PRAISE FOR WE THE INTERWOVEN

“The stories in We the Interwoven feel like the warmest welcome
into someone's home. The hospitality of each and every writer is
characterized through the detail, love, attention, and effort they put
into crafting these beautiful, powerful stories; it was like a feast, and
by the end of my reading, I was so full. The writers give you the
kindness of their culture, but also the truth of their trauma. There
is pain and healing, war and peace, fighting and resting; there is
something for everyone here. The writers capture the complexities
of the entire human experience through the depths of the bicultural
journey. I am in awe of these stories, and I feel honored to be witness
to them. Thank you, writers of We the Interwoven, for giving your
reader a home and a family.”

—Amal Kassir, Syrian American poet and storytelling activist

“The essays compiled in this book are a testament to the conjuring,
soothing, and subversive power of words, and the essential service of
memory to the public good. These writers ask the reader to look more
closely at oft-overlooked objects and consider their true significance:
a document is more than just a piece of paper; a meal more than just
food on a plate; a wall both the seal of a house, but also a barricade
of oppression. Individually, these are beautiful personal stories of
migration and transformation. Together, they are an essential text
of contemporary history and geopolitics that everyone should be so
lucky to read.”

—Lauren Markham, author of 7he Far Away Brothers

“These stories grabbed me from the first page, and each feels like
a return to a particular urgent moment: home as it was, and as it
receded. Honestly narrated, viscerally remembered, beautifully
rendered, they are created by artists who understand both the
storytelling traditions of home and the West. The result is something
powerful, important, and effortlessly moving.”

—Dina Nayeri, author of 7he Ungrateful Refugee and Refuge



“We the Interwoven was monumental in opening doors in my writing
journey. It wasn't only about writing some stories, it was about those
stories and my identity receiving validation. It was about having my
platform amplified so others like me could hear those stories. The
impact of being in the first bicultural anthology cannot be overstated,
from providing a direct path to getting my first full-length publishing
deal with the University of Iowa Press to connecting me with literary
contemporaries exploring what it means to be a BIPOC creative
in America. It is an experience I will always champion. A shining
example of a process that puts in the work and scooches the chairs
free for people like me to have their seat at the table.”

—Chuy Renteria, author of the forthcoming We Heard It When We
Were Young from the University of lowa Press

“Due to climate change, wars, oppression, and human rights abuse
on a wide scale, we are witnessing millions of people flecing their
homelands, perhaps never to return. Capturing the tragedy and
sorrow of life in exile is vital in recording history. This is the power of
narrative storytelling—so that we never forget, so that we continue
to remember, so that no one can ever say, in one hundred years’ time,
that it did not happen.”

—Janine di Giovanni, author of 7he Morning They Came for Us:
Dispatches from Syria; Senior Fellow, Yale University
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FOREWORD

WHAT IS THE STORY of America? For over three centuries, the
dominant narrative of our country has been one of opportunity.
American founding ideals were tied to manifest destiny and rugged
individualism, the belief that Western expansion was a fated
mission, and that a successful future is only as close as a man’s
willingness to work hard enough to reach out and grab it. We call
it the American Dream. Two hundred and forty-four years later, we
are asking ourselves, is this true? Is it true now, and was it true then?
Is a healthy, stable future still attainable for all, and is hard work
enough to get there?

The accomplishments of this nation are undeniable. Since our
founding, we have been a beacon for democracy, becoming a world
leader and eventually an economic and political superpower. We
were the first to put a man on the moon and our dollar is the de
facto global currency. We've led in innovation with an American
spirit known for creativity, tenacity, and finding a way. We are a
country made up of immigrants and those whose families both
survived and thrived in this new land, a story we remember through
the words written on the Statue of Liberty:

"Give me your tired, your poor,

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!"

Yet beneath the surface of our polished American tale has lurked
another one, that of uprisings and protests against an American
system that does not fully embody her ideals for everyone. From the
Boston Tea Party in the 1700s to abolitionism in the 1800s, from
the women’s suffrage movement to the Civil Rights movement,
the story of America is also one of dissent, protest, and unrest.
During the making of this book, and with a global pandemic as the
background, we have once again found ourselves experiencing a surge
of opposition movements. In these, we hear something different—
the rising voices of people speaking out that the classic story of
American bootstrapped success has not been their experience.

xi



How do we arrive at an ultimate understanding of the America
we live in? One that includes the stories of those who have found
success and those who are struggling, the stories of the newcomers
and of those whose families have been here for generations? How
do we sing the songs of the hopeful while listening to the cries
of the hopeless? When voices of dissent rise, how do we integrate
those perspectives into our collective understanding, our dinner
conversations, our history books, our classroom discussions, and
our political landscapes? Whose stories tell the truth of America? If
the answer to that question is “all of our stories,” then our greatest
tool for building a healthy future may be to listen, especially to the
voices of Americans whose experiences are less known but equally
important.

I have always believed in the power of story. In 2015, I founded
the Towa Writers House (IWH) to bring people together by
providing them a place to gather, share their truths, and pen the
narratives of their hearts. In 2017, after hundreds of people had
come through our doors, it became clear we were missing some of
the most important stories by America’s newest residents. We the
Interwoven was an idea, a vision to find storytellers who could help
us “listen” to what it means to be a new American living in the
heart of our country. In response to that desire, the first writing
residency for bicultural writers in the heartland was created: the
Bicultural Iowa Writers’ Fellowship (BIWF). This book marks our
third edition and the completion of the third year of the fellowship.

When we began this project, we were simply hopeful that the
stories would find an audience. The results have been so much greater
and speak for themselves in the lives of those we have published. The
writers of We the Interwoven have risen up to be agents of change.
They've become university press authors, immigration reform
activists, diplomatic envoy nominees, and featured speakers at
literary conferences. They've integrated their stories and experiences
as BIWF fellows into their work as family counselors, doctors,
mathematicians, arts and culture educators, librarians, students,
and teachers. They are as American as they come in that they are
all unique, each with a different history and life experience, but
collectively trying to find their way in a world that is full of both
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opportunity and obstacles, a world that has welcomed their stories
with open arms.

Asthe editor of the We the Interwoven series, guiding these writers’
journeys has solidified my belief that story is an empowerment tool
and a psychological springboard into a healthier future for all of us.
When people are able to access the power of narrative for a purpose
and are given a platform that allows these stories to take hold in
the collective psyche, the arc of their future changes, as does our
collective future. As Iowa high schools, colleges, and universities
have begun to adopt our anthologies into their diversity curriculums
and communities have used them to facilitate difficult conversations
on race and immigration, we have seen this change begin to take
effect at an exponential level.

This year, the voices we bring to you share perspectives that have
rarely been seen in publication. Unique to volume 3 are writers from
the same cultural background but of different generations, offering
a fascinating parallel and insight into migration and the diasporic
experience over time. From Syria, Eyad Said tells the story of a
father trying to explain to his children that he was born in a country
they can no longer visit, of grandparents they can no longer see and
hug, but of an Iowa home he is grateful for. Hibbah Jarmakani
writes of being a young woman whose parents moved from Syria
to Iowa before she was born to build a new life, but then the terror
of 9/11 strikes and soon the FBI is at her doorstep. George Khal
shares a beautifully haunting letter to his deceased Palestinian
parents describing his path from the homeland to Cairo to Iowa,
and eventually of finding love. Dhuha Tawil was the first Muslim
woman to don the hijab in her Iowa school before embarking on a
journey exploring religious liberties and beliefs.

For the first time in the series, we share a story of a woman who
fled political persecution in Sudan and Egypt—Salma Salama left
Sudan as a famed radio host, coming to lowa with almost nothing
and finding neighbors and kindness in the heartland. Shalini Jasti
writes of being a young woman whose family arrived from India
and the pressure felt by many immigrant children to speak English
while remaining connected to the mother tongue. Lastly, Vanessa
“CueponiCihuatl” Espinoza offers the tale of an undocumented
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woman from Mexico as she becomes a legal resident, exploring her
complicated relationship with her official American documents.

These stories are the experiences of seven individuals sharing
both their sorrows and their joys, and they offer a window into a
collective of voices that merit our listening. Our newest residents
have much to teach us about the American experience, and with
Iowa as the setting, the dimensionality of the heartland begins to
shine. Through these stories, we may be able to find threads that
help us weave a more authentic representation of modern American
life, bringing us closer to her ideals of liberty and justice for all.

ANDREA WILSON

Founder, Iowa Writers House
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EYAD SAID
ARTIST STATEMENT

I WAS BORN in Damascus, Syria, and lived there until I was thirty
years old, when I traveled to the United States to study mathematics.
I spent twenty years in the Syrian public education system, where 1
was never asked about my opinions. I was never taught how to write
critically or how to debate or defend a nonscientific point of view. I
didn’t even know students in other parts of the world learned these skills
until an English professor at school where I work told me that he was
using a book called The End of Policing, by Alex S. Vitale, to teach his
writing class. This came as a complete shock to me. It was not the topic
itself that surprised me; it was the fact that students were expected to
read the book and write essays to express opinions that might be different
than the authors or the professors!

[ believe that the education system in any country aims to create
good and productive citizens. What each regime defines as a good and
productive citizen, though, can vary wildly. Under a dictatorship like
in Syria, a good citizen is one who agrees with the government without
argument. It can be dangerous to express any countering opinions,
because free voices scare tyrannies. So, while I never had an issue
explaining a math problem or talking about a scientific theory, I always
struggled with expressing my opinions. My friends used to describe my

approach in arguing as a very mathematical one.

After I moved to the States with my wife and baby daughter, part
of me wanted to tell everyone about the tragedies taking place in my
country, but I found that I was not able to wrap my mind around all
that had happened. I thought that was because the details were far more
complicated than my ability to keep track of them. When I was accepted
to the Bicultural lowa Writers’ Fellowship, I thought I would take the
opportunity to organize these details and tell these stories, starting with
our own. It was then that I discovered there was a mental barrier,
another part of me that did not want to remember and was blocking
my attempts to relive what I witnessed.



I am writing to untangle all of these memories, to try to heal that
part of me as I explore my past and learn to express my opinions. I also
want to celebrate the people weve met on our road to happiness and
to share every act of kindness, big or small, they showed and the mark
they left on our lives. Some left me with intriguing questions, some
with regret; most importantly, some helped us go on through dark times.
Finally, I want this essay to be a message of hope to everyone who reads
it: Happiness can be found. Don’t give up looking for it.



THE POLITE GUEST:
A SYRIAN FATHER’S STORY

EYAD SAID

PART ONE
DAMASCUS, SYRIA: THE GOOD LIFE

TO BEGIN TO understand where I came from, you need to meet
my family, and what better place to meet them than the kitchen?

I grew up in Damascus, Syria. I moved three times in that city.
And in all of those places, most of my memories have to do with
the kitchen in one way or another. The divine smell of my mother’s
cooking would lead me there to steal a bite. Or I would go there
simply to hang out with her. Later, I would go to share with her a
finjan of Turkish coffee and a cigarette behind my father’s back.

My mom always began cooking by sautéing onions and garlic.
Whenever I tried to speak to her before it was time to eat, she’d say,
“I need to finish preparing lunch. Your dad will arrive soon tired
and hungry.”

Lunch is the main meal in Syria, the center of our day. It was
always assumed that our family of four would gather around the
kitchen table to eat together. My mom, a perfectionist, would
cook at least two main courses to satisfy the picky eaters. “Your
dad doesn’t like white sauce. Your sister can’t eat tomato paste,”
she would say, defeated yet matter-of-factly. Rice and bread were
common denominators, though.

“Wait until your father sits at the table before you start,” she
would say while still standing in the kitchen.

“But I'm hungry, Mom!”

“I said wait.”

“Fine!” But I would sneak some bites anyway—I couldn’t help
it. I've always been a foodie.

I was always the first to sit. | scanned what was on the table and
picked my seat to be close to the foods I liked the most. My dad sat



down next, after he changed out of his work clothes. He was already
looking forward to his nap on the couch after the meal. Then Mom
would sit. She never sat before he did, ever.

“Sarah! Food is getting cold!” Mom would call my sister, who
was always the last to the table. I think I got most of the food-loving
genes when I was inside my mother, so when my sister was born
four years later, she did not have as many. Strong, smart, and quiet,
she kept a lot to herself—a trait all four of us share that we have
never acknowledged in one another.

My dad is not necessarily the patriarchal type, but my mom
definitely is. “A ship can never have two captains,” she explained
once. I am not sure she enjoyed being the traditional second in
command, but she excelled at it. I was not raised as a kitchen helper,
nor was my sister. Instead Mom did everything herself, from getting
the dishes out to putting the leftovers away. She even took the seeds
out of watermelon, piece by piece, before serving it. She pitted
olives for us as well until she developed neck and back problems.
The kitchen was her center of gravity. She could usually be found
there cooking, making coffee, smoking, or maybe all three. I can
still see her sitting quietly in the white and blue room with her
Turkish coffee cup, a small woman with silky black hair tied back
in a bun or ponytail, lighting a Gitanes cigarette while something
delicious cooks on the stove.

My family was not the best at expressing feelings or making
small talk. Conversations were expected to be started by my father,
but he was not the talkative type, especially when he was tired after
work. I was the noisy one at the table, a relentless jokester. I would
never dare to tease my dad, so instead Mom was the easy target
of my silly, immature jokes about how she was shorter than me or
about her obsession with cleaning.

“Your tongue has disowned you. Stop teasing your mother.”
My father always used this expression to say that even my tongue
disapproved of the things I made it say. Mom did not mind, though.
She knew my jokes came from a good place. My sister would just
give me an eye roll.

But no matter what we said or did not say at the table, we all
loved the perfect Damascene food, with the exact right combination
of herbs and spices every time.



It was a little annoying, and yet funny, to see how defensive
Damascene families like mine could get about their recipes. In this
unholy kitchen war, the main opposition was Aleppo, one of the
largest cities in Syria and the center of industry. In a country where
no one was allowed to think too much for themselves, food was a
battle people felt they could fight and win. I visited Aleppo a couple
of times, and I had to admit they have great taste in their recipes.
They tend to use hot red pepper in almost everything, though, and
I did not appreciate that when I was young. So I was always on
Team Damascus.

“Add cumin to stuffed kousa,” Mom would argue with her sister
in Aleppo.

“Molokhia is cooked with cubed beef, not any other meat,” I
would tell my non-Damascene friends.

If food is the first way to understand the Syrian culture, then
our holidays are the second. For those who want a window into life
in Syria, Ramadan is the perfect example. For an entire month,
Muslims fast from sunrise to sunset. No food, no water, and no
cursing, dammit! No fighting or arguing or other bad deeds. The
idea is to build character and learn how to be a good human even
when feeling starved and exhausted. It is also a month of charity
and giving. When fasting for the majority of the day, you know
how the poor and needy feel.

Ramadan was also marked by how much more households spent
on food. I know it sounds odd and defies the purpose of the holy
month, but it’s true. Restaurants offered dine-in deals and packages
to have iftar at sunset. Dessert shops and street-food vendors were
open almost twenty hours a day to meet the increased demand.
Families would invite each other to iftar or even for suhoor before
sunrise.

Some of my favorite memories are of this time of year. My
mom’s uncle did not have children of his own, so he treated my
mom and her seven brothers and sisters as his own kids after their
father, my grandpa, died. He would invite the whole family to
the same restaurant with the same menu once every Ramadan. It
was so predictable that it was funny, but although many family
members complained about this routine, they never missed the
loud, boisterous gathering.



During the last week of Ramadan, cash also flowed into clothing
businesses, especially for kids. The shopping scene in the last week
of Ramadan was astonishing. It was as if a football stadium poured
all the spectators into one street. Eid al-Fitr was approaching, the
holiday for breaking the fast, and children needed to look sharp
as they played on the swing sets and carousels that popped up
everywhere on Eid. From a religious point of view, the holiday is a
celebration of all the good deeds, sacrifices, and charity performed
during the holy month of giving. But it is also a huge social event.
It is the Islamic equivalent to Christmas, when kids dress nicely,
grown-ups hand the kiddos some cash, families gather, desserts flow
through the streets, and almost everybody gets a three-day break.

Late-night shopping was the name of the game during Ramadan.
Parents wanted to avoid shopping while fasting, so they would drag
sleepy, cranky kids to fitting rooms. My family owned a kidswear
shop in Sha’alan, one of the busiest neighborhoods for shopping.
During that last crazy week of Ramadan, shoppers continued to
show up even after midnight, and the night before Eid, we worked
until sunrise. We then ate breakfast together, a traditional Syrian
chickpea or fava bean salad with diced tomatoes, white onion,
garlic, lemon juice, cumin, and parsley. As we scooped up the salad
with bites of pita bread, we joked about the long night.

A typical Eid morning for Syrian Muslims starts with a special
prayer in the mosques. Neighborhood families meet there and
invite one another over for coffee and desserts. Kids suddenly get
better at mental math trying to calculate their potential monetary
gains, and the marathon of visits officially commences.

Eid lasts three days, after which life goes back to normal.
Well, for almost seventy days. There is another Eid in the Islamic
calendar, Eid al-Adha. It is the celebration after Hajj, the pilgrimage
to Mecca. And the cycle of late-night shopping—morning prayers—
dessert repeats. There is one difference though. Adha in Arabic
originates from the word odhia, meaning sacrifice, and the Eid al-
Adha sacrifice is the lamb. Just like turkey on Thanksgiving, lamb
symbolizes Eid. Traditionally lamb is the preferred protein because
its fatty and tender texture suits the Syrian cuisine. Those who can
afford to buy a whole lamb keep a small portion for their household



and donate the rest to those who can’t. My mom would roast a leg of
lamb on the first day of Eid using the portion we kept. She cooked
it in a tomato sauce with herbs and served it with rice, maybe with
green salad as well. The aroma would fill the whole house.

(@i

I spent my childhood in apartment homes. Syria is the size of
North Dakota but with thirty times the population. People had to
build up vertically to fit. I shared a bedroom with my sister because
the other room was occupied by my grandmother. Dad became the
provider for his family at the age of twenty when his father passed
away, so his mother lived with him after he married. I grew up not
questioning why 7Zeitei lived with us. It was simply a fact.

She loved me unconditionally. She would secretly give me most
of her monthly pension money. It was not a lot, but in that time
and at that age, it meant I could hang out with my friends in coffee
shops playing cards or backgammon every night. I would try to
refuse at first, but the temptation to accept the money was too
strong. She was of a generation that preferred boys over girls, so my
sister was not showered with extra monthly allowance.

We were not super close, my sister and I. Four years apart can
be a big age gap between siblings, especially in a family that didn’t
share feelings. But we had our moments. She covered for me when
she saw me smoking. She knew about the girls I dated and never
told my conservative parents about. Now I realize she always had
my back, kept my little secrets but never told me hers. I don’t blame
her. The expectations in a conservative family differ vastly between
boys and girls. The margin of error was pretty wide for boys but
razor thin for girls. I could go out anytime I wanted, spend the
whole night out, and be back just before sunrise without seeing
much more than a frown. Dating was not allowed for either of us.
But I knew that even if I was caught, I would get “the talk” while
she would probably be grounded. I don’t think Sarah knew about
my extra untaxed granny money, but she figured out quickly I was
the favored grandson.



In 2005, when I was twenty-three years old, my grandmother
became very sick, and after about six months, she passed away. Our
home suddenly felt much quieter, too quiet maybe. There was no
more impatient yelling or cranking up the TV, or even the sound
of her walker as she moved from her bedroom to the living room. A
couple of years after her death, my dad decided to trade city life for
the comfort of the suburbs. He sold our big apartment and bought
a midsized villa with a backyard and a pool. My room had a view of
the pool, and I even got my own car since the new place was about
forty-five minutes away from downtown Damascus.

Life was good in Syria back then, especially for the twenty-five-
year-old me. I had a master’s degree in banking and finance, spoke
good English and French, had a well-paying job, and did not have
to pay rent or any other bills except my phone.

I was also deeply in love.

I met Afraa in 2005 when my family opened the clothing shop.
She used to work at the brand headquarters and was sent to help us
set up the shop. She was so good at her job that my family ended up
offering her a permanent position in the shop. I was blown away by
her strong personality, her maturity, and her wit, not to mention her
beautiful curly hair and kind brown eyes. She always had a positive
attitude and looked happy, with a contagious smile that brightened
the place.

Her first day on the job, I was busy with a coworker unpacking
a shipment when she arrived, so later that day, sweaty and rough, I
approached her to introduce myself. I tried to think of a funny line
but could not come up with anything as I stretched out my hand,
so I said, “Hello, I am the smartest guy in the world, nice to meet
you.” She admitted later that she hated me on the spot.

Thankfully, her big heart allowed her to look beyond this first
impression, and we quickly became friends. We went to shows,
plays, and movies together. And the more time we spent together,
the more I was drawn to her, until one day I decided it was time. I
made her a mixed CD that was basically the soundtrack of Cizy of
Angels and labeled it 7o the Angel I have been blessed to meet. 1 was
nervous; | felt out of my league. But the smile on her face when I
gave it to her sent me over the clouds.



Our favorite place to go was the old city. There was nothing
more romantic than walking through the narrow lanes of this
ancient city that had seen empires and kingdoms come and go, had
seen them loving her, fighting for her, and dying for her. “The ‘Pearl
of the East, the pride of Syria, the fabled Garden of Eden, the home
of princes and genii of the Arabian Nights, the oldest metropolis on
Earth,” Mark Twain once described it. Later I would learn that the
Apostle Paul preached in these streets, and there was a church that
honored him.

Afraa and I would meet in Bab Tuma, one of the seven historic
gates to the old city. The thick walls that once enclosed the city were
destroyed, but the gates remain as landmarks. We would walk by
the old gate that is now placed in the center of a traffic circle and
an aged stone building as we entered the old city and started down
the first lane. As the lanes grew narrower, the houses shared roofs.
High windows looked down on couples holding hands, students
running, young men and women getting ready for their shifts in
the restaurants and coffee shops that filled the old city, and the
elderly owners of the few old workshops for mosaic collectibles
playing backgammon outside their shops. These windows were
where neighbors must have shared dishes and rumours, where girls
hid behind curtains waiting for lovers to pass by and glance up.

The lanes form a complex network that has been described
by many as Aladdin’s lanes. In these lanes Afraa and I celebrated
birthdays and shared frustrations. In these coffee shops we ate
hot cheese-filled croissants, a Syrian take on the French pastry
that would probably have driven the old invaders crazy. In these
small restaurants we broke many fasts. In small shops scattered all
over the place, we bought hacked movies and music albums, we
looked at overpriced souvenirs, we admired crafts and arts we could
not afford, and we found great books for half the price of most
bookshops. I don’t get attached to places usually; it is the people
I miss when I leave a place. But the old city is an exception to the
rule. It is where our love story bloomed.

Ours was not an easy love story, though. We come from two
different sects that historically had no shared love. The Sunnis are
the majority of Syrians and the largest denomination of Islam. The
Alawites, on the other hand, are a minority. In Syria, the conflict is
a political rather than religious one.

9



For more than four decades, Syria has been under the reigns of
the Assad family. Hafez, the first Assad to become president, ruled
from 1971 to 2000, followed by his son Bashar. The Assad family
are Alawites. They have used religious leaders to imply that Sunnis
want Alawites dead and that the only way for Alawites to survive
is to stay in power. Historically, the Ottoman Empire, which
ruled what is now Syria, self-identified as Sunni. The Ottomans
suppressed Alawites and tried to convert them to Sunni Islam
several times, but they failed. During the French occupation of
Syria, the French convinced Alawites they needed protection from
the Sunni majority while convincing Sunnis that they needed to
distance themselves from the backward mountain Alawites. This
dirty game to deepen the gap between the two groups resulted in
Sunnis looking down on Alawites.

