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To young students everywhere: I see you, I believe in you, and always remember, we’re in this together.






CHAPTER 1 The Women’s March


Signs danced above an ocean of people like boats bobbing on the sea. White signs, red signs, black signs, pink signs, proclaiming beautiful messages of unity.

LOVE TRUMPS HATE, declared a white sign with rainbow-colored letters.

WE THE PEOPLE ARE GREATER THAN FEAR, black letters on a yellow placard pronounced.

FIGHT LIKE A GIRL! shouted the pink letters beneath a picture of a red fist cradled by a garland of green.

On a January morning in 2017, I stood backstage during the Women’s March on Washington. Under a silver sky, with the cool breeze at my face, I saw a pink expanse spread before me in every direction, a patchwork quilt of baby pink, blush, neon pink, fuchsia. I could hear women talking to one another in a low hum, but their signs shouted their messages loudly.

WHEN THEY GO LOW, WE GO HIGH!

THE FUTURE IS FEMALE!

Where did all these women come from? I wondered.

I imagined mothers and daughters, sisters and sister-friends, classmates and coworkers from all over the country days earlier. In my mind’s eye I saw them gathered in kitchens over pizza and soda, or spread out on the carpet on living room floors. I heard them conversing with one another.

“What do you want to say on your poster?”

“Dump Trump!”

“No. Why not something more positive about the society we want to create?”

I imagined them thoughtfully penciling their messages onto poster board, contemplating their favorite colors, and then carefully coloring in the letters. Even from the stage, I could smell the sharp odor of the markers.

This was the morning I’d been waiting for. The morning that we, the women of the United States and our allies, would stand up against the forces of hate and division and make our voices heard.

But I gotta be honest: even as one of the organizers, I was stunned by how many women already stood on Independence Avenue at the southwest corner of the United States Capitol grounds. I turned my head to the left and saw people crammed down the side streets. To the right people were sandwiched into those roads as well. Some women even had babies swaddled to their chests, the babies’ cheeks as bright as the knit caps that had become the signature look of the march. Behind the crowd, the Capitol gleamed white with the promise of democracy.

One of my closest friends, Tamika Mallory, walked over.

“What time is it?”

“It’s like eight fifteen,” I answered.

“There are so many people that I can’t see the back of the crowd!” she exclaimed.

Tamika was one of my besties. Over the years, together with our friend Carmen Perez, we had supported each other more times than we could count as we’d fought for justice and equality for everyone. We were so close that we could read each other’s minds. Some people had begun to think of us as a social justice Voltron, so-called after the 1980s cartoon featuring a group of teens who teamed up to build and pilot a robot, Voltron, that defends the universe.

Just three months earlier the Voltron and fashion designer Bob Bland had been named one of the march’s lead organizers, back when the event had been just an idea dancing in our collective imagination. At that point we had been determined and passionate but uncertain about whether our idea for the march would work. Now a seemingly endless expanse of people stretched before us.

Together Tamika and I walked toward the front of the stage.

Directly ahead, a girl with caramel skin, probably eight years old, sat on her mother’s shoulders. The girl wore a cameo-pink hat and a coral-pink shirt with the word LOVE written simply with a marker. A sign with the words THE FUTURE IS FEMALE danced on the crowd beside her.

Then a new sound emerged. It began toward the back of the crowd as a low hum. But it grew louder as it rolled forward, a sonic wave. When it finally reached the front of the throng, the force of the energy filled my heart and wrapped around me like a huge hug of love.

“ARRRRR!”

The banners danced in rhythm with the sound.

HEAR ME ROAR! one of the signs exclaimed.

The people immediately in front of the stage started whooping, jumping up and down, waving, clapping, and shouting. Brown people, tan people, white people; women wearing pink hijabs; women with pink headwraps twisted high on their heads; blond women, redheads; women with spiky hair. We, the women of the United States of America!

Suddenly I realized that they had recognized us and were cheering for us! My arms and legs tingled with goose bumps.

“We did this!” Tamika whispered into my ear as her arm reached around and hugged me.

A smile took over my face as I waved back to the crowd.

It was at that moment that I noticed the most amazing sight of all: the march’s signature sign of a Muslim American woman wearing the red, white, and blue American flag wrapped around her head and shoulders as her hijab.

I was a child of Muslim American immigrants and a member of a community that had been constantly vilified for many years, and this was the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen.

