my mother—who, having been raised with six sisters, was tidy and organized and used to living in a high-class, affluent household—yelling at him to get out of the house and go to the hotel she’d booked for him before he scared the family. She wanted him to get cleaned up and groomed and shaved before he came home so she could see the dapper man she had fallen in love with and married. (My father hadn’t always been a farmer.) He teased her and chased her around the house and they laughed together, and then he left and did as she asked. Later, they would go out with friends and family and eat, dance, and romance together for the night. Then he would come home and spend time with us. He always brought us little gifts and delicious and exotic treats, like chocolates and candies from Europe. When he was home, my family felt whole. We would gather around to listen to tales of his workers and their families. 

			•   •   •

			Both sets of my grandparents were Christians living in Turkey in the late 1800s. My mother’s family moved to Aleppo just before the Armenian and Christian genocide started in Turkey in 1915. My grandfather Kayser, on my mother’s side, was a silk merchant and extremely wealthy. I’ve heard stories that when they moved from Turkey they used a caravan of horses and buggies and had so many barrels filled with gold coins that guards were hired to accompany them all the way to Aleppo. Most people, including my dad’s family, traveled the 450 miles on foot.

			My father, Zachary Elias, was born in the Mardin province of Turkey in 1920. He was the first and only child (Te`Te married my grandfather, who was a widow with two kids from his previous marriage). My father’s family left during the Armenian genocide in 1921. They were Syrian Orthodox and were afraid for their lives because the New Turks had taken over the region and were slaughtering Armenians and Christians alike. With many other families migrating to Syria, my grandparents took my father (when he was a little over a year old), his brother (who was eleven), and his older sister (thirteen) and joined the walking migration. 

			It took them almost a month to get to Damascus. My uncle Ghattas, my father’s older brother, told me the stories when he was ninety-five years old. My dad, a mama’s boy, was very spoiled, and on that trip—unlike most of the children, who were passed around depending on the needs of their parents—he was glued to his mother’s side, whining if anyone tried to watch him until he was put back into her arms. At one point, my dad cried for so long in the middle of the night that my grandfather put him outside of the barn where they encamped for the night, in the rain (like a bad dog, my uncle said), so the rest of the families could sleep and recuperate from their long travels. My grandmother wept knowing he was cold, wet, and afraid out in the dark by himself, but she was forbidden to bring him back inside or to sleep outside with him. My grandfather stood his ground for the good of the whole community, claiming it would toughen up my father, and he was left outside until sunrise. Eventually he cried himself to sleep, while my grandmother’s heart broke. I believe this event had a lot to do with my dad’s rigid and stern character for years to come. 

			I learned lessons from him that took me a lifetime to put into practice. “Sometimes we have to be thrown into the water to learn how to swim.” He told me this as he threw my first puppy (Boy) into the lake while I screamed bloody murder. “Pain makes you stronger, and nothing is too great for us to achieve, not even for a little mongrel.” I believed him when I saw Boy’s head come up and he swam back to me like a champ. I was my father’s daughter—I am my father’s daughter, and I have slung myself headfirst into many things, needing to belong. I learned from a very young age that life was chaotic, but if I could hold my breath long enough (even while kicking and screaming), and come up for air once in a while, then I would have the chance to fight for what I wanted or needed. 

			Most of the young men in Syria had to serve in the army when they turned eighteen, and my father enlisted and went to France during the Second World War. He was there for one year and then became the official Syrian procurement agent. At nineteen, he was responsible for all the grain that came from the fields of Syria to be sent to Europe to feed the Allied troops, which meant that a lot of money was flowing through his hands. He was a born hustler, one of our parallel traits. 

			My father got very ambitious or greedy; I prefer to think ambitious. He basically extorted millions of French francs from the government and set himself up really well. I don’t know exactly how, because no one in my family talks much about it; unfortunately, they like to leave these things out of my dad’s story. My oldest brother finally spilled a bit of it after my dad passed away. Apparently, my dad was sent to a French prison and could have spent many years behind bars, but a French general and a captain in the French army by the name of Sinclair advocated on his behalf. They liked my father; he was a real charmer. He could look you in the eye, tell you a story, and at the same time snag the pants off of you, and you wouldn’t know you were missing them until he was gone and a cold breeze hit you in the ass. So they got him out of jail and sent him packing, back to Syria, never to be in charge of their grain supply, or the army’s money, again. 