Everything changed after Hafez al-Assad became the minister
of defense in 1966. He recruited Alawite officers and led a coup in
1971. He succeeded, and after becoming the new president, most
of the army and intelligence ranks became filled with Alawites. The
Assads knew how to deploy the tension between the two sects to
their advantage. By tightening their grip on security and elevating
Alawite officers, they hit a lot of birds with one stone. Sunnis felt
that their impression of Alawites as a power-seeking minority had
always been right. On the other hand, Alawites saw the fear in
Sunnis’ eyes and interpreted it as hate.

So this was the situation our love was trying to grow in. Both
of our families were reluctant to see our relationship blossom, as all
families are when they witness a Romeo-and-Juliet love story. They
kept warning us, “If you marry outside your sect, you will die sick.”
Of course, it thymed better in Arabic, but it was still a terrible thing
for us to hear. We did not listen. We were young and in love.

By that time, Syria had been ruled by the Al-Ba’ath, or Ba’ath,
party and the Assads for forty years. Corruption was so deeply
rooted in daily life that many Syrians referred to the country as the
Assads’ Farm. Corruption flourishes in dictatorships, so the regime
tightened its grip on the presidency and as a result no one dared to
run against the Assads. Referendums were held instead of elections
because there was never any opposition against the president. These
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referendums had one question only: Do you accept that the president
continues for another term? He would win by a landslide because it
was all fake. I remember walking with Mom and Dad on a rainy day
so they could cast their vote in one of these referendums, because
no one wanted to risk the wrath of the intelligence forces if word
got out that you did not vote. I was probably eight or nine years
old. Hafez was president at the time. I walked into the voting center
and watched my parents check “yes” under the eye of an officer,
no private room or secret vote or anything of the sort. They had to
pretend they were happy and proud to participate in this glorious
opportunity of democracy. I grew up fearing the word Mukhabarat
(intelligence forces). People used to code name them “Branch 999.”
They had unlimited authority to detain whomever they deemed an
enemy of the ruling party.

I was somehow protected from these stories until I went to
college. It was there I witnessed how brutal the Mukhabarat could
be. I met a guy whose dad was a low-level officer in the Ba’ath party.
He told me that he had once gotten into a fight with a random guy
on the street in a fit of road rage. He said that he got the man’s
license plate and sent it to his contacts in the Mukhabarat, who
“hosted this guy for coffee,” a euphemism used by Syrians to refer
to being detained and tortured by the authorities. He was so proud
as he told me that story, unaware I was shocked with disgust and
fear.

In 2004, the Kurds in the northeastern corner of Syria tried to
riot against the tyranny that stripped them from basic rights like
ID cards. The riot was quickly silenced, and news outlets portrayed
the events as soccer fans protesting the outcome of a match. Of
course, we Damascenes had no idea of the truth; we bought the
official version of the story because we did not know another version
existed. But one day a guy appeared on campus and started reading
aloud from what looked like international newspapers about the
alleged soccer riots as a way to point out to college students that
they needed to investigate the story further. We did not have time
to understand his message, though, because within thirty minutes,
a station wagon stormed onto campus, and a bold man with a black
beard emerged. He was wearing camouflage army pants and a tight
white shirt that showed heavily muscled arms, and he somehow
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knew where to go immediately. He ran to the young man with
the newspaper who stood there maybe defiantly, maybe struck with
fear, never moving until the officer grabbed him by the neck and
the back of the pants and tossed him into the trunk of that station
wagon like a sack of sweet potatoes. All the while he cursed him
with the most vulgar words I had ever heard, and I have a foul
mouth myself. T felt like I was watching a terrible action movie
where the bad guys looked classically bad, it was all so surreal. No
one made a move or uttered a word until the car drove away, and we
did not discuss it afterward. We never saw that young man again.

In 2007, a referendum was held for the unholy son Bashar, and
as usual, he won by a landslide against no one. Celebrations were
enforced in all major intersections in Damascus, the capital, as we
were driving home at night after visiting my uncle. My dad was
driving, my mom was sitting next to him, and my sister and I were
sitting in the back. A major road was blocked for celebrations, traffic
funneled into a narrow one-way lane. Then we noticed another
reason for the crazy traffic—a car was driving in the opposite
direction. All the other cars squeezed together to yield to it, no
horns, no objections, no cursing, which was suspicious to anyone
who had ever driven in Damascus. We then saw that it was an Opel
Omega, a car almost exclusively used by intelligence officers. The
driver was using high beams, a clear power move to signify that he
couldn’t care less what other drivers thought. I waited until his car
was side by side with ours, rolled down my window, and yelled, “If
you decide to drive against the traffic, at least use low beams!”

As his escorts immediately jumped to their guns, my mom had
the fastest mom’s reaction I ever witnessed: “Forgive him please, he
is a fool!”

There was a moment of silence. The guy looked at me with an
evil grin, then said, “I will forgive you this time for the sake of your
old parents, you brat.” I was twenty-five years old, and I had believed
I was doing the right thing. I was not being a brat. But I was naive.
I could have easily been detained that day, and worse, my parents
and sister could have paid the price for my uncalculated move. My
parents did not blame me for what I did and for humiliating my
mom, but they did tell me to be more realistic picking my battles.
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When the Arab Spring started as a revolution in Tunisia at the
end of 2010, I watched the crowds on TV in awe. People could
revolt against their government? The concept seemed so foreign to
me, like the French Revolution. Then it was Egypt’s turn, and the
sight of millions in the streets chanting “The people want the regime
down” awakened millions more to the possibility of people actually
getting their rights. Many Syrians began to dream of gathering in
the Umayyad Square in Damascus, chanting for their rights.

However, it turned out that the totalitarian Syrian regime was
not one you could have a chant-off with. It was the type of regime
that, when finding a mouse in the kitchen corner, would burn the
whole neighborhood down while raping every woman, killing every
child, and torturing every man there.

When the protests started, a lot of Syrians had high hopes that
the young president would listen to the people. We were ready
to forget his family’s long history of corruption, oppression, and
cruelty. We were ready to forget how he became president himself
after the death of his father, how the constitution was changed in a
quarter of an hour to fit him. He was thirty-four at the time, and the
constitutional minimum age requirement for presidency was forty.
The parliament took a quick vote to lower the age requirement.
We ignored the clear facts that he was still benefiting from the
same regime his father prepared for him. We wanted to give him
the benefit of the doubt because he was young. Because he was
an optometrist who graduated from school in England. Because
he and his wife attended the theater and opera, ate dinner in the
same restaurants we went to, shopped in the same neighborhoods
we shopped in, things his father never did. The son worked hard to
present himself as a progressive leader, not the feared demigod his
father was. But our hopes were misplaced, as we soon found. The
motto of the Assad army since day one of the revolution has been
“Assad, or we burn down the country.” And they did, they still do,
and definitely will continue to do until every Syrian submits to
Assad’s reign.

ceo

Afraa and I married in 2010 after dating for five years. Our
families agreed to our marriage after we both insisted. The pleasant
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surprise was that we both got along very well with our in-laws. I
played backgammon for hours with Afraa’s dad every time I visited,
and Afraa and my mom hit it off instantly.

Our wedding was about six months before the protests started
in Syria. We lived in an apartment my dad bought for us. Afraa was
an elementary teacher in a nearby public school, while I was a math
teacher in an international school that was part of a collection of
schools in many countries, mostly in the Middle East. The one in
Damascus was owned by Assad’s cousin, Rami Makhlouf, one of
the pillars of corruption in Syria and consequently one of the richest
and most powerful figures. He owned and operated a wide array
of businesses, from real-estate development to banking as well as a
mobile phone network. Most of the teachers were Assad supporters
who raced to show their absolute loyalty to the regime. Those of
us who were not on their side had to stay silent not only to keep
our jobs but to stay away from the claws of the Mukhabarat. Every
day after I came home, I would turn on the TV to Al Jazeera or
BBC or CNN or any station other than the Syrian public one so I
could watch the videos sent by protesters and activists showing how
they were attacked, detained, or even killed on the spot by Assad’s
forces. And the next day, I went to work wearing a poker face.

I was slowly suffocating. Knowing how the regime operated, I
did not dare show one emotion or say one word. I feared not only for
myself but also for my wife, my old parents, and my sister and her
child. Almost all protesters masked their faces, but the intelligence
always seemed to discover their identities, and we heard countless
stories about brave young men and women being detained and
killed in prisons for participating in the protests.

Mustafa, a close friend of mine, was studying in the math
graduate program at Louisiana State University. When he came
back to Damascus to visit his family, he suggested I apply to the
PhD program at LSU because of my love for math and because I
hated working in that school.

It was not an easy decision to leave the only place we’d ever
known as home, but in the end it was not that hard, either. The
violence was quickly escalating, and several massacres had already
been committed by Assad’s forces. Damascus, the capital city,
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became a fortress of the regime. Checkpoints were everywhere, with
armed soldiers stationed at every intersection. They searched cars,
they checked IDs, they detained anyone they suspected. They had
complete authority to even kill on sight, assasination style. They
did not kill on sight in Damascus in order to ensure the image
presented in the capital was that they were in control and they were
the protectors. But the videos surfacing from other parts of Syria
were surreal. In the age of social media, the regime had no chance
of controlling people’s access to these videos and images, so their
answer was they were all doctored by the enemies of Syria, a lie all
too easily swallowed by most Assad supporters.

Travel between cities was hard and in many cases impossible.
The clashes between the rebel forces (the Free Syrian Army) and
Assad’s forces were almost everywhere outside Damascus. This led
to an astronomical rise in prices of most items. Furthermore, diesel
became scarce because it was used by tanks. In Syria most middle
to lower class families used diesel for heating, so they switched to
electricity to keep warm. But generating electricity also requires
fuel, so we started getting electricity on a schedule. However, the
neighborhoods where high government officials resided saw no
electricity rationing. Some people believed that, although electricity
was in greater demand, the real reason for rationing was to show
Syrians what Assad could take from them if they didn’t get in line.
Water was next, and some neighborhoods could only get water in
their taps once a week, some even less—yet another tool to force the
raging crowds to submit.

In Syria, once a couple marry, it is assumed they will try to
have children immediately. When we found out Afraa was pregnant
shortly after the wedding, we could not believe it. It was one of the
happiest days of our lives. And when later we knew the baby was
going to be a girl, we started dreaming about our new life with her.
We made a list of names, Afraa started shopping, and relatives who
had girls donated some of their items.

That was only one month into the revolution. But as the situation
escalated, we started to worry. Was this the world we wanted our
daughter to live in? What about our families” prophecy that “if you
marry out of your sect, you die sick”? Would our daughter carry the
burden of her parents’ intersect marriage? The gap between the two
sects was getting wider very fast.
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On September 6, 2011, Afraa woke me up early. “I think it is
time,” she said.

“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God! Okay, let’s get you
ready. I'll call the doctor. Do you need help getting dressed?” I was
disoriented and a little frantic.

“Wait,” she said. “I need to wash the dishes in the sink first.”

My eyes opened wide in astonishment.

“Your mom will come later to help us. Do you want her to see
the pile in the kitchen?” she scolded.

I was completely speechless. Afraa and Mom got along perfectly
well, but apparently I did not understand the complexity of the
relation between a wife and a mother-in-law. I watched her washing
those dishes in disbelief as I gathered the insurance papers and the
first change of clothes for the baby. We were not completely ready
because our daughter decided to join us a couple of weeks earlier
than anticipated.

We drove to the hospital in the early hours of a Tuesday
morning. After hours of labor, her doctor told us that she would
need a C-section. One hour later I held the baby, our baby, on my
arms. I could not believe it. The feeling was indescribable. This little
angel was ours to love, to take care of and to watch her grow.

We had to decide on a name, and our short list had Judy first.
But out of nowhere, we began to consider Joury. Afraa claims that
she suggested it first, but I disagree. And since I am the one writing
this story, I will claim the name.

Joury is a rose, typically red, but it also comes in white and
pink. Its unique fragrance is used in perfumes. Because it is
usually grown in Damascus, Syrians in other cities know it as the
Damascene Joury, and the scientific name is Rosa Damascena. It is
even edible, and the petals can be used in herbal tea.

Looking at our baby, we knew she was Joury. There is no name
that would be more fitting for her.

We decided to let fate take its course. I only applied to LSU.
I did not want to go to a school where I knew no one. In Baton
Rouge, Mustafa could help us land on our feet. “If it is meant to
happen,” we told each other, “let it be at LSU.”
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We started working on our papers to apply for a student visa.
I got an acceptance letter from LSU and a tuition waiver, but no
scholarship. Mustafa told me that I could still get a position as a
teacher’s assistant, but I might have to wait until my first semester
ended. It was a gamble, but I took it. We booked an embassy
interview in Beirut, Lebanon, because the U.S. embassy in Syria had
closed after the protests started. On the day of our visa interview, I
was asked in the embassy whether I wanted to have the interview in
Arabic or English. T picked English, thinking that would increase
our chances.

“What are you traveling to the States for?” the American consul
asked. She looked firm and it made me nervous. I answered in short
sentences.

“I am going to get a PhD in mathematics.”

“What university are you joining?”

“Louisiana State University, maam. Here are my I-20 form and
acceptance letter.”

“How will you pay for your studies and living expenses?”

“I have funds in—"

“Prove it to me. I cannot find any bank statements in your visa
application,” she interrupted impatiently.

“Here, I have extra copies.” I showed her our family’s bank
statements, grateful I had come prepared.

She examined every form and took our fingerprints.

“I will grant you a student visa, but I need some more papers
first. I will email you what I need. Once you send them and I
confirm receipt, I will stamp your passports,” she said.

It was happening! We left with mixed feelings that day. We
were excited to have a chance at life in a safer place, but we also
started missing our families immediately.

o

Our families did not try to talk us out of traveling. We all
accepted that the Syrian crisis would get worse and that there was
no solution in the near future. My family members, never ones to
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share their feelings, only discussed how we were going to handle
the first months in Louisiana. And with Afraa’s family in another
city, we could only talk on the phone about our plans in vague
detail. It felt odd to try to discuss the details during a phone call,
especially because in normal times we would just drive there to
spend a weekend.

One evening about a week before we left, some friends called
and asked me to meet them to say goodbye. I got dressed and was
about to head out when a loud boom shook the windows. Afraa
immediately jumped, shouting, “You are not going anywhere!”

A couple of minutes later, there was another explosion, and then
another and another. We gathered in the living room, Afraa, baby
Joury, and I. We had no idea what was going on. At first we thought
it was a bombed car. But after more explosions followed, we were
not sure. The sounds were so loud that we worried the window glass
would break all over us, and we both covered Joury with our bodies
as she lay in the center of the living room away from any window. I
texted my friends that I was not going to make it and asked if they’d
heard about anything going on near my place. No one had a clue.
Later we found out that the Assad army had mounted a cannon on
a hill near our apartment and was shelling a nearby neighborhood
that was famous for hosting anti-Assad demonstrations. The
shelling lasted for about thirty minutes, with around ten missiles
shot. I was glad we would soon be getting away from all that, then
immediately felt selfish and silenced those thoughts.

My mom helped us decide what to take with us and what to put
into storage. We had to leave most of our books to save space and
weight. Mustafa told me to bring as many spices as we could because
they were much cheaper in Syria than in the U.S. So we packed lots
of ground pepper, allspice, nutmeg, cinnamon, sumac, cloves, and
mixed spices, as well as pans to help reduce our expenses. When we
finished, my mom was on the verge of breaking down, so she went
to our bedroom to take a quick nap. After a while, she came out
looking a little better, and we hauled our bags to my parents’ place,
where we would spend our last night.
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Then the fateful day arrived: August 15, 2012. We sat in my
parents’ living room at 2 a.m. waiting for the cab that would take
us across the Syrian border to Beirut. The Damascus airport was
surrounded by military forces and constant clashes, so we had to
book our flight from Lebanon. We had spent the whole night trying
to call Afraa’s family in Dair Shmaiel to say goodbye. “Let’s try
again,” I kept saying. “Maybe it will ring this time.” But neither
landlines nor cell phones could reach them, and we could not travel
there either because of the dangerous road conditions. My mom
was visibly nervous, my dad pale. It was obvious they were hoping
that the cab would not make it in time. We made meaningless
conversation:

“Should I take my Syrian ID with me?”

“No, leave it here. All you need is your passport and your
university papers.”

“Oh great, my watch battery died.”

“Here, take my watch. Give me yours.” My dad handed me his
watch. Looking back, I think he wanted to keep something of mine
and give me something of his. He feared it would be years before
we could meet again.

Around 2:15, the cab driver pulled up. That is the moment that
haunts me to this day. As I carried our bags to the cab, my mom
was sobbing, asking us to take care of ourselves and of each other.
My dad was trying to calm her until I hugged him, and then all
the strength he was saving for this moment was lost. My dad, my
mountain, who had only cried when I was a month old and had
a relentless fever for days, was crying over me again. What had I
done?

“We will be back soon,” I promised. But my parents knew
better.

During the two-hour drive to Beirut, Afraa and I held hands
in silence. We both had one question that we didn’t dare to speak,
the same question we've asked ourselves every day since that night,
the same question we still can’t say out loud: Will we ever see our
families again?
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PART TWO
BATON ROUGE, LOUISIANA: THE ONE PERCENT

WE ARRIVED at the airport three or four hours early. We boarded
the first plane for a three-hour flight to Switzerland, followed by
a short layover and a nine-hour flight to Washington, DC. Joury
was eleven months old and did surprisingly well with the toys we
brought in our carry-on. Afraa was quiet for most of the flight. I
could feel her torment that she did not get to say goodbye to her
family. I did not know what to say to make her feel better, and I
was still shaken by my family’s farewell, so I too was silent for the
majority of the flight. We could not sleep or eat.

We made it to DC and joined a huge line for the TSA interview.
“Make sure to smile,” Mustafa had told me. “They have the authority
to send you back if they do not like you.” The interview was quick,
so I guess the officer liked us after all, though his serious face did
not reveal any emotion. With only an hour before our final flight
to New Orleans, I decided to find a phone so I could let my parents
know we made it to the States and ask if they could reach Afraa’s
family. I found a pay phone that only took quarters, but of course I
had none, and the nearby Subway wouldn’t break some dollar bills
for me. In a last-ditch effort, I ran to a help desk where the lady was
nice enough to let me make a quick call to my parents for free even
though it was international.

I ran back to help Afraa with Joury and our carry-ons, and we
raced to the gate, making it just in time. But as they announced
that we were ready to take off and we should remain seated, the
horrid odor of fresh baby poop filled the air. I looked at Afraa,
whose eyes clearly said, “You go.” The flight attendant tried to stop
me at first, but then she smelled it too and said, “Please make it
quick,” as Joury started to wail.

It was the fastest diaper change I ever made, and when the
attendant saw I was done, she announced, “We have a super dad
on board!” Some passengers gave an encouraging cheer. But Joury
was still upset. We thought she might be hungry, so Afraa decided
to nurse her. That had a magical effect, calming her for the entire
flight. Some passengers even congratulated us on our parenting
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skills and made small talk as we exited the plane, asking if we had
a stressful connection, how long our flight was, and so on. I am
normally not a small-talk person, but I needed something to divert
my attention from the stress. We were about to start a new life from
scratch. Was I prepared? Could I take care of my family and get a
PhD? What about the gamble I'd taken? Could I secure a paying
job on campus? How soon? So many questions were popping in my
head at the same time.

It was around 10 p.m. in New Orleans, and we were barely
able to keep our eyes open. I got our bags and looked around for
Mustafa, but he was nowhere to be seen. Long story short, I did
not have a working phone, but I managed to find some Wi-Fi at a
coffee shop to message Mustafa on Facebook. He thought we were
coming the next day! To this day I like to tease him by telling the
story about how he forgot to pick us up. This is my ultimate revenge
on my buddy—TI am writing this story for all of you to read.

[Sx i)

We were exhausted when we got to Mustafa’s apartment and
all we wanted was to settle down. It took us around a week before
we found a cheap apartment near the main LSU campus. It was a
two-bedroom in a complex that had seen better days. The kitchen
was tiny with old cabinets, door frames were broken, and the cords
of the living room fan were taped to the ceiling and wall. We made
a list of what we wanted fixed, and we bought some basic furniture
with the few dollars that we were able to bring with us: a sectional
sofa, a queen bed and a dresser, and a crib for Joury. What a start
for a new life!

After cleaning the apartment, we began unpacking. As Afraa
was sorting the first bag, she took out a pan and found a note inside
it.

“Look what I found!” she called to me. On the white paper
in blue ink, it said “Hug and kiss each other” in my mother’s
handwriting.

Next to the spices we found another one. “We miss you. Do
you miss us?” Afraa put her hand on my arm, knowing how much
it hurt to find these notes.
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“Be happy” said a third note hidden between clothes.

More unpacking, more notes. We could not read them all at
once. We were both fighting tears. It turned out Mom did not go to
our bedroom to nap but instead to write and hide the notes. What
must she have thought as she scrambled to write these quick notes
behind a closed door? What must she have felt packing her son’s
bags, knowing that might be the last time she would see him? What
suffering did I cause this sweet and loving mother when I decided
to leave?

We slowly started adjusting. The fall semester was only a few
days away and I had to get ready fast. I was offered a TA position
by the math department within two weeks, which was a great relief.
It was not much, but at least it was enough to pay the rent and put
food on the table.

My fellow graduate students were generally friendly, but they
soon learned that I came with a big bag of issues. While most of
them were in their mid-twenties, single, and able to live off the
scholarship LSU had to offer, I was in my mid-thirties, married with
a one-year-old daughter, and trying to make ends meet for the three
of us on less than $25,000 a year. I was also deeply traumatized by
the daily dose of news I read about Syria. I did not blame them for
keeping their distance, especially because I did not make it easy for
them.

In the beginning, I would steer any conversation to the Syrian
conflict and ask for their opinion. I had assumed that everyone had
heard about the horrific situation by then, but as they struggled to
come up with an answer about an issue taking place on the other side
of the world, I realized my assumption was obviously wrong. So I
taught myself to stop making unnecessary noise about my country.
When someone asked where I was from, I answered “Syria” and
waited for their response, which was usually something like “Cool.”
My stomach would turn as I wanted to scream, “No, it is not cool.
People are dying there every minute.” But I convinced myself that
for most Americans, what was happening in my country was a
political fight, not a humanitarian tragedy, and nobody wanted to
listen to boring, politically motivated conversations. Sometimes I
got a response along the lines of “I'm sorry for what is happening in
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your country.” I would thank that person but would not continue
the conversation. I silenced my feelings and only shared them with
Mustafa.

ceo

Facebook became my addiction. Because of the large-scale
destruction, most news agencies withdrew from almost all cities
except Damascus, where they had to make do with the official
government story. In their absence, activists on the ground started
reporting the crimes of the Assad army, and the news groups that
formed on Facebook quickly became the only source of honest
information. I had to create a fake Facebook profile to protect my
parents because the checkpoints in Syria started searching people’s
phones for social media activity. I could not risk having my parents
on my profile. I had one account to follow the news and another for
my parents and relatives.

Our communication with our families all took place online via
Skype, WhatsApp, Viber, Facebook Messenger, Tolok, Telegram,
and VoIP. Every now and then an app would stop working in Syria
and we would switch to another, where I would be reminded to not
speak up online because “they” (the Mukhabarat) would find out,
and when they did, there was no telling how they would retaliate.
“They might take your father,” Mom would say. “Please be careful.”