My entire life had prepared me for this moment. I felt fire leap inside my belly. Today I would stand up to bullying; I would no longer feel “less than”; I would stand in front of the world as a symbol of strength.

I would speak with the authority that all these women who had traveled to our nation’s seat of power were giving me. I would speak about creating a society by the people and for the people. I prayed that God would give me the right words—words that were truthful, words that inspired, words that empowered.

But much remained to be done over the next several hours. Tamika and I waved, then turned and left the stage to finish preparing for the march.

My time onstage would come.






CHAPTER 2 Journey to the American Dream


I haven’t spent my life standing on stages. I’m the proud daughter of a working-class family of immigrants and grew up in Brooklyn, New York. My parents came to the US from Palestine in the 1970s. Both had grown up learning and dreaming of this peaceful place called America—the “land of the free” that they had seen on TV.

Living in a nation that had been ravaged by war, my father’s family had encouraged him to come here since he was a young boy. My dad’s name is Nidal. In Arabic it means “to struggle and fight in defense,” but my father is actually a cheerful soul. Yaba, as we call him, is extremely outgoing, the life of the party. He’s tall and gangly, friendly and loud; you can always hear my father coming. He wears his emotions on his sleeve. His laugh booms—he has an irrepressible sense of humor. Everyone calls him Nick—actually, Crazy Nick!

Yaba arrived in the US in 1976, joining his brother Mohammad, who had already immigrated to Brooklyn. My father worked alongside his brother at a small bodega—a corner store—there. My mother joined my father three years later. Unlike Yaba, my mother is very tiny. She is barely five feet tall, has tan skin, dresses modestly, and covers her hair with a hijab. She is quite reserved and emotionally can be hard to read.

As a couple they embody the phrase “opposites attract.” But despite their differences, they pursued a common dream, to live in a place where you could be whoever you wanted to be, worship whatever god you believed in, and work hard and experience abundance. They imagined having a family here. Before long, they had me, followed by my four sisters, and then, several years later, my two brothers, DJ and Mo, born exactly one year apart.

In the years before my brothers were born, my family lived in a small one-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn. And I will never forget the day when the landlord came knocking. I was only seven years old at the time, but old enough that my parents let me answer the front door. I was proud that they trusted me with that responsibility. After I stood on a chair and looked out through the peephole, I opened the door.

“Hello!” I greeted the landlord as Lena, Heeba, Hanady, and Hela ran to line up behind me, from biggest to smallest, each just one or two years apart.

“Who are these children?” he asked as the baby, Hela, crawled across the hardwood floor to join us.

“These are my sisters,” I told him proudly, as the oldest. “This is Lena, this—”

“Your sisters?” he interrupted, his voice sharp, and then his mouth gaped open. “This is a one-and-a-half-bedroom apartment!” he yelled.

I froze in the face of his angry energy and didn’t know what to say.

Once my mother heard the commotion, she came racing from the bedroom, straightening her modest blue dress.

“I am so s-sorry, sir,” Yumma stuttered, struggling with her English.

“You can’t have all these children living here,” he huffed. “This is against the rules.”

“So sorry, sir,” she repeated. I noticed her shoulders drooping, her eyes blinking back tears, and her hands wringing.

I desperately wanted to help my mother, but I felt overwhelmed by this angry man, and I didn’t understand what was wrong or know what to do.

“You can’t stay here with all these children,” he told her. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” she said.

As the oldest, I felt ashamed for my mother and wondered if I had done something wrong. My mother was always so careful in the apartment. “Don’t run, don’t yell,” she would tell us when we would color, play with dolls, or play games like hide-and-seek with one another. Maybe this was my fault.

“I’m sorry, Yumma,” I told my mother after the landlord had gone, barely able to raise my teary eyes to meet hers as I remembered moments when maybe we’d laughed too loudly.

“Don’t worry, Linda,” she told me as she pulled me close. “This isn’t your fault.”

Even with Yumma’s reassurances, I wasn’t so certain.

The world in a small town

Sometimes a bad moment can lead to a good one.

After the incident with the landlord, my parents purchased a three-story, three-bedroom town house in Sunset Park, the highest point in all of Brooklyn.

Our house was a fixer-upper, as Yaba would say. Even though my father had to spend a lot of time fixing the house, there were benefits to moving. For one, we had a lot more space. Now we had more room to play and grow. I shared a bedroom with my younger sister Lena. After so many years of being all squeezed together, I had some space to myself.

