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For my parents—Saleha and Zain—who taught me what it means to live fully.

For my son—Jordan Zain—who taught me what it means to love unconditionally.






PREFACE


We tell ourselves stories in order to live.

—Joan Didion



I grew up surrounded by stories. The shelves in my childhood home were filled with books of every genre, every period in history, by every kind of author. Hardcovers, softcovers, brand-new, secondhand, spines split from wear and tear. Every bedside table held piles more. By our couch, baskets brimmed with stacks of newspapers and magazines.

Then there were the stories passed down by various relatives, as I sat on shag carpets or in family backyards, about generations of my ancestors. The women in my family who defied the norms of their day and pushed against the constraints within which they lived. The men who refused to accept the concept of “otherness” and explored coexistence during a time when sectarian and nationalistic fervor overtook their worlds.

Before me, there came generations of public servants, orators, healers, educators. Their motivations, actions, and choices created the moment I would step into. They blazed trails which allowed me to walk right on past the barriers they had faced and build a life of my choosing. A life shaped by their pursuit of knowledge, their love of literature, their curiosity about the world, and their commitment to their family, their country, and their faith.

When I was a little girl, I believed that my life would somehow be different from the lives of everyone around me. I carried that sense of certitude until a combination of fate, luck, and hard work placed me at the center of an epic adventure.

I embarked on a career in public service inspired by and working alongside an American icon because I wanted to live the values I was raised with, and do justice to the examples set by my parents. I was proud to serve a country that gave my family the freedoms and opportunities they couldn’t possibly have had anywhere else.

The pages that follow track the migration of a family over the course of generations: from the Middle East, through Central Asia, into the subcontinent of India, over the Atlantic to the United States, back to the Middle East, and then returning again to America. This is not intended to be a treatise on religion, but a personal reflection on the meaning of faith in my own life. It is not a sweeping record of women’s rights, but follows the choices, opportunities, and obstacles I encountered and witnessed. It is not an encyclopedic dissection of immigration in America, but just one family’s experience of the American Dream. It is not a dissertation on American policy in the Middle East or vice versa, but the view of one young woman raised simultaneously in both worlds, loving both, questioning both, and, more than anything, appreciating both. It is not meant to be a set of political analyses on any particular campaign or candidate or party, but the chronicle of a singular life in American politics. It is not a romance novel but there is love too—deep and true and heartbreaking.

My journey has taken me to more than 100 countries. From the desert of Saudi Arabia to the White House in Washington, DC. From erupting war zones to the shrinking Arctic Circle. From refugee camps to Buckingham Palace. From flying on Air Force One to hiding in car trunks. It is the tale of one person’s walk alongside history. Honored to witness. Proud to serve. Humbled to be recognized. Shocked to be dissected. Grateful to have been loved. Hopeful for the future.

This is my story.






PART ONE
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DENIAL


Happy is the man who avoids hardship, but how fine is the man who is afflicted and shows endurance.

—Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)



I was a newly arrived American in Saudi Arabia when I got lost in a sea of abayas. It was 1978. I was three. It was hot that night. Actually, it was always hot. My parents had taken us shopping to Balad, to look for curtain rods. Balad is Jeddah’s old city—a labyrinth of winding streets leading to a myriad of alleyways where an explosion of sights and sounds meets your senses, emanating from small shops packed closely together. Brightly colored children’s clothing, tight bolts of fabric in black and white, endless displays of lamps and dates and perfume, electronics galore with every gadget turned to maximum volume, gleaming jewelry shops with twenty-four-karat-gold necklace sets seeming to float in air-conditioned windows. Overhead, fluorescent tube lights made it seem like perpetual, garish daytime. The air carried layered scents of baby formula, musky incense, grilled meat from the shawarma stands, and shisha smoke.

Men wore long white thobes with pantaloons peeking out from below, and either white or checkered headdresses. All the women, including my mother, were covered in black abayas. Back then, abayas were loose robes made from black silk or polyester with small armholes on either side, and open down the front so one hand was constantly clutching it closed. Draped over the women’s heads were black scarves. Some covered their faces entirely, so their world was always a muffled gray. Others had slits cut in the fabric across the eyes to allow them to see more clearly.

My mother only settled after haggling on a reasonable price with the salesman, mandatory for shopping in Balad. My older brother Hassan was helping my mother carry one end of the curtain rods, and my big sister Hadeel and I were holding on to her abaya as she led us through the confusing, crowded streets toward the car where my father was waiting. We stopped at a shop that sold dates. Before me, at eye level, lay massive round copper trays heaped with different varieties of the dried fruit, all stacked taller than me. Dark syrupy sweet dates, honey-colored dates that were tougher and chewier, dates dipped in nuts or chocolate.

As my mother bent down to sample one, she must have felt the pull of my hand on the back of her abaya. She turned to look at me, and I found her face oddly covered with a veil, which she quickly lifted. I was staring at a stranger. In this mass of identically clad women, I had grabbed the wrong “mother.” I let go and she watched me back away, saying nothing. I was overwhelmed by grown-ups towering above, uneven cobblestones under my feet, lines of shops on either side, shopkeepers advertising their wares in singsong voices. After what felt like forever, straight ahead, through a parting in the crowd, I saw my mother’s face. She was screaming my name and, when her eyes locked on me, she ran toward me and grabbed me tight. Her warm tears fell into my hair and down the side of my neck. I have only seen my mother cry during two periods in my life. That was the first time. She quickly ushered us to our father and into our waiting car and we returned to our temporary apartment.

We were visitors here. Kalamazoo, Michigan, was home. It was where I was born, where I spent my earliest years and every summer for years after we had left. There we took no evening trips to crowded bazaars. We lived in a suburban ranch-style home with a large picture window, a backyard with a lawn, and a small field of asparagus stalks. We spent weekends shopping at Harding’s Friendly Market, picnicking at Milham Park, or driving two hours to a kosher butcher in Gary, Indiana, where the proprietor usually mistook our Muslim family for Sephardic Jews.

The year I turned one, America turned two hundred, and that summer was jam-packed with bicentennial celebrations—county fairs, small-town parades, and displays of fireworks, all honoring the triumphant spirit of the red, white, and blue throughout the country, including in our hometown. My brother ran around the neighborhood with kids named Brian, Benji, and Shannon, and my parents went to backyard barbecues with friends. We were surrounded by mostly white people in the middle of white America, and our family felt welcomed with warmth and curiosity. We adapted in ways that made sense to my parents, letting go of cultural traditions that were no longer practical while holding on to the customs and practices that were important to them.

Our home was always filled with visitors. According to tradition, my father’s mother moved in with us as she aged so my parents could care for her. There was always a relative coming through town, some just having arrived from India or Pakistan—for dinner, a weekend, or a few weeks before they made their own new American homes or headed back to the motherland after their studies were complete. My parents hosted dinner parties for friends and colleagues where they would discuss literature, religion, and culture over heaping servings of biryani. They didn’t consume or serve pork or alcohol, and no one seemed to mind. Thanksgiving quickly became our family’s favorite American holiday. Christmas Eve we spent at our close friend’s house helping with tree trimming and preparing family feasts, opening the door from time to time to listen to Christmas carols.

A few months before my second birthday, my father was diagnosed with progressive renal failure. There were unidentifiable deposits in his kidneys, and his creatinine levels were abnormally high. “Your kidneys are failing,” the doctor at the Ascension Borgess Hospital in Kalamazoo told him. “At most you’ve got five to ten years, so you should probably get your arrangements in order.” My father was forty-six years old. In response, he simply smiled, nodded, and thanked the doctor for his help. My mother almost fainted from shock.

Despite the news, my parents, both professors, decided to go ahead with a long-planned sabbatical year. My father had intended to spend the year in Italy, but as they weighed various options, Saudi Arabia became a more appealing choice. At the time, flush with oil money and a rapidly growing economy, the Saudi government was investing in infrastructure and education and recruiting teachers to come and support inaugural programs at new institutions, and King Abdulaziz University in Jeddah made an inordinately generous offer. My parents would both be given faculty positions, plus free university housing, a stipend to pay for school for all three children, free medical care at the university hospital, and first-class round-trip airline tickets twice a year back to Michigan. Also, they would pay no taxes. On any of it. Their only expenses would be food, clothing, entertainment, and gas. We could live comfortably off of my father’s salary alone, because the cost of living in Saudi Arabia was a fraction of what it was in the U.S., and put my mother’s paycheck in the bank so she could continue to use her own money as she saw fit just as she had done for my parents’ entire marriage. Perhaps the most compelling reason they accepted the offer was the opportunity to teach us kids about our faith. My father thought it would be a great experience, and plus, it was just a year. His enthusiasm became contagious.

Somewhere there is a photograph of the road not traveled. It is of me in our Kalamazoo home at my second birthday party, a little “English rose,” as I was nicknamed by an aunt because of my rosy newborn skin, in a long pink dress holding a miniature golf set I had just received as a gift. The girl in that photo might have led a quintessentially middle-American life of Michigan football games and senior proms and road trips to the Grand Canyon. But just weeks after that picture was taken, we were gone, not just to another country, but on a grand adventure. My parents walked out of that hospital in Kalamazoo, and they just didn’t stop.

The denial that kept my parents from ever sharing the details about my father’s health with anyone was, in part, a refusal to let it become a burden. His illness never dragged them down. It only propelled us all forward.

My father was told he was dying, so he went out and lived.






CITIZEN OF THE WORLD


Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high;

Where knowledge is free;

Where the world has not been broken up into fragments by narrow domestic walls;

Where words come out from the depth of truth;

Where tireless striving stretches its arms toward perfection.

—Rabindranath Tagore



My father was curiosity itself. Whether with a bellman or a prince, he would strike up unexpected conversations. Sometimes, he would hear someone’s accent and tell them he had traveled to their country and had written about it and wanted to hear their story. Or he would tell someone that he understood the current political situation in their country must be troubling them. Sometimes he offered a turn of phrase in their language. People must have wondered why he was so interested in their life experiences, why he never seemed to be in a hurry. Who was this charming, cosmopolitan bespectacled green-eyed man with a shock of brown hair that never went gray years after his beard was salt-and-pepper, whose back was ever so slightly bent, and who was always dressed in a perfectly cut and pressed suit?

To some degree, he was a mystery to me too. Though a lover of history, my father rarely spoke of his own past. He would say the reason our eyes are in the front of our heads is to look ahead, not backward. As a scholar, he certainly believed we should learn from the past, but that it should be a platform for flight, not an immovable weight to which we are chained.

How did he arrive at this fundamental optimism, this relentless posture toward forward motion? This I learned from the stories told to me on visits with my aunts and cousins in Canada, England, India, and Pakistan. In these homes, where black-and-white photos and newspaper clippings adorned walls or jammed photo albums, I learned in bits and pieces, most of it long after I had lost him, about the man who came to be my father.



Syed Zainul Abedin was born in the spring of 1928, in New Delhi, India. To me, he was Abbu, derived from the Arabic word for father, but in his official correspondence he was always Syed or Zain. “Syed” is the honorific title given to a Muslim man who can trace his lineage back to our last Prophet Muhammad, and his name was a reminder of the legacy we were raised to honor.