Whenever we talked, I would ask Mom how she was doing.
“We are fine. Everything is fine,” she would answer. She was
following an unwritten rule: Do not let a faraway loved one worry
over something they cannot control. But I worried anyway. I had
a thousand reasons to worry. What if they were hurt by one of the
random mortar shells that rained on Damascus occasionally? What
if a Mukhabarat officer paid them a visit regarding their traitor son?

One day, I called Mom on WhatsApp and got an error message.
This usually happens if the other side does not have an Internet
connection. I tried Dad and Sarah and got the same message. I
figured they were running an errand or on the way to or from
visiting my grandma from my mom’s side. I waited a couple of
hours, then tried again, only to get the same message. I started to
worry, so I made an actual phone call. This time my mom’s phone
rang, and she answered.
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“Hey Mom, are you all right? What’s wrong?”

“Why are you making an international call? This will cost you
a lot,” she responded.

I explained that I was worried because I had been trying to
reach them and no one answered. She gave me a generic excuse—
they were out running errands, then they visited her mom, then
their Wi-Fi was down. I had no option but to believe her.

The next day I called her again. “Where are you, Mom?”

“Well, we just got back from the hospital,” she confessed. “Now
I can tell you everything.” It turned out my sister had surgery and
they decided not to tell me until after they were home so I would
not worry.

The same scenario happened again later. My dad had heart
issues and some dementia episodes and I was not told. My mom
had a major neck surgery and they kept it a secret. They cared
for the feelings of their son who was living in safety thousands of
miles away when they were the ones under pressure. I made a fuss
every time it happened, and later I would sit down and analyze the
situation like the mathematician I am. What could I have done
to help? I didn’t have enough money to even last to the end of the
month. Did they really need to consider my feelings? Could they
afford to? Did they have the emotional capacity to keep me feeling
useful while dealing with all their problems?

I felt absolutely useless, a burden even. The Syrian pound was
losing value at a disastrous speed. Money was becoming tight for
them, but they would still send us some money to help out every
summer when my nine-month scholarship stopped until the fall.
“Kids are a lifetime burden,” my dad would joke before sending me
the Western Union receipts. A burden. I was safe but they were not,
and I was costing them money I knew they could use. Not only that,
but I felt like a burden to my family that I dragged with me—Afraa
gave up her career and her family so I could study what I wanted,
but in return all I could offer her was a life well below the poverty
line. Joury was growing up without grandparents or relatives; her
only connection to family in Syria was through smartphone screens.
Layers and layers of guilt and despair. More feelings to bottle and
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keep hidden from everyone. I have to stay strong and look strong, 1
told myself. My family depends on me; I am the only breadwinner.
They will not see me breaking. My parents cannot handle any bad news
if I break. My uncle told me on the phone, “Listen, your mom and
dad need you to succeed. It is the only thing that will make it up for
losing you.” I had to push every day to keep going. I cannot break.
1 will not break.

In December 2012, Scud ballistic missiles were used for the
first time against the rebel fighters. These old Soviet missiles had
next to zero accuracy, and we watched the images coming from
northern Syria in horror. Each missile can flatten twenty houses to
the ground. They were not even aimed at the rebel fighters. They
were aimed randomly toward the northwestern region where the
fighters were. Hundreds of civilians were killed.

On August 20, 2013, I got the first notification in the evening
hours. There were rumors that the Syrian regime had used chemical
weapons. Again. They had used them previously on a small scale,
killing twenty to thirty people at a time. Those incidents passed
undetected. This time was different, though. The first report
talked about a dozen deaths, then twenty, then a hundred, then
more. Photos of men, women, and children in basements and in
the streets, pale as snow with dead eyes, were pouring onto social
media. Governments opposed, politicians shouted, a punishment
was promised, red lines were crossed, debates ensued, decisions
were made, and after a week, nothing happened. Syrians started
preparing for the next massacre, the next date. The future only
meant more killing. “The dates will read like obituaries,” Amal
Kassir, a Syrian American poet, once said.

But after the quick outrage, many Syrians realized that the
international reaction was merely against the use of chemical
weapons, not against the fact that Assad had killed half a million
civilians over the course of the war. I imagined a scenario where
the leaders of the modern world held a big meeting with Assad.
“Do not, and we repeat, do not attempt to kill your people again
with the big guns. It is annoying and embarrassing, and we have
to pretend we care. Killing in secret has always shown amazing
results.”
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Nobody cared about what was happening in Syria. This was
the age of thinking positively, focusing on the task at hand and
the things you could change. Nobody could change the Syrian

scenario, so they ignored it.

“Dates will read like obituaries.” Sure enough, after hundreds
of thousands of casualties, the human mind is unable to process the
death of each individual, and we started looking at the numbers
as an abstract concept. The first leaked images outraged us, but
they were also gradually killing us from the inside. Some Syrians
realized that quickly and decided to stop watching to keep their
sanity. Others did not. Those have seen more than a human mind
can handle. Now there is a hole in our souls. Part of us is numb
forever because of what we witnessed.

Our first Fourth of July was in 2013. It rained hard on us,
because of course it would in Louisiana. The rain stopped before
the fireworks, though, and we sat on the levee of the Mississippi
River with thousands of people around us, Joury on my shoulders
and Afraa next to me. The loud fireworks sounded exactly like
the shelling we heard back in Syria that night when we hid in our
living room, listening to the nearby neighborhood being shelled
for hosting a demonstration. Our minds turned the cheers of the
crowds around us to cries of agony and pain, cries for help. We
cuddled, two hurt souls in the night, tears running silently across
our cheeks.

ceo

Through Mustafa, we met another Syrian family. Nabil was a
second-generation Syrian American who’d spent most of his life in
Louisiana. His wife, Nadia, was a Syrian American who, like us,
immigrated to the States as an adult. We became close friends. The
Syrian crisis is so complex and has become so politicized that any
suggested way out of the crisis would seem to cause harm. But as
time passed, our families became much closer, to the point where
we could speak more freely about our views.

“Assad is a criminal. We agree on that, right?” Nabil asked one
day. I don’t quite remember how the topic started, but I remember
he had the look of someone who has something to say that he knows
the other side won’t like.
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“Of course! I am waiting for the ‘but,” though,” I said.
“Well, here it comes. Do you think the revolution was organic?”

I was shocked. I had heard the same argument from Assad
supporters, who accused the imperialist West, specifically America,
of faking a revolution to unsettle Syria by funding demonstrations
that start peacefully and gradually become violent to the point
where the army has to intervene to restore peace.

“Look, I understand how this country operates. America did
the same thing to many countries in Latin America. It did the same
in Irag. Why do you think Syria is different?” Nabil said.

I thought Syria was different because I was there! I had friends
who dared to participate in demonstrations and who defected from
the Syrian army because they witnessed the random shelling of
villages. I had students who moved to Damascus from other cities
where they had witnessed the regime’s brutality.

“Nabil, you are giving America too much credit for being able

to pull off this plan,” I said.

I did not argue much that night. But I knew that was not the
end of it. About a month later, our families gathered for a barbeque
in a park. The topic came up again when Nabil suggested that
Syrians should just accept Assad.

“The revolution is done, it’s over. They fought a good fight. But
it’s time to move on.”

I felt my heart racing. “What? Just forgive and forget? Millions
are killed, displaced, detained, tortured, and missing.”

“That is exactly why it needs to stop. It is easy for you to live
here in the States and claim the revolution should go on.”

“I can say the same thing about you. Isn’t it also easy to ask
those who lost loved ones, were displaced or tortured, or saw their
houses destroyed by Assad to just forget and forgive and move on?”

I remember telling him later, after we agreed to disagree, that
I needed to do more to at least raise awareness. He looked straight
into my eyes and said, “You do realize we Arab Americans are the
one percent here, right?” His belief was that, in a perfect world,
we couldn’t hope for more than one percent of the attention in the
United States because Arab Americans make up only one percent
of the total population.
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His words resonated with an implicit sense of responsibility I felt
as a guest in the U.S., a representative of a culture that many have
hated and distrusted since 9/11. My behavior not only affected me,
but it would be generalized as the behavior of any Arab American
or Muslim, so I had to be extra careful with whatever I said or did.
Although Nabil’s statement was about not wasting energy trying to
draw attention as Arab Americans, I understood it as a part of that
responsibility.

From my first day in the States, I worked hard to behave as
the polite guest. I never broke a single rule or was rude or mean
to anyone. I always wore a smile even when I was breaking
inside. I wanted to be seen as the grateful, positive guy who never
complained. Do not ask for attention, 1 told myself. This country took
you and your family, yall safe and getting paid. Do not ask for more.

You don’t get to save everyone.

This notion of the polite guest was the manual I lived by. Mustafa
used to argue when I called myself a guest or a foreigner. “You have
been here for a while now. You understand the culture, you abide
by the laws, you pay your taxes, you participate in the scientific
research here. You are a couple of forms away from becoming a
permanent resident,” he would say.

“Well, even when I become a resident, I will still be a guest
technically,” was my answer.

(@)

The truth was, I did not have the luxury to dig deeper to find the
difference between a guest and a resident. I had other problems to
figure out, like how to survive off just the scholarship since neither
Afraa nor myself were eligible to work. We maxed out all our credit
cards as soon as we got them. We were slowly but surely heading
into a financial disaster.

At the same time, we were feeling disconnected from our
families and relatives back home. We did not want Joury to feel that
disconnection, and we wanted her to have a bigger family to help
make up for the absence of extended family members. Afraa and I
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both grew up with cousins, uncles, and aunts surrounding us. My
family used to go to my grandma’s house almost every weekend, and
everyone would be there. Afraa’s aunts and uncles lived right next
door, and she always had someone to play with. Joury’s only friends
were kids in the same apartment complex whose parents were also
graduate students. Friends with expiration dates. And her cousins?
She might never see them in her childhood. Although we did not
dare to say it aloud, we started considering the possibility that it
would be many years before we got to introduce Joury to her Syrian
family. So, we decided to give Joury a sibling. A brother or sister to
grow up with, to be best friends with, to spend her childhood with,
to help and depend on.

Our son was born in November 2013, when Joury was two
years old. This time, I was with Afraa in the operating room during
her C-section. And after a very long hour, I had the baby in my
arms. This magical moment does not get old. Whether you have
two kids or ten, the first time you hold a baby who has just been
born, it changes you. Your heart becomes bigger with love to fit this
new baby right next to his siblings.

Again, we worked through a list of names. We wanted a name
that would be suitable for both cultures, Syrian and American.
Adam was our final choice, and it is pronounced exactly the same

in both Arabic and English.

“When a baby is born, his share of money tags along,” Syrians
say to ease the minds of expecting parents. It means God will take
care of the expenses. I always found that saying to be silly, especially
for families with a lot of kids. Did they really think God would
send them extra money for their kids? I was being a mathematician.
I had many nervous conversations with myself, thinking, Here
are the coming extra expenses, here is what you make. You are in the
red, buddy. But I cannot deny that in Adam’s case we somehow
were able to manage, at least the first two or three years. And the
added responsibility fortified my place in the margins of the math
department at LSU. I could not even afford to go to lunch with
my colleagues, and I did not feel like sharing this fact with them.
Instead our social life revolved around Mustafa, Nabil and Nadia,
and two other families where the husbands were Arab graduate
students.
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But you can’t escape who you are. When you are hurt,
everything reminds you of your pain. You breathe your pain. You
live it. Following the news became part of my daily routine. I spent
more time on Facebook than doing anything else. I always feared
what I might find, but I had to look. I'd get depressed researching
the news posts, but they were all I had to know who died, where,
and how. Was another town shelled? Were more civilians detained?
I didn’t know unless I looked it up. My Facebook feed was a long
list of heartbreaking stories and bloody images, so much blood it
painted the screen red.

One day, I was sitting in the graduate student lounge using one
of the computers when another graduate student passed by. Brad
was a typical young white man from Louisiana with his Southern
hospitality and friendliness. He saw that I was on Facebook and
innocently asked, “Hey Eyad, what’s hot on Facebook right now?”
I think he expected me to show him a funny meme or maybe an
interesting math video. I silently showed him a video of a bombing.
It was a passive-aggressive move he did not deserve, to be honest.
He apologized politely and moved on to his papers.

Soon enough, it became clear that the crisis not only was not
getting any better, it was getting worse so fast no one could quite
fathom how. As if the half million casualties and the destruction
of many cities and the hundreds of thousands of political detainees
were not enough, Russia and Iran became militarily involved.
Both countries wanted to defend their ally, Assad. Hezbollah, a
terrorist group supported by Iran, also sent hundreds of fighters
from Lebanon to Syria. Then ISIS appeared in northeastern Syria.
Other countries decided to be part of the game, either supporting a
side for their own agenda or letting their borders open so whoever
wanted to enter Syria to fight could do so and become another
country’s problem. International coalitions to fight ISIS also
organized attacks. Syria was suddenly full of non-Syrians.

Civilians were being killed everywhere by Assad thugs, by his
Russian and Iranian allies, by ISIS, or by the coalition that was
attacking ISIS. It got so messy and complicated and heartbreaking
and outrageous that everyone was in complete shock. Can you
imagine the United States full of fighters of four or five different
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nationalities killing American civilians with the aid of the
government? We could not imagine it either, until it happened.

This is when the Syrian refugee crisis peaked. There was no
safe place in Syria; all the safe places were being destroyed. Think
about the options. If you do not support the regime, you risk being
detained and tortured. If you run away to the rebel-held territories,
you risk being bombed by Assad and his allies. Don’t even think
of looking for another place to hide, because the black hole of ISIS
is growing fast. The waves of the Mediterranean Sea are your only
option for running. Remember, though, the journey is dangerous.
Many have tried and ended up dead on the shores. You have seen
the heart-wrenching photo of Alan, the Syrian boy who drowned
and washed up on the sands of the Turkish shore. You tell yourself
this won’t happen to you. You will be careful and you will check
the boat and the life jacket before you agree to go. But what you
don’t know is that Alan’s photo went viral because his body actually
washed up on the shore. So many other boats capsize farther out at
the sea, where the bodies stay, unwitnessed. You realize soon that
the smugglers won’t allow you to check anything, and you have to
pay upfront. Now, if the smuggler is not lying and if you are lucky
enough to survive the little boat and the storms, you get to Greece,
then walk to other European countries. Wait, do you have a heavy
coat? No? Too bad, you might freeze to death.

But why not get a visa and do things the “right” way? Because
the governments of the world realized the huge scale of the disaster
would make everyone run to their embassies. They figured if they
unofficially banned Syrians from visas, they would have to get to
Europe the hard way. They understood that not everyone would
take the risk, and of those, not everyone would make it, and of
those who made it, not everyone would arrive in their country. A
crash course in applied probability and statistics.

I tried inviting my parents to visit. I asked LSU to send an official
invitation letter and they did. My parents went to the interview
with all the documents that prove they had a family business to
return to—in other words, they were not refugees seeking asylum.
Their visa application was rejected on sight without even going over
their documents.

31



I watched as my people were described as a threat swarming
Europe. I read governors™ statements refusing to welcome Syrian
refugees to their states because it was too risky. On Facebook, I
read a hundred comments echoing this sentiment. “Refugees are
not welcome in Louisiana,” one comment would read. “We should
take care of our homeless veterans. The money should be spent on
schools and roads,” another would say. “Refugees are a threat to the
state.” The common denominator of all comments was, “Send them
away. Send them back!”

More days passed, and with them more massacres and more
capsized boats but with less international attention—back to one
percent. Syria remained out of the mainstream media until 2015,
when we were in the news again for all the wrong reasons. It was
the U.S. presidential campaign, and Donald Trump was promising
a complete shutdown of Muslims entering the country. His promise
was based on the refugee crisis, specifically coming from Syria. A
major plank of his campaign was entirely based on the suffering
of others. Refugees were a bargaining chip. Now not only did I
feel we did not matter, I knew we were not wanted. The cheering
crowds at Trump’s rallies made that clear. But I could not go back.
I had made my position against the killer regime very clear online
and would probably be detained on sight. And in Syria, detainment
never means a fair trial. It means torture. It means death. My
parents made it clear to me that I should never attempt to come back
without some major changes occurring in the political situation.

I felt trapped and paranoid. What if this random white
guy walking next to me figures out that I am a Syrian Muslim
immigrant? The triangle of danger! I generally check out as white
until I open my mouth and my accent gives me away. News about
Muslims being attacked nationwide started to surface. Should we
stay at home? Or should we try to blend in? I was driving myself
crazy every time I had to step out of the apartment. How could I
keep my family safe? The Syrian passport was a curse that would
follow us wherever we go. No country would take us, and we were
not wanted here. I was terrified.

One of the professors in the math department asked me how
I felt about what he described as the craziness on TV. I told him
that I felt unwelcome and unwanted. His eyes watered a little as
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he apologized sincerely that LSU did not make me feel welcome
and safe. I immediately tried to explain that LSU had nothing to
do with the way I felt, that the source of my feelings was strictly
the politicians and their cheering crowds. But it was too late. I
hated myself for making that man feel bad, especially because he
had always been a father figure to most graduate students in the
department. After that, I decided to wear my fake smile all the
time. Nobody had to feel bad for me. I would not allow it.

I walked into the mailroom the next day and saw Josh, a fellow
graduate student from Florida, making copies. Josh and I shared
an office for a couple of years before I moved into a smaller office
for myself. He was a tall, thin guy with clear blue eyes, and he had
a great rapport with almost everyone in the department. We never
discussed politics or anything even close to it; I was not even sure
he knew where I came from. We both had thick beards at the time,
but that day, his face was clean-shaven.

“Hey man! Where did the beard go?” I said, a little disappointed.
“Oh, hi Eyad! I shaved it last night.”

“What? I thought we were beard bros!” I said, exaggerating
my tongue-in-cheek disappointment. Everyone had to believe I am
happy. But he saw right through my act.

He looked me in the eye. “Listen, I love you, Eyad. I am really
glad you are here. Please ignore what Trump said the other day,” he
said, referring to the Muslim ban.

I did not see that coming. I had my mask on, and I tried so hard
to keep the smile, but I failed. I tried to say “Thank you, man, you
have nothing to worry about. I am fine. It will pass,” but I could not
make it past “thank.” The words stuck in my throat, and for the first
time since [ arrived in the States, I cried. In public. In the middle of
the mailroom at work. I tried to stop but could not, so I rested my
head on the huge mail organizer and let go of all the hurt.

I was so embarrassed. A six-foot, 290-pound grown man with a
messy beard crying in public. Josh tried to console me. He told me
how privileged he was, being a white Christian male in the States,
and how he always looked for opportunities to use his privilege to
help others. All T could think of was the scene that I made. But
Josh had said exactly what I needed to hear, exactly when I needed
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to hear it. It was a magic combination, and it had a magic effect.
I did not need to articulate my feelings. He clearly could see that
I was hurt. I also felt better releasing all that pressure. And after
that, I felt that I was not alone anymore, at least not in the math
department.

I did avoid Josh for a while, though. Understandable, right? It

was awkward even for beard bros.

In fact, I isolated myself even more. I decided to focus on my
family first, PhD second, so social life was not really factored in.
Mustafa graduated and moved to another state. Our other Arab
friends also either graduated or were getting ready to graduate.

Joury and Adam were growing fast. Adam spent time in a
mothers-go-out program and then in a Head Start program.
Meanwhile, Joury loved her school, the Baton Rouge Center for
Visual and Performing Arts. She got to be the star of a Pete the
Cat play when she was a pre-K student. When the show started
and Joury walked on stage with her curly hair, her red Converse
shoes, and Pete the Cat makeup, I looked to Afraa with a wide smile
only to see her crying tears of joy. That afternoon was the reason I
was willing to bottle all pressure inside. Seeing that my family was
happy made it worth everything I might go through.

I was heading into the final year of my PhD program, the year
where I had to finish working on my project, prepare for my defense,
and write my dissertation. It was also the year when our financial
instability finally caught up with us. I got some tutoring jobs on
campus, but they were nowhere enough to steady our sinking ship.
The only place I could turn to was the Islamic Center of Baton
Rouge. I filled out a financial aid application feeling like the burden
I posed was now leveling up to affect not just my family but also the
community I lived in. For months, I kept the financial stress hidden
from everyone, including Afraa. I could not tell her how deep our
problems were. I did not want her to worry about something she
could not change, not to mention that I was the one who had gotten
us here to begin with. I didn’t realize I was repeating old patterns,
doing the exact same thing my parents did, hiding problems in a
misguided attempt to protect my loved ones.
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The longer I kept it hidden, the harder it became to tell her the
truth. I became distant, and I isolated myself even more. I was not
there for her, and I became impatient with the kids. I could feel her
frustration with me. She thought it was the pressure of graduation.
I blamed myself for lying, and I also blamed myself for getting us
in this mess. There were moments when I wished I would go to
sleep and never wake up, but the thought of Afraa and the kids
becoming suddenly self-dependent scared me back into reality. I
cannot break. I will not break.

Afraa could no longer accept my isolation. This was clearly
hurting our marriage. So when she pressed me on my behavior,
I confessed. She took a minute to process, and then she asked
me how and when I was planning to pay the center back. I said I
did not know. I could not even plan our monthly budget. Not to
mention the imam asked me to pass on the help when I could. She
did forgive me eventually, but I knew how she felt. I would have felt
the same way had she kept something that serious from me.

I defended in mid-June 2018 on what happened to be the last
day of Ramadan that year. Afraa called my mom immediately
upon finishing. She started to congratulate me, but soon she began
sobbing, telling us how happy she was, how she was praying for
God to help and guide us, how badly she missed us, how grateful
she was to Afraa for supporting me. I wanted to tell her how much
I missed them, how I would not have made it without their prayers
and support. But all I was able to say was some gibberish because
the words were stuck in my throat.

The graduation ceremony was streamed online, which meant
my parents could watch me walk. Joury and Adam were over the
clouds to see me walk in full graduation attire. “Daddy! Daddy!”
They waved from their seats, and I waved back. I took in Afraa’s
contagious smile, how happy she was for me, for us. I thought of
everything she had done so that we could all be here and now. 1
blew a kiss, and she blew one back. We made it this far. We would
find happiness yet.
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PART THREE
CEDAR RAPIDS, IOWA: THE GOOQOD LIFE 2.0

“WE ARE GOING to Peter Rabbit!” Adam yelled excitedly.
“Buddy, it’s called Cedar Rapids,” I corrected him, laughing.

I’d accepted a job offer as an assistant professor of mathematics
at Mount Mercy University in Cedar Rapids, lowa. I was excited
for the move. The people I met during the job interview were all
friendly and welcoming. The school was small, so it would give me
a chance to connect with the students and appreciate the history of
the campus. I was also attracted to the mission of Mount Mercy,
including its message of compassion and focus on five critical
concerns: care for the Earth, immigration, nonviolence, racism, and
women. I must have applied to more than a hundred schools, but
Mount Mercy’s mission stood out to me and I was thrilled to be

offered the job.

I started researching Iowa, a state I'd never heard about. Afraa
was a little indifferent. For her, any job in any place would be an
upgrade compared to the disastrous financial crisis that we were
going through. However, I was pleasantly surprised by what I found
about Cedar Rapids, namely that it is home to the Mother Mosque,
the oldest standing purpose-built mosque in the United States.
Although I was not very religious, the fact that Muslims had chosen
this city in this state to build their one of the first mosques felt like
a sign. Maybe we would find happiness there.

As moving day approached, the apartment grew emptier and
emptier to the point we had nowhere to sleep but on a borrowed
air mattress. So Nabil and Nadia invited us to spend the last
couple of nights with them. The kids loved it. They did not seem to
understand this was goodbye. As we watched them play, we were
happy to see them having fun. At the same time, we feared the
moment they realized it might be years before they saw each other
again. But when the day came, the kids handled it better than Afraa
and I. We were in tears again. How many goodbyes would we have
to endure?