			My dad was also a renowned playboy, drinker, and gambler at that time; he earned a lot of respect and street credibility for ripping off the French, because the Syrians hated the French mandate governing their country. He was infamous within his group of wise guys and well known among the rich and cultured. Dad spoke many languages: Arabic, French, Aramaic, Turkish, German, Portuguese, and later English. He was obviously good with numbers and knew a thing or two about importing and exporting.

			Zachary Elias was a tall, dark-haired, good-looking, dapper ladies’ man. With the money that he’d “earned,” he bought land in Syria that he farmed himself (since he now knew there was good money to be made in trading grain). When he was twenty-five years old, Zachary Elias thought that maybe he should get married and settle down. 

			The Kayser family was a very well-respected and well-known family. Like the Elias family, the Kaysers were Christians and belonged to the Syrian Orthodox Church. They also had come from Mardin, Turkey, during the genocide and settled in Aleppo. The Kaysers had eight children: seven daughters and one son, who was like their little king. They were known to have the most cultured, beautiful, and educated girls in Aleppo. 

			My uncle Ghattas knew the family well and wanted Zachary to marry one of the girls, Alice, who was a few years younger than Zachary. She was a schoolteacher at the Syrian Orthodox private school in Aleppo, and he had seen her a few times walking with her older sisters as he sat in the cafés with his boys in the afternoon, playing poker or carousing. She had smiled and flirted with him, and indeed she was a beauty. Ghattas told his brother Zachary that he would have to temper his ways because the girl’s mother was not going to be seduced by his handsome face and charming manners. Basically, she was a tough nut to crack and protective as hell when it came to her kids. 

			Zachary was intrigued by this family and knew in his heart that he’d never met a woman he couldn’t charm. He went to have coffee at the Kayser residence one afternoon, so he could ask my grandmother Rose Kayser if she would consider letting him court her fifth daughter, Alice. The day that they met is another story that I love. It has been re-created, through family lore, with dialogue, so many times now that I know it by heart. Rose invited Zachary into the proper sitting room, where only formal guests were received. She sat on the red-velvet sofa and my father sat in a chair, feeling scrutinized from head to toe, yet very sure of himself in his best suit, made to order by a famous Armenian tailor. 

			My grandmother was curious but perplexed about this man. Why was he so popular and talked about? Yes he was handsome, but she couldn’t find the substance that was important to her; she saw only pride and arrogance. Rose Kayser had married a smart, successful, and pious family man who was widowed with four daughters. He went to church every Sunday and believed in art, culture, education, and honest hard work. This young boy, by contrast, seemed scandalous, egocentric, a playboy to whom she could never entrust her daughter’s future. The stories had filtered through the community, not that he was a bad man, actually everyone who knew Zachary and spoke about him said that his heart was gold, but that he was different; an adventure-seeking entrepreneur who threw caution to the wind and enjoyed life. Rose was also familiar with his family. His mother was very well respected and so was his older brother, whom she knew pretty well.

			My father cleared his throat and sat up straight. The maid, Alia, brought the Turkish coffee into the parlor with some small pastries. As a gift for my grandmother, my father, of course, had brought a box of French chocolates, which he set on the table.

			“So Zachary, why are you here?” she said. “What are your intentions?”

			“Mrs. Kayser, I have only the best intentions at heart.” He flashed a wide smile. “I am here because I am interested in . . . ” 

			Before he could finish, someone barged into the parlor—a girl of about fifteen who was being chased by a younger boy: Alice’s younger sister and brother. 

			“Come back here!” Joseph shouted, pulling on her dress. “You can’t go in there, Josephine.” 

			“Who says?” the girl snapped, but she screeched to a halt as she saw her mother and Zachary sitting in the parlor with serious expressions on their faces. Zachary, intrigued by this young girl and her rebellious spirit, sprung to his feet and took a slight bow. Their eyes met and she stopped cold in her tracks. 