Zain’s family was well regarded in their community in North India. His mother, whom we called Api, was the eldest daughter of the chief physician to the Nawab of Bhopal, a state which had been ruled by women for one hundred years starting in the early nineteenth century, so it was no surprise that though still restricted by her place in society—in those days, living in purdah, or seclusion, was the norm for women of her social status—my grandmother was independent minded. She was homeschooled by the wives of junior British army officers stationed in Bhopal. Api married a man from Delhi who, like her own father, was a government physician. They had twelve children, six girls and six boys. Three of the boys died in infancy, and two of them didn’t live past the age of nine. That left Zain as the only surviving son. Losing one child, let alone five, might have broken most people, but Api was said to be tremendously resilient and never lost her faith.

Zain’s ancestors originated in the Hejaz region of Arabia and traced their path over a few generations through Baghdad, then Central Asia, before finally settling in the area that would become New Delhi, now the capital of India. The story of their migration over the centuries is the story of how Islam came to India, culminating in the rule of the Mughal Empire in the mid-sixteenth century, until the 1700s when the British invaded. The next phase of the story was the movement for Indian self-government. On August 15, 1947, the Indian subcontinent gained independence from the British crown after two hundred years of colonial rule. Days later, amid growing sectarian violence between Muslims and Hindus, Sir Cyril Radcliffe, a British attorney sitting in his London office, demarcated the borderline between the two new countries, largely secular India and the Muslim states of East and West Pakistan. Immediately, Partition sparked a mass migration of 15 million people: Hindus to India, Muslims to East and West Pakistan. It also triggered unthinkable brutality and violence—tens of thousands of rapes and incidents of arson, dismemberment, and murder, resulting in as many as 2 million people dead within a year.

The turbulence that was the Indian fight for self-rule touched many Muslim families, including Zain’s. In the bloody Indian mutiny of 1857, his father’s brother was killed while traveling by train to Meerut for his government service when, despite his protests in their native tongue, his attackers mistook him for an Englishman.

Partition tore families apart and the question of whether the family should move to a newly formed Pakistan was left to Zain, a nineteen-year-old college student and the only son, to decide. Zain had been raised in a mostly secular manner, so he decided to remain in India on principle. “I don’t need a country to tell me I’m a Muslim,” he said. So, they stayed. He believed that India could flourish, and always had flourished, as a nation made up of millions of people speaking different languages, keeping different traditions, and practicing different faiths. Segregation based on religion would solve nothing. Unless people were willing to respect one another’s identities and values, a border would lead only to more division, more violence, and more mistrust.

At Aligarh Muslim University, Zain worked toward his master’s degree in English Literature, and wrote poetry, both in English and in Urdu. He played nearly every sport, and rode for the university’s equestrian team, competing in show jumping events across the country. One summer day in 1948, just as he was about to graduate from university, Zain was jumping hurdles during riding exercises when his horse pulled up short, launching Zain forward, and the iron bar he was meant to clear, broke his fall instead. For a week, he told everyone he was fine, grimacing through the pain, crawling up stairs when he thought no one was looking. When his friends finally carried him to see a doctor, the surprised physician asked how it was possible that he’d been walking around for seven days with a fractured spine. And that, I learned from one of his sisters, was how my father broke his back.

A long and agonizing recovery began at home. Medical treatment at the time consisted of lying flat on one’s back on a pile of burlap sacks filled with sand, which Zain did for a full year, spending the time reading novels, writing poetry, and delving into books on history, theology, and politics. The doctors had no sense of what a long period of being immobilized would mean for his ability to fully recover. Undaunted, Zain threw himself into researching alternative Ayurvedic and holistic treatments, which became a lifelong pursuit. He essentially willed himself to walk again, but his spine never healed properly. He would also learn he had a condition known as ankylosing spondylitis, a rare form of arthritis that causes stiffness in the neck as well as chronic back and joint pain. He was left with a permanent tilt, looking like he had bent slightly to pick up a paper at a newsstand, just a little tip forward, at the top of his back.

After his yearlong convalescence, having completed his master’s degree, he then taught English Literature at his alma mater for the next decade. Eventually, he applied for and was awarded a Fulbright scholarship to study at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia.

In the summer of 1963, when Zain boarded a ship in the port of Bombay to carry him across the ocean, first to Europe and then to America, he had no idea the journey would be one-way. He was expected to return when his studies were complete, to marry a woman his parents had informally promised him to. That particular ship’s manifest consisted of other students who had received Fulbright scholarships. Zain’s Hindu cabinmate woke before dawn every morning to perform his daily puja prayer, complete with beautiful chanting and ringing bells. Zain followed shortly thereafter to quietly perform his own fajr dawn prayer. The Christian students held makeshift Sunday services. The merging of religious diversity was seamless, and they were headed to the one country founded on the principle that whatever they practiced would be honored and protected.

At Penn, Zain developed interests in eighteenth-century American drama and the American slave trade, and wrote his dissertation on the Barbary Wars, America’s first foreign conflict, fought against the Muslim nations of North Africa.



A year later, another Fulbright scholar, Saleha Mahmood, arrived at Penn from the same part of the world: my mother had come to pursue her doctoral studies in sociology and demography.

Like my father, my mother never spoke of her own youth. I only got glimpses of the firecracker she had been from stories my sisters and I would drag out of my aunts during lazy summer afternoons in Queens or late nights in New Jersey. She was bhaji to them, the eternal elder sister, and they spoke of her with respect, wonder, and awe. They would open conversations about her with “You know your mother was the first woman to…” Then they would conjure a character so fiercely determined, so independent, I had trouble reconciling it with the mild, uncomplaining mother who slept in the bedroom next to mine.



Saleha’s ancestors originated in the Middle East, migrating from Iraq and Yemen before settling in Hyderabad, where her grandfather and great-grandfather served as civil servants in the court of the Nizam, then the rulers of Hyderabad. Her grandmother Fatima lived in purdah, like my father’s mother. When women in Fatima’s family did go out, to pay a social call at the home of a relative or another family, they did so veiled. Covered carriages would pull up to the main entrance of the house, and household staff would hold up two sheets, creating a corridor between the door and the carriage. Shielded from view, the women would board, ride to their destination, and disembark the same way.

Fatima loved reading and writing and wanted to study in a school, but that simply wasn’t an option for her. Even if she had been free to travel the streets, in the late nineteenth century there wasn’t a single girls’ school for her to attend anywhere nearby. Formal schooling was available only to boys. The education that women received, in reading, writing, and especially in math—women managed the household finances, so they needed to know how to budget—was done in the home.

Fatima begged her male cousins to share their lessons so she could teach herself at home. She went on to publish a book of poetry, which, for the time, was revolutionary. Still, any kind of formal education remained beyond her grasp her entire life.

By 1912, the year Fatima gave birth to her daughter, Mehboob, a girls’ school had opened its doors in Hyderabad, attended by the daughters of a handful of progressive families. Like her mother before her, Mehboob demanded to be educated in a formal classroom. Fortunately, she was blessed with something few girls her age possessed: her own mother’s determination and her father’s permission. Mehboob would be taken to school in the back of a covered oxcart so long as it pulled around to the rear of the house, so that neighbors would not see a girl going out into the world. Each morning, she would slip through the barrier of sheets and be driven to school. When it was time for her and her male cousins to take the matriculation exam, she was the only one who passed.

Mehboob went on to be the first woman in her family to finish secondary school and the first to attend college. At the age of eighteen, she was engaged to be married to a man she had never met or seen. Her first glimpse of her betrothed, Sadiq, came on their wedding night when they sat side by side, looking not at each other but at mirrors they each held in their laps. Mehboob was thrilled to see that the twenty-six-year-old groom was movie-star handsome, with curly hair and chiseled features. For Sadiq, what mattered most about his bride was that she had gone to school. He came from a family of strong women, and when it was time for him to be married, he told his older sister that his only desire was for his wife to be educated. His sister, an accomplished poet herself, thought of her friend Fatima, from her poetry circle. Fatima’s daughter Mehboob, who had famously demanded to go to school, would be perfect. The match was made.

A decade later, in 1940, Mehboob was pregnant with her third child, and Sadiq was praying for a girl. This was an unusual preference in early twentieth-century Indian culture. Sons stayed at home, brought wives into the household, took care of their parents, and inherited all the property. Daughters were considered guests in their birth homes, to be married off in a few years. In some traditions, the bride’s family was responsible for paying for the wedding and for giving a dowry to the groom, making the financial burden of daughters even more overwhelming.

Sadiq’s prayers were answered. His first daughter, Saleha, was born on a hot summer day, in the city of Hyderabad in the waning days of the British Empire. Coming after two older brothers, she would be the eldest of what would be five girls, fulfilling Sadiq’s wish many times over.

In 1946, when Saleha was six, the family decided to move to Bombay so Sadiq could join his older brother’s billboard advertising business. Once he was settled in the bustling metropolis, he sent word for his wife and children to join him. On the long journey from Hyderabad to Bombay by train, Mehboob of course wore her burkha. When they arrived at the train station in Bombay, Sadiq boarded the train car to help his family disembark, and there found his wife, swathed from head to toe in black. He gently lifted the fabric, and threw it out the window onto the tracks.

“This is not how you dress here,” he said.

Then Mehboob stepped off the train into the bustling crowd, a woman in her mid-thirties, unveiled in public for the very first time in her life.

In Bombay, Saleha’s family lived in the Great Western Building, located near the Gateway to India arch, right on the Arabian Sea. She watched the pageantry of the formal procession as Lord Mountbatten, the last viceroy of India, arrived to oversee the British relinquish the crown jewel in its empire and India win its independence.

In this new world of opportunity and possibility, nothing was more important than education, so Saleha and her sisters were enrolled in Catholic schools, considered the best schools, and Saleha thrived. She was outspoken, hardheaded, and fearless. She loved the nuns and the sense of order and discipline they instilled. Each morning assembly started with the same invocation, “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost. Amen.”

Mehboob and Sadiq saw no contradiction in sending their Muslim children to Catholic schools. Their family easily assimilated with the Hindu, Christian, Zoroastrian, and Jewish families surrounding them. Saleha’s best friend was her Jewish next-door neighbor in the Great Western Building. That kind of openness and tolerance was commonplace in Bombay, one of the major crossroads of the world, where people of different religions and ethnicities lived side by side.

Then came Partition.

Despite the growing tensions, Saleha’s family, like Zain’s, decided to stay in India. They loved Bombay, and the unrest and sectarian violence along the border and in regions like Punjab and Kashmir hadn’t yet had any direct impact on their lives. They were a proud Muslim family, and they were also Indian through and through. Until they weren’t.

On January 30, 1948, almost six months after Partition, Mahatma Gandhi was assassinated by a Hindu extremist who believed Gandhi was appeasing Muslims too much by advocating for both Hindu and Muslim rights. Shock waves spread through the country as his death was reported. People waited fearfully for news that the murderer might be Muslim, which would only escalate tensions further. Riots broke out in Bombay and a general sense of unease and uncertainty prevailed.

In the months and years that followed, life began to change. Saleha’s parents, who had never before felt the need to defend their Indian-ness, hung the flag of the ruling Indian National Congress party outside their door so that no one would question their allegiance to their country. Until that moment, Saleha had never felt like she was different from her Indian neighbors, but suddenly everything seemed to change.