After a couple of nights on the road, we arrived in Cedar
Rapids. We had looked online for apartments when we were still in
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Louisiana and picked one in the Linn-Mar school district, which
was not only close to Mount Mercy but was also known for its great
schools. Contrary to when we first arrived in Louisiana in 2012,
this time we had no money to spare for furniture. We were heavily
in debt, and it would take us some time to get on our feet.

A neighbor in the complex came over to say hello, a sweet older
woman who lived in the same building. She was from Sudan and
had heard us speak Arabic, so she thought she’d introduce herself.
She told us everything we needed to know—that Iowa was a great
state, especially for families. That the people were polite, friendly,
and welcoming. That Cedar Rapids, and Iowa in general, was a
safe place. But she did warn us that it got boring in the winter. She
gave us a plate of hot Sudanese zalabia dusted with confectioner
sugar. They looked similar to Louisiana’s famous beignets! It felt
like a continuum of some kind, a reminder that although our life in
Louisiana was not easy, we had great moments and met wonderful
people, and now lowa would have both sides as well. We were sure
to have rough moments, but the zalabia time is always around the
corner.

Just like when we arrived in Louisiana, we settled in our
apartment a couple of weeks before the semester started. I would
teach four courses my first semester, Joury would start second grade,
and Adam was enrolled in a part-time pre-K program. Joury was
seven and Adam was five. We already had started teaching Joury
to write and read some Arabic, and they spoke over the phone with
their grandparents and uncles and aunts, though they had never
met them in person. But we dreaded the time when we had to tell
them what was happening in Syria. How can you possibly tell a
child that they came from a place of war and tragedy? Where a
whole generation was raised learning vocabularies like missile, siege,
displacement, hunger, fear, and hate, where words like school, full,
safe, happy, and love have no meaning? Afraa experimented once
with telling Joury a story about an imaginary kingdom with a bad
king who took his people’s money and food for himself. The people
of the kingdom gathered to ask for their rights, and the king sent his
soldiers to kill them. Afraa had to stop because Joury was becoming
upset, and Afraa did not have it in her to tell her that the story was
real. So we decided to wait.
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But we worried the kids would lose touch with their Syrian
heritage. Adam liked to say, “I was born in Louisiana. I am
Louisianan.”

“But you are also Syrian, right?” his mom or I would ask.

“No, I have never been there.”

But then both kids would ask, “Why can’t we visit Syria
sometime? A lot of our friends travel during the summer. Maybe
we can go as well.”

I would tell them it cost a whole lot to go there, that it was
very far, and that we had plans for them during the summer. These
answers would not fully convince them, but they would at least
forget about it for a while.

Then one day Joury came home from third grade and asked,
“What’s going on in Syria? Why are there Syrian refugees?”

My heart sank. It turned out her class was reading a book about
refugees—who they are, what they face to get to a safe place, and
what refugee camps look like. The book mentioned that the latest
refugee surge came from Syria as a result of the war.

Afraa and I sat down with the kids at the dining table.

“So, Joury, remember the story Mom told once about the
kingdom with a bad king?” I asked. “Well, the story of Syria is
similar.”

We told them about Assad. We told them how the people of
Syria rose against him and how he attacked them mercilessly. We
told them it had become complicated and many other countries
were fighting there as well.

Joury and Adam paused for a minute, trying to process
everything. Then Joury asked, “When is it going to end, Dad?”

“I don’t know, baby. It started in 2011.”

“I know, I read that.” She paused again, then asked, “Daddy;, is
this why we’re here?”

I looked at Afraa, then back at Joury. “Yes, that’s part of it.”
“Will the war reach America?” Adam asked.
“I don’t think so, buddy.”

“Can we leave before it becomes dangerous here?”

38



“Don’t worry, were safe here,” I said, but I couldn’t help
wondering how many kids had asked the exact same question as
the bombs rained down and what answers their parents had to give
them.

After our conversation, the kids stopped asking to visit Syria,
but I haven’t stopped dreaming of taking them there one day. To
show them where I grew up, where I went to school, where I worked
in the clothing shop, how I met their mom there. Afraa wants to
take them to her village to show them the fig tree, apple tree, and
walnut tree she climbed as a kid, picking and eating their fruits
and nuts. We want to show them the lanes of the old city where we
walked and talked for hours. I also want to show them the old stone
building next to Bab Tuma, not because of my memories there,
but because of something I learned in Iowa. I was telling a group
of friends how old Damascus was, and one answered that it had
been mentioned in the Bible in the story of Paul. We looked it up
and discovered that the old building is the Chapel of Saint Paul,
with the same window he was lowered from in his escape. I felt so
ignorant that day. Yes, I am a Muslim, but I should know the rich
history of my city.

The longer we must wait to return to Syria, the less likely we are
to be able to show our children these places. Everything is changing
fast. Most of the countryside has been completely destroyed, the
people displaced. Fear has become the culture. Everyone is afraid,
afraid they can’t make it to the end of the month, afraid they can’t
find cooking gas or heating diesel, afraid the Syrian pound will lose
even more value and basic goods will become even more expensive,
afraid to even complain about all this because they will be labeled
terrorists and enemies of the state. Afraid no one is going to stop
Assad, who has a ready excuse to kill—fighting terrorism. It breaks
my heart to see how the Syrian people’s options and dreams have
narrowed to one focus: survival. For me, survival is paying down
debt and getting some points on my credit score, or doing quick
mileage math before filling my car so it will last me until payday
and feeling smart when it does.
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How can one word, survival, have two immensely different
meanings in different places? Did I earn 7y survival? As fate had it,
I came from a privileged family, I had access to good schools, my
dad could afford extra English classes when I was a kid, the same
English classes that helped in my visa interview. So many things
helped me to apply at the exact right time before all embassies, not
just American ones, closed their doors in the face of Syrians. So,
did I earn it?

Every time I call my parents, they still say, “We are fine.” But I
find it harder and harder to believe. On a recent phone call, Mom
mentioned that she no longer called her brothers and sisters every
day like she had for the past thirty-five years, because “everyone is
depressed.” I knew she also meant herself when she said that.

My little family in Iowa, on the other hand, is doing better.
We are still battling the debt we accumulated during the Louisiana
days, building a new life from scratch yet again. But we are able to
enjoy what Iowa has to offer, simple joys like sledding during the
winter and kayaking in the summer. We’ve made friends. The kids
are enjoying their time at school. They are growing so fast. Adam
is turning into a mini me in some ways, a jokester whose jokes are
mostly directed at his parents. Joury is becoming a compassionate,
analytical thinker. She came home from school one day and
announced, “I am a Democrat!” I could not help but laugh. We sat
her at the dining table of important talks and asked what this was
about.

“My friend told me that the president killed a guy from another
country and almost started a war. She told me that Democrats don’t
like the president, so I am a Democrat.” She was referring to the
U.S. strike that killed Iran’s Qasem Soleimani.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said. “That is not how I would define
Democrats myself, but I see where youre coming from. Let me
explain what happened. The president ordered the military to kill
this guy without talking to the rest of the government.”

“That is wrong!” she said enthusiastically.

“He was a very bad guy, though. Remember when we told you
how many countries were also involved in the destruction taking
place in Syria? This guy was one of the really bad guys fighting
there.”
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She paused for a second, then said, “I still believe the president
should have asked. It was still a mistake.”

For the record, I hated Soleimani with a passion. I was happy to
hear of his death. But I was so proud of her answer. She did not let
her emotions cloud her judgment, and that gives me hope for the
future of Syria. Perhaps the future is a generation who survived not
only the tragedy but the deformation of the society. A generation not
afraid to say no and stand up to injustice. For now, Assad is staying
and the bullies of the world are getting their way. In a generation
or two, another cycle of uprising and violent response will likely
spin. But until then, Joury and Adam will be raised strong and
compassionate.

We walk them to the school bus, we take them to dance and
soccer classes, we hike, we swim, we talk, we argue, we read, we do
homework, we sell Girl Scout cookies in the freezing weather, we
paint, we make crafts, we watch movies. We do everything to give
them a normal life, to expand their minds and widen the scope of
their options.

We set the dinner table next to the small kitchen. The kids
sit first and begin eating their salads. I sit next, not because I am
patriarchal, but because I am still a foodie who can’t wait to eat. I
am already looking forward to a quick nap after the meal, but I am
now a kitchen helper, and cleanup comes first.

<o

The blue table is still there, in the square kitchen where Mom
sits with a cigarette, quietly sipping her coffee, cooking for picky
eaters. | hope that I will sit there one day with all of them to eat
together again. To tell Sarah how much I love her, how much she
means to me, how much I regret not being there for her like she
always was there for me. To thank Dad for making me the person
I am today, and for all the support he selflessly provided me even
when the times were very difficult for him. And to show Mom I still
have the notes she tucked in our suitcases, to tell her how her love
and prayers helped us, and how much I've missed sitting quietly
with her, drinking Turkish coffee and smoking a cigarette in the
kitchen.
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MODERN SYRIA: A TIMELINE

EYAD SAID

1916 The Sykes—Picot Agreement, a secret treaty between the
United Kingdom and France, is signed to define the spheres of
influence and control after the partitioning of the Ottoman Empire.
As a result, Syria is put under the control of France.

1920 After the French troops beat the forces of the Arab
Kingdom of Syria in the Battle of Maysalun, France takes control
of Syria. Under the French mandate, Syria is divided into six states:
Damascus, Aleppo, Alawites, Jabal Druze, Sanjak of Alexandretta,
and Lebanon; which later became the modern country of Lebanon.

1946  Following the fall of France in World War I, Syria gains its
independence from France in 1940. But France does not withdraw
its troops completely until April 1946.

1946-1963  'This era is marked by political chaos, with many
cabinets being changed, constitutions replaced, and coups performed.

1947  The Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party is founded in Syria based
on the interests of Arab socialism and anti-imperialism, also called
Ba’athism. It gains power in both Iraq and Syria.

1966  After the Baath Party seized power in Syria in 1963, a
radical regionalist movement within the party performs a coup
d’état and splits from the Iragi Ba’ath party to form a Syrian
Ba’athism movement with ambitions of a Greater Syria in place
of the traditional pan-Arabism originally promoted by Baathism.
Hafez al-Assad is appointed as a minister of defense and his brother
Rifaat as a commander of secret military forces.

1970  Hafez succeeds in performing another coup that he calls a
“corrective movement” and becomes president.
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1982  The Hama massacre occurs when the Syrian army led by
General Rifaat al-Assad besieges the city of Hama for twenty-seven
days to quell an uprising by the Muslim Brotherhood. An estimated
10,000 to 25,000 Syrian citizens, mostly civilians, are killed.

2000 Hafez al-Assad dies. The Syrian parliament amends the
constitution to reduce the mandatory age for presidential candidates
from forty to thirty-four, allowing Hafez’s son Bashar to become
eligible for the nomination of the Ba’ath Party to become the next
president. A referendum is held, and he wins unopposed, becoming
president.

201 In March, protesters march in Damascus and Aleppo
demanding democratic reforms and the release of political prisoners,
triggered by the arrest of a teenage boy and his friends a few days
earlier in the city of Daraa for writing in graffici, “Ic’s your turn,
doctor.” Security forces retaliate by opening fire on the protesters.
In July, a group of defected officers declare the establishment of the
first organized oppositional military force. The Free Syrian Army
(FSA) is composed of defected Syrian Armed Forces personnel. The
rebel army aims to remove Bashar al-Assad and his government
from power. The Syrian forces begin the siege of the city of Homs
following demonstrations there.

2012-2013  The Houla massacre (108 dead) is followed by the
Al-Qubeir massacre (78 dead) and then the Bayda and Baniyas
massacres (over 100 dead), all committed by Assad forces.

2013 In August, Assad forces use chemical weapons in the Ghouta
region near Damascus, causing several hundreds casualties, many of

whom are children. The siege of the city of Aleppo begins.

2014 In January, the FSA and other rebel forces attack ISIS forces
that had previously seized power in rebel-controlled cities. Also, the
Caesar Report is published after a six-month investigation, stating
the systematic killing of more than 11,000 detainees in one region
by the Assad security forces. The report includes thousands of images
taken by a photographer under the code name Caesar, who worked
with Syrian security agencies in just two locations in Damascus.
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In May, the siege of Homs ends with the displacement of the
civilians in rebel-held parts.

2015 Russia launches a series of airstrikes targeting both ISIS
and FSA forces, signaling the official beginning of the Russian
intervention. U.S. president Barack Obama announces his
administration’s intention to continue to support the Syrian
opposition because Russia has joined the conflict. Iran sends
forces to advise Assad and his army. Hezbollah, a terrorist group
supported by Iran, begins the siege of the town of Madaya in the
Damascus countryside. 42,000 civilians suffered from starvation
and malnutrition.

2016  With the aid of Russia, Iran, and Hezbollah, Assad’s army
advances in the north and recaptures some regions.

In late December, the siege of Aleppo is lifted to allow the evacuation
and resulting displacement of the civilians from the former rebel-held
parts. The siege is described as the longest in modern-day warfare.
The International Committee of the Red Cross says that hundreds
of civilians were killed during the siege due to shelling of residential
areas by Assad forces.

2018  Another chemical attack is reported in the city of Douma
in the Damascan countryside. Five hundred are reported injured

and 70 killed.

2019  As of December, Syrian army forces supported by Russian
forces still target Idlib in the northwest as the last rebel-area in the
country where 3 million civilians, including 1 million children, are

still trapped.

2020 Due largely to the targeting of Idlib in December 2019,
nearly 900,000 are forced to flee in the first months of 2020. Most
of them are women and children.

As of this writing in the spring of 2020, Assad’s army and
security forces are still at large, while his allies, Russia and Iran, are
slowly taking control of what is left of Syria’s crumbling economy as
a paycheck for their help in keeping Assad in power. The currency
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exchange rate for the Syrian pound has dropped so disastrously that
the average monthly salary is equivalent to $100 or less. Electricity
and drinking water are on a schedule. Cooking gas, diesel, and even
bread are under such extreme rationing that families need to wait
more than two months for a propane tank and a year or more to get
some diesel for heating. There does not seem to be any end to the
conflict in sight.
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HIBBAH JARMAKANI
ARTIST STATEMENT

1 WAS BORN to proud Syrian parents, and their pride was instilled
in me at a very young age. Even living in lowa all my life, I found
a way to mention [ was Arab in every new conversation. I took my
Arabic food to school for lunch every day and hung a giant Syrian flag
over my bed in college. When I heard about people getting thrown off
planes for speaking Arabic, I spoke it more loudly. I wrote poems, essays,
and academic papers, all focusing on the plight of the Arab world at
the hands of Western imperialism. At times I was told not to research
particular topics; if I posted my poems on social media I was told to not
be so political.

Somewhere along the way I started to come across this idea floating
around that if you get to know someone of a certain background, then
you will look at them and their culture with less fear, along the lines of
“I have an Arab friend whos very kind. He could never be a terrorist
like those you see on TV.” This idea left an uneasy feeling in the pit of my
stomach. Why should someone have to get to know me first in order to
treat me as a person? Why must I yield the political power of my identity
5o as to not shatter the illusion that humanity isn’t political?

When Lvisited Syriain 2017 and witnessed the death and destruction
of war, I found myself able to answer these questions. Innocent people
that no one ever even had the chance to get to know were being taken
from this Earth prematurely not because of a humanitarian situation
born overnight, but as a consequence of their bodies merely being seen
as political objects. I discovered that politics are both what empower
us and what destroy us. But for them to empower us, we return to this
idea of knowing someone first and then deciding if they are worthy to
be human enough.

After that trip to Syria, “Why must I” became “I mustnt” wait for
people to get to know me. I must share my story on my terms, because my
body is a living, breathing vessel that is able to be a bridge between two
distant lands. It is a story that is uniquely mine, yet it includes elements
of Syria because Syria exists within me, as does America. I tell my story
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not to stop other people’s fear of me but to be the rope in the bridge that
brings Syria to lowa. And in this way, the world becomes smaller, not in
a fearful manner, but one that respects the roots of every soul that finds
its home spread between two lands.
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THE WHITE GATE

HIBBAH JARMAKANI

IT IS THE EARLY 1980s in Syria, and if you were to look at the
political landscape, you would encounter unrest in every major city.
However, that is not the story we are following. Our story takes us
to the small province of Al-Suwayda’ to an even smaller village of
about fifteen thousand people in southeast Syria named Salkhad.
The roads leading to this village are rough and often impeded by
the crossing of livestock. As you approach the village, you will find
reddish-brown terrain that is reflective of the considerable volcanic
activity that once existed here. Farmers have segmented the lands
using boulders that have broken down into smaller rocks over the
years, and within these segmented fields, you'll find patches of green
displaying grapevines, almond trees, pistachio trees, and olive trees.

As the village draws nearer, your eyes will follow the cement and
stone houses upward to a small mountain where the once formidable
fortress of Salkhad sits. A rich history of varying occupants and
shellings has reduced the fortress to the most iconic mound of stone
and rubble within Salkhad. Now, if you are situated at the top of
the fortress, you will see all of the village homes below bearing
the signature red water tank on every roof. And if you look closer
still, you will see families sitting on their rooftops enjoying labneh
sandwiches and one of the many rounds of ma#é to be had, and
children riding their bikes up and down the streets at surprisingly
dangerous speeds. You’'ll hear the local watermelon seller over the
megaphone with his latest catchy marketing slogan against the
background of honking cars and motorcycles that every Syrian’s
ears have grown accustomed to.

As you travel from the highest point in Salkhad to the base
of the mountain, you’ll come across both relatives and strangers.
However, no one is truly a stranger in Salkhad; if you do not
know their first name, you know them by their family name, and
regardless of your relationship, you will always invite them into
your home for tea or a small cup of famously strong Arabic coffee.
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Eventually you will see a roundabout, and you will know you
have reached the saHa. Small shops line the streets of the saHa
selling anything from falafel sandwiches to motorcycle parts. There,
in this place, standing out against the landscape, is a white gate,
paint flaking off its iron bars from years of wear and tear. Between
the bars there is enough space for the onlooker to know that a stone
house lies beyond the gate. It is beyond this gate that my story
begins.

The white gate was the realization of my great-grandfather. A
proud man who once walked the streets of Salkhad barefoot with
barely enough money in his pocket to feed his family, he worked
tirelessly to save fifteen gold coins and transform our dar, our
family home, complete with its very own white gate. A gate is often
understood to protect the inhabitants within it, and this one was
no different. From the stones my great-grandfather first laid to the
initials my uncle etched in those very same stones, each family
member saw a piece of themselves within the white gate. Within its
walls the essence of family was captured. It was the safe place they
would retreat to after facing the often harsh realities of the world
waiting outside.

Until one day the harsh realities of the world forced open the
once formidable iron bars.

Tragedy struck within the walls of the white gate, a tragedy that
shook the very foundation of the most fundamental unit within
Arabic culture: the family. A sister, a daughter, a beloved member
of the community was lost in a car accident. Though I would never
meet my aunt, I would hear bits and pieces from different relatives
throughout the years. “Your aunt would be the one to bring out a
tray of fruit and start serving it to everyone,” they would say, or
“She had the ability to take a room filled with sadness and turn it
into laughter.” Bit by bit with these individual pieces I was able to
complete the puzzle of her loss.

My aunt was the glue that held my father’s family together.
Losing her left behind tattered pieces that I found easy to observe in
my father. In every celebratory moment I searched his eyes and saw
a solemn look. I saw a fold in his forehead that held years of grief.
I saw that his eyes were also searching. Searching for his sister, the
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person he needed to make those moments of happiness whole. The
grief you feel from the loss of a family member never subsides. It is
a shadow that follows you when the sun is burning bright and when
the moon looms in the night.

As a child, I often imagined what thoughts haunted my father,
especially when he would find himself looking at those ornate iron
bars. I imagined he’d ponder how every corridor within the stone
walls of the white gate held her laughter, thinking, 7 can remember
so clearly her iridescent eyes looking back at me as we ran around the
courtyard exploring every nook of our home. When I walk the streets of
Salkhad, I think back to us playing with our cousins on our bikes. She
was my confidante, my most trusted companion in causing mischief,
to my mother’s dismay. I used to imagine our future children playing
on the land she helped me plant with our father. Suddenly all of these
memories, both imagined and real, were taken from me, just as she
was.

Of course these thoughts did not only exist in my father’s mind;
they permeated throughout the household. The home beyond the
white gate had a river of sadness flowing through it. This river made
it impossible to stand within the stone walls without drowning.
The white gate that once served to protect the family needed to be
forced open. The flowing river needed to rush past the gate and run
its course until it came upon dry land. And so it was decided that
1982 would be the year my family moved to America.

Both my father and my mother were sure that they would one
day return to their homeland. My mother was leaving behind her
entire family; surely she would return to the only place that had
ever been home. The place where she dressed in boyish clothing to
protect against the heat and rode her donkey to the fields where she
and her siblings worked long hours harvesting barley and chickpeas.
The place where, on one of those blistering summer days, she ran
into my father, who mistook her for a boy, a memory she reminds
him of to this day. It was the place where she watched her mother
create the most difficult delicacies in Syrian cuisine. The place
where her father saved for months just to buy her a pair of jeans.
And although my father was taking his parents and siblings with
him, he was leaving the soil from which he had grown. But neither
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my father nor my mother could not have predicted the horrific war
that would scourge their homeland beginning in 2011.

In my culture, life and death are inextricably tied to one another.
It is said that when one soul is lost, it lives on in the body of another.
With the tragic loss of my aunt, I've come to interpret this belief
differently. To me, her soul lives on within all of us, its beauty too
much for one body to hold. Instead she carried us away from Syria,
preventing me, a child yet to be born, from ever having to hear the
booming sounds of warfare and the cries of mothers losing their
children. It was this tragedy and the great sacrifice of my mother
and father that led us beyond the white gate that could no longer
keep us safe, to the countryside of Sioux City, lowa, where we could
begin fashioning our own version of that gate.

o

“So, what country are you originally from?” It was the third
time I’d been asked that question in one week, and my five-year-old
patience was wearing thin. I looked around and noticed that no one
else got asked where they were from. What was it that made me so
different? Then a boy asked me why my arms were so hairy. I looked
down at my arms as if seeing them for the first time. The boy was
right, they didn’t look like the other children’s arms.

I started to notice other differences after that. And if I didn’t
notice them, well, the other kids noticed them for me. One day it
was the thickness of my eyebrows, the next day it was a new teacher
stumbling over the foreign combination of letters that spelled out
my name. At lunch it would be my classmates picking out the
strong smell of spices from my homemade lunch and immediately
recoiling. But as a five year old, I didn’t care much for school
anyway. Soon I would be walking toward my familiar driveway,
clearly marked by two white fences at its entrance. I knew once I
walked past that fence, I would be met with the smell of spices from
my mother’s cooking. I'd be joined by my siblings who had hairy
arms like me, and that anxious feeling of being different would be
drowned out by the Arabic newscaster on TV.
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This wasn’t the only time in my life I'd be asked where I was
from. It was a question that persisted, particularly in my childhood.
My family and I were the first Arabs to go to school in the small town
of Hinton, Iowa, so people were of course curious. And although
we did not live in Hinton, Sioux City did not have many Arab
residents either, not that that would have made much difference
since we lived twenty minutes out of town in the Iowa countryside.
I believe this was deliberate on my family’s part because our life in
the country strongly resembled the life my parents had in Syria.
Like my parents, I grew up planting with them and forming a
strong attachment to them with every seed we buried in the soil.
I’'m sure in a small way this helped quiet the fears my parents had
with regard to our developing identities, that we would lose our
sense of Arabness. Would we care about our Syrian heritage? Would
our future children speak the language?