In time my parents repaired the exterior of our home with linoleum siding. Yumma picked out the color—a very bright yellow. And when I say “bright,” I don’t mean a pastel. I mean bright-bright.

Lemon yellow.

Canary yellow.

Sunshine yellow.

Banana yellow.

People called our house the banana-boat house. When I was little, I didn’t mind. But the older I got, the more mortified I became. To this day, I’m still embarrassed. The rest of our block looked a lot more normal, with homes in darker colors.

My life was very stereotypically Brooklyn in the late 1980s and ’90s. The entire world lived in our not-so-small town. Brooklyn is this really amazing place full of people who are from over one hundred forty countries and who speak over one hundred seventy languages. There are communities full of immigrants from Mexico, the Middle East, China, Nigeria, the Philippines, Russia, Jamaica, and more.

On our block the family to our left was from Ecuador; the family on our right was from Yemen. Across the street was another Palestinian family. People from Mexico, Honduras, the Philippines, and Puerto Rico were also repped on my block. One thing my neighborhood friends had in common with me was that none of our parents spoke fluent English. Which meant we all grew up bilingual or even trilingual!

“Yumma, guess what happened today,” I’d say after a long day at school.

“Stop, Linda,” Yumma would answer. “Please tell me in Arabic.”

It was important to my mother that I be fully bilingual and proud of my Palestinian and American heritage. My friends and I would slide back and forth between languages as the situation required. On our street you would not merely witness a mosaic of humanity but also hear the symphony of our languages.

With all of us kids playing in the concrete area in front of our home, our house became the neighborhood gathering place. And what a gathering place it was! With my family of nine, once my two brothers were born, the Yemeni family of nine, and the Palestinian family of nine, there were always about twenty-five kids at our home.

Amazingly, the kids in the other families were ages similar to me and my siblings. So each of us automatically had two friends just from those two other families.

Friendship found us right on our block.

Our mothers would gossip, exchange parenting advice, share dishes and recipes—from stuffed grape leaves to empanadas—and get the hang of the ins and outs of their new nation. Every mom on our street had permission to scold me, call me in, or call me out if I got out of line. It would never even have occurred to me to tattle, “The lady up the street just yelled at me.”

“You must have deserved it,” my mom would have said. That’s how much trust they had in one another.

On hot summer afternoons we would play Wiffle ball and tag. Then, inevitably, someone would open the water hydrants, and all of us Black, Brown, and beige kids would swarm the street and run through the spray. Then our moms would call us in for dinner. Our street was a place of youthful innocence and pure joy.

As the years roll by, old customs and memories can slip from your hands as easily as a dream dissipates when you awaken.

So my parents and our immigrant neighbors tried both to be American and to hold on to the cultural values of the worlds they’d left behind.

With hindsight, I can see that those beliefs were surprisingly similar. Even though our families came from different places, we shared many of the same cultural values.

Listen to your elders.

Speak with respect.

Do what your parents tell you to do.

When our moms called us inside, we didn’t roll our eyes, or ask for “five minutes more,” or say “I’ll come in in a little while.” We just stopped what we were doing and went inside. Even if we were in the middle of an intense game of tag, none of the other kids thought it was weird that the game had to stop so we could go home.

Our parents, uncertain about their language skills and the rules in this new country, wanted us to experience the world but also wanted to protect us and hold us close. They didn’t let us go far except to take the bus or train to and from school. Though we all had to be home by three fifteen, sometimes we’d be late.

“Oh, shoot. It’s ten after three!” Lena would say.

“Hurry up so we don’t get in trouble!” I’d yell as we raced up the hill.

My main source of pure joy was Sunset Park, the actual park our neighborhood was named for, located just one block away. Filled with swings, slides, a soccer field, a swimming pool, volleyball nets, a handball court, and the Police Athletic League—a sanctuary offering after-school programs and basketball leagues—the park brimmed with kids of all colors, creeds, and cultural backgrounds. We didn’t need to know one another’s names or even speak the same languages; we just had a natural attraction to play with each other.

Though there was so much to do, my favorite memories are of playing tag.

This little patch of heaven was a godsend for my mom. Because let’s be honest—there is no way that one mother can watch seven children at a playground. The moms cared for one another’s children as their own. Yumma could sit with her friends and know her kids were safe, even in those moments when she couldn’t quite see us.