The family’s future in India grew more uncertain as Sadiq’s advertising company in Bombay began to fail. With each passing year more clients were taking their business to his Hindu competitors. “You are Muslim,” they would say. “They made a country for you. Go there.”

Eventually, they did.

They packed up their belongings and boarded a ship for the three-day journey to Pakistan. Oblivious to her status as a refugee, Saleha thought exploring the ship and running from the wild waves thrashing against the deck was an adventure. Once they docked, all their worldly possessions were loaded onto an oxcart, the children bundled onto a public bus, and they made their way through the crowded streets to make a new home in Karachi.

Finding appropriate schools for Saleha and her sisters was difficult. Instead, tutors were brought in to homeschool them, and they were able to supplement their limited instruction with access to a relative’s small library, where Saleha read everything she could get her hands on. As she got older, even her father recognized that her intellect was superior. If there was a big decision to be made in the house, Sadiq would declare, “Go ask Saleha what she thinks.”

Saleha’s excellence at her home studies propelled her first to college, then to graduate school. While at university she joined the American Friends Service Committee, a Quaker organization founded during World War I to aid war victims and promote social justice around the world, and became the Pakistani correspondent for their youth newsletter. At a Quaker meeting, she met a visiting American professor who encouraged her to pursue her studies in the United States. This planted a seed. She had already planned to sit for an exam that would award her a SEATO (Southeast Asia Treaty Organization) scholarship to the University of Manila in the Philippines. In the room where the exam took place, most of the other applicants that day were men, and Saleha could see in their eyes their resentment: If this woman gets the scholarship, she’ll only be taking it away from me and I have a family to support. When the results were announced, out of the many students, male and female, who’d applied from all of West Pakistan that year, the recipient of the single scholarship was Saleha Mahmood from Karachi. Within weeks she learned that she had also been awarded a Fulbright to study in America and that she had been accepted at all the universities to which she had applied. While her advisor told her to choose the SEATO scholarship, as it was considered a national honor, she chose the Fulbright and University of Pennsylvania.

Scandal ensued. Local relatives were horrified that her parents had allowed this to happen. “You’re sending your unmarried daughter where? For what?” Some of them tried to persuade her parents to marry her off before she went, to protect her honor as a woman living abroad, but Saleha refused. Marriage was no longer the only path for the women in my family.

When Saleha boarded the plane to Philadelphia, she was the first person in her family to travel to the United States. She had less than $100 in her pocket, one suitcase, and no winter coat. Just a determined spirit, a hunger for knowledge, and an open heart.

In all these stories, the one thing that stands out to me is this: the impact of one person’s choice. That’s obviously true in the case of leaders who make decisions that alter the course of world events: Cyril Radcliffe sits down and draws a line on a map, and six months later a million people are dead, families and whole cities have been torn apart, and the largest migration in human history is underway. That’s astonishing. But on another scale, the decisions individuals make about their private lives, like a young girl’s demand that she be taken to school in defiance of prevailing cultural norms, also have surprising—and long-lasting—consequences. It may have taken a few generations, but the path Fatima pioneered for her descendants took them—us—to places she likely never even imagined.



When she arrived at the Penn campus, Saleha found a room in a row house that looked onto Chestnut Street. Lonely and still adjusting to this new world, she would stare out the room’s little window. Whenever she saw two people walking together she would think, Those people are so lucky. They know each other.

At a dinner in the home of a fellow Pakistani student she’d met soon after she arrived, she walked into the living room and encountered an older couple and a slight man sitting in the corner who seemed to hold the attention of the whole room. As soon as this man noticed her, he said with a puckish look, “Sooo, you have come from Pakistan.” Clearly an Indian, she thought from his tone. As the dinner wore on, she listened to him talk with both nuance and clarity even when discussing the most provocative issues like the complicated state of affairs between their two countries. By the end of the evening, she had concluded he was the most self-possessed, dynamic, and interesting person she had ever met. She was offered a ride home by the other couple, and as she was getting in the car, the elegant man approached her. He handed her a card that said: “In case of emergency.” It had a phone number and the name Zain handwritten on it. He smiled and walked away. She was twenty-four years old, raised as a respectable Pakistani Muslim woman, and a man had never so audaciously approached her, let alone given her his phone number.

A few weeks later, Saleha walked out of a routine doctor’s checkup with some unsettling medical results. She had been told that she might have heart issues in her future. On the sidewalk, “in case of emergency” Zain happened to be walking by.

“Ms. Mahmood, are you okay?” he stopped and asked.

Alone in a new country, with no family or friends nearby, feeling anxious and uncertain, she told him she was just coming from the student health center. Zain took the paper with her test results from her hands.

“There is nothing wrong with your heart,” he said tenderly. “Let’s go for a walk.”

Saleha wore a whisper-thin chiffon sari every day, her long hair down to her hips; Zain, his Nehru jacket, and a short, neatly trimmed beard. Though they must have been an exotic sight on the Penn campus, by all accounts they were happy there and felt right at home. They took walks, had picnics, enjoyed nights out at the local Pagano’s pizzeria, and talked endlessly.

When the time came to propose marriage, Zain asked an older cousin who had migrated to Pakistan after Partition to visit Saleha’s parents in Karachi and ask for her hand in marriage. By then, his cousin Ahmed was not only a well-known author but also a diplomat, having established Pakistan’s first embassy in China and served as its first chargé d’affaires, so his bringing the proposal carried some weight. The message he presented was simply “If you think anything of me, Zain is ten times better. He will make your daughter happy.” In the end, that’s all that mattered. But a Pakistani girl marrying an Indian man? That was complicated.

In 1965, less than two decades since Partition, there were distinct new countries, both untested democracies. They had been in a heavily armed military standoff, and now border skirmishes between India and Pakistan had erupted into full-scale conflict over control of the territories of Jammu and Kashmir. Neither country provided a safe haven for an Indian and Pakistani to live together in peace as a married couple. Saleha’s parents must have known that giving consent meant their daughter could never return to live in Pakistan.

That summer, after marrying and settling into a new apartment on campus, Saleha and Zain sent a letter to the U.S. State Department. As recipients of the Fulbright scholarship, they applied for a waiver to remain in the United States, and it was granted. Years later, when I worked at the State Department in Washington, DC, it struck me that it was this very institution, and the values it embodied, that anchored our family in America, enabling me to have truly the most incredible life.

When Zain completed his doctoral studies in American Civilization at Penn and received an offer for a faculty position at Western Michigan University, he and Saleha loaded a tiny U-Haul trailer, hitched it to the back of their emerald-green 1967 Dodge Dart, and headed west out of Philly on I-76 with their newborn, my brother Hassan, off to make their new home in the American Midwest. There they would have two more children, Hadeel and then, eighteen months later, me.

A decade later, they were off to the next unknown—this time to start a new life in Saudi Arabia.






GAZELLE

Our home in Jeddah overflowed with houseplants. Each day my father would walk around and talk to them as he watered the soil or pruned withered leaves. Later, when we moved into a house with a garden, he planted pink bougainvillea and jasmine flowers. On the evenings when the jasmine bloomed, my father would pick a few and place them on my mother’s pillow. “Thank you, mere jan,” she would say, using the affectionate Urdu phrase that means “my life.”

Even the small saplings Abbu brought back from other countries managed to survive the soaring temperatures, a humid ninety degrees Fahrenheit and higher many days, with brief winters when the temperatures dipped down into the seventies. He would tell us that people are just like plants, and that a plant is only as good as its roots. “If you cut off its roots and plant it elsewhere, however good this new location might be, the plant will wither away. If the roots are preserved, nourished, any change of environment—winter, summer, storms, and frost—makes no difference.”

When my parents picked up and left Michigan for what was supposed to be a yearlong stay, it was 1977. In 1975, Saudi Arabia’s moderate and popular King Faisal had been assassinated by his nephew for his liberal views; he had allowed girls’ schools to be built and satellites to bring radio and TV stations into Saudi homes. So the Saudi Arabia we moved to was still convulsing, as was the wider Middle East. Throughout the region there were regime changes. Protests in the streets. More assassinations. Civil wars. Cultural revolutions slowly shifting the sands toward more conservative, fundamentalist outlooks and agendas.

The Hundred Days War in Lebanon would erupt in 1978, leaving much of Beirut, once known as the “Paris of the Middle East,” in rubble. After being defeated in a war with Israel, Egypt became the first Arab nation to sign a peace treaty with that country in 1979, but that did not lessen the tension between Palestinians and Jews within Israel’s borders. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict was ongoing, with attacks and counterattacks perpetrated by both sides. In 1979, Iran overthrew its last ruling Shah, and militant students overran the U.S. embassy in Tehran, taking fifty-two hostages. That very same year, we lived through the siege of Makkah, the holiest site in the Muslim world. The two-week-long assault by several hundred armed gunmen led to the slaughter of hundreds of worshippers and stunned the Islamic world. Makkah was only an hour’s drive from our little apartment in Jeddah, a port city and Saudi Arabia’s commercial capital on the country’s western edge. My parents watched the siege from afar, horrified, along with much of the rest of the world.

Life in Jeddah was very different from what we were accustomed to in the U.S. In contrast to the freedoms of a typical suburban American childhood, my siblings and I now faced barriers of all kinds—physical, social, and cultural. Some we overcame, some we came to love, some were immovable. Because of the heat, we were shuttled from an air-conditioned home to an air-conditioned car to air-conditioned schools to air-conditioned malls or restaurants or friends’ houses and then back home, falling asleep to the hum of loud air-conditioner units at night.

My parents lamented the amount of time we spent in artificial air, but we were limited in the places we could be outdoors. The patch of dust in front of our building was often visited by wild dogs, and there were few public playgrounds. My parents did take us often to the beach, where we ran along the Corniche, the longest uninterrupted strip of coast in the region. In the newer part of the city, the Corniche was lined with restaurants, gated mansions, and large shopping malls, as well as amusement parks, shawarma stands, and ice cream shops, and dotted with huge, modernist public sculptures by artists from around the world. By the time I was ten and Hadeel twelve, passersby would complain to my parents that we girls shouldn’t be giggling on the swings, playing so freely in public, so we’d end up on a bench that abutted the beach, watching Hassan play in the sand. Hassan could grab a ball and run outside to find neighborhood boys to play soccer or ride bikes with, but women and girls didn’t wander around Saudi Arabia without an escort and without a set destination. I would watch our pet cat, Tiger, come and go as she pleased, sometimes disappearing for months at a time, and wonder what it was like to have that kind of freedom.

Mornings in Jeddah began with the sound of the call to prayer from the nearby mosque piercing the stillness of predawn, then a short while later a second, briefer call. I would gather the sheets around me and catch some more sleep in the room I shared with Hadeel. Our modest, fully furnished two-bedroom apartment was brand-new faculty housing, the only building in the neighborhood that had Western-style kitchens, with a stove, refrigerator, and built-in cabinets; its windows looked out onto a looming privacy wall that surrounded the building. Hassan slept in the small dining room off the kitchen, closed off by one of the curtain rods from Balad. Two years after our arrival in Saudi Arabia, when my younger sister, Heba, was born, and my parents were able to hire help, they converted our small balcony into a room for the nanny. Some mornings, I would hear my parents rustle around in the hallway, the tap running as they performed the ablution before prayer, then the kettle whistling as my mom prepared tea, the juicer whirring as my father made carrot and apple juice. During the workweek, Saturday through Wednesday, we dressed for school in our gray wool uniforms.