This fear caused them to stress the Arab portion of Arab
American. This meant that Arabic was the language of our home;
for my parents, that was the key to maintaining our culture. In
fact, on my first day of kindergarten, which also happened to be
my first exposure to a room full of that many kids my age, I found
myself speaking Arabic to my classmates and wondering why they
were staring at me with a mixture of befuddlement and curiosity.
I was just as confused as they were. Why did I speak one language
at home and another at school? This is perhaps my earliest memory
that I was not like the other kids at school.

As I grew older, certain patterns emerged, particularly on the
day that all of my classmates dreaded and that I learned to dread
a bit more: substitute teacher day. Whenever we had a substitute,
I knew they would mispronounce my name. It became a sort of
joke with my friends, where they’d knowingly look at me when the
substitute was taking attendance. Then I'd suffer through the rest
of the day with them calling me “Hi-buh” just as the substitute had
instead of “Heh-buh.” Back then I felt a sort of sympathy for the
teacher, like it was somehow my fault my name was so difficult to
pronounce. Then at the conclusion of the day, the teacher would ask
me the same question, “So, what country are you originally from?”
Similarly, when new students came to school, they wondered why I
did not go to church and asked the same question again. As a child
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I would often take these questions back home with me. I would
wait until my father drove past those two little white fences and ask
him, “Baba, what happens at church?”

In my early years I did not assume any animosity from people
who asked me where I was from. It was often asked with genuine
interest, and I felt happy—proud, even—to answer emphatically,
“Syria!” I felt special being different. It was a simple equation for me
at the time: Arab plus American equaled people asking questions
about who I was. However, the way the question was asked started
to shift after 9/11, and sometimes even the question itself changed.
The most memorable of these new questions was, “Why do you
believe in Allah and not God?” It was memorable because it signaled
a shift in tone. Questions were framed more as accusations. For
some there was no need to ask questions; they had already decided
who I was. Yet, still I could walk up my driveway past that white
fence and into the comforting aroma of freshly baked dough for my
mother’s famously delicious fazayer.

One day I had feigned sickness so I could stay home with my
mother. She had gone upstairs to shower, so I sat on the couch
looking out of our big windows. I saw a black car coming up our
driveway. It was unfamiliar to me, and its presence felt as if it were
intruding on my day of fun with my mother. Two men wearing
black suits and sunglasses emerged from the unknown vehicle, and
all my eight-year-old self could think was, “Wow, they sure look
like that agent from Lilo and Stitch.”

I hesitantly opened the door and was greeted by a booming
voice. “Hi, miss, is your father home?” I took in the sight of the man
asking the question and saw a badge with the letters B/ He had a
badge just like the agent in the movie! It was then I decided I should
answer with a polite “No.” The agent then said, “Well, tell your
father we were just strolling through the neighborhood.” He went
on to say more, but his words became faint in my ears as I noticed
he was carrying a hefty Manila folder with my father’s face on it.
By the time I had closed the door all thoughts of Disney movies
had vanished, leaving behind a child who was more skeptical of
the world around her and a little less naive than when she had first
opened the door.
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The agents returned to our house that same summer after my
family and I had left to visit Syria. Our neighbors informed us
of their unscheduled visit and that they had entered our home in
our absence. This was a groundbreaking moment in our family. It
was a post—9/11 world we were living in, which was heartbreaking
for a multitude of reasons. For my father it was heartbreaking as
a parent to realize that he could not protect us from the growing
anti-Arab sentiment. He could not protect us from a government
that surveilled us and looked at us with suspicion. He could not
offer us the same protections the white gate had once brought him;
once again, the harsh realities of the world had forced their way
into our home, this time in a new country that didn’t fully accept
us. I, however, had not yet had this realization. It was not until my
freshman year of high school that I would revisit my memory of the
FBI in a more critical manner.

That year I happened to be friends with some of the seniors.
We had formed a dodgeball team, and each team made their own
shirts. I didn’t see the shirts until the night before. Mine happened
to be the only orange one. The name of the team read “Airport
Security.” There I was, holding it in my hands and laughing. Clearly
this was meant as a joke, right? But I couldn’t shake the discomfort
within me, or my reddening cheeks.

After the game I went home and spent the night thinking
about how as a kid, I was the classmate who made hummus for my
speech class before it became popular. I was the kid who was from
a distant land my classmates had never heard of that took me away
for the summers instead of going to the Iowa State Fair with them.
I was the kid who could teach them bad words in a language they
misunderstood as having lots of “khaa” sounds. And that same kid
who was always proud to be different existed in a world where the
government went twenty minutes out of their way just to check up
on her father. People were calling me a terrorist. I was that orange
shirt that stuck out like a sore thumb. I was the kid with hairy arms
who grew into an adult and still had those same hairy arms.

These were all my realities, and I had to face them. I no longer
wanted sympathy for having a name that was uncommon. I didn’t
want to apologize for the scent of a deliciously cooked meal by
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my mother. I didn’t want to be the subject of a joke laced with
assumptions and stereotypes. I was determined to continue to look
at the white fence at the beginning of my driveway as a symbol of
comfort and home.

As aresul, [ realized I had to reinforce my wooden white fence.
It needed a formidable iron like that of the white gate in Syria to
protect me and my family from intrusions like that of the FBI. I
began to pay more attention to the news that was always playing in
the background of our home. The jingle of Al Mayadeen began to
blend in with the regular sounds of home. This was when I started
to understand that who I was, what I said, and what I did were
always going to be scrutinized, whether in the public sphere or the
privacy of my home.

So I fought back the only way I knew how, with the facts. I
became heavily engaged in politics by first changing my major
to international studies and then joining a slew of organizations
geared toward political discourse and human rights. That way
when the questions, the labels, and the attacks came, I knew how
to disprove them. It was often a lonely venture since there were only
a few thousand Arabs in Iowa, but it established a vested interest
in politics that would completely shape the path my future would
take. My education became an essential tool in building the iron
framework of my own gate and ultimately constructing my political
ideology, my burning desire to stand with social justice movements.
I was no longer proud of who I was simply because others had taken
a special interest in me. I was proud because Arab plus American
equaled someone who knew how to overcome adversity. It was
neither my parents’ identity nor the identity the Western media
tried to assign me. It was my own, and I was willing to protect it
from any attack. My gate was growing in strength.

o

“So, what country are you originally from?” This question has
never gone away, but my response to it has largely followed the
trajectory of my self-identity.
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After the war began in Syria, people continued to ask the
question and I continued to answer, but yet again the way they
asked shifted. When they heard the word Syria, their voices filled
with empathy and their foreheads wrinkled with concern. I felt like
a fraud for being on the receiving end of this visceral response. I
was not the one waiting hours to fill a small tank of gas that would
be my only source of survival for a rough winter. I was not one of
the 250 lives lost in the massacre of Al-Suwayda by ISIS militants.
I lived in a country that remained largely silent on this massacre.
I lived in a country that was instrumental in creating the horrific
situation in Syria by first creating false media narratives and later
providing financial and tactical support to groups afhliated with
or indistinguishable from ISIS. And in these moments when my
fraudulence was so heavily concentrated, I felt almost as if [ were no
longer Syrian enough.

But you see, I am not Syrian, and I am not American. [ am
both, and yet I am neither. I am the tension that exists between
the two. I complicate what might otherwise be a simple equation.
America gave me the ability to be a critic by offering me safety
within it, and Syria showed me what I am meant to criticize as
a citizen of a country that has wreaked havoc in the place I am
originally from. And Iowa? Iowa encompassed it all. The adversities
I faced within it gave me the tools necessary to withstand them.
To speak out for those not afforded protection and to protect my
own identity from being grossly misunderstood. It gave me home
beyond the white fence, and now as I prepare to leave lowa to pursue
a career in journalism, I am taken back to when my family opened
the ancestral white gate and journeyed to a foreign land.

I imagine that had the gate remained closed, that had my
family not come to America, the once simple walk to my university
in Damascus would now be shadowed by a looming cloud of fear,
not knowing where the next bomb would land, and if it missed me,
then which of my friends were not as fortunate. I imagine I would
have both mental and physical scars running deeper than the grave
I had to bury my family members in. I imagine I would be splitting
sheets of pita bread just to survive for the week. I imagine that I
might have had to climb on an overcapacity boat in the middle of
the night, and that I might have been marooned on an abandoned
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island, not knowing if help would come or if I would freeze to
death beside my brother, never to see the parents I was forced to
leave behind. I might be one of those refugees dehumanized in the
media and turned away from other countries. Instead, because of
my parents’ choice to move, I never experienced these moments. I
was given the privilege of imagination, while many of my extended
family members were living these realities. I was given a new white
gate.
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SHALINI JASTI
ARTIST STATEMENT

MY PARENTS ARE both immigrants from Andhra Pradesh, India.
While they raised me to be their modest Indian daughter, naming me
after the characteristic they wanted me to maintain, they have told me
little about their lives in India, almost as if the past is a secret thar I
am not allowed to know. Though I receive glimpses of their childhoods
through windows of beach visits on the coast of Chirala and memories
of schoolyard games on dirt playgrounds, India itself is a shattered glass
mosaic that rests in a foggy recess of my mind; it is a fantasy land thatr [
have not been to, yet it represents half of who I am. My parents brought
me with them to the United States when I was six months old. As we
moved from Pennsylvania to Ohio, ending in Illinois, India became a
distant memory, replaced with Midwestern suburbs, white faces, and
American culture. Until sophomore year of college at the University of
lowa, I did not think about being Indian. I've always known I am
Indian, but parts of me did not accept that I would always be Indian,
almost as if one day, I would wake up and be someone else, would forget
where I came from, and deny my origins.

[ am no longer comfortable losing half my identity to people who
have different ideas of who they want me to be. Yet, there is no clear
path for me to take to begin reconciling my two identities now that I
have come to the conclusion that I want both. I am a person caught
between the cultures of South India and America. My only hope is that 1
can continue to take refuge within my own writing, language being the
one link between my identities. Telugu slides from the tip of my tongue
like silk or honey and English sticks to the roof of my mouth like peanut
butter, but both share space on countless pages in my writing. As I can
no longer pretend to be white, I cannot write in white either.

[ believe that the stories I am told by my parents and the narrative
have created for myself are as truthful and insightful as they can be. But
1 don’t want anyone to believe that this story is the story, the monolithic
narrative of South Indian American women. I am one voice. I am
compelled to write this essay from the deep desire to understand the parts
of myself erased over years, reincarnated on the page to begin anew.
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MOTHER TONGUE

SHALINI JASTI

IAM NESTLED in bed, the faint residue of summer play subsiding
within me, giving into the whispers of sleep. My thick black hair
fans out over the pillow, the smell of coconut oil seeping into my
pillowcase and refusing to leave for decades to come. I can hear
my mother’s muffled footsteps against the carpet before I can see
her. Her elongated shadow is distorted from the light cast from my
bedside lamp. She creeps into my bedroom, her arms reaching out
to me like the limbs of a boney tree. Her presence is overbearing.
The scent of her lavender lotion and spices from cooking, a mix
of orange garam masala and dark green coriander, clings to her
clothes. It mingles with the crisp odor of wood from the old desk
in my room in a sickly mixture of natural and unnatural aromas.

She jostles herself next to me in bed, dropping a book over our
laps. I can feel the cold cover through the blankets, the glossy pages
of a bear in a top hat and a girl with golden curly hair. My mother
reaches across to the bedside table and sets the clock alarm for one
minute. This is my nightly routine as a six-year-old, preparing for
the literacy assessments starting in first grade. She starts the timer
as soon as she turns the page.

“Goldilocks sat in Teeny Baby Bear’s small chair and began to
bounce with glee,” I begin reading aloud. ““This chair isn’t just a
little comfortable—""

A sharp pain shoots down my arm and I let out a small gasp.
One slap to the shoulder. I look at my mother in shock.

“It’s pronounced ‘comfort-table,” she hisses. The most dangerous
element of my mother is her sharp tongue, coated in the slithering
language of Telugu. It is filled with wit, anger, and spite. Despite the
fact that I know kids at school pronounce comfortable differently, I
continue with her pronunciation, playing her game, hoping only
to reach the end of the story. My hands clutch the enticing pages,
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frustrated at the guidelines that my mother dictates to gain power,
forcing me into her literary box. I am perpetually trapped within
her thick Indian accent, her misuse of extravagant English words to
sound intelligent, and her long pauses of frustration as she attempts
to wrap her Indian tongue around English words she does not know.
I am confined to her traditions and her ideal of the subservient and
quiet Indian girl. I must know English in order to be successful, but
I must not know English well enough to develop a mind of my own,
a mind that cannot be contained within Telugu. She cages me in
the only way she can: through her limited understanding of English
and her own drive for perfection and precision, the push of the
Asian mentality rushing through her bones and taking me with her.

Despite the restrictions and pressure, my mouth waters with the
words in this classic fairy tale. They fill my mouth with the sweet
and tangy taste of strawberries dipped in bitter dark chocolate, their
seeds sticking to my teeth and my tongue. I will not be satiated
until the end. I smell the cinnamon oatmeal sitting on the oak
dining table of the three bears, its aroma seeping through the pages
and adding to the concoction of smells within my bedroom. But
before I can finish, the timer goes off.

“Nuvvu nalugu tappulu cesaru. Adi kbaccitanga undali. You
made four mistakes. It must be perfect.”

My mother snaps the book shut, clicks the lamp light off, and
shuts my bedroom door behind her as she leaves. The promise of
fairy tales, of emerald houses, witches, ogres who want the taste of
children’s bones, valiant knights battling fierce dragons, and even
more valiant princesses standing against evil mothers, all disappear.
I am left in the darkness. Only the moonlight from the window
above shines into the room, reflecting on the gleaming cover. The
book whispers to me, telling me to open it again. I think, maybe the
world outside that window can be as tantalizing as the one within
the covers of the books I never finish as fast as I want. But for now,
I am alone.

ceo

[ am nine when I walk into the unfinished basement of our new
home in Illinois only to find my small feet ankle deep in murky
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water. I run up the stairs, leaving dark imprints on the hardwood
floor, screaming to my mother, crying that the ocean is swallowing
the house whole and we have to leave. My mother knows exactly
what to do, calmly ascending upstairs to the linen closet, and
grabbing thick towels from among the stacks of toiletries and
beautifully embroidered dresses.

With towels in hand, I follow her downstairs and watch as
she steps delicately through the domestic swamp to the basement
window where water is seeping in from the torrential rain the night
before. With mindful and powerful palms, she covers the edges of
the window in towels and checks periodically to ensure no more
water is filling the basement. The next day, I watch as she carries
buckets of water upstairs and pours them out the door, draining
the water that entered without permission. I watch the water soak
back into the earth, retreating in shame. As far as I am concerned,
my mother has just tamed nature. She is a gentle robot as she moves
methodically.

My parents were both born and raised in Andhra Pradesh, India.
They grew up to the sound of monsoons soaking the rice fields and
covering the land with a gentle sheen of growth, perpetuating the
optimistic and reliable idea that the land would be reborn at the
start of every new season and they too would continue to live their
comfortable lives. While they did not live in luxury, they spent
much of their time cultivating a rich childhood of outdoor games
and primary school antics.

Growing up, I am enthralled by my father’s stories of reckless
motorcycle rides down the steep dirt hills of his hometown in
Chirala, barely missing the tired mothers balancing metal water
bowls on their heads, traveling up the hill from the river to their
families, shrieking at the reckless Indian boy. This same boy is now
subsumed within a tired old man, staring back at me with shining
eyes and wrinkles.

I am enthralled by my mother’s stories of nights with her
own mother, both of them donning emerald saris and heavy gold
jewelry, laughing at their self-indulgence. This same girl has now
been consumed by a woman who does not take the time to care
for herself, constantly in a state of panic at the well-being of her
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family. As she looks at me and retells her stories, her eyes are filled
with nostalgia. I know there is more to my parents than the adults I
see now, the ones I perceive to be overbearing and restricting, who
mourn my loss every day as they see me stray further and further
from the conservative and scientific Indian woman they want
me to be. I am becoming an artistic and outspoken wordsmith,
independent, going to temple less, unafraid to speak openly about
my passions and beliefs. I do not want to stay hidden.

I wonder how the individuals described within these memories
could possibly be my parents, two computer engineers with a
propensity to be rational rather than emotional, who pressure me
to continue on a path in life that is concrete and secure rather than
continue studying English. I listen as my father tells me that he
once had a dream of being a teacher, trailing off as he realizes that
dreams are meant to stay unspoken in our household. I listen as my
mother tells me that she was studying to be a doctor when she was
arranged to be married to my father, only to find that pregnancy
and becoming the matriarch of a family would become far more
important to her in-laws than a medical career.

My parents are not only robotic in their calculated minds,
akin to any other traditional Indian who is ensconced within the
stereotypical Asian mentality, but they are also robotic in their
programmed understanding of how life must continue with these
Indian traditions. They are robotic in that they do not resent that
their culture and their transition to the United States forced them to
relinquish their dreams, at least not openly to me, their only child.
If my parents grew to rely on monsoons in their childhood, then I
am their worst fear: a drought. With my bicultural upbringing, a
natural assimilation into American culture alongside a traditional
Indian upbringing by my Indian parents, the only element of
my culture left untouched is the language that my parents and I
share. Telugu was gifted to me by both of my parents, although my
mother is determined to remind me of the incremental loss I face as
I lose more of my Telugu each day. Maybe this is because she fears
English, not only for how it brings me closer to my freedom but also
for her own lack of control over it. I have chosen to step away from
my mother tongue.
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One evening when I am in sixth grade, I watch as the sky
turns dark emerald green, like a friendly dragon’s skin. My friend’s
mother is driving us home from karate. She wants to get us home
quickly due to the impending storm, something that makes the
other kids tremble with fear but fills me with excitement. I am no
longer afraid of water. This can only be explained by what I now
call the ancestral doppler shift; although I've never experienced a
monsoon, my genetics predispose me to feel excited when the sky
darkens, a deep-rooted memory that is passed through my family
DNA and the stories my parents tell of their childhood, of the
monsoons that restored balance to India during the rainy seasons.
When the rice fields fill with rainwater, soaking the mud from the
dry season, the wind pushing the tops of the thirsty plants over to
sip the water flowing over the ground, the rice fields grow richer
and stronger.

When I was six months old, my parents left for the United
States permanently, under the conviction that they could give me a
better life here. They so desperately try to keep the India they know
alive within me, to continue the traditions of their ancestors and
culture, despite the fact that the monsoons will never touch my skin
the way they experienced.

When I get home, I run inside to find my parents standing near
the back porch. They are looking out the sliding glass door, staring
at the sky with nostalgia rather than fear. There is so much rain,
I think the roof is going to collapse from the pressure. I beg my
parents to let me go outside for just a moment, wanting to feel the
torrent of water force its way into my skin. I want to feel what they
felt long ago, to remember a life that I wish could be mine but never
will, because I will never know India the way they do.

They finally relent, unlocking the sliding door and mesh screen.
I step outside, the pouring rain making my body flinch with its cold
lashes. Instantly, my clothes are soaked, but I am too overwhelmed
to notice. The puddles of water glint in the shining light of the
house. I let the water encapsulate me. I walk to the edge of the small
deck and lay my hands roughly against the wet, wooden ledge. My
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feet push against the floor, my toes writhing in the water pooling on
the surface. I close my eyes, forcing myself to be my parents, forcing
myself to feel what they did many years ago, to live the lives that
they did. In that moment, I want for them to look out and see their
daughter, reborn into the Indian girl they wanted me to be. As they
watch me through the glass door, remembering their childhood, I
hope they see that I am trying. With a shudder, I feel my mother’s
hand on my shoulder as she stands behind me.

“It’s time to come inside now, Shaloo.” We walk inside together,
soaked to the bone.

o

The first time it happens, I am in the second grade. In the
cafeteria, I open my tin lunch box to reveal the pungent aroma
of idlis with coconut chutney. The smell of fresh coconut makes
my mouth salivate, and I cannot wait to dig into the soft, tightly
packed rice cakes.

“Ew, what is that?” says a small white girl wearing a princess
T-shirt, laughing at my food while she points, her friends giggling

next to her.

They are all staring, and I can’t eat while they are looking. It’s
then that I notice the sea of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, the
hot lunches of pizza and chicken nuggets taking up space among the
lunchroom tables. I look down at my foreign food, and for the first
time, I recognize that I am the foreigner. I am the other. Suddenly,
the sweet smell of coconut is embarrassing. I am embarrassed that I
enjoy this kind of food. I close my lunch tin.

I do not eat lunch that day, or any day after that. From then
on, as my classmates devour their food, I sip my water and wait for
them to finish. The hunger writhes inside me, pleading for me to
gulp down the Indian food my mother packs for me, but I ignore
the cravings, tossing the orange curries, red chutneys, white rice
cakes, and golden sugar-covered puris in the trash. My ritual of
assimilation continues even as my stomach turns with pain, and I
force a smile at the lunchroom table, wanting to be similar to my
friends and starving to do so.
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It happens again in class when we are reading about animals.
I say zebra with the classic Indian zed pronunciation, a sound that
invokes a spaceship zipping through the air and planting an alien
on the earth. I feel alien as my classmates laugh at my speech, and
I am ashamed of my own tongue. My mother gave me this tongue,
one slick with an Indian accent, yet I am ungrateful. I vow then to
master the English language in the way that I hear my classmates
speak. I will tame my tongue to do what my mother never could.
And, with the intention to master and tame the language, English
takes hold of my mind, making me realize its power and tranquility.
Once I have mastered it, it brings me safety. My white classmates
can only stare in awe as the brown girl masters their language better
than them. I am nothing if I cannot craft my ideal self within blank
pages, if I do not have a space to show how I feel. My household,
where the strongest form of human affection is the warmth of a
freshly brewed cup of tea, is not the place to express emotions.

This feeling of otherness happens for a final time once I officially
declare my majors as English and Creative Writing and Secondary
English Education. Within my newfound home of Iowa City, I
think there is no better place to showcase my identity as a writer.
I believe the promise of diversity and inclusion that the English
program has advertised to me. But as I begin attending American
literature classes, analyzing the writing of colonizers, and finding
no authors that can speak to my Indian upbringing, my stomach
churns at the thought that my brown body is taking up space
among other white students at a predominantly white institution.
The deep sickness continues as my friends, all white, never seem to
understand why my writing or my culture is important to me, why
their acts of othering me by saying they can’t see me in the dark
hurt my image of my body, or why their lack of presence at open
mics and readings makes me feel lost in a crowd of people I do not
belong in. As quickly as Iowa City felt like home, the feeling of
belonging vanishes, along with my mother’s support.

“How will you make a living?” my mother asks over the phone
when I tell her about my plans to study English. I imagine the fear
and anger within her dark brown eyes. To her, I have just sent home
a wooden box with my severed tongue inside, the ultimate betrayal
of an Indian daughter to her mother who sacrificed so much. I
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have forged my own path against her wishes, a path away from
the security that a biology major could offer me. She is disgusted
that I would give up on my assumed dreams that easily. And most
of all, she is disgusted by the reflection of herself she sees in me,
another Indian girl giving up the dream of medical school to pursue
something different.

That was her dream, though, not mine. I know I will never
regret my pursuit of English. My father initially follows her lead,
sending me emails advising me to apply to medical schools as an
English major, stories of writers becoming engineers, dramatic
documentaries of homeless artists and writers testifying to their
deep regret of pursuing writing, and the subtle jab of the cost of
living in most states side by side with the average salary of a high
school English teacher. But after a phone call where I cry and
explain to my father that writing is something I need to be happy,
he begins to understand. I imagine that my mother’s resentment
only grows stronger knowing my father has decreased his force in

the fight.