			Her mother felt it, saw it, and wanted no part of it. She tried to quickly hurry Josephine out of the parlor, but not before Zachary Elias said, “And may I ask who this fine young man is?”

			“I’m Joseph, and this is my sister Josephine,” the boy announced. 

			“Well, hello, Joseph,” said my father. “I am Zachary Elias.” 

			Zachary held his hand out and shook little Joseph’s hand. Then, with a deeper bow and a warm smile, he held out his hand and raised his eyes to see Josephine, her loosely finger-waved light brown hair tossed around her fair, delicate features. Josephine’s skin gleamed with a light perspiration, and when she looked up at him and smiled, her eyes, almond-shaped and a magnificent brown, sparkled like they were backlit. She put her hand in his and curtsied. 

			“Hello, Mr. Elias,” she said, looking directly at him.

			“Please, call me Zachary.”

			My grandmother cleared her throat and threw a look that the kids knew only too well. They scampered out of the parlor so fast that Zachary wondered if they were a figment of his imagination, until Joseph came back quickly and said, “Mr. Elias, I mean Zachary, is it true that you served in France in the army and that you are friends with great generals and captains?”

			“Yes Joseph, this is a fact.” Zachary nodded humbly.

			“Joseph!” Rose Kayser said, and he dashed out of the room again. She turned to my father. “Now, Zachary Elias, what is it that you want?”

			My father sat down and couldn’t find the words to express his thoughts, so he was silent. He was confused and perplexed at what he felt. Everything he’d come to ask was jumbled in his head, and all he could see was Josephine’s sparkling eyes and radiant smile, like the sun and the moon and the stars all wrapped up into one. 

			As stern as she was, Rose Kayser couldn’t help but feel this man’s confusion and the admiration and light that came into his face after meeting her Josephine. Quickly, as if to snap him back to reality, she said, “Ghattas said you wanted to talk about courting Alice. And the only reason you are here is because Alice wanted me to give you a chance.”

			“Ah yes, why I’m here,” my father said. “May I ask how old your son is?”

			The smile on my grandmother’s face when she spoke about Joseph was indulgent and animated. “Joseph is thirteen, and Josephine is too young for you, Zachary.”

			“Then I will just have to wait until she is ready, now that I’ve seen her and met her,” my father said. “I can’t ask for anything else.”

			In the following months, flowers and chocolates came on a regular basis—not for Josephine or Alice, but for Rose Kayser, with notes praising her excellent and honorable lifestyle, impeccable household, well-raised children, and cultured background. He sent imported scotch and the best hand-rolled Cuban cigars to Mr. Kayser, and gifts for Joseph that came from Europe: little soldiers made out of porcelain, and tokens from the French military that he thought would interest a young boy. Zachary Elias became a household word in the Kayser family, even though he was not allowed to come calling. The kids were all infatuated with him, my grandfather was intrigued yet skeptical, and my grandmother was as much amused as she was disgusted by his charming ways and mannerisms. He had found a way to get under her skin. 

			Alice was soon engaged to a clothing merchant named Chafik, and the engagement party was to be a splendid affair, with invitations to more than 150 people. My father was invited not only because of his close friendship with Chafik, but also because of his status and his family. My uncle Ghattas was a respected official working for the Syrian/French immigration department. He, too, was invited, along with his wife, and they came all the way from Damascus—about two hundred miles from Aleppo. 

			It was at this event that my uncle saw the attraction between Zachary and this fabulous young woman he couldn’t stop talking about, Josephine Kayser. Zachary’s eyes followed her around the room as though she were the only person present. She wore a hand-beaded dress that made her soft white complexion appear ethereal, and red lipstick that made her look adult and glamorous. He had heard that she was born with a dislocated hip and had a slight limp, and that’s why Rose was so protective of her, but he could see nothing but perfection when he looked at Josephine. He barely ate anything during the party, and stuck to one glass of champagne because he didn’t want his drinking to get out of hand as it sometimes did. He instead stood gallantly aside and watched as Josephine danced with Joseph, then her father. 