When we first arrived in Jeddah, there were no English medium schools, so my father joined a group of parents working together to establish the fledgling Manarat Jeddah International School. The curriculum was based on schools in the UK, and additionally we had weekly Islamic Studies, Arabic, and Qur’an classes. My brother studied in the boys’ English section and my sisters and I in the girls’. For most of the day, and in most environments, we spoke in English. Still, my parents were determined that we understand multiple languages. Some days, we would come home from school and our parents would say, “We are only speaking Arabic today.” Another day it would be Urdu. On those days they wouldn’t respond unless we spoke in those languages.

Every morning when Hadeel and I ran through the school’s front gate, we would be surrounded by girls of all nationalities and backgrounds, for the school was truly international, as its name indicated. The English section comprised mostly the children of professional expatriates—doctors, engineers, professors—who came from around the world. There were no World History classes, but we did learn Islamic history and the story of the founding of Saudi Arabia. How Abdulaziz bin Saud created a sovereign nation state, an absolute monarchy, over the course of the early twentieth century, after forming alliances with tribal and Bedouin leaders across the Arabian peninsula. How his ancestor Muhammad ibn Saud had negotiated the agreement with the religious leader Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab that allowed Abdulaziz to run the state affairs as both King and Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques, while it was left to the Wahhabi clerics, who adhered to a conservative form of Islam, to run all religious affairs.

In Qur’an class, we learned to memorize the text, to pronounce it perfectly, and to understand its meaning. In Islamic Studies, we learned about our Prophet Muhammad, the final messenger sent by God. We learned that Christians and Jews were our fellow “people of the book.” We learned about the various principles of Sunni Islam and the specific teachings of the different imams who interpreted the scripture—Hanbali (from whom the conservative school of jurisprudence followed by the Wahhabi clerics was derived), Shafai, Maliki, Hanafi. When I asked my parents if we followed a certain imam, they told us none, just stick to the original text of the Qur’an, the narrative traditions, or hadith as we called them, and use your common sense.

I came from a family of practicing Muslims whose faith was central to their everyday lives. My parents didn’t force us to follow as much as show us by example. Every month or so, we would visit the nearby city of Makkah. There at the Masjid al-Haram, the holiest mosque in the Muslim world, I would pray, prostrating myself in front of the Kaaba, asking God to bless my parents and loved ones with good health and then requesting whichever toy or doll I was longing for at the moment. I would perform tawaf, the seven circumambulations around the black cube, while repeating the same memorized supplications over and over again. Then we would go to the Safa and Marwa hills—two large mounds within the walls of the grand mosque, connected by long white marble walkways, walking seven times back and forth between them, which then completed the tradition of Umrah, part of centuries’ old rituals based on the path walked by one of Islam’s most respected matriarchs, Hajrah. These were motions I had learned when I was five or six years old, and they had been repeated so often they were almost instinctive. Close to the end of our visits, my little feet would ache, and my mind would wander to the chicken shawarma and fries we would be picking up on the way home.

One of the greatest gifts of growing up in the Middle East was always feeling a secure sense of belonging. We call it the ummah, the ever-present community. It is a living, breathing organism in Islamic societies. Everyone is family, and generosity is pro forma behavior. If you went to a party and admired your hostess’s earrings, they would be pulled out and plopped into your palm. If you singled out a particular dessert as sensational, you earned yourself a doggie bag. You could protest and protest that you could not accept, and they would insist and insist that you must. Not accepting would be an insult. When there’s a wedding, everyone celebrates. When there’s a funeral, everyone mourns. For both occasions, your house is filled with food, company, and communal prayer. Zakat, a small percentage of your annual income that goes to charity, is mandatory. Whatever you have, you share. Standing in solidarity, both in joy and in heartache, is a social responsibility and from the moment we arrived we were embraced.

In my immediate circle, I knew girls who were Saudi, American, Indian, Pakistani, Bengali, Kuwaiti, South African, Afghan, Nigerian, Egyptian, Palestinian, Sri Lankan, and Turkish, along with girls like me with parents of different nationalities. For years, Saudi men had been traveling abroad to study, and some had brought home foreign wives. It was common to meet girls with Saudi fathers and American mothers, alternating between two worlds. They’d spend the school year veiled in public and peppering their speech with “Insha’Allah,” which means “if God wills it,” as reflexively as American girls use the word “like.” Then they’d spend summers with their maternal grandparents in the United States, wearing shorts and going to church on Sundays.

Our teachers, also from all over the world, brought their diverse perspectives and languages into our daily classrooms. Our headmistress was a Black woman from Baltimore, Maryland, my Biology teacher Sri Lankan, my Math teacher British, and my P.E. teacher Egyptian. We all lived together in our own chaotic normalcy, all of us transplants who had made our new home in Jeddah.

After school, we girls would gather in the courtyard to play tag, braid one another’s hair, gossip, and wait. The girls weren’t allowed to leave school on their own, men weren’t allowed inside, and our mothers couldn’t pick us up because women weren’t allowed to drive. When my father’s car pulled up, I gathered my bookbag, covered myself, and ran out as fast as I could. He would say that his fondest memory from my childhood was seeing me leap toward him as he waited in the car at pickup time; that I reminded him of a gazelle.

My parents furnished our interior world with warmth and openness. Just as in Michigan, our home was often filled with guests. Anyone coming from overseas to travel to Makkah would land at Jeddah’s international airport and pass right by our house. Some people stopped in for a meal, others for a few nights. Academics visiting for conferences my father was organizing would carry on discussions with him late into the night. Family members from the United States or Europe sometimes stayed months. My mom just reorganized our sleeping arrangements, moving mattresses onto the floor of my parents’ room for us three girls and giving the guests our room. So long as I could avoid the cockroaches (which were ever present), the lizards (who were terrifying nighttime visitors), and the mice (who came and went depending on the time of year), sleeping on the floor didn’t bother me one bit.

If somebody was visiting for tea or a meal, my dad would say, “We have a guest in the living room. Go greet them and talk to them about your studies and your poetry.” I would shake walking down the long hallway from my bedroom. It felt too grown-up, too scary, to me. Other times it was, “Call the airline to see if we can change our flights from Bangkok to Tokyo and stop first in Jakarta. And don’t forget to ask about the ticket prices.” My eight-year-old self stuttered every time. But I did it. We all did. And over time, without even realizing it, I walked around with a certain confidence. While girls and women might have been treated as dependents by much of our extended universe, in the Abedin home, we were taught to depend first and foremost on ourselves. My father’s home office was always a place where we were expected to contribute: first by just sitting quietly and reading while he worked, then by sharpening pencils and opening mail, and then, as we grew older, by filing, faxing, typing mailing labels or letters, and eventually proofreading the articles he wrote and edited.

Discipline and moderation were drilled into us from our earliest days. Our father always encouraged us to follow nature’s path—to be outdoors as much as possible, to eat well, to try alternative homeopathic remedies for any aches before reaching for the medicine cabinet. We could have a sweet treat after dinner each night, but only after we had eaten an equal amount of fruit first. We could drink soda, but we were also expected to consume fresh juice, a handful of almonds, and a spoonful of honey every single morning. It wasn’t ever one or the other, it was a balance of both.

The four of us had specific duties assigned to us. Mine was making my father’s tea at 5 p.m. sharp every day. One day, I snuck out to a friend’s house to play while my parents were taking their afternoon siesta. I figured there were plenty of other siblings around to make tea. While there, I got a message that my parents had called and I was to go home immediately. When I arrived, my mother reminded me that my responsibility was to make Abbu’s tea at 5 p.m. and he was still waiting. I silently made the tea. My parents’ lesson was clear. When someone expects something from you, you’d better come through.



So how did one year turn into forever? Well, after my parents’ first sabbatical year came to an end, their university asked them to stay for one more year, offering the same generous benefits as they had initially. My parents agreed, and they would end up doing so again and again, long after the first sabbatical ended. It was a challenge, and an exciting one for them.

My father was assigned as an advisor to the president of King Abdulaziz University and was charged with developing and promoting programs and communications with academic and research institutions worldwide. He organized international conferences and lectures with visiting academics and professors, focusing on contemporary issues just as the Saudis were opening up to the world. He was able to launch a research institution, the Institute of Muslim Minority Affairs, headquartered in England, with a home office in Jeddah, which studied the conditions of Muslims living as minorities in countries throughout the world and published a biannual academic journal with the straightforward title: Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs. My mother taught Sociology courses, modernizing the required reading with up-to-date textbooks and creating opportunities for her female students to study abroad, then a rarity for Saudi women. Whenever we would run into my parents’ colleagues or students, at an airport or strolling through a mall, they would often end their conversations by turning to us kids and saying, “You are so lucky to have him as your father,” or, “Your mother is my inspiration.” My siblings and I would shrug and go back to doing whatever we were doing. To us, our parents were just our parents. But hearing these comments made me walk with my back a bit straighter and a constant desire to make them proud.

My parents had lived across two continents and four countries in the span of a little more than a decade. For them this was just the beginning of exploring the world and exposing their children to different cultures and languages. The moment school was out and final exams were turned in, we were off. During one summer vacation we toured Austria, where we visited the gazebo from the film The Sound of Music and my sisters and I twirled in the wind, arms open wide, belting out “the hills are alive!” in our best Julie Andrews imitation. Another holiday we visited Japan, where my siblings and I insisted on eating only American food, compelling my parents to take us to the McDonald’s for fish filets in Tokyo’s Ginza district every day we were there. We toured Thailand and Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore and Hong Kong, the acropolis in Greece, the blue mosque in Turkey, and also Disneyland in California. Each summer holiday also included a long stop in London for Abbu’s work and to see family. All through Europe, we visited palaces and gardens and churches and monuments and more monuments and museum after museum.

On our travels to visit relatives in India and Pakistan, I learned more about my family’s history. The irony of my father’s life was that he loved India so much, but because of his marriage and, in later years, his health, he could not go home easily. When he met my mother, he was the consummate Indian patriot, but they didn’t raise us that way. Only Americanness would allow us, their children, to move forward. In conversations about our identity, Abbu was clear: “You are an American and a Muslim.”

Though I loved the sightseeing and the round-the-world adventures, which were often work trips for my father, I was always eager to get to my favorite part of every summer. It seemed like it always took forever, after we’d packed up our suitcases and boarded interminable flights, hopscotching across the globe, stopping at four in the morning on a layover in Shannon, Ireland, or Paris, France, or Athens, Greece. Whenever we landed, I would wake up groggy and bleary-eyed, no idea where we were or what time it was, and the first thing I would do was turn to my mother and ask, “Is it America yet?”



Between my parents, I have fifty-four first cousins. Much of my mother’s family, including her parents, came to live in Elmhurst, Queens, which had something we didn’t know back in Jeddah: a neighborhood.