I imagine that part of her is filled with resentment, for I have
chosen to follow a dream, a passion for literature, where she was
never able to break from the traditions imposed on us. While on the
phone with her, staring out across the empty expanse of a college
town before finals week, I understand that while words give me the
power to discover a lost self, that discovery has led my mother to
realize that, eventually, I will not be the daughter she can mold. To
her, Iam losing the last part of me that makes me Indian: my tongue.
Speaking Telugu is more than another form of communication; the
language embodies a culture that I am stepping away from as my
English grows more elaborate. We both fear that my Telugu will
diminish and die, that the culture I have been raised to respect will
be forgotten within my new American tongue.

o

My relationship with Iowa is troubled right now because I'm
not sure who I am and who I'm looking for. I am not white enough
to be accepted by my white friends, but I no longer need to be
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in order to be happy. I am not Indian enough to be welcomed in
many Indian communities, though I am trying to be. But I love the
literature that lowa allows people to produce. I love the potential I
have here.

Now that I am older, resting in a duplex that I share with my
longest college friends, I am learning to love my family in a new
way as well, especially my mother. They still don’t understand me,
but I no longer place as much value on their perception of me as I do
on my own self-worth. I stare at my bookshelf and my eye catches
on a children’s literature anthology on the top shelf. Suddenly,
I am young again. I imagine my mom coming into my room,
stopping outside the doorway to watch her six-year-old daughter
lying patiently in bed. She is thinking I look small and innocent
underneath the sheets, wondering why I am invested in words that
frustrate her and cause her anxiety. She scuttles into my room,
feigning a confidence that comes off to me as anger and strictness,
and sits hurriedly on the bed, hoping that our reading time will be
over as quickly as possible. But, it is not over as quickly as possible
for her. I read faster than she can keep up with. She attempts to
regain control by correcting whatever she can, even though she is
uncertain of herself. Finally, the timer goes off, and she sighs in
relief, slamming the book shut. She can see how disappointed I
am that reading time is over, but she is pleased to be finished. She
turns off the bedside light, returning us to the dark room I’ll soon
fall asleep in.

Before she leaves, she looks outside the high window in the
middle of my wall. She’s just tall enough to peer out of it, seeing the
dark world outside. The ducks in the backyard pond are hovering at
the edge of the lake, gently moving with the water’s ripples. Within
the trees surrounding the other houses, she can see the windows
filled with light, imagining parents eagerly reading to their kids,
still enveloped within the fantasy of their books. She resents that
she cannot do the same for her daughter. She is sad that they
left India, its warm sunlight kissing her skin every day, its rainy
seasons filling her with the realization that a new season is about to
begin. She was happy in India, and now she is here, afraid. She sits
back down on the bed. She clutches me, taking hold of my small
hands. She knows I am already swept away by words she cannot
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begin to understand. She is a foreigner in my new home, and I
am a foreigner in hers. This journey is difficult for both of us. I
do not have the language to explain how I am to finish my own
story without destroying the story she has carefully created already.
With my story waiting to pour from my fingertips, some days more
patient than others, I know that I might one day uncover the secrets
to revealing a new story within the living story of another, or within
the creation of a hybrid language of English and Telugu that stings
the back of the throat and tastes sweet. But until that day comes,
I’ll choke on my own words, waiting for the moment when it all
sounds right to say aloud.
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VANESSA “CUEPONICIHUATL”
ESPINOZA

ARTIST STATEMENT

1 WAS BORN in the silver state of Zacatecas, México. I grew up in a
house in El Rancho La Hoya that was made by the hands of my abuelito
and constructed of adobe bricks. As a toddler, I made the journey with
my family to the United States, where we made Conesville, lowa, our
home. For the majority of my life, I have lived in rural areas. Rural
living has always been a big part of my identity. It shaped my values
and ethics, but it also probibited me from experiencing opportunities.
It wasn’t until I left these two rural towns that I questioned who I was.

What are you? Where are you from? Questions asked in a tone
that made you feel like you weren’t supposed to be there, that you were
not supposed to have lived in lowa most of your life. I asked myselfif this
different path I was taking—a path no other person in my family had
decided to take—uwas worth it. I did not know how difficult or lonely
the journey would be. In order to open those doors in my path, I had to
gain strength from what I had and what I knew. That strength was so
powerful because it came from the people who came before me.

1 am who I am because of the shoulders I stand on and because the
stories of my people keep me from losing my identity, even during those
times when I am questioned where I am from—jfrom mis tatarabuelos
who resisted colonization, bisabuelas who kept the family together
during la Revolucién Mexicana, abuelos who came to work in the
frelds in the United States as braceros, and parents who work tirelessly
in meatpacking plants and construction. Their hard work has not been
in vain. It is time to honor them by sharing a piece of us.

Growing up, I never read stories that I could identify with, and
the stories I read about Mexican people did not reflect my own lived
experiences. Stories were often inaccurate and filled with stereotypes.
We were often forgotten, even though Mexicans have been in lowa since
before it became a state. Stories were never written about those of us
who lived in rural places like Conesville, lowa. We, the people who live

in these rural areas, are feeding the country, but we have been erased.
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Although my family passes down testimonios from generation to
generation, we have never documented our history. It is now time to
share un pedazo de nuestro testimonio, & piece of our story.

lowa has been a door for me. Often, this door came with many
locks, bolts, and bars, but it has been nice enough to me to keep me here.
When people learn more about my culture, I hope they understand why
some traditions are sacred and how practicing our beliefs and values
is a way of survival. Migrating puts us at risk of losing part of our
identity because negative societal messages make us feel unempowered,
a loss of our sense of self in the face of white supremacism. Our identity
is hanging by a thread, but it is also weaving into other threads that
weve stumbled upon in the environment we live in. Because of this,
we preserve what we can and hold onto it tightly. When our culture
becomes appropriated, the traditions and customs start losing their
purpose and meaning, and our existence starts to be erased or retold in
an unauthentic way. I dream that others find beauty in their own story
and are brave enough to share it themselves.
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MORE THAN A PIECE OF PAPER

VANESSA “CUEPONICIHUATL” ESPINOZA

Depariure Number

|4 _Famil
amily b‘anlu:’

CCP I MORR ~MEDRTILAL |

15,First (Given) Name |6. Birth Date (Day/ Mo/ ¥r)

]Lrljﬂq{.g.().ﬁ TR O N S [ T
I"‘\ Country of Citizenship

I'“JL[.X 11:|'(-1{| R S AN SN FA. W

See Other Side ENGLISH STAPLE HERE

THIS PAPER es mds que un papel. It is my story. It is a reminder of
how far I have come and what I have had to endure. It is the exhale
of a long, deep breath I'd been holding for almost seven years,
ever since my family came to Iowa from México. This paper is a
reminder of privilege. It is a chance. It is the American Dream. It is
like getting into college when nobody in your family has ever gone
to college or finding out that after you studied so hard, you finally
passed the driving exam to get your license. Es esperanza. Hope.
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This paper is my permanent residency that gave me permission
to travel back to México. It is a little bent because it was stuck in
a drawer for years. You can still feel the raised seal, and if you're
not careful, the staple can still prick you. My mom doesn’t know I
have it. She doesn’t like us to have important documents because
she thinks we are going to damage them, but it is mine. I will never
throw it away.

The words on the paper are written in red like the big F the
teacher wrote on my math test. I was never good at math, but I was
good at English. I even got the Senior English Award. I am proud
of that award because English is not my first language. I don’t like
red markings on paper, but on this paper I do. On this paper, the
things that are written are good.

The best thing is that my birth name is written on this paper.
Vanessa Espinoza Madrigal. I wish my surname hadn’t been
removed when I became a U.S. citizen on February 27, 2001. I
remember missing school that day and signing my citizenship
certificate in ugly cursive because I still didn’t know how to write
in good cursive. The adults kept telling my sister and I to write
as pretty as we can. They even gave us a blank piece of paper to
practice before we wrote on the certificate. When my dad was
studying for his citizenship exam, he would put on a CD with the
civic questions. I remember repeating the thirteen colonies with
my sister and laughing because we would always say Massachusetts
in a weird way. As I wrote my name on the certificate, I just kept
repeating the thirteen colonies in my head.

In this country, we don’t have two last names. You have to pick only
one last name. That’s what the immigration officer said. I wondered
which apellido 1 should pick, then remembered my dad had decided
already. We would keep his paternal last name. Did we just renounce
the Madrigal family? 1 wondered. Will they forgive me for erasing thar
name? What does it mean to not have Madrigal in my name anymore?
Now people will only call me Vanessa Espinoza. And they did just
that.

When I got married, I did not change my apellido. 1 did not
want to continue losing my identity even more. Yet, Vanessa
isn’t what I am called anymore. I use my indigenous name now,
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CueponiCihuatl. Blooming or Blossoming Womxn. I received this
name in a dream. It is a name my ancestors said I need to live up to.
My ancestors, the people who died before I existed and the ones who
died before I could see them again. The Chichimecas, Zacatecos,
the ones who fought against the Spaniards, the only indigenous
group to be bribed into peace because the colonizadores could not
continue fighting against people who were so resilient. Siempre estas
creciendo, aunque no lo puedas ver. You are always growing, even
if you cannot see it. Be patient. Endure. It will be painful, but it
will make you stronger. You are like e/ nopal. The cactus plant that
grows without water.

I am almost ten years old in the picture on my residency card,
though I look younger. The picture is weird because nobody takes
pictures facing the side like that for government identification
anymore. You can see my ugly haircut, my copeze all crooked and
too short. I have the same ears as my dad. Que bueno that they only
took one side of me, because otherwise you would see that one of
my ears is bigger than the other.

You can’t tell yet that the sideburns would grow bigger
throughout the years because I am so hairy. You can barely see
my mustache. A girl with a mustache. That was never fun. Estds
bien peluda y pareces una changa, you are so hairy and look like a
monkey. My sister and all the kids at school would laugh at me for
this. I had hair on my knuckles and on my toes. It was never a big
deal until someone pointed it out like that one time on my way
home from school. Adam and Andrew laughed at me on the school
bus and with a pencil poked at my hairy toes. Look at her nasty feet.
Ewww. You need to shave that off. You're nasty. How could I shave
them if my parents didn’t let me? I hated P.E. because everyone
would see my hairy legs when I changed into shorts.

Hair has always been a complicated part of my identity. Some
of the biggest bonding memories I have with my #Zas and mami have
to do with hair like when they made #renzas for me. As I got older,
I was ashamed of using #renzas because I would get called India. I
tried to dye my hair blonde because I hated my dark hair. I would
straighten it too because I was told that my hair was pelo malo just
because it was curly and pufly. I felt liberated when I cut my hair
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because we weren’t allowed to cut it. If we cut it, it would be offered
to el Santo Nino de Atocha as a thank you for granting us miracles.
Hair is complicated like the baranas que se te hacen cuando no te
peinas.

I remember when I went to take this picture as if it were
yesterday. My dad warned us not to get all sucias because we would
be taking pictures. The lady who took our pictures at Walmart had
piercings on her face and a shirt that showed her belly. My mom
said she looked like a zoro with her nose ring. I had to look at the
poster on the wall, and when she took my picture, I closed my eyes
because of the flash, like I always do. We took another photo and
the second time it did come out good.

Yo anhelaba papeles. 1 had wanted papers for so long. I wanted
them so I could return to the Motherland, back to the silver mining
state of Zacatecas, to the Pueblo Mdgico Jerez, Zacatecas. I would
cry myself to sleep thinking that I would never see my abuelitos
again. I did get to see mi abuelita again when she came to visit us
from M¢éxico when we lived en las trailas. Oh how I wished we had
a house during that time. I did not want her to see us living en las
trailas. We didn’t even have a basement in case there was a tornado.
I got to see my other abuelitos when we went back to México, but I
did not know that every time I would go back, it would be the last
time I said goodbye to my abuelita and bisabuelitos.

Algun dia los volveremos a ver. One day we will see them again.
That is all my mom would say. She would especially say that when
I would come home upset from school on Grandparent’s Day. My
classmates had their grandparents with them at school and I didn’t.
We couldn’t even call our loved ones back home because they lived
in e/ rancho and there was no electricity there. The only thing we
could do was send them letters, so I paid attention in class when
we were writing so I could write letters to my abuelita. 1 learned to
read and write in English, but I did my best writing out words in
Spanish, and my sister would proofread my letters. She was a year
ahead of me. She already knew how to sign her name in cursive.
I couldn’t wait to learn to write fancy words so I could sign my
letters. My dad didn’t always give us an allowance, but when he did,
I would save /los délares to send in my grandma’s letters, wrapping
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them in aluminum and tucking them between the folded carzas.
You had to do that because if the mail people in México looked
through the envelope and saw the money, they would take it.

I also wanted papers so I could stop feeling scared. Sometimes I
could not concentrate in school because I was worried that I would
come home and my mom would not be there because /z migra took
her like it was detaining a lot of people that did not have papers. 1
did not want her to be taken like one of my classmate’s mom was
taken. My dad had papers. He got to travel back to México all the
time and bring us dulces, huaraches de llanta, and other stuff from
México like camisetas de Las Chivas—ijerseys of our favorite soccer
team. He got to see his parents. My mom couldn’t.

My family was separated because my dad was always trabajando
en el norte, working in the North. We only got to see him once a
year. It was hard on all of us so we decided not to be seperated
anymore. That is why we came to this country, so we could be
together. My sister and I crossed the border together in 1994.
My mom took a whole week to cross the border, and my dad was
already in Columbus Junction, Iowa, where he was working at a
meatpacking plant called IBP. We crossed the border in a car with
my uncle and abuelita. Welita Yeyes had to come with us because
we did not want to leave México, and if we didn’t see my mom or
welita we would start crying.

In México, we lived with our paternal grandparents in £/ Rancho
La Hoya. My first taste of food was in my abuelita Reyes’ kitchen,
where she would make rortillas a mano and feed me bolitas de masa.
We would wake up in the morning and run to hug our abuelitos
and say buenos dias. 1 don’t remember crossing the border because
we fell asleep in the car. I just remember waking up and arriving at
la casa de mis padrinos in El Monte, California. Mom wasn’t there
yet. She was still crossing the border. We latched onto my grandma.
I was at her feet the whole time. If she got up to go to the kitchen,
I was there next to her.

When my sister and I needed to go to the bathroom, we went
outside by the bushes. My cousin Patty started laughing at us. Why
are they peeing outside like animals? My madrina Lupe yelled at
us, Mijas no hagan del basio afuera, hagan del bano aqui, go to the
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bathroom inside, here in the toilet. They started watching us every
time we would go outside. They would grab us and make us go to
the bathroom in these bowls that looked like you could fall into and
get your butt wet. What if I drowned in that bowl? Why did I have
to push the flush, and where did the poop go? We would escape
and go to the bathroom outside. My grandma reminded Patty that
there were no toilets in e/ rancho. We did not have running water.
We would go to the bathroom in e/ corral. It was going to take us
a while to learn that in the United States, you go to the bathroom
inside. No te burles de ellas, don’t laugh at them.

My mom finally arrived, and a couple of days later, we left for
lowa on the plane. Why is everyone crying? Where are we going? Why
isn'’t Grandma coming with us? No! I don’t want to leave. Let’s stay
here. Are we going to see our grandma again? we asked. Yes, romorrow,

she said.

But tomorrow never came. It took another four years until we
saw each other again. My abuelita had a visa, and she was able
to come see us in lowa during the summer. She couldn’t come in
the winter, no aguantaria el frio. She did not come often though
because she was getting sick and traveling was hard for her. We saw
her again when we got our papers and traveled back to México. We
tried to stay in touch through cartitas, but after years, memories
start to fade, and it all felt like a dream. Often, the smell of fresh
corn tortillas or the sound of chiles tostandose would take me back
to those days on e/ rancho, but I had forgotten the faces of mi gente,
my people.

We arrived in Iowa in the summer. It was so humid, a different
kind of hot that we weren’t used to. We didn’t know anybody. We
didn’t speak English. My mom didn’t know how to drive and there
was no public transportation like in México. We locked ourselves in
the apartment. It was located downtown and had a lot of cockroaches
when we first moved in. We had never had cockroaches in our house
in México. We lived on the first floor, and in the basement of the
apartments lived Soledad, or Chole, one of my mom’s Dominican
friends who had two kids around our age. Her Spanish was a little
funny and her food was different. She introduced us to arroz con
habichuelas and bachata music. She really liked our Mexican food.
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The sidewalk and stairs in the apartments were all cracked. We
told the landlord to fix it but they didn’t. My sister broke her arm
because she fell on that cracked sidewalk. It was only then that they
fixed it. There were no animals. The rooster didn’t wake us up. We
drank milk from a gallon jug and not fresh from the cow. It was
cold inside the house because there was a box by the window that
threw out air that felt like a freezer. We cried every day. We missed
nature. We missed our casa de adobe.

Dad worked at night. We slept all day. Nos atiriciamos because
we were sad. Our souls stayed behind in México. There was nothing
to do. There was nobody to see. There was no community, no sense
of belonging. No cousins and s that would come on Sunday to
make gorditas de horno and chiles rellenos. Here, no habia familia
que se juntara. No family that would gather together. Pepe. Pepe.
Quiero a mi welito Pepe, 1 want to see my Grandpa Pepe. We cried,
and my mom cried with us. Yz pronto los vamos a ver. Soon. Soon
we will see them.

But soon never arrived. It got worse, especially during our first
winter. It was so cold that our pelos de la nariz froze, and even
though my mom would bundle us up so thickly that we wobbled
like penguins in all the layers of clothing, we were still cold. We
didn’t even know how to walk in the snow. We kept falling down.
We didn’t want to go outside, not even to make snowmen. We
started getting sick. The doctor told my parents that they had to
take us outdoors, even if we didn’t want to go. We needed to build
up our immune system by playing outside and escaping from indoor
germs and bacteria.

A couple of years after arriving in Iowa, we began to lose some
of our Mexican traditions, like Dia de los Muertos, the Day of the
Dead. We could not find pan de muerto, papel picado, or cempaziichitl
flowers in Iowa. There were no sugar skulls. No Catrina parades.
All the monarch butterflies by this time had left Iowa, whereas in
México, the butterflies always migrated during Day of the Dead,
and my #ias would say, “Son nuestros seres queridos,” they are our
loved ones coming back to visit. Our ancestors’ graves were in
México. How were we supposed to go to the cemetery and decorate
the graves if their graves weren’t in Iowa? We also didn’t have their
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pictures to put on the altar. My mom said that we could prender
una veladora and leave them fruit. We could say a prayer for our
ancestors. That was all. But the fruit was not the same. None of the
stores sold guayabas, tamarindo, or pitayas.

Eventually, making an altar de muertos became even more
difficult because my parents came home exhausted from working
in the factory. How were they supposed to cook this buffet of food
for our ancestors if they were tired and it took all day to make
tamales, mole, and everything else? It’s not like we forgot about our
ancestors. Instead of celebrating Dia de los Muertos in Towa, my
mom would send my #izs money. She made sure to send enough so
that their graves could be decorated elaborately and that they had
the best food.

My parents also always made sure to share their loved ones’
stories with us and tell us that they were our angelitos watching over
us. When my mom would make a special food like mole, she would
describe how my dad’s mom taught her how to cook because when
she got married, she didn’t know how to cook. My mom never
learned to cook because she was always working. She had to drop
out of elementary school so she could work. My abuelita was patient
with my mom and never judged her, even though most womxn in
México are expected to know how to cook. My grandma was a
good cook because she was one of the oldest in her family. When
her parents went to Fresnillo to sell carnitas, chicharrones, verduras,
and more, she was stuck at home babysitting her younger siblings
and was in charge of washing all the o//as and making tamales.

Mom also shared how she went to her grandma’s house and
ate postre de guayaba, and how her other grandparents lived in a
house that was dug into the earth. It was made of grass and dirt, a
hole in the ground. My great-grandfather would make adobes and
fall asleep drunk in the mud, and my great-grandmother would
cook in a ravine. She would heat up the food by lighting wood
that she would find. They suffered a lot in life. Poverty was too
real and my great-grandpa would take refuge in alcohol. They did
eventually live in a house made of adobe. It was small and ugly. My
great-grandma who lived in this underground home also never wore
shoes. She could climb cactus trunks and the thorns never bothered

154



her. Oh, the memories of those stories that they shared! I felt as if I
knew all these people I had never met.

When I graduated college, my grandma came to me in a dream.
She had died on my last day of fifth grade. My dad was the only
one who could go to her funeral in México, and I never got to say
my last goodbye. In my dream, she told me that she had never left
me, that she was always with me. I cried to her, telling her that I felt
bad that we had left her behind. Se ruvieron que ir. Si no, no fueras
la gran mujer que eres hoy. You had to leave. You had to leave so you
could be the womxn that you are today.

Even my abuelita knew that in México, we would not have the
opportunities that Iowa gave us. lowa gave us the chance to be more
than a housewife. We could go to school. We wouldn’t have to quit
school in second grade and start working like my mom did. We did
not have to be a nanny or a domestic worker. It was honorable work,
but it was also work that nobody wanted to do. We could have an
actual childhood. Toys. Birthday parties. More than three outfits.
We wouldn’t have to wear rubber shoes that gave us blisters and
burned us because our feet got wet or sweaty. We could have more
than one pair of underwear and socks. We didn’t have to carry water
in big drums from ¢/ arroyo and put them on the wagon attached to
the tractor. We didn’t have to walk seven miles to school. We could
have a chance. A chance at life.

After mi abuelita came to me in a dream, I decided to continue
honoring her memory by making an altar for her on the Day of
the Dead. I made my own cempaziichitl lowers with tissue paper. I
served the food in platos de barro, and I took the day off from work
so I could spend time praying. I called my aunts to ask them what
my grandma liked to eat and made her azole and huevo con chile a
mano. 1 used pictures from the time we first arrived in the United
States. In one photo, we are sitting on the coach side by side and she
has her arm around me. In another, my sister is on her lap. In this
picture, my grandma is not as sick as she was in her last moments of
life when cancer killed her.

I added a picture of my father-in-law, whom I never got to meet,
and my great-grandparents, whose pictures are in a sepia tone. My
father-in-law loved pollo en naranja, a dish not typical in Zacatecas,
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but I learned to make it to honor him. I looked for the best fruit,
and I added salt in a dish for purification and a glass of water.
Although I wanted to light real candles, I used fake ones because
I did not want to burn down the apartment. The altar has grown
every year, and I have been able to add more items because as the
Latinx population has grown in Iowa, so has access to Mexican
representation like pan de muerto. When I returned to México, my
tia Celia and 1 opened up e/ baul de los recuerdos and 1 was able
to get pictures of my grandparents when they married and of my
paternal great-grandmothers.

Sometimes it is hard to hold a mirror to our face and accept
the flaws we see in ourselves. Honoring my ancestors is a very
sacred thing to me, and I used to think I was my ancestors’ wildest
dreams, especially after my grandma told me she was proud of me
for being the womxn I am today. Yet, I am not their wildest dreams.
I am my own wildest dreams. Higher education can have a way
of objectifying one’s suffering or trauma as a way of inspiration.
I fell into this trap. As much as I used to say that my degree was
for my family and all the ones who couldn’t make it, I truly only
went to college for myself. I went to college to escape machismo.
To escape rural Iowa. To find doors that my town did not have to
offer me. The only thing my small town offered me was a job at a
meatpacking plant. College gave me wings. I transformed myself
and had to unlearn a lot of the problematic mindsets I used to have
like colorism, fatphobia, classism, homophobia, and more. I am still
unlearning this. Through the theories I learned, I experienced a
liberatory process, a place for healing. I always thought that the
system was the problem, but did not realize I was a part of the
system too. I benefited from it. The very least I should be doing is
acknowledging that now I have a power and privilege I did not have
before.