Many evenings we would lay a blanket across the green stretches of grass and admire the way the sun would leave streaks the colors of sunflower, deep rose, and tangerine behind the World Trade Center, the Empire State Building, and other skyscrapers in Manhattan whose lights flickered a few miles across the bay.

Back then it really felt like we’d achieved my parents’ American dream.






CHAPTER 3 A Village within a Village


As I bounded up the stoop on my way home from school, I could smell what my mother was cooking before I even entered the house. The fragrance of ground lamb simmering in seven-spice—a combination of cinnamon, cardamom, cumin, black coriander, cloves, paprika, and black pepper—was the only clue I needed. I knew that she was making waraqa dawali, or grape leaves stuffed with rice and meat.

“Yumma, my favorite,” I said, reaching to pick a stuffed grape leaf out of the dish where she had carefully stacked them.

“No, Linda,” she told me. “You need to wash your hands when you come into the house.”

I ran to the bathroom and lathered with Ivory soap, then tasted one of these sumptuous treats.

When I was twelve, Yumma had taught me how to make grape leaves. She’d shown me how to soak the rice, season the meat, and simmer it slowly so it wouldn’t overcook, how to not add the salt too early. I’d learned how to carefully lay the dark green leaves out on the chopping block so I could drop a dollop of rice and lamb inside them, then carefully roll them up, coat them in olive oil, and decorate them with lemon slices.

My mother’s waraqa dawali were a hit every time our family attended a wedding, graduation, birthday celebration, engagement party, or fundraiser for Palestine held by anyone in the sizeable community of Palestinians who lived in Sunset Park. In fact, my parents had basically emigrated from a small Palestinian village called El Bireh to a village of Palestinians living in Brooklyn. Aunts, uncles, cousins, and neighbors from my parents’ hometown gathered together often. One of my mother’s brothers, Bassam, taught us Palestinian folkloric dancing, with her other brother, Talal, playing the shibbabeh, a short flute. My sisters and I mastered the quick, intricate footwork of dabka so well that we even formed an official dabka dance troupe that, for a while, was in great demand at social events. (I even taught Palestinian folkloric dancing at a dance studio as an adult.)

Though they weren’t very religious—my mom still did salat, praying five times a day—my parents made sure we learned about Islam. The word “Islam” comes from the Arabic word “peace,” which is a central tenet of the Islamic faith. In fact, many Muslims greet each other saying, “Assalamu Alaikum!” or “Peace be upon you.” The response, “Wa Alaikum Salaam,” means “And peace be upon you too.”


Five Facts to Know about Islam

In the event that you’re not familiar with Islam, here are some facts that you should know:

1. A Muslim practices Islam, just as a Jew practices Judaism and a Christian practices Christianity.

2. Islam is the second-largest religion in the world, following Christianity. There are almost 2 billion Muslims worldwide, including nearly 3.5 million in North America. In more than fifty countries the majority of the population is Muslim. It is the world’s fastest-growing religion.1

3. Muslims read the Qur’an, a book filled with sacred wisdom and teachings. It is written in Arabic. Sometimes “Qur’an” is spelled “Koran.”

4. Located in Saudi Arabia, Mecca is Islam’s birthplace and holiest city. Each year millions of Muslims travel to Mecca to fulfill one of the pillars of Islam. This journey is called hajj. Sometimes Mecca is spelled “Makkah.”

5. Muslims pray five times a day—before sunrise, at noon, in the afternoon, at sunset, and in the evening. All prayers are performed facing Mecca. Islam has five central beliefs and practices: professing your faith, praying, charity, fasting, and making the pilgrimage to Mecca.2



On Saturdays and Sundays, I attended Islamic school with my siblings and about fifty other kids. From the time I was eight until I turned sixteen, I learned to read and write Arabic; I memorized and recited verses from the Qur’an, Islam’s holy book; and I learned the values of my faith. I learned that Islam is an expression of love, devotion to family, service to others, and the pursuit of fairness and truth. We would make hundreds of cheese sandwiches and hand them out to homeless people in Times Square and at various train stations to express some of Islam’s most important tenets: compassion and giving to others. We’d water plants and plant flowers and trees in the parks to show our reverence to God by taking care of the earth and its blessings.

Beginning when I was seven years old, I would fast from dawn to sunset every year during Ramadan. For me, Ramadan meant a lot of family dinners. My parents would invite a different family over every night—my aunt’s family, our neighbors across the street, my dad’s employees and their families, and so on. Every evening we would break our fast with twenty or thirty people. I looked forward to going to mosque and being part of the community.