For lucky New York City kids, summer meant leaving the city. For me it meant racing through it with joy, chasing after the ice cream truck each and every night, gathering for watermelon and pizza parties at my aunt’s picnic table in the small backyard carpeted with scrub grass. Most nights we sat on the front stoop of the redbrick row house, one that didn’t look at a looming privacy wall but straight onto 74th Street, watching my cousins play stickball with the Polish and Italian neighborhood kids as the sun went down, the streetlights came on, and the long summer evenings seemed to stretch forever. Then we were called in for dinner, sweaty and thirsty. We dashed straight into the kitchen for glasses of cold tap water; in Jeddah, drinking water from the tap was unthinkable. After our parents went to bed, we would sneak down to the basement to watch TV late into the night.

Some nights we would sit by the side of my maternal grandmother, Mehboob, who had moved to the U.S. in the early seventies after all her children had migrated already. We loved to hear her tell us stories about her eight children. She was small and delicate, with eyes that had grayed with age, and waist-length silver hair, always neatly braided. She wore a chiffon sari every day, with a lightweight sweater to cover her arms on cool nights. I never saw her disheveled or informally dressed. She was perpetually ready to host any guest who might pop by to pay their respects to her, the matriarch of our family. If, as a little girl, she had not insisted on going to school in the back of an oxcart, I doubt all these highly educated, accomplished children of hers would ever have made it to America.

Many nights, she would pull treasures from a box beside her chair: a black-and-white photo of her handsome husband who had died when I was two, a letter she had received from my mother in the 1960s updating her on her life in Philadelphia, news articles about the work she had done as president of an organization in Pakistan where she advocated for expanded economic and social opportunities for women. For most of my childhood, the so-called “treasures” included tins of cookies and wrapped chocolates that always seemed to be in limitless supply. While her English was flawless, she often spoke to us in Urdu and would read aloud verses in Arabic or ask me to read them for her. She was exceedingly polite and well mannered, and she expected proper behavior from us too.

One summer, when I was about four, my parents left us in Queens while they made a quick trip to Kalamazoo. My aunt, worried that we would be upset, planned a special trip for us to see the Statue of Liberty and get ice cream. There is a picture somewhere from that summer day. A row of carefree little cousins holding ice cream cones in various stages of melting, all lined up in front of a chain-link fence, Lady Liberty in the background, unchanging, watching over us just as she had millions of other immigrants and first-generation kids before and would after.

When I was ten, my mother’s family moved from Queens to a suburb in New Jersey. The neighborhood was filled with comfortable detached homes and green front lawns. No one locked their doors. Every morning of our summer stay, we’d dart around from one relative’s home to another like pinballs, for swimming, pizza, swimming again, bike riding, horseback riding at a local stable, and going to the movies at a movie theater—another American novelty unheard of in Jeddah.

Each year we spent part of the summer at home in Kalamazoo, where my parents had kept our house and rented it out during the school year, before we made a stop in Montreal to visit my father’s sister’s home, where we could walk by ourselves down the street and play in the neighborhood park. Unveiled. Unfettered. I would hop onto one of the blue plastic seats, chains jangling as I jumped onto the swing, and start soaring. I’d pump really hard and push myself to go higher and higher, as high as I possibly could. No one told me to stop, to protect my modesty, to get off. It felt like flying. If I could fly, I could do anything.

No matter where we traveled in the world, we landed as Americans. It wasn’t just a place that the word America represented, but a feeling. Freedom. Self-determination. Choice. That was true even in Saudi Arabia. I loved living there, but I don’t know if I would look back on it so fondly if it had been the only life I’d ever known, had I not carried my American roots with me while I was there and elsewhere, had I not been certain that freedoms I couldn’t enjoy in my current reality were just a flight away.






DRESSING GAMES


There is a crack in everything,

That’s how the light gets in.

—Leonard Cohen



My mother never left the house without a perfectly put together outfit and subtle makeup, a dab of powder and neutral lipstick. The kinds of high fashion that I often saw on women at the parties and weddings we were invited to were beyond her means—and also her interest. But I loved looking at these women. I would stand in the entrance of the women’s section of the grand halls and gawk at the magnificent peacock parade before me. Women would arrive swathed in black, peep-toe stilettos flashing below, then remove their abayas to reveal extraordinary designer clothing. Couture Yves St. Laurent gowns, Christian Dior shoes, and Chanel handbags, elaborately coiffed hair, eyes lined with thick kohl and mascara. On the street the women all looked like identical, shapeless beings, but once they were unveiled, it was a whole different story.

I loved playing dress-up in my mother’s closet, trying on her long dresses when my parents were out. I would open her closet and dresser and make a pile on the bed of whatever I wanted to try on. My favorite gown was of teal taffeta, bought on sale at Sears—her thriftiness focused her shopping almost exclusively on the bargain sections—which she wore paired with a long pearl necklace and matching earrings. The fabric rustled as I walked around imagining myself as Anna Karenina wandering through the streets of Moscow.

My father’s philosophy on clothes was that one’s wardrobe should consist of only a few outfits that were well made and of good quality. His closet was just like him, compact and immaculate: a few rows of color-coordinated suits and ties, a few drawers of neatly arranged shirts and socks, and two pairs of polished Bally shoes—one black, one brown—lined up just so. Because of his back, he had most of his clothes custom made by local tailors. Even at home, he wore dress pants and button-down shirts. Traveling abroad, he’d add a coat, scarf, and hat. That was how he dressed, whether he was going to work, going out to get the newspaper—or even going to the hospital. Because that’s what my long, magically unsupervised afternoons of playing dress-up were—my father’s twice weekly dialysis sessions.

Dialysis entails being hooked up by IV to a machine that essentially serves as an external kidney when your own kidneys can no longer properly function on their own. The dialysis machine cycles your blood out, ridding it of impurities and draining off excess fluids that your kidneys are no longer able to eliminate naturally, before recycling the blood back into your system. If the machine removes too much fluid, you’re left with horrible muscle cramps, nausea, and vomiting. If the machine doesn’t drain off enough, you can choke on the fluid in your lungs, literally drowning. Like chemotherapy, dialysis is the treatment that can be worse than the disease; it slowly kills you even while it’s the only thing keeping you alive.

Just as the doctor in Kalamazoo had predicted, my father’s kidneys failed almost ten years to the day after he was diagnosed, and now my mother accompanied him to long dialysis sessions. The most my parents ever told us was that my father had “a doctor’s appointment.”

One afternoon when I was around ten, I got so involved in playing and posing in my mother’s gowns that I lost track of time. When I heard my parents walking in the door, I looked around the bedroom in a panic at my mom’s clothes strewn across the entire bed, shoes scattered all over the floor, drawers gaping open, the perfume I had spritzed lingering in the air, and realized I had no time to clean up the right awful mess I had made.

My father walked into the bedroom. He looked weary and particularly bent over, but he smiled and said, “Hi Huma,” as though it were any other day, seeming not even to notice the chaos. Then he slowly made his way around to his bedside table, which was stacked with novels and homeopathic medicine bottles, and added his watch and eyeglasses to the pile. He took off his chocolate-brown blazer, hung it neatly in the closet, and went to lie down, gently nudging aside the gowns to make space for himself on the bed.

Still worried that I might get in trouble, I tried to deflect my father’s attention from the mess. “So,” I blurted out, raising the dress to my knees so I could walk toward him without tripping, “what did the doctor say?”

“The doctor said my daughters are very beautiful,” he replied, easing himself into bed.

As he closed his eyes, my mother came in to shoo me out. “Come on, let Abbu take a nap,” she said, as if this were nothing more than his typical afternoon siesta. She said nothing of what had transpired at the hospital. Nor did she say anything about the lipstick or the pearls or the crumpled clothes on her bed.

I certainly never thought of my father as someone sick. I knew that he got tired a lot, that he had lots of doctor’s appointments, and that, once dialysis started, he seemed to spend a lot of time at the hospital with my mother. Late one night, in that groggy space between sleep and wakefulness, I heard hushed voices in the hallway outside my room followed by the sound of the front door closing, but fell back to sleep before even realizing that my parents had left the house. Later, I learned that they’d had to go to the emergency room because my father couldn’t stop vomiting in the aftermath of a dialysis session. Since he was in no condition to drive, my mother woke my fifteen-year-old brother to take them even though he barely knew how to drive and didn’t have a driver’s license. When morning came, it was like nothing had happened. Breakfast table chatter was about news of the day and plans for the weekend.

My father never betrayed the often excruciating pain he was in. My mother aided and abetted the illusion. She made everything look so easy. Whenever we were at an airport, airport staff would escort my dad in his wheelchair through security and help settle him in his business-class seat, where he’d be more comfortable, something my mother insisted on. Meanwhile, she would manage the four of us and all the luggage she had single-handedly packed through security, and then into our seats in coach. Once she finally dropped into her own seat, she would turn to us breathless, and say, “We are going to have the best time!”—never betraying what an effort it must have been to manage all that on her own. We would take turns visiting my father up front, to sit on his lap, eat his meals, ignore the smoke, and play with the seat controls. Back in coach, when the flight attendants approached with the meal carts, they’d look at my sisters and me and ask my mom, “Ma’am, what can I get for your boys?” a confirmation that the identical bowl haircuts she used to give all of us at home were too short! And before we deplaned, my mother always made sure to stash any unused plastic utensils in her purse to use later.

When I try to piece together the clues to understand what was really going on back then, I do remember that as much as my father doted on me as a child, he never picked me up. I have no memory of being carried in his arms, ever. He simply didn’t have the strength or the stamina.

Other fathers kicked around soccer balls with their kids, but mine had his own special way of connecting with us. He let my sisters and me help pick out his wardrobe in the mornings. We knew all his outfits by heart. After laying his things out, we would leave him to get dressed, comb his hair, and dab on his Old Spice cologne. To me it was always just a game that we played. I never realized that he was often in too much pain or too weak to do this himself.

In August 1986, my father got on the kidney transplant waitlist in New York, which meant he had to remain in the U.S. and could not come home with us at the end of our summer vacation. I was eleven. My brother had just left for his freshman year in college in Massachusetts, and all of a sudden our very united family was now just three girls and one woman—flying back to Jeddah on our own. In my diary, I wrote that my only dream was for our family to be complete again.

A few months later, when a kidney suddenly became available, family friends called and suggested we girls move in with them while my mother went to New York to be with Abbu for the surgery. My sisters and I begged to stay home. We had Medina, our beloved Somali live-in housekeeper, along with a driver who had been hired years earlier after it became impossible to depend on my father to drive us everywhere. At thirteen, eleven, and seven years old, we believed we were three self-sufficient girls. School exams were coming up and we had desks and bookcases at home that we studied at every night, so my mother thanked our friends, but told them it would be too disruptive without our things.

The next morning the doorbell rang. Medina came into the kitchen and said, “Doctora, the moving truck is here.” We all asked in unison, “What moving truck?” We crowded behind my mom while she talked to our driver who was at our door. “They said they were sent to pick up the children’s furniture, something about desks and bookcases?” None of us needed further explanation. This was a typical gesture of generosity in our community of friends. The children need their furniture to be comfortable? Okay, let’s move the furniture.