Ademds, my family is not always happy with the knowledge I
got from going to all these colleges. For me to say these degrees are
for my parents is a lie because I know that my parents resent the
education I got. You see, yo soy mds vocal. 1 challenge machismo. I
would consider myself a mujerista, and my family is not ready for a
womxn to be that way. To this day, whenever I try to speak up, I am
told calladita te ves mds bonita. My worth is also measured by the
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amount of children I have. I do not have children, and at my age, I
should have had children already. A career womxn isn’t something
to be proud of, especially if she has been married for many years and
does not have kids yet. A pesar de todo, 1 try to include them in what
I know and what I do. Just because mis padres are from el rancho, it
doesn’t mean they won’t understand what I am going through when
I work in an air-conditioned office with my own mini fridge and
microwave and I'm the only Mexican in some meetings.

I wonder if my descendants will put my photo on their altar.
Will they find me worthy enough to make an altar for? Who gets
remembered and who gets forgotten? What stories will they say
about me? Will they talk about my name CueponiCihuatl and
the journey it took to become the womxn I am today? Will I be
remembered as the unapologetic ancestor that spoke her mind and
took the different, lonely path? Or will I be forgotten like the dust
that I am and will become?

Honoring my ancestors and heritage helps me celebrate the
present and embrace the future. It helps me mantener mis pies firmes
en la tierra, keep my feet firm on the ground. What a powerful
piece of paper. It is a puente between my ancestry and life in Iowa.
This paper is my story. It is the story that kept my heart beating. It
is the object that gave me the opportunity to find my soul again, to
feel the warmth I couldn’t feel in Iowa, especially during the cold
winters. This papel helped me stay in Iowa and understand that
Iowa has to be my home hasta manana.

We are still in Iowa because Dios nos tiene aqui. God has us
here. How else would we have survived so long? One day I will
return again to the place where my husband and I can feel a sense
of belonging, where we won’t be othered because of our nationality,
where we can speak Spanish freely and not feel /z soledad among the
busy people in the college town we live in. A place where people say
hi to you and when they ask you how you're doing, they really want
to know the answer. We do not know what the future holds for us,
but if I ever become a mother, I hope my children experience this
feeling where all your worries go away, ¢/ calor de la gente or warmth
of people, and you find that the things you complained about do
not actually matter. What matters is being in presence with people
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that only care about sharing their time with you, even if it is just to
eat a plate of sopa y frijoles de la olla with un taco de queso con chile
al molcajete. A place where people can talk all day and not turn on
the TV or look at their phone. A place called home.
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MAS QUE UN PEDAZO DE PAPEL

VANESSA “CUEPONICIHUATL” ESPINOZA

TRADUCIDO AL ESPANOL POR
VANESSA “CUEPONICIHUATL” ESPINOZA
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ESTE PAPEL ES MAS que un papel. Es mi historia. Es un
recordatorio de lo lejos que he llegado y he tenido que aguantar.
Es la exhalacién de una respiracién larga y profunda que he estado
conteniendo durante casi siete afios, desde que mi familia llegé a
Iowa desde México. Este documento es un recordatorio del privilegio
que tengo. Es una oportunidad. Es el suefo americano. Es como
cuando ingresas a la universidad cuando nadie en tu familia ha ido
a la universidad o descubrir que después de haber estudiado tanto,
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finalmente pasaste el examen de manejo para obtener tu licencia.
Es esperanza.

Este documento es mi residencia permanente que me dio
permiso de viajar de regreso a México. Estd un poco doblado
porque estuvo atorado en un cajén durante afios. Todavia puedo
sentir el sello elevado, y si no tienes cuidado, la grapa adn te puede
pinchar. Mi mam4 no sabe que lo tengo. No le gusta que tengamos
documentos importantes porque cree que los vamos a danar, pero
es mio. Nunca lo tiraré a la basura.

Las palabras en este pedazo de papel estdn escritas en rojo como
la gran F que la maestra escribié en mi examen de matemdticas.
Nunca fui buena en matemadticas, pero si en inglés. Incluso, en el
ultimo afio de la prepa obtuve el reconocimiento de tener el mejor
promedio en mi clase en el inglés. Estoy orgullosa de ese premio
porque el inglés no es mi primer idioma. No me gustan las marcas
rojas en el papel, pero en este papel si. En este papel, las cosas que
estdn escritas son buenas.

Lo mejor es que mi nombre de nacimiento estd escrito en
este papel. Vanessa Espinoza Madrigal. Me hubiera gustado que
todo mi apellido no se hubiera eliminado cuando me converti en
ciudadana estadounidense el 27 de febrero de 2001. Recuerdo que
faleé a la escuela ese dia y firmé mi certificado de ciudadania en letra
cursiva fea porque todavia no sabia cémo escribir asi. Los adultos
no dejaban de decirle a mi hermana y a mi que escribiéramos lo
mds bonito posible. Decian, “escribe en carta.” Incluso nos dieron
un papel en blanco para practicar antes de que escribiéramos en
el certificado. Cuando mi padre estudiaba para su examen de
ciudadania, ponia un CD con las preguntas civicas. Me acuerdo
que repetia las trece colonias con mi hermana y nos reiamos porque
siempre deciamos Massachusetts de una manera extrana y chistosa.
Mientras escribia mi nombre en el certificado, seguia repitiendo las
trece colonias en mi cabeza.

En este pais, no tenemos dos apellidos. Tienes que elegir solo un
apellido. Eso es lo que dijo el oficial de inmigracién. Me preguntaba
qué apellido deberia elegir, luego recordé que mi padre ya habia
decidido. Mantendremos el apellido paterno. sAcabamos de renunciar
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a la familia Madrigal? Me preguntaba todo esto mientras nos daban
la ciudadania. ;Me perdonardn por borrar ese nombre? ;Qué significa
no tener Madrigal en mi nombre nunca mds? Ahora la gente solo me
llamard Vanessa Espinoza. Y ellos hicieron justamente eso.

Cuando me casé, no me cambié mi apellido. No queria seguir
perdiendo mi identidad atin mds. Sin embargo, Vanessa ya no es lo
que me llaman. Ahora uso mi nombre indigena, CueponiCihuatl.
Mujer floreciente. Recibi este nombre en un sueno. Es un nombre
que mis ancestros dijeron que necesito cumplir. Mis antepasados,
las personas que murieron antes de que yo existiera y los que
murieron antes de que pudiera volver a verlos. Los Chichimecas,
los Zacatecos, los que lucharon contra los espanoles, el Gnico grupo
indigena que fue sobornado a paz porque los colonizadores no
podian continuar luchando contra un pueblo que era tan resistente.
Siempre estas creciendo, aunque no lo puedas ver. Se paciente. Aguanta.
Serd doloroso, pero te hard mds fuerte. Eres como el nopal. La planta
que crece sin agud.

Tengo casi diez afios en la foto de mi tarjeta de residencia,
aunque parezco mds joven. La imagen es extrafa porque ya nadie
se toma fotos mirando hacia un lado para fotos de identificacion del
gobierno. Puedes ver mi corte de pelo feo, mi copete todo torcido y
demasiado corto. Tengo los mismos oidos que mi papd. Que bueno
que solo se puede ver un solo lado de mi, porque de lo contrario,
verfas que una de mis orejas es mds grande que la otra.

Aln no se puede ver que las patillas crecerian mds a lo largo de
los anos porque soy muy peluda. Casi no puedes ver mi bigote. Una
nina con bigote. Eso nunca fue divertido. Estds bien peluda y pareces
a una changa. Mi hermana y todos los ninos en la escuela se refan
de mi por esto. Yo tenia vello en los nudillos y en los dedos de los
pies. Nunca fue un gran problema hasta que alguien lo senalé una
vez de camino a casa desde la escuela. Adam y Andrew se rieron
de mi en el autobus escolar y con un ldpiz me pincharon los dedos
peludos. Mira sus pies desagradables. Ewww. Necesitas afeitarte eso.
Eres repugnante. ;Cémo podria yo afeitarmelos si mis padres no me
dejaban? Siempre odié la clase de educacién fisica porque todos iban
a poder ver mis piernas peludas cuando me cambiaba de chor.
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El pelo siempre ha sido una parte complicada de mi identidad.
Algunos de los mejores recuerdos que tengo con mis tias y mi mami
tienen que ver con el cabello, como cuando me hacfan trenzas. A
medida que creci, me avergonzaba usar trenzas porque me llamaban
india. Traté de tenirme el pelo de rubio porque odiaba mi cabello
oscuro. También me lo alasiaba porque me dijeron que mi cabello
era pelo malo solo porque era pelo chino y esponjoso. Me senti
liberada cuando me corté el pelo porque no se nos dejaban cortarlo.
Si no lo cortamos, se lo ofreciamos al Santo Nifno de Atocha como
agradecimiento por concedernos milagros. El pelo es complicado
como las barafas que se te hacen cuando no te peinas.

Me acuerdo cuando me fui a tomar esta foto como si fuera
ayer. Mi papd nos advirtié que no anduviéramos sucias porque
nos estarfamos tomando fotos. La sefiora que nos tomo fotos en la
Walmart tenia perforaciones en la cara y una camisa que mostraba
su ombligo. Mi mam4 dijo que parecia como un toro con el arete
en la nariz. Tuve que mirar el péster en la pared, y cuando me tomé
la foto, cerré los ojos por el flash de la cdmara, como siempre. Me
tomé otra foto y la segunda vez sali6 bien.

Yo anhelaba papeles por mucho tiempo. Los queria para poder
regresar a la patria, de regreso al estado minero de plata de
Zacatecas, al pueblo mdgico de Jerez, Zacatecas. Lloraba hasta
quedarme dormida pensando que nunca volveria a ver a mis
abuelitos. Llegué a ver a mi abuelita nuevamente cuando vino a
visitarnos desde México cuando viviamos en las trailas. Oh, cémo
me hubiera gustado tener una casa durante ese tiempo. No queria
que nos viera viviendo en las trailas. Ni siquiera tenfamos un s6tano
en caso de que hubiera un tornado. Pude ver a mis otros abuelitos
cuando volvimos a México, pero no sabia que cada vez que volveria,
serfa la tltima vez que me despediria de mis abuelita y bisabuelitos.

Algun dia los volveremos a ver. Eso es todo lo que me decia mi
mami, especialmente cuando yo llegaba molesta de la escuela cada
que tenfan el Dia de los Abuelitos. Mis companeros de clase tenian
a sus abuelitos con ellos en la escuela y yo no. Ni siquiera podiamos
llamarle a nuestros seres queridos en México porque vivian en el
rancho y no habia electricidad alli. Lo tinico que podiamos hacer
era enviarles cartas, asi que siempre presté mucha atencién en clase
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cuando estdbamos escribiendo para poder escribir cartas a mi
abuelita. Aprendi a leer y escribir en inglés, pero hacia lo mejor que
podia para escribir las palabras en espafiol, y mi hermana corregfa
mis cartas. Ella iba un afo mds que yo en la escuela. Ella ya sabia
cémo firmar su nombre en cursiva. Me emocionaba llegar aprender
a escribir palabras elegantes para poder firmar mis cartas. Mi papd
no siempre nos daba nuestro domingo, pero cuando lo hacfa, yo
ahorraba los délares para enviarselos en las cartas a mi abuela,
envolviendolos en aluminio y metiéndolas entre las cartas dobladas.
Tenias que hacer eso porque si la gente de correo en México miraba
a través del sobre y veia el dinero, se lo quedaban.

También queria papeles para poder dejar de sentir miedo. A
veces no podia concentrarme en la escuela porque me preocupaba
volver a casay no encontrar a mi mami porque la migra se la llevé, asi
como estaba deteniendo a muchas personas que no tenfan papeles.
No queria que se la llevaran como se llevaron a una de las madres
de mi compafiera de clases. Mi papa tenia papeles. El podia viajar a
México todo el tiempo y traernos dulces, huaraches de llanta y otras
cosas de México como camisetas de Las Chivas. El podia ver a sus
padres. Mi madre no podia

Mi familia estaba separada porque mi papd siempre estaba
trabajando en el norte. Solo pudimos verlo una vez al ano. Fue
dificil para todos nosotros, asi que decidimos no separarnos jamds.
Esa fue la razén por la cual nos venimos a este pafs. Para no estar
separados. Mi hermana y yo cruzamos la frontera juntas en el afio
de 1994. Mi mami{ tardé una semana para cruzar la frontera, y mi
padre ya estaba en Columbus Junction, lowa, donde trabajaba en
una planta empacadora de carne llamada IBP. Cruzamos la frontera
en un auto con mi tio y abuelita. Welita Yeyes tuvo que venir con
nosotros porque no querfamos irnos de México, y si no vefamos a
mi mam3 o welita, comenziabamos a llorar.

En México, viviamos con nuestros abuelitos paternos en El
Rancho La Hoya. La primera vez que probé la comida fue en la
cocina de Abuelita Reyes, donde ella hacia tortillas a mano y me
daba de comer bolitas de masa. Nos despertabamos en la mafiana
y corriamos para abrazar a nuestros abuelitos y decir buenos dias.
No recuerdo haber cruzado la frontera porque nos quedamos
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dormidas en el auto. Solo recuerdo despertarme y llegar a la casa
de mis padrinos en El Monte, California. Mami atin no estaba alli.
Ella todavia estaba cruzando la frontera. Nos pegamos mucho mi
abuela, pareciamos chicle. Estuve a sus pies todo el tiempo. Si ella
se levantaba para ir a la cocina, yo estaba alli a su lado.

Cuando mi hermana y yo necesitdbamos ir al bafo, salimos
hacer del bafio afuera por los arbustos. Mi prima Patty comenzé
a reirse de nosotros. ;Por qué estdn orinando afuera como animales?
Mi madrina Lupe nos gritd, Mijas no hagan del bano afuera, hagan
del bario aqui, vayan al bano adentro, aqui en el basio. Comenzaron
a mirarnos cada vez que saliamos. Nos agarraban y nos hacian ir
al bano en esas tazas que parecian que te podias caer y mojarte el
trasero. ;Qué pasa si me ahogo en la taza del bano? ;A dénde se iba
la caca cuando le jalaba la cadena? Nos escapabamos y ibamos al
bano afuera. Mi abuela le recordé a Patty que no habian bafios en
el rancho. No tenfamos agua corriente. [bamos al bafo en el corral.
Nos iba a tomar un tiempo saber que en los Estados Unidos, vas al
bano adentro. No te burles de ellas, no te rias de ellas.

Mi mami finalmente llegd, y un par de dias después, nos fuimos
alowa en el avién. ;Por qué estdn llorando todos? ;A donde vamos? ; Por
qué no viene con nosotros mi welita? ;No! No me quiero ir. Quedémonos
aqui. ;Vamos a ver a mi abuelita otra vez? Todo esto preguntamos.
8%, manana, dijo ella. Pero manana nunca llegd. Pasaron otros
cuatro afos hasta que nos volvimos a ver. Mi abuelita tenia una visa
y pudo venir a vernos a lowa durante el verano. No podia venir en
invierno, no aguantaria el frio en Iowa. Sin embargo, no venia a
menudo porque se estaba enfermando y viajar era dificil para ella.
La volvimos a ver cuando recibimos nuestros papeles y viajamos
de regreso a México. Intentamos mantenernos en contacto a través
de las cartitas, pero después de afos, los recuerdos comenzaron a
desvanecerse, y todo se sintié como un suefio. A menudo, el olor de
las tortillas de maiz frescas o el sonido de los chiles tostandose me
llevaban a aquellos dias en el rancho, pero habia olvidado los rostros
de mi gente.

Llegamos a Iowa en el verano. Estaba tan himedo, era un calor
diferente del cual no estdbamos acostumbrados. No conociamos a
nadie. No habldbamos inglés. Mi mami no sabia conducir y no
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habia transporte ptblico como en México. Nos encerramos en el
apartamento. Estaba ubicado en el centro y tenfa muchas cucarachas
cuando nos mudamos por primera vez. Nunca habiamos tenido
cucarachas en nuestra casa en México. Viviamos en el primer piso,
y en el sétano de los apartamentos vivia Soledad, o Chole, una de
las amigas dominicanas de mi mami que tenia dos hijos de nuestra
edad. Su espafiol era un poco chistoso y su comida era diferente.
Ella nos presenté al arroz con habichuelas y la musica bachata. A
ella le gustaba mucho nuestra comida mexicana.

La banqueta y las escaleras en los apartamentos estaban
agrietadas. Le dijimos a la duena de los apartamentos que las
arreglara, pero no lo hizo. Mi hermana se rompié el brazo porque se
cayé en la banqueta agrietada. Fue solo entonces que lo arreglaron.
No habia animales. El gallo no nos despertaba. Bebiamos leche del
galén. No era fresca de la vaca. Hacia frio dentro de la casa porque
habia una caja junto a la ventana que tiraba aire que hasta se sentia
como un congelador. Llordbamos todos los dias. Extranabamos la
naturaleza. Extrafiabamos nuestra casa de adobe.

Mi papd trabajaba de noche. Dormimos todo el dia. Nos
atiriciamos porque estdbamos tristes. Nuestras almas se quedaron
en México. No habia nada que hacer. No habia nadie que ver. No
habia comunidad, ni sentido de pertenencia. No habian primas y
tias que vendrian el domingo para hacer gorditas de horno y chiles
rellenos. Aqui, no habia familia que se juntara. Pepe, Pepe, quiero
a mi welito Pepe, quiero ver a mi abuelo Pepe. Lloramos y mi mami
lloraba con nosotros. Ya pronto los vamos a ver. Pronto. Pronto los
veremos.

Pero pronto nunca llegé. Se puso peor, especialmente durante
nuestro primer invierno. Hacfa tanto frio que nuestros pelos de
la nariz se congelaron, y aunque mi mami nos abrigé tanto que
nos tambaleamos como pingiiinos en todas las capas de ropa,
todavia tenfamos frio. Ni siquiera sabfamos cémo caminar en la
nieve. Nos cafamos siempre. No querfamos salir, ni siquiera para
hacer mufiecos de nieve. Empezamos a enfermarnos. El médico les
dijo a mis padres que tenfan que llevarnos al aire libre, aunque no
querfamos. Necesitdbamos fortalecer nuestro sistema inmunolégico
jugando afuera y escapando de los gérmenes y bacterias interiores.
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Un par de afos después de llegar a Iowa, comenzamos a perder
algunas de nuestras tradiciones mexicanas, como el Dia de los
Muertos. No pudimos encontrar flores de cempazichitl, pan de
muerto, o papel picado en Iowa. No habia calaveras de aztcar. Ni
desfiles de Catrina. Para entonces, todas las mariposas monarcas
habfan migrado de lowa, mientras que en México, las mariposas ya
estaban llegando para el Dia de Muertos. Mis tias decian son nuestros
seres queridos que regresan a visitarnos. Las tumbas de nuestros
antepasados estaban en México. ;Cémo se suponia que ibamos ir al
cementerio y decorar las tumbas si sus tumbas no estaban en Iowa?
Tampoco tenfamos sus fotos para poner en el altar. Mi mami dijo
que podiamos prenderles una veladora y dejarles fruta. Podriamos
rezar por nuestros ancestros. Eso era todo lo que podiamos hacer.
Pero la fruta no era la misma. Ninguna de las tiendas vendia
guayabas, tamarindo o pitayas.

Eventualmente, hacer un altar de muertos se volvié atin mds
dificil porque mis padres llegaron a casa exhaustos de trabajar en la
fabrica. ;Cémo se suponia que iban a cocinar este buffet de comida
para nuestros ancestros si estaban cansados y se tomaba todo el dia
en hacer tamales, mole y todo lo demds? No es que nos hayamos
olvidado de nuestros antepasados. En lugar de celebrar el Dia de los
Muertos en Iowa, mi madre enviaba dinero a mis tias. Se aseguré
de enviar lo suficiente para que sus tumbas pudieran ser decoradas
de forma elaborada y que tuvieran la mejor comida.

Mis padres también siempre se aseguraban de compartir las
historias de sus seres queridos con nosotros y decirnos que eran
nuestros angelitos que nos cuidaban. Cuando mi mam4 hacfa una
comida especial como el mole, ella describia cémo la mama de
mi papd le ensefi¢ a cocinar porque cuando se casé, ella no sabia
cémo cocinar. Mi mamd nunca aprendié a cocinar porque siempre
estaba trabajando. Tuvo que abandonar la escuela primaria para
poder trabajar. Mi abuelita fue paciente con mi madre y nunca la
juzgd, a pesar de que se espera que la mayoria de las mujeres en
México sepan cocinar. Mi abuela era buena cocinera porque era
una de las hijas mayores de su familia. Cuando sus padres se iban
a Fresnillo para vender carnitas, chicharrones, verduras y mds, le
tocaba quedarse en casa cuidando a sus hermanos menores y estaba
a cargo de lavar todas las ollas y hacer tamales. Mi mami también
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nos platicaba cémo le gustaba ir a la casa de su abuelita y les hacia
postre de guayaba. Nos platicé cémo vivieron sus otros abuelos.
Ellos vivieron en una casa que estaba hecha de hierba y tierra,
un agujero en el suelo. Mi bisabuelo hacia adobes y se quedaba
dormido, borracho en medio del barro, y mi bisabuelita le hacia
de comer en un barranco. Ella hacfa una lumbrada. Ellos sufrieron
mucho en la vida. La pobreza era muy canija y mi bisabuelito se
refugiaba en el alcohol. Eventualmente vivieron en un casita de
adobe, pero era fea y pequefa. La abuela que vivia en esta casa
subterrdnea nunca usé zapatos. Podia treparse a los nopales y las
espinas nunca le molestaban. ;Oh, los recuerdos de esas historias
que compartieron! Sentfa como si conociera a todas estas personas
que nunca habia conocido.

Cuando me gradué de la universidad, mi abuela vino a mi en un
sueno. Ella habia muerto en mi tltimo dia del quinto grado de la
primaria. Mi pap4 fue el tnico que pudo ir a su funeral en México,
y nunca pude despedirme de ella. En mi sueno, ella me dijo que
nunca me habia abandonado, que siempre estaba conmigo. Le grité
sollozando, diciéndole que me sentia mal por haberla dejado atrés.
Se tuvieron que ir. Si no, no fueras la gran mujer que eres hoy.

Miabuelitasabia que en México no tendriamoslas oportunidades
que Iowa nos dio. Iowa nos dio la oportunidad de ser mds que una
ama de casa. Era un trabajo honorable, pero también era un trabajo
que nadie querfa hacer. Podriamos ir a la escuela. No tendriamos
que abandonar la escuela en segundo grado y comenzar a trabajar
como lo hizo mi mami. No tenfamos que ser niferas ni trabajadoras
domésticas. Podriamos tener una infancia real. Juguetes. Fiestas
de cumpleanos. Mds de tres cambios de ropa. No tendriamos que
usar zapatos de hule que nos dieran ampollas y que nos quemaran
porque nuestros pies se mojaron o sudaron. Podriamos tener méds de
un par de ropa interior y calcetines. No tenfamos que cargar agua
en grandes tambos desde el arroyo y ponerlos en la carreta unida
al tractor. No teniamos que caminar siete millas hasta la escuela.
Podriamos tener una oportunidad. Una oportunidad a vivir una
buena vida.