We also celebrated the Islamic holidays Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha. During Eid, children receive money as gifts. Between all my aunts and uncles, I might end up with $150. Consistent with the value of zakat, which refers to charity, we were taught to give a percentage of our money and possessions to people less fortunate than us. At one point my dad sponsored a girl named Zoya, in Ethiopia, through the Save the Children organization. Ethiopia was experiencing extreme famine at the time, and while I don’t recall all the details of her life, I do remember that she had sisters and that their father had passed away. Each month we would receive a progress report to tell us how Zoya was doing. The fact that our dad was helping to take care of her made it feel like she was our sister.


Some Islamic Holidays and Their Significance

Eid al-Adha

Eid al-Adha (pronounced “eed-uhl-ad-HA”) is one of the biggest holidays in Islam. It reminds us to trust in God during the hard times in our lives. Eid al-Adha is celebrated with a huge feast. Children receive gifts.

Eid al-Fitr

Once a year Muslims participate in a spiritual practice called a fast. During this fast (known as Ramadan) we do not eat or drink during daylight hours. This fast reminds us to focus on God. It also helps us learn discipline and patience. At the end of the fast, we celebrate with a huge feast, a holiday called Eid al-Fitr (pronounced “eed-uhl-fit-er”).



I was deeply touched by the impact my father was able to make for twenty-three dollars a month, so I chose to use my money to do something similar.

Just a few weeks later, I walked into the kitchen after school and gave my mom a hug, as I always did.

“Here, this is for you,” she told me in Arabic, handing me an envelope that had been sitting on the counter.

It was big and fat. I was curious because I didn’t often receive mail. I opened it, careful not to give myself a paper cut. It contained a manila folder. Inside the folder was a photograph of a gorgeous, slender Brown girl with big beautiful eyes that stared back at me. I read the letter that came with the picture. It said her name was Abebah; she was eight years old; it described her life and things she liked. I had contributed to her life. Now, in my mind, she too was my sister.

It made a tremendous impression on me to see that my twenty-three dollars had bought her a new pair of shoes, helped her get immunized, and improved her life. Every few months when our Save the Children envelope came, my sisters and I would gather around the table excitedly.

“Look what a difference you are making,” our parents would tell us. “Look at how God has blessed you with the things you have. Now you are blessing others.”

But these types of interactions also raised difficult questions.

“Why doesn’t everyone have what we have?” we would ask.

“Because God is testing your character, your faith and resilience,” they would tell us. “He gives some to you, and you give some to others.”

This was my parents’ Islam in action.

Week after week I would see the same Palestinian American people over and over. While it was great to have our community, sometimes my parents would still feel a little homesick.

For my mother, interacting with so many folks from El Bireh helped assuage her heartache and keep cherished memories and feelings of home from fading away with time and distance. These relationships also helped her hold on to valued traditions and cultural norms, and impart them to us much more easily. Even before I traveled to Palestine for the first time, I felt like it was already a part of me.

Every winter my grandparents would send us olives and olive oil. My parents experienced so much joy receiving the boxes, opening them, and carefully removing the two-liter Pepsi bottles filled with the golden-green elixir. They would bond while unwrapping the tape that sealed the bottles shut, smelling the oil, and pouring a little bit into a glass and tasting it. The light in their eyes, the glee in their hearts, the brightness in their spirits spilled over onto all of us like warm olive oil. When they were homesick and lonely, the olives and oil helped soothe them.

The life of the party

My father normally worked Monday through Saturday from seven in the morning to nine at night, so he didn’t have a lot of personal friends. But every other weekend our entire extended family would go to Sunday-afternoon cookouts at my uncle Naji’s house.

I could never predict exactly who from our sprawling clan might show up for these gatherings, but there was one person I looked for most of all—my cousin Basemah Atweh.

I was never really sure whether Basemah was my second cousin or third. Palestinians don’t much care about those kinds of distinctions. We call our elders “auntie” or “uncle,” whether we are blood relatives or not. A cousin is a cousin. Nobody cares whether you are literally a relative, so our families tend to be large and expansive.

Basemah had grown up with my father in the West Bank of Palestine, but she was my mother’s age and one of her closest friends. I’d played with her son from the time we were young.

Click, click, click!