By the time we had been driven to our temporary home, our furniture had been reassembled and our clothes were neatly put away in huge mahogany closets. Our hostess, “aunt” to us, made delicious eggs each morning before school, and nights sometimes ended with my “uncle” bringing in bags of takeout American fast food—the height of a treat in Jeddah—followed by Baskin-Robbins ice cream. Their house smelled of a comforting, heady incense. Most important, it was a home where everything seemed normal and safe. If Heba woke up scared in the middle of the night, she’d pad down the hall to sleep with my aunt, and my uncle would move to another bedroom. We had no sense of the trauma my parents were dealing with thousands of miles away.

That winter break, because my father was still not well enough to travel, Hadeel, Heba, and I joined our parents and extended family in New Jersey. Since we were to be there for a prolonged time, my mother enrolled us at the local public school after the New Year. The work was easy, all material I had covered the previous year in school; but the social adjustment was hard. I had become the kid in the class whose hand shot up every time the teacher asked a question, initially oblivious to the eye-rolling all around me. I dreaded gym, where I wore modest, loose T-shirts and pants, in contrast to the fitted gym outfits of the other kids. They played sports, like dodgeball, that were unfamiliar to me. I didn’t know the rules and inevitably some other kid would yell, “Oh, come on, move!” A window, perhaps, into what life might have been like had we moved back to the U.S. permanently. I was relieved when my mom took us back to Jeddah a few months later.

After about six months, Abbu had recovered enough to be able to rejoin us there. His energy and color slowly improved, but the prescriptions and pill bottles on his bedside table only proliferated: steroids and painkillers and immunosuppressants. Next to all of his homeopathic medicines, his daily teaspoon of honey and handful of blanched almonds, he had a whole new medical regimen, required of all transplant recipients. I particularly remember ciclosporin, which he hated because it both burned his stomach and suppressed his immune system, making him more susceptible to catching colds or other viruses. He would line up all his medicines in the morning and take them one after another, often letting me measure and squirt the whitish liquid from the syringe into his glass of milk. One day, he raised the glass halfway, as though he was making a toast, and just stared at it.

“I am drinking this poison to save my life,” he said in an ironic voice directed at my mom as she sat next to him. He swallowed it quickly and then went back to reading his paper.






HAVING CHOICES


Writing is one of the most ancient forms of prayer. To write is to believe communication is possible, that other people are good, that you can awaken their generosity and their desire to do better.

—Fatima Mernissi



The years following Abbu’s surgery and return to Saudi Arabia were like those that preceded—filled with school and friends and books and our world travels. But then in August 1990 I spent the better part of the month sitting on the living room floor at an aunt’s house in New Jersey, glued to the television, watching a war unfold in the region I was returning to in a matter of weeks. CNN International would become a fixture in our home, and its arrival couldn’t have been timelier. After Iraqi president Saddam Hussein invaded his small oil-rich neighbor, Kuwait, on August 2, Saudi Arabia was on the front lines diplomatically and, potentially, militarily, as its northeast border abutted both Iraq and Kuwait. I followed the news of Saudi King Fahd meeting with international leaders, including the U.S. defense secretary, Dick Cheney, and the quick alignment of allies to push back against Saddam.

Once the United States and allies formally declared war in early 1991 and launched missile strikes and then ground movement, we found ourselves in the middle of Operation Desert Storm. Jeddah, on the western side of the country, wasn’t in any immediate line of fire so, for the most part, life for us was unchanged. There were a few noticeable differences though. Adjusted school hours. Occasional evacuation drills. More American soldiers around the American consulate building, local government facilities, and palaces. Police randomly pulling over cars, checking identification.

We kept the news on all day and followed every update. Late one night, watching TV, I saw an attractive, dark-haired woman reporting from the ground in Iraq. She flinched from time to time when there was a mortar shelling somewhere in the distance but otherwise proceeded, seemingly unflappable, as she reported the news. I had seen female presenters on television in Saudi Arabia before, dressed modestly in black, with headscarves, always reading a script from a teleprompter. She was different; a real reporter bringing us news from the front, wearing khakis and a flak jacket, the only female I noticed among all the male reporters. She was confident and sure of herself.

Her name was Christiane Amanpour. I felt a kinship with her for reasons I couldn’t quite articulate. If she had been a blue-eyed blonde named Mary Smith, I might not have had the same reaction, but she looked like she came from my part of the world. Right then I decided I was going to be a journalist like her, spotlighting injustice around the globe. I was fifteen and I felt like I had found my future path.

I always believed I would grow up and do something special, have a job that would have impact, that the world was wide open to me. This was not necessarily typical for girls in Saudi or South Asian Muslim families. Even with three daughters, my parents never prioritized saving money for weddings, as our friends’ moms had done for years, but there would always be money for education. The message was “You can do whatever you want. You can live wherever you want. All we require is that you be educated.” When Christiane Amanpour showed up on my television, she gave a real shape to my amorphous ambitions. She was also doing something else that captivated me: storytelling.

When Abbu would return from his travels to London and the U.S. several times a year, he always brought books back for us. He would number them in the order we should read them, L1, L2, and so on. Great Expectations, The Brothers Karamazov, Portrait of a Lady, Pride and Prejudice, Tess of the D’Urbervilles, The Turn of the Screw, Anna Karenina. I loved reading and devoured every book in sight. One year, when I was nine or ten, the book he labeled number one was Silas Marner by George Eliot. The material was beyond my grasp. When I read the introduction, I learned that George Eliot was the pen name for a female writer named Mary Ann Evans. Puzzled, I asked why she didn’t just put her own name on the cover. Abbu told me that in the Victorian era, women weren’t taken seriously as writers, so she used a male name. “Don’t worry,” he assured me. “When you write your book, you will use your own name and everyone will take it seriously.”

As a teenager, whatever shyness I’d had when I was young evaporated. When guests were visiting, I would announce, “I have a new poem. You want to hear it?” I was already pulling out the folded paper from my pocket before my audience had the chance to respond. The poetry was neither good nor memorable, but my parents encouraged me by clapping loudly and saying “excellent!” while my siblings just rolled their eyes. Sitting in his armchair, smoking his pipe, my father would beam. He told me that the single greatest power I held was the power of my pen, if I used it wisely.

I also loved storytelling through collages of images I patched together from the Arab, American, and European magazines I collected. I covered my bedroom walls with these creations. A woman in a Dior gown pasted into the ruins of an Andalusian palace, alongside a quote from Time magazine. Arabic words glued onto Wild West landscapes, or Asian images onto a desert campsite. When we flew back from the U.S. to Jeddah, we’d pack as much of America into our suitcases as we could, and the magazines were part of that treasure trove, which might also include the latest Bon Jovi and Boyz II Men cassette tapes, videocassettes of the latest American movies, new books, and bottles of American shampoo, mousse, and lotions.

Landing in Jeddah, I would pray that the Saudi customs agents wouldn’t search my bags and confiscate any of my precious acquisitions, especially the magazines. If the customs agents did find them, I would watch nervously as they flipped through the pages and ripped out any images they decided were offensive—women wearing bathing suits or outfits with a lot of cleavage showing—or sometimes just tossed whole magazines into the trash. As the years went by, perhaps they had to listen to too many women protesting that they were losing half an article every time a page was ripped out, so the agents resorted to blacking out the offending images with permanent markers.

Whatever the customs agents thought, my friends and classmates forged our friendships around most things American. We traded copies of Nancy Drew novels. We showed off our Trapper Keeper school binders, our new headbands, and the white Calvin Klein button-down shirts we’d wear with our school uniforms. Our bedrooms were plastered with the latest posters of American actors like Luke Perry, and we were always at one another’s houses watching the movies and listening to the music we had brought back into the country.

My friend Summer, who had a Saudi father and American mother, was fun-loving and mischievous. She was always coming up with crazy adventures for us to try, and I was always her willing accomplice. Sumaiyah, half-American, half-Yemeni, was the beautiful one. I called her Sumaiyah with the cat eyes, and we imagined all our friends’ brothers had a crush on her. My Nigerian friend Fatima was usually the responsible one, always saying, “Hey guys, maybe we shouldn’t be doing this,” with her teasing bright eyes. She wore thin-rimmed glasses and very shiny lip gloss. Her father had four wives, and she had lots of siblings, and they had their own family mosque on their property. Her house became our main hangout, a place of adventure, a place of security, a place filled with laughter and good food. It was a world of satin and gold and marble. Each of the mothers had her own identical floor, the only difference being the color of the drapes and carpets. A couple of times after school, we would look out the window and see a limousine pull up to the front entrance carrying one of the young Saudi princes, who would come to hang out with Fatima’s brothers. We heard that the limousine was always stocked with Hubba Bubba bubblegum, which I had never seen in Jeddah, and every so often we tried to peek inside, but never quite managed to.

We named ourselves “The Four C’s: The Culturally Confused Class Cut-ups,” and like all teenagers, we rebelled. The rules we rebelled against were particular to Saudi Arabia, and as such—by Western standards at least—rather rigid and prohibitive. Probably my worst offense was experimenting with cigarettes, which lasted approximately three days, until I was caught smoking on the roof by a neighbor. When he reported my transgression to my parents, it was less about the fact that he’d seen a young woman smoking than about seeing an uncovered woman smoking.

Once we entered our teen years, we never went out in public without an abaya. But even that didn’t prevent street harassment. It was part of everyday life. As we got older, my friends and I would go out as a large group, either to the popular Tahlia Street to eat fast food or grab an ice cream cone, or to wander through one of the newly opened malls. As we walked down the street, cars would pull up beside us with young men heckling and screaming and cheering. We’d ignore them, cover our faces, giggle, link arms with one another. If we were in a car, they would toss pieces of paper with their phone numbers toward our windows. Sometimes we’d toss the phone number back to show we weren’t interested. Sometimes we’d keep it to let them think we were. It didn’t matter, because we were never going to call or meet them. It was all just a game of pursuit, hormones raging without any other permissible outlet. We would roll our eyes or try to laugh it off. Nobody ever interceded on our behalf to make the young men stop or go away. And it was always incumbent on us to be the ones to leave, to find a way to simply disappear.

One day I got so fed up that I typed up a flyer advertising “counseling” services for girls. “CALL 1-800-TAHLIA-MANIA,” it read, a very American joke because nobody in Saudi knew what a 1-800 number was. I handed it out in class and everyone had a laugh about it. That was really all we could do. What other options did we have to change the way young men behaved, or the way society tolerated their behavior?

From time to time, we endured the flip side of the coin, the muttawwa—the religious police whose job it was to enforce the morality laws. We’d be walking with our friends, and we’d hear a man or woman’s voice reprimanding us, “Cover your face!” sometimes accompanied by a flick of the switch, grazing our ankles or shoes.

In private, though, we could be freer, test the boundaries of our behavior without scrutiny. I loved to go with Summer to her family’s beach house in Obhur, less than an hour north of Jeddah. Being on a private beach was like being in a private home. We could wear less modest clothing there—some women walked around in bathing suits—and, more important, we could go into the water.

Tied to a narrow, creaking floating dock at the front of their house were a few Jet Skis and a small speedboat. From the dock I could see miles and miles of gleaming water. This was my pathway to freedom. If we wanted to go out on one of the Jet Skis, we had to ride on the back with Summer’s brother or a male cousin driving; but soon we managed to convince Summer’s brother to let us go by ourselves. Hopping on those Jet Skis was our one chance to just go.