			My father had begged my uncle to speak to Rose on his behalf, and after seeing how smitten my father was, Ghattas pulled him aside and asked if he was truly prepared for the task at hand. My father assured him he was. He had been around the block quite a few times, but, he told Ghattas, he had never felt this way about anyone. There was a spark of limitless potential that he felt when he looked into Josephine’s eyes—a glow that mirrored himself and made him feel he could become a better man with her at his side. He could endure anything asked of him, he told his brother, as long as there was a chance he could be with this young, bright-eyed woman. 

			So Ghattas went to work, both at the party and during the rest of his stay in Aleppo, to persuade Rose Kayser to consider my father a worthy suitor for her young daughter. Between toasting the newly engaged couple and dancing with his own wife, Ghattas told Rose how, since he’d known of the Kayser family, he’d always hoped one of the sisters could become a part of his own family. He told her Zachary was a wonderful man; that he had lost his way for a short while but was serious and good now, and that the love and security and responsibility of a wonderful woman would change his brother’s life into something so admirable that she could not imagine. He said he’d never seen his brother so smitten with someone as he was with Josephine, and that Zachary would do anything, taking any and all direction from Rose, if she would only give him the hope of one day being married to her daughter.

			At the end of the evening, after all the guests had gone and only my father, his brother, and his brother’s wife remained, Rose Kayser walked up to Zachary Elias. “If you stop drinking, gambling, and womanizing until year end, then you may start to court her,” she said. “She will not marry until she is at least seventeen, and I expect that the drinking, gambling, and womanizing will be in your past and not her future. Zachary Elias, you can thank your brother for successfully pleading your case and setting such a good example on your behalf. Please don’t make us both regret this.” 

			Zachary bowed deeply and kissed Rose Kayser’s hand, which made her both uncomfortable and light-headed. Then he went out and drank a fifth of scotch, staying out all night celebrating with his boys. 

			The next day, he started his quest for the hand of Josephine Kayser. He quit drinking, which was quite a feat, as my father had a real drinking problem at that time. People didn’t often use the word alcoholic then, but if they had, Zachary Elias would surely have been called one. But Zachary also believed in sheer will, strength, and hard work, and that if you wanted something badly enough, nothing would hold you back. He began attending the Syrian Orthodox Church, in Aleppo, every Sunday when he wasn’t away farming his land. He knew this would score points, since the Kaysers played an integral part in the church community. (Joining the church also made his mother and brother very happy, as they’d always tried to push him into becoming more devout.) 

			Zachary fulfilled all of his promises and began courting Josephine within a year, but never without Joseph in tow. On walks and dates to the park, Zachary would give Joseph money to go and find an item that my dad knew would take time and effort. Joseph, never wanting to disappoint, would go on a “mission” and find the item, then come back, only to be sent off on another mission. My father was the perfect gentleman and cherished the little time alone that he had with Josephine, whether he was sitting on a park bench holding her hand and listening to her enthusiastic views on life, or watching her as she got lost listening to a movement of a piano concerto. He was in love. 

			Josephine loved art and music, and wanted to travel the world. She dreamed about Europe and America and hoped that one day she could see Swan Lake performed in Moscow. She thought about having children who would be well educated and highly cultured. She loved Syria, but knew there was more opportunity elsewhere for her future family than had been available to her. She felt that women should have the same chances men do, in business and art. Josephine was also an expert marksman (or woman). My father, during the courtship, took her and Joseph out on day trips to hunt birds. She would dress in khaki pants and shirt, sporting riding boots, sunglasses, and her signature red lipstick, and carrying a shotgun over her shoulder. (I saw one of her pictures from the mid-forties and just about died, she looked so hot.) 

			My parents were married in 1947, just after my mother turned seventeen. It was a storybook wedding, with all the postwar glamour. I have my father’s custom-made wool gabardine tuxedo hanging in my closet to this day. My parents look so happy, carefree, and in love in the wedding photos that my sister has framed on her mantel. The fruits of my father’s labor paid off once and for all, and the appreciation these two lovebirds had for each other was evident. Even Rose Kayser was convinced that she’d made the right choice for her daughter. The smile on her face in the wedding photos was one of pride at a job well done.
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