You could always hear her strutting up the walkway in her signature kitten heels before you’d see her, dressed in a perfect jewel-colored outfit with a matching bag. I would rush out to greet her. Basemah was the life of the party. Like Yaba’s, her personality was big and loud, and energized any room. I loved to see her laugh more than almost anything else in the world. She laughed so hard that she could barely breathe. It was almost as if she were having an asthma attack. Of course, everyone would laugh along, just to share in her joy.

Cousin Basemah was a role model in many ways. Tall and heavyset with creamy white skin even lighter than mine, she didn’t look very much like how many people imagine an Arab woman looks. Rather than keeping her hair its natural dark color, Basemah would dye her dark hair blond. Unlike many of her peers, she didn’t cover it, and she wore her hair salon-coiffed. Her lipstick was bright red or pink or purple to go with her clothes, and her manicured nails matched perfectly. Her eyelashes were long, thick, and dark; her eyes were lined with kohl.

“Basemah, how come you never wear the same thing twice?” I’d ask. She walked in like she knew she was special.

And she was.

Women would flock to Basemah, marveling. In a conservative community and era—one in which women were supposed to make themselves small and not take up too much room—Basemah’s confidence dominated any space she was in. She enjoyed and appreciated every inch of her ample figure, and she inspired people around her to enjoy and appreciate themselves too. Everything glowed a little brighter and felt more hopeful around her.

“I don’t take crap from anybody, and you shouldn’t either,” she’d tell us cheerfully. She was one tough cookie; a jolly, conspiratorial big sister.

Every person who met her ended up adoring her, and it wasn’t just because of her bubbly personality. You knew within minutes that Basemah would support you in any battle you might need help fighting. I would lean into her strength as I grew older. And little did I know then that one day in the future, she would ask for assistance from me.






CHAPTER 4 The Bodega


Way back when I was four years old, my father bought and opened a bodega in Crown Heights, a predominately Black and Latinx section of Brooklyn. He named it Linda Sarsour’s Spanish & American Food Center. Back then it was very unusual for an Arab man to name a business after a daughter; Arab men usually named things after their firstborn sons. But Yaba had been extremely euphoric about my birth. When his friends would question him about the name of the store, he’d say, “Why should I wait? Linda is everything to me. Why shouldn’t I celebrate her as I would a boy?”

So, Linda Sarsour’s operated from Monday through Sunday, from dawn until long after dusk. For much of my childhood I only saw my dad on Sundays, his one day off. He would be gone before I woke up during the week and wouldn’t come home until after I was asleep. Sometimes as I snuggled under the covers, I would promise myself that I would wake up the next morning in time to see him.

That never worked.

With my father at the store for such long hours and with so many children to raise, most of my mother’s work centered on our home. She was a mother and a housewife, and supported the family business. When we were young, a lot of her responsibilities related to babies and young children—changing diapers, bottles, feedings. Practicing Palestinian artistry in the kitchen for nine hungry mouths meant that her grocery runs would take two or three hours. Laundry and cleaning would take much longer. And when you own a bodega, you handle a lot of cash. My mom made sure it made it to the bank.

As the oldest, I would help dress, feed, and babysit my siblings. I’d also assist around the house. I would cut notepaper into little pieces, write the name of one room—living room, dining room, kitchen, bathroom—on each, fold them into tiny balls, and then have my sisters pick the papers out of a bowl. Whatever room you pulled was what you were cleaning that day. I would walk around overseeing the process, making sure my siblings used the right products and that everything was spotless.

One day Lena started eyeing me suspiciously.

“Hold up! How do you not get a room to clean?” she asked.

“Someone has to be the organizer,” I told her.

Only God knew that I had spoken my future!

My mom, she thought it was hilarious that it had taken so long for my sisters to figure out what I’d been doing. The mischievous twinkle in her eyes told me, You are onto something!

I’ve been organizing people ever since.

Sometimes the seeds of the things you’ll be good at when you’re older get planted, grow roots, and even sprout when you’re young.

Over the years, I did a lot of fending for myself, learning to navigate back and forth between my world at home, flavored with our Palestinian cultural traditions, and the mainstream American society, I often served as translator, particularly for my mom. I filled out school forms, made sure that my siblings completed their homework before going outside to play, and signed everyone’s school permission slips. To spare her frustration and embarrassment, I helped Yumma communicate in English with our teachers, the pediatrician, the people in the billing office at the utility company. The fact that I played so many roles made learning particularly important to me.
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