One day when I was fifteen, Summer and I each took a Jet Ski and rode side by side at the fastest speed, straight toward the horizon. When we were far away from shore, we spun circles around each other. All of a sudden the sun was in my eyes and I couldn’t see Summer. We collided head-on and were both thrown into the water. I saw stars blurring my line of vision. Summer’s Jet Ski started sinking, and mine started to float away.

We could barely make out the shoreline—tiny dots in the distance. Reveling in the freedom of not having to wear abayas, we hadn’t worn anything on top of our T-shirts, including life vests. We treaded water until I reached the point where I felt I couldn’t keep going. Summer, who was the stronger swimmer, said, “Just hold on to me.” I wrapped my arms around her neck, shaking uncontrollably, unbearably cold and terrified.

Out of nowhere, a small speedboat appeared, first a speck on the horizon and then growing larger. Soon, a life preserver was in the water, which we both grabbed onto, and Summer’s cousin, who had come looking for us, pulled each of us into the boat. My body felt heavy, like deadweight. I lay on my back staring at the sky, feeling like I had just overcome something I didn’t quite understand. From time to time, I would cough up the water I was convinced I would never rid my lungs of, my throat feeling the salty, raw burn.

If this was a visceral lesson that the freedom my friends and I so intensely desired came at a cost, it didn’t exactly get through. The fact that I had choices about how I lived and what I would become was a constant in my upbringing. One that I appreciated more as I noted the lives of other girls I knew—some who had to do as they were told, others who had little choice about pursuing a higher education, or whom to marry and when. I also saw that for some, these paths were freely embraced. You never know what choice looks like.

There was a family my parents had known since their days in Philadelphia who had also ended up in Jeddah. When I was eight, my parents began sending me to their apartment for extra Qur’an lessons. The wife never left the house without being fully covered from head to toe, including her face.

One afternoon, I was with her in the living room reviewing some new verses when she opened the sliding door that led to the main hallway. Standing before her was a man who was not her husband. She let out a loud shriek, slammed the door shut, then took off her slippers and started slapping her face and the top of her head with them. She tried to compose herself, but our lesson was basically over.

I sat on the couch a few feet away, suddenly afraid of her. I understood the reason for her reaction but not the intensity, which seemed far out of proportion to the incident. There is a hadith that states “actions are but by intention.” If you intend to do something wrong, that’s one thing. But if it’s an accident, which clearly this was, why would she think she did anything wrong? Why such an extreme reaction? I told my parents I didn’t want to go back to her house after that incident, and they never forced me to.

Years later, when I was looking through old photo albums I saw a picture of my Qur’an teacher at my parents’ wedding reception in Philadelphia. She was wearing a minidress, and black cat-eye eyeliner, and stared confidently right into the camera. In the same album, I saw aunts in college in Beirut wearing sleeveless shift dresses, midriff-baring tops, and short cigarette pants, women I had only ever seen in long blouses with loose-fitting pants. “Is this my Qur’an teacher? Are these my aunts?”

“Oh, yes,” my mom said. “Back then, that’s what everyone wore.”

At the time, I couldn’t reconcile how you went from wearing a micromini to hitting yourself over the head because a man saw you unveiled by accident. It was only later that I understood what a deeply personal choice this is for some Muslim women. Also that over the intervening years, there had been a concerted effort by conservatives to bring back the veil, which had succeeded particularly well in countries like Egypt, Turkey, and Syria.

Many women of my faith wear the hijab. The origin of the practice is rooted in a story from the early days when Islam was flourishing in Arabia as a new religion with an uncertain future. Some men alleged that Ayesha, the wife of Prophet Muhammad, had been unfaithful to him while they were traveling. An accusation against someone viewed as an important recorder of divine revelation and a leader in the community in her own right could potentially destabilize the entire nascent faith community.

Shortly thereafter, a new Qur’anic verse was revealed: “O Prophet, tell your wives and your daughters and the women of the believers to draw their cloaks close round them when traveling so that they will be recognized” (Qur’an 33:59). The Qur’an goes further, instructing that both men and women were required to be modest in their respective appearances. For women, “they should not display their beauty and ornaments except what must ordinarily appear thereof; that they should draw their veils over their bosoms and not display their beauty” (Qur’an 24:31). How to define beauty and what would “ordinarily” appear? For the Prophet’s wives, it meant covering their hair and bodies and sometimes even their faces in loose garments, leaving only their hands and feet exposed. Since they were viewed as the best of women, many other women followed.

The verses in the Qur’an about modesty were not just about clothing and hair. They pertained to our code of conduct; how we talk, act, interact with the world. At its inception, the practice of hijab was designed to protect women from false accusation. I knew girls who were automatically expected to cover, who didn’t even have the choice, and others who consciously made the choice themselves. Some took their hijab off after a few years or after moving abroad. Others still wear the hijab today regardless of where they live. To me, the key is having the choice.



Since our school was British, it ended in tenth grade, and so I graduated from high school in 1991, just before my sixteenth birthday. I began taking some English Literature courses at my parents’ university. Most excitingly, I started traveling overseas with my father for his work, serving as his scheduler and assistant. I also got my first part-time paying job as a photographer’s assistant. One day the photographer mentioned that we were booked for an engagement party. The last name was a familiar one to me, a well-known large Saudi family.

When we arrived, the aroma of sandalwood greeted us along with the sound of ululating African women whose beautiful voices were part of every wedding celebration. We started setting up near the main staircase. After guests began arriving, the groom emerged and congregated with a few people at the bottom of the stairs. He was wearing a white thobe, a camel-colored cloak, and a formal headdress, a confident smile plastered on his face. Then the bride-to-be appeared at the top of the staircase dressed in a slim purple satin dress with poufy shoulders, hair swept up in a bun, and lots of dark makeup. She descended the stairs flanked by her parents, and was presented with a diamond necklace and earrings with stones the size of the nail on my pinky finger. In exchange, the groom was presented with a Rolex watch. Everyone laughed nervously as he slid off his old Rolex for the new one. Ceremony over, it was time to start moving people into their portrait positions.

“Let’s go!” my boss called. I was paralyzed. As soon as the bride had come down the stairs, I realized I knew her. When she turned and noticed me, I think she was just as surprised to see me there working, in black pants, a black top under my abaya and scarf, carrying an extra camera on one shoulder and a light on the other. She looked so young—like a girl playing dress-up in women’s clothes, too young to be getting married. After a quick congratulations, we went our separate ways. She turned to join her in-laws-to-be at dinner and I turned back to work.

We always knew that once school had ended, we would come to this fork in the road, that some of the girls would go to college while others would be engaged and married.

Summer graduated from high school a year after I did and went to university in Boston. Fatima moved back to Nigeria to study, married young, had five children, each of whom grew up to be accomplished students and professionals living the kind of international life between worlds just as I had.

Sumaiyah did not have the opportunity to get married or go to college. One ordinary Jeddah morning, an old classmate called crying hysterically, saying that she heard Sumaiyah was dead. I quickly hung up and rushed to find my parents. They were in their bedroom, their faces grim. My father told me in a soft voice that they had just spoken to some other parents who confirmed that Sumaiyah had been killed in a car accident the previous night. “Come here,” he said. I sat on the bed and let him wrap his arms around me as I wept. He whispered the prayer you say when you hear someone has passed. “It is from God we come and to Him we shall return.”

A group of us went to Sumaiyah’s house that night to pay a condolence call on her family. Her house was filled with mourners sitting in the formal living room with her parents. Her mother sat in a chair with a floral scarf loosely tied around her head. We took turns hugging her. It was unclear who was consoling whom. Then we arranged ourselves on the overstuffed sofas and listened as the older women told us to accept this as God’s will.

Even though I was so young, losing Sumaiyah awoke something in me, a sense of mortality, a belief that I needed to move on with my life. That I needed to pack in some purposeful work before my own time was up. Traveling with my father to Canada and London, going to his meetings, listening to his talks, typing up his notes, had opened a new window for me. And now that I’d spent more than a year watching Christiane Amanpour on my television screen, remaining just an observer suddenly seemed like I was wasting precious time.






A POINT OF LIGHT


Fear does not prevent death. It prevents life.

—Naguib Mahfouz



For most of my life, I took my mother for granted. If I needed to bring cupcakes to school the next day, I would fall asleep to the smell of baking from the kitchen. If I needed an outfit for a costume party, she sat down at her sewing machine and whirred away. If we got to a museum too late for a tour, she would figure out what we would do instead.

During our first year in Saudi Arabia, every time my mother looked out the window and saw an airplane in the sky, she would wish she was on it. The sabbatical to Saudi Arabia meant giving up the life she’d built in America, which included activities that had become impossibilities in her new reality, like driving. Yet she hung in there, year after year, and soon her passion for teaching and her commitment to her students overcame the physical, cultural, and social limitations that had chafed so much at first. Her professional responsibilities, demanding as they were, never got in the way of her domestic duties: cooking elaborate daily meals from scratch, ironing, sewing, doing laundry. While she was of a generation of women increasingly focused on pursuing their own career paths, gender dynamics hadn’t shifted enough for there to be any expectation that men would share the household burden. As progressive as my father was, encouraging my mother in her work, never objecting to her increasingly frequent travels for academic conferences or to anything else she chose to do, in her own mind my mother must have thought she could pursue her professional goals only if she did so in addition to whatever would be expected of a wife.

My mother had a job outside the home from my earliest memories. At work in the university, she taught everyone from the daughters of shopkeepers to Saudi royalty. As many of her students spoke only rudimentary English, my mom taught herself Arabic so she could make her students more comfortable. She wrangled a rigid system and devised opportunities for many of them to go abroad to graduate school, as Saudi men had been doing for decades. Today there are scores of women thriving in their fields as a direct result of my mother’s efforts. Whatever early hardships she had to endure were well worth it because she had found her calling: mentoring a generation of women to find their own purpose, whatever that might be. She was, in other words, a total badass, even if a teenage me could not see it.

Our relationship was complicated in a way that relationships between mothers and teenage girls often are. I was forever fighting with her and then finding refuge with my dad. I was often difficult, irrational, defiant. Still, my mother never lost her patience with me. She would try to reason with me or if that didn’t work just hug me and wait for my sour mood to pass.

One day when I was seventeen I stood in the kitchen arguing with my mother about some small thing I’ve long since forgotten. I lost my temper and stormed out past the dining room, where my father was standing at the table holding his teacup and saucer, about to sit down for his five o’clock tea.

“What is going on?” he asked. Confident he’d take my side, I said, “Well, that woman won’t let me—”

That was as far as I got. He slammed his cup down on the table, hot tea splashing out, pooling in the saucer and seeping dark onto the floral tablecloth. “That woman,” he said, “is your mother. Don’t you dare call her that ever again. Don’t you dare treat her so disrespectfully. Go right back in there and seek her forgiveness.”

Like my mother, my father didn’t get angry often. When he did, it stopped me in my tracks; then it passed. He never let anger sit with him. But I had violated a very basic rule and my father wouldn’t tolerate it. In Islam, your mother is the most respected elder in your life. As children, we were taught that heaven lay at our mother’s feet. One of my earliest memories was looking at the soles of my mother’s feet as she napped searching for any sign of “heaven.” I went back to the kitchen, tensions still high, feelings still sore, apologized to my mother, and then sulked to my room.

That was the last time my father admonished me, because it was one of the last times we spoke.



It was the spring of 1993 and life was good. We were living in a brand-new white villa with green shutters, in the suburbs. We each had our own bedroom, and my father had a large ground-floor office from where his journal work flourished. Hassan was now in England in graduate school, and Hadeel was there too, preparing to attend medical school. I was waiting to hear back from the American colleges where I had applied, and we were all excited about the big summer vacation we had just started to plan, a safari in Africa.

Hajj was coming up in May. It is the annual pilgrimage to Makkah that all Muslims who have the physical and financial means are required to make once in their lifetimes. My parents had gone many years before, but we children were too young to remember. That summer, my sisters and I were planning to go with my mother. A few weeks before we were supposed to leave, with preparations well underway, my father started having severe stomach pains. The doctors told him it was a stomach ulcer, likely caused by the side effects of all the medications he’d been taking or by an infection he might have picked up on a recent trip. He endured the pain for weeks, wincing occasionally when getting up or sitting down. If we asked “Are you okay?” he would always answer “I’m fine, has Time magazine arrived yet?” or “Can you bring me my pipe?”

He dismissed his pain, so we did too. It’s only now, looking back through his medical records, that I see the stark reality. By that point, my father weighed ninety pounds. Yet there we all were, in relentless forward motion, plowing ahead like nothing in the world was wrong.

A few days before we were scheduled to leave for Makkah, my father’s doctor told him that only surgery could resolve the ulcer. It sounded routine. In fact, we were all so confident about his quick recovery that my father insisted that our trip to Makkah proceed as planned. “I’ll be back home recovering by the time you leave,” he said. “You should all go.” They scheduled the surgery for the following day.

The next morning, we gathered in my father’s hospital room. He had changed into his surgical gown, sitting on the bed kidding around with the nurses coming in and out checking vital signs and making things beep. We were all perched around the room chatting about plans for the next week. When the nurses came in with the technicians and the gurney, my father greeted them with his usual jokes. “Please tell me the surgeon has had his breakfast today. I want to make sure he has the energy required to do this surgery.” They all giggled.

One of the doctors walked in to check on us and said he would see us after the surgery. My father said, “Is it time already? Doctor, let me spend a few more minutes with my family. Just some more time with my children.” I said, “Abbu, you should go now. It will make you better. It will be over so fast and then you will be back to one hundred percent.” How I wish now I had not dismissed his wish so cavalierly. Had I known that would be our last conversation, I would have said, “Yes, let’s just stay here together for a few more minutes.” But to me at the time, this was just another of the medical interventions my father had experienced so many times over the years.

The nurses nodded encouragingly. The doctor stood by silently. My father smiled and embraced each of us in turn, including my mother, who was the only one who looked worried. He climbed onto the gurney and we followed him down the hall as far as they would let us. He sat upright and waved his hand, a thin IV tube dangling below his wrist, “I love you all,” he said. And then the flapping doors closed and he was gone.

The operation was a success. The recovery was not. When my father woke up, they tried to remove his breathing tube, but the moment they did, he struggled to take in enough oxygen on his own. So the tube was reinserted. As his condition remained critical, he was driven by ambulance to a different hospital. There he remained on the ventilator, as doctors tried to manage the complications from an infection that his body was now fighting.

We arranged a schedule to keep vigil at the hospital while waiting for him to show any signs of recovery. Since we were off from school for the Hajj holidays, we were all able to split overnight shifts. A lot of the time he’d just close his eyes and rest. When he was awake, he would write notes on a hospital notepad and we’d joke around. “Your lunch today is three syringes of white gooey stuff and one syringe of pink stuff. Sound good?” He would nod and try to talk in response, but it was impossible with the tube. Sometimes he would scribble on the pad, handwriting shaky but still beautiful, and it would simply say, “Kiss me.” We would lean over and kiss his hand or his forehead. We sat there chattering away, updating him on what was happening in the world, particularly in Bosnia, about which his journal was publishing articles, but mostly we were urging him to get well so that he could come back to all the important work left for him to do.

Every now and then he looked at me with his glassy eyes, the ventilator still breathing for him. He would point at his chest and then up at the ceiling ever so slightly, in the direction of heaven. It was too much to bear so I responded the only way I knew. I would shake my head and say firmly, “Come on! You’re not going anywhere!” Then I’d do my best to stay positive, going on about all the things we were going to do together when he returned home.

Our bedside vigil continued for a few more days. Even as we took shifts at my father’s side, my mother rarely left. She ate in his room, slept in his room. In the very early hours of Saturday morning, June 5, 1993, my siblings and I convinced her to go home to take a shower and get some rest. She finally agreed to go, and Hassan and Hadeel, who had come back to Jeddah to be around post-surgery, drove her to the house.

Abbu waited until she was gone. That I know for certain. When she first left, everything remained the same. Heba and I were sitting in the large, uncomfortable chairs in his room, half-reclined, half-alert, the hallways dim and the windows pitch-black. From where I sat I could see him sleeping peacefully, the ventilator making a deep rattling sound as it forced air into his lungs, the heart machine charting the same jagged scrawl, the blood pressure line appearing normal if a little low, when suddenly the call of the fajr morning prayer outside broke through. A minute later, one by one, the machines started going off like alarm clocks.

Doctors and nurses came racing down the corridor, and soon we were asked to move into the hall. We peered in as they dashed furiously around his room, turning on all the bright lights, ripping the sheet off his bed, pressing the paddles onto his chest. His body convulsed from the shock, lifting and lunging and then crashing back down. Then again. Finally a nurse wearing a surgical mask looked up and saw me, shell-shocked, staring from the doorway. She took a step toward me, reached up, and drew the curtain shut.

An uncle who was visiting called the house saying, “Come right away.” Once the curtain closed, I walked out to the main hall outside the intensive care unit and sat on a bench, staring at the vending machine we had lived off of for a week, praying, bartering, making my pact with God. “Please let him be okay. Please. I’ll be a good Muslim. I’ll pray five times a day. I will fast every Ramadan. Please don’t take him. Abbu, please don’t leave me.” From there the record skips. The next thing I saw was my mother. She walked in at the far end of the hall, Hassan and Hadeel on either side of her as a doctor approached them with his head slightly bent. She saw the look on all our faces and she knew. Her legs buckled and she started to fall, my siblings easing her into a nearby chair. Even though she knew, more than anyone, what Abbu had endured for so long, she was in shock, sitting immobile in the chair, tears silently streaming down her face, as the doctor assured her that they had tried everything. Even in that moment, the worst in her life, she was dignified as she thanked the doctor. Together we all went to say a final goodbye to my father, all the machines suddenly eerily still. Then she collected his things and went home. She was at Ascension Borgess Hospital in Kalamazoo all over again. This time though, without her husband’s arm to steady her.

My mother went to lie down, and we took turns holding her hand, massaging her legs, lying on my father’s side of the bed so we could feel close to him. Here in the privacy of her home, she allowed her grief to express itself without restraint. I could barely sit still. I followed Hassan into his room, out of my mother’s earshot, and we started going through the list of everyone who needed to be informed. I sat down with my father’s address book, started at “A,” and Hassan and I took turns dialing, one by one, calling his colleagues, our relatives, and close friends with the news. “My father is in a better place,” we repeated over and over again.

A few hours later, as the first day without my father was coming to an end, I sat on the floor of my brother’s room listening to him make funeral arrangements, pivoting between English, Urdu, and Arabic depending on whom he talked to. Most significantly, we heard from one of my father’s friends who had secured permission for the burial to be in Jannat al Mualla cemetery, in Makkah. It’s no simple matter to be buried there. It is the cemetery in the holiest city in our religion, and many members of Prophet Muhammad’s family are buried there, including his first wife, Khadijah.

As word spread, people began to arrive, and within a day our house was filled to capacity. Men shared stories about my father and recited joint prayers. Women flitted around upstairs in the family room and the dining room, making sure food was plentiful, urging us toward the table. Scores of relatives flew in from around the world, from India, Pakistan, Canada, New York, and London. We had mountains of food and more than enough people to eat it. Framed family photos were covered with cloth or gently turned over, as was tradition. The Qur’an was recited constantly, beautifully melodic and calming. Our family wandered around like automatons.

Every day more letters and faxes would arrive, and while the pile quickly became daunting, we couldn’t wait to read them. From a minister in Malaysia, a friend at the Vatican, a scholar in Austria, a pastor in the Netherlands, even articles in the Arab News and Saudi Gazette, and so many more. A friend from Michigan wrote that his conversations with Abbu had inspired him to reaffirm his own Christian faith. One of the most touching letters came from our father’s first foray into American life, an old friend at Penn: “He was a point of light—with patient smile, thoughtful pipe, and a shake of his head—always moving along the seams, illuminating proper distinctions and potentially connecting threads.” Then, as now, we wanted to shout to the world that our father was amazing. When people’s words came in, they validated what we already knew.

In Islamic tradition, the sons and the men in the family are encouraged to participate in preparing the body for burial when a male relative passes. Women are similarly encouraged when a female family member has died. It is considered an honor, similar to the act of pallbearers in other traditions. We also believe that you don’t immediately depart this earth when you die; that you can hear the footsteps walking away from your funeral and only then do the angels come to take your soul.

The next day, my brother brought my father home for the last time. The men, relatives and family friends, performed the Islamic ghusl cleansing ritual. They wrapped his body in the plain white cloth that all Muslims are to be buried in, a reminder, like the simple casket that is also traditional, that we are all equal in death. Only his face, which looked remarkably peaceful, was left exposed. When it was time to leave for Makkah, for the funeral and burial, we were called downstairs to say a final farewell. My father had been placed on the porch outside our dining room, overlooking the garden he had loved so much and tended so meticulously.

I don’t know what took hold of me, but the moment I saw his face I was compelled to walk toward him. I bent forward and kissed his forehead one last time. I looked up, worried I had overstepped boundaries, and met my brother’s clear eyes. He nodded that it was okay. Then he covered my father’s face and the men very gently placed him in the coffin.

There was a sudden rush to get on the buses going to Makkah. I boarded the second bus and gathered my abaya close around me to fend off the air-conditioning, turning my face to the sun pouring in through the window. The normally quick trip seemed endless this day. I found myself staring out the window as we drove past mile upon mile of jagged coffee-colored hillsides strewn with dark rocks and the odd shrub here and there. I wondered whether my father was uncomfortable lying on his back for so long over these bumpy roads.

When we arrived at the mosque, the packs of other worshippers parted to make way for the casket, which was then placed in front of the Kaaba before the imam of Makkah led us in the funeral prayer. Thousands of people, many of whom had just completed the Hajj, made the prayer along with us. We then boarded the buses again for the short drive to the cemetery, and everything shifted into slow motion. Nothing could have prepared me for this part. In any case, I was just an observer, standing still, by the side of the bus, at the entrance to the cemetery, along with the rest of the women. It’s not that anyone told us we couldn’t enter, but none of the women did. We held hands, forming a line and reciting last-minute supplications, asking for mercy on his soul. The men hoisted the casket on their shoulders and started walking, my brother’s back erect as they trekked up a hill and out of sight. And then it was all over.
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