Después de que mi abuelita vino a mi en un sueno, decidi
continuar honrando su memoria haciéndole un altar para el Dia
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de los Muertos. Hice mis propias flores de cempazichitl con papel
de seda. Servi la comida en platos de barro, y me tomé el dia libre
del trabajo para poder pasar el tiempo rezando y honrando a mis
ancestros. Le llamé a mis tias para preguntarles qué le gustaba comer
a mi abuela y le preparé atole y huevo con chile a mano. Usé fotos
desde el momento en que llegamos a los Estados Unidos. En una
foto, estamos sentadas mi hermana y yo en el sillén con mi abuelita
y en otra ella me estd abrazando. En esta imagen, mi abuela no estd
tan enferma como en sus dltimos momentos de la vida cuando el
cdncer la maté.

Agregué una foto de mi suegro, a quien nunca conoci, y mis
bisabuelos, cuyas fotos estdn en tono sepia. Mi suegro amaba el pollo
en naranja, un plato que no es tipico en Zacatecas, pero aprendi a
hacerlo para honrarlo. Busqué la mejor fruta y agregue sal en un
plato para purificar y un vaso de agua. Aunque queria encender
velas reales, tuve que usar velas falsas porque no queria quemar el
apartamento. El altar ha crecido todos los afios, y he podido agregar
mis articulos porque a medida que la poblacién Latinx ha crecido
en lowa, también ha crecido el acceso a la representacién mexicana
como pan de muerto. Cuando regresé a México, mi Tia Celia y yo
abrimos el baul de los recuerdos y pude tomar fotos de mis abuelos
cuando se casaron y de mis bisabuelas.

A veces, es dificil sostener un espejo en nuestra cara y aceptar los
defectos que vemos en nosotros mismos. Honrar a mis antepasados
es algo muy sagrado para mi. Solia pensar que yo era el suefio
mds chingon de mi antepasados, especialmente después de que
mi abuela me dijo que estaba orgullosa de mi por ser la mujer que
soy ahora. Sin embargo, no soy sus suenos mds chingones. Soy mis
propios suefios mds chingones. Creo que la educacién superior tiene
una forma de objetivar el sufrimiento o el trauma de alguien como
una forma de inspiracién. Cai en esta trampa. Por mucho que solia
decir que mi titulo era para mi familia y todos los que no pudieron
lograrlo, realmente solo fui a la universidad por mi misma. Fui a la
universidad para escapar del machismo. Para escapar de las zonas
rurales de Iowa. Me fui para poder encontrar puertas que mi pueblo
no tenia para ofrecerme. Con toda honestidad, lo Gnico que me
ofrecié mi pueblo pequeno en lowa, fue un trabajo en una planta
empacadora de carne. La universidad me dio alas. Me transformé
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y tuve que desaprender muchas de las mentalidades problemadticas
que solia tener, como el colorismo, la gordofobia, el clasismo, la
homofobia y mds. Todavia estoy desaprendiendo esto. A través de
las teorfas que aprendi, experimenté un proceso liberador, un lugar
de sanacién. Siempre pensé que el problema era el sistema, pero no
me di cuenta de que yo también era parte del sistema. Yo beneficié
de eso. Lo menos que deberia estar haciendo es reconocer que ahora
tengo un poder y un privilegio que antes no tenfa.

Ademds, mi familia no siempre estd contenta con el conocimiento
que obtuve al ir a todas estas universidades. Al yo decir que estos
titulos son para mis padres es una mentira porque sé que a veces
a mis padres les molesta la educacién que recibi. Es que mira, yo
soy mds vocal. Reto al machismo. Me considero una mujerista y
mi familia no estd lista para que una mujer sea asi. Hasta el dia de
hoy, cuando trato de hablar, me dicen calladita te ves mds bonita.
Mi valor también se ve por la cantidad de hijos que tengo. No
tengo hijos y, a mi edad, ya deberia haber tenido hijos. Una carrera
profesional no es algo de lo que estar orgullosa, especialmente si
ya tengo muchos anos de casada y todavia no tengo hijos. A pesar
de todo, trato de incluirlos en lo que sé y lo que hago. EI hecho
de que mis padres sean del rancho no significa que no entiendan
por lo que estoy pasando cuando trabajo en una oficina con aire
acondicionado con mi propio mini refrigerador y microondas, y soy
la Gnica mexicana en algunas reuniones.

Me pregunto si mis descendientes pondrdn mi foto en su altar.
:Me encontrardn lo suficientemente digna para hacerme un altar?
;Quién es recordado y a quién olvidamos? ;Qué historias dirdn
sobre mi? ;Hablardn sobre mi nombre CueponiCihuatl y el viaje
que tomé para convertirme en la mujer que soy hoy? ;Seré recordada
como aquella cabrona que decia lo que pensaba y tomé el camino
diferente y solitario? ;O seré olvidada como el polvo que soy y en el
que me convertiré?

Honrar a mis antepasados y mi herencia me ayuda a celebrar el
presente y abrazar el futuro. Me ayuda a mantener mis pies firmes
en la tierra. Qué pedazo de papel tan poderoso. Es un puente entre
mi linaje y vida en Iowa. Este artefacto es mi historia. Es la historia
que mantuvo mi corazén latiendo. Es el objeto que me dio la
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oportunidad de encontrar mi alma nuevamente, sentir el calor que
no podia sentir en Iowa, especialmente durante los frios inviernos.
Este papel me ayudé a quedarme en Iowa y entender que lowa tiene
que ser mi hogar hasta mafana.

Todavia estamos en lowa porque Dios nos tiene aqui. ;De qué
otra forma habriamos sobrevivido tanto tiempo? Un dia regresaré
nuevamente al lugar donde mi esposo y yo podemos sentir un
sentido de pertenencia, donde no seremos cuestionados por nuestra
nacionalidad, donde podremos hablar espafiol libremente y no sentir
la soledad entre las personas ocupadas en el ciudad universitaria
en la que vivimos. Un lugar donde la gente te saluda y cuando te
preguntan cémo estds, realmente quieren saber la respuesta. No
sabemos qué nos tiene preparado el futuro, pero si alguna vez
me convierto en madre, espero que mis hijos experimenten este
sentimiento donde todas sus preocupaciones desaparezcan. Quiero
que sientan el calor de la gente y descubran que las cosas bdsicas
de las cuales se quejan realidad no importan. Lo que importa es
estar en presencia de personas que solo se preocupan por compartir
el tiempo contigo, incluso si es solo para comer un plato de sopa
y frijoles de la olla con un taco de queso y chile al molcajete. Un
lugar donde la gente puede hablar todo el dia y no tener la televisién
prendida o estar picando a su celular. Un lugar llamado hogar.
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DHUHA TAWIL
ARTIST STATEMENT

1 WAS BORN into generational trauma. My grandmother still carried
with her the oral stories of the Crusades on her back. She would tell us
of a time when the streets of Jerusalem were filled with blood flowing
like rivers. She witnessed the death of four of her children during the
occupation in 1948 and carried around her neck the key to her house
after she was forced out of her home.

I am a Palestinian American. My father was born in Jerusalem
and came here in the early 1980s to join other family members who
came much earlier. I was born with awareness of the worlds injustice
in my bones and was strengthened on a diet full of olive 0il and lemons.
My face carries with it a map of Jerusalem, and it is hard for people to
distinguish where my exact origin is. I don't fit into a box here at home;
the word Semitic does not exist on the U.S. Census. I was raised a
Muslim and I have Jewish, Italian, Caucus, and Middle Eastern DNA.

All stories are mediated through the language they are told in. It was
difficult for me to pick which language to represent my story faithfully
and for a wide audience. Arabic is not the language of my ancestors, nor
is it necessarily my own language, but it is a language to which I feel a
close connection. In _Jerusalem, my relatives speak Hebrew and Arabic ar
home. I decided to pick Arabic as my choice of language for translation
because, along with English, it is one of the most spoken languages in the
world and the language of the Qur'an.

[ decided to tell my story after the birth of my son. As a mother, 1
now understand how my journey can help others. The sense of injustice
that I carry with me has helped me seek my own truth. As a Palestinian,
I realize the importance of storytelling, and yet I am used to not being
able to rely on mass media to share my story. As a Palestinian Muslim
searching for answers about myself and my religion, I knew I had to
Jfind my own story.

[ wish to share my story as a reminder that no matter which tribe or
religion you come from, we are all connected somehow. We are all on our
own journey in this world, and may we all make the best of it.
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UNCOVERING MY TRUTH

DHUHA TAWIL

THE WHITE COTTON fabric was soft between my fingertips
as I picked it up and began to cover my head. I looked at myself in
the mirror that was adorned with colorful Lisa Frank stickers and
pushed unruly dark brown strands of hair away from my face and
into my hijab. It was my first day wearing the hijab, and I wanted
to look perfect. I had decided to wear blue jeans and a T-shirt on
that hot August morning, and my room was littered with clothes I
had tried on and discarded. I felt as if I were embarking on a new
adventure, and I was excited but nervous because I had no idea
what the outcome of my adventure would be.

The hijab is a headscarf that is traditionally worn with long,
loose-fitting clothing. Some Muslim women wear the hijab to cover
their head and hair, while others wear a burka or niqab, which
also covers their face. Although the hijab predates Islam, it has
become a way to show submission to God, and there are verses in
the Qurian and Hadith that talk about the concept of hijab and
dressing modestly. It is first worn when the individual is ready,
often between the ages of sixteen and twenty, though I was ten
when I began wearing it.

When my classmates saw me with the hijab for the first time,
they asked why I was wearing it, and I answered that it was part of
my religion. After a couple of months, everyone became used to it,
including myself. My parents supported me and worked with me
so I could gradually become accustomed to dressing modestly with
it. I remember playing softball in a T-shirt while wearing the hijab,
and on those occasional weekends when my mother would drive my
friends and me to Super Skate, I would wear my favorite gray tank
top with a white button-down shirt, my arms showing as I flew
around the circle trying to go as fast as I could go on Rollerblades.
Eventually, I would only wear long-sleeve shirts.
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I was born in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, to my mother, father, and
the rest of the world. My parents emigrated from the Promised
Land—Jerusalem, Palestine—to the land of promise. I was born
on a cold January day, the first girl after three boys. My mother is
a traditional Palestinian woman with a PhD in psychology from
a private university in Iowa. Her strongest belief is that every
meal should be cooked at home. She embodies the strength and
perfectionism that have been passed down to every woman in our
family. She worked full time, raised children, and cooked meals
every night. Now that I am an adult and a parent, I have no idea
how she did it all with such grace and class.

My father is a religious man who has graduate degrees in law
and theology from Jerusalem University and the University of lowa.
He helped found the first surviving mosque in North America,
called the Mother Mosque of America, with Dr. T. B. Irving, who
was the first person to translate the Qur’an into American English.
The Mother Mosque of America is listed on the National Register of
Historic Places and honors the extensive history of Muslims in Iowa,
especially those who arrived from the Levant region, specifically
around Lebanon. Many came before 1916 when the British divided
the region into the countries we know today. Lebanon, Palestine,
and Syria used to be considered one country that was called A/
Shem, or the Levant, and people knew where you came from by
cities and family names.

A simple white two-story building with a green dome, the
Mother Mosque of America sits inconspicuously in a residential
neighborhood of Cedar Rapids. The upper level was used for prayer
and the lower level as a social house where people came to play cards
and hold parties. The Muslim population expanded in the late
1960s, and in 1972 a bigger mosque was built off First Avenue. The
Mother Mosque was then sold by various groups until my father
turned it into a historical museum in the 1990s.

My childhood was unique and beautifully diverse. I was raised
under the strict teaching of the Islamic religion and Jerusalemite
tradition in Protestant Anglo-Saxon Iowa in the 1990s. My
father and mother gave all of their children ancient names that
are uncommon even where the language originates. So, I carried
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my name of Dhuha, which means “forenoon,” in my preschool,
primary, and secondary school days among many children who had
never seen another person of color, let alone knew how to pronounce
names beyond Ashley or Kyle or one of the other few names that
were common in every classroom.

My name helped forge my uniqueness in school and cultivate
my identity. I carried a name with meaning, and my family history
made me proud of who I was and what I believed in. My parents
raised me to always question authority and to do what was right,
so it was not surprising to them that I decided to wear the hijab at
the age of ten.

My siblings and I attended many interreligious events, such as
church lectures and synagogue events, and were exposed to many
ideas and theologies. My father founded the Inter-Religious Council
of Linn County, and our life was always buzzing with monks,
priests, rabbis, and imams from various schools of thought. I was
taught about the beauty and goodness of people from my parents.
met so many good (and bad) people of many faiths growing up, and
I was taught that we are all on our own personal journey and should
not judge one another. The biggest virtue that was instilled in me
was that no one is better than anyone else and that it is up to God
or Allah to judge. We shouldn’t judge each other on titles and what
we perceive from the outside; instead, we should greet each other
with peace, “Assalamu alaikum,” and begin from there.

Growing up with three brothers, I was very much a tomboy;
my parents would always joke that I was more like a boy than my
brothers. I loved playing outside and running, and wearing the
hijab didn’t stop me from doing either one. I played softball, soccer,
and basketball and ran track while wearing the hijab. I was the only
hijabi and Muslim most of my classmates ever met, and I was the
only hijabi in Cedar Rapids playing sports.

I was the first American girl to wear the hijab in my community.
Once I began wearing it, other girls at my mosque were encouraged
to wear it as well. In a couple of years, a handful of girls were
wearing the hijab to school.

I spent my days in schools that were largely homogenous.
Most of my classmates had ancestors who had immigrated from
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Germany or the Czech Republic. There was one Jew in my school,
and we would silently step aside while our classmates participated
in Christmas and Easter activities. It felt good to have someone like
me who didn’t sing the religious songs or eat pork. We shared an
unspoken bond knowing that there was someone else like us.

Even with the lack of diversity, I felt protected by my classmates.
They had no knowledge of Islam for the most part, and if they had
questions, they knew they could ask me. We didn’t really care about
differences in religion. As long as we didn’t bother each other or
force our beliefs down each other’s throats, it was all good. Many of
my classmates had known me since I was a toddler, which was an
advantage of living in small-town Iowa. No one saw my hijab as a
political symbol; it was just what I wore. I had one friend, Ashley,
who hated doing her hair in the morning and would jokingly ask
if she could borrow a hijab to wear. Many classmates have told me
that they even forgot I wore it because they just knew me as Dhuha.
In those days, if you had a problem, you talked about it. It helped
that I was an outgoing kid who found it easy to talk to others, so
even if people were shy, they knew they could talk to me.

[@x o)

My life began to change after September 11, 2001, when I
was a freshman in high school. A teacher ran into our classroom
and shouted at us to turn on the TV. Everyone turned and saw
a plane crashing into one of the World Trade Center towers. I
really didn’t understand what was going on. New York seemed so
big compared to lowa, and seeing the tall skyscrapers on TV was
surreal, like watching a movie. There was a moment of silence in
our classroom as we tried to take it all in, but we were too young to

fully understand the magnitude of what had happened.

During the following weeks, I noticed a shift in the behavior
of my teachers. They would look at me as if they were trying to
figure something out. A couple of months later, I started to notice a
change in my classmates.

One girl approached me and asked, “Where are you from?”
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I gave her my home address as a joke.
“No, but where are you really from?” she asked again.
I looked at her, puzzled. “What do you mean?”

Soon there were a handful of classmates who would ask me
the same question in different ways. After they talked to me, they
looked confused, as if my answer wasn’t what they anticipated.
They were trying to figure out my otherness so that they could
understand the hate around them. At first I thought it was odd.
Most of these classmates were people I grew up with, and they knew
exactly where I was from. But after 9/11, a quiet tension pulsated
beneath the surface, and even people I grew up with began to treat
me differently.

The interrogative, repetitive questions didn’t bother me as
much as seeing how quickly people could change. I had always
felt protected and safe, and now I felt exposed to unpredictable
elements. It terrified me how people I had known my entire life
could suddenly make me feel as if I didn’t belong or as if I were
dangerous. Even my friend Ashley, who once regarded the hijab
as just another piece of clothing, now looked at me with suspicion
and asked me where I got my hijabs from. I couldn’t figure out
how anyone could put me in the same category as the murderers
and terrorists who came from another country than the one my
family was from, and I didn’t understand why my classmates would
connect me with them. I just wanted to run track and pass my
classes like everyone else.

This quick change in behavior planted a seed of doubt in my
young mind that would affect me for the rest of my life. Was it my
ethnicity, my name, my religion, my hijab, or all the above that
led to my perceived otherness? Now when I read stories about the
Holocaust and how Germans turned on their Jewish neighbors, I
think about my childhood after September 11. I wanted to shout,
“But I am your neighbor! You have known me your whole life!”
How can someone become the enemy so quickly just because they
happen to be a Muslim or a Jew? How can a couple of bad eggs
represent the nearly two billion Muslims around the world who
have existed peacefully for thousands of years?
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It was then that I started to distance myself from my classmates
so I could sort through what I was feeling. My conviction to wear the
hijab became stronger. I had to show my classmates that Muslims
are humans first and that, as an American, I was free to be who I
was. | believe some of my classmates respected me more because
they saw that I didn’t give up, while others likely felt reaffirmed that
I had an agenda. Regardless of what others thought, I was doing
what I felt was right. As a silver lining, one of the most valuable
lessons I learned from that time was the importance of family and
good friends. Even when it felt like the world turned its back on
me, [ knew [ wasn’t alone even though my journey was a lonely one.

My parents worried about me after September 11. The principal
reassured them, saying, “Everyone knows your daughter as Dhuha,
and she’s Dhuha and no one else.” I was considered tough because I
was already paving my own path by wearing the hijab, and everyone
expected me to handle any problems that came up. No one had the
experience to help me, so I learned to stand tall and take my own
action.

It was in Spanish class when things came to a head. We were
lining up to leave the classroom when a typically quiet girl shouted,
“You're just a terrorist and you have a terrorist religion!”

The entire class was so quiet you could hear a pin drop. I looked
at my Spanish teacher, but she did not say one word; she appeared
unbothered. I looked at the girl and said, “Is that so?” After that,
the tension seemed to vanish. The word zerrorism and its connection
to Islam were so overused in the media that I think someone just
wanted to say it to me to see how I would react.

At that point, | knew I needed to be in a different environment,
so I decided to graduate from high school early. My experiences
wearing the hijab had led me to mature much faster than my peers,
and I spent a lot of time with college-aged friends. I wanted to be
around them more than my high school friends; I wanted to be
around people who were independent and free-thinking. I thought
I would feel safer around people who thought about things instead
of simply reacting, and I thought that’s how college would be.

ceo
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At the University of Iowa, I found myself alone. My classes
were filled with students who just wanted to party, and I had some
bad luck my freshman year with unmotivated TAs, so I didn’t feel
intellectually stimulated. I spent a good amount of energy trying to
find my community, to find people I could relate to, but it was hard.
I joined so many clubs and organizations like the Big Brothers and
Big Sisters, Dance Marathon, and Muslim Student Association,
and I volunteered at the hospitals, but I still felt alone.

I was participating in all these activities that encouraged
diversity, but something felt off, and I started questioning the
concept of diversity. Was it a face, character, culture, or all the
above? The more I talked to others, the more I realized we are all the
same, and I wanted to understand why we think we are so different
from each other.

One day, I took a cultural anthropology class and was so
mesmerized, I decided to pick it as my major. Observing and
exploring different cultures became my heartbeat. As a cultural
anthropology major, I started to question certain political terms
and geographic lines that had shaped my identity. I have always
thirsted for adventure, and my classes helped me feel like I was
exploring new worlds.

In one class, I came across the political and ethnic word
that was used to classify people of the Levant region during the
colonizing periods: Arab. In Israel, Arabs are seen as foreigners who
come from another tribe or land, and the label is often used in a
negative way, as if they are barbaric. Palestinians (Christians and
Muslims) are marked as Arab, whereas Jews are marked as Semitic.
However, Semitic means anyone who relates to the languages of
Arabic or Hebrew, which all Palestinians speak. It is difficult to
tell the difference between a Semite and an Arab—we’re talking
about people from small regions that are thousands of years old.
Geographical boundaries are arbitrary and have been changed
many times over the years. This newfound understanding of a label
that I had carried with me my entire life started me on a journey
toward truth that I did not expect.

As the sexual revolution ascended in the West in the 1970s,
a religious revolution began in the Middle East. When the oil
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industry developed in Saudi Arabia in the 1970s, Saudi power grew
tremendously, and their extreme patriarchal culture that stemmed
from Wahhabism started to spread in all countries where Muslims
lived. Fundamentalist male clerics who called themselves Islamic
scholars started issuing fatwas on physical Islamic appearances,
leading to a religious fracture with moderate Muslims.

As a child of parents who went through this religious revolution,
I felt as if I had to wear the hijab to mark my identity as a Muslim.
But with my new understanding of political jargon and geographic
lines, I started to question rules such as why women were required
to have a mahram while traveling and why women had to cover
themselves from head to toe while men did not.

I wanted to see my religion without the cultural and traditional
footnotes that I inherited in my upbringing, so I began attending
an Islamic school in Chicago on the weekend where I could learn
from world-renowned scholars. I was desperate to learn about the
religion that I had represented my entire life. Little did I know,
these courses would change my life forever.

The courses were famous for providing authentic Hadith
and Qur’anic verses to support every single fatwa or issue. They
were academically rigorous on a religious scale. One day during
a question-and-answer session, a girl asked the famous Islamic
scholars a question: “Assalamu alaikum, 1 just had a question about
rules pertaining to the hijab and where the rules of wearing the
hijab came from in the Islamic faith.”

I rolled my eyes. I had been attending these courses for almost
three years, and her question seemed so elementary. However, the
Islamic scholars were caught off guard, perhaps because they too
thought the question was elementary. They quickly found Qur’anic
and Hadith verses that mention the concept of hijab, but they failed
to offer evidence supporting the extreme rules in use today. This lit
a spark in my mind. In Islam, the Quran is direct when it comes
to actions that are considered moral or immoral. The hijab has
strict standards in many Muslim countries and cultures, and I now
questioned where these rules came from.

It was then that I started my own quest for truth, which is
what my religion encourages. In Islam, there are no holy men or
women. You speak with God directly and do your own research.
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Imams are not ordained leaders but people who have knowledge
of Islam, and anyone can better their knowledge. However, with
the expanding influence of the media and the rise of the Internet,
the patriarchal interpretation of the women’s dress code permeated
Muslim homes, and it became easier to rely on the information you
were given rather than doing your own research.

Over the next year, | interviewed friends and scholars about
hijab. I talked to my parents and family. I traveled to areas with large
Muslim populations in major cities like Chicago and Minneapolis
in my search for answers. I was never satisfied by the explanations
I was given for the rules and reasons of the hijab; they seemed to
come from a biased perspective that was not necessarily backed by
Islamic scholarship. Modesty is important in Islam and to many
people of religious faith, but how covered one should be seemed
subjective. What one culture considers modest, another would
consider immodest.

So I did my own scholarship, poring over religious texts for
hours. The Quran has more than 6,000 verses pertaining to
modesty, and the clearest verse on modesty is in Surah Al-Nur,
verse 31, which commands women to take a piece of clothing from
their head to cover their chest. Many Islamic scholars would say
that the verse specifically pertains to women of that era who would
wear a headcover but leave their chest exposed. No other direct
rules on modesty are laid out in the scripture.

I couldn’t understand why the hijab rules were not detailed in
the Quran when other rules are much more clear. And because of
this, I couldn’t understand the mismatched balance of the hijab in
the Qur'an and Hadith versus its emphasis in Muslim life. There
seemed to be a bigger emphasis on the hijab in the Muslim world
than in the Islamic texts. Sometimes it felt like prayer, fasting, and
charity were less important than whether a woman looked her part
as a Muslim.

The concept of diversity that had plagued me since I was sixteen
years old started to resurface. Did it make me diverse to look a part?
Was I a better Muslim or a better person if I looked the part? This
construct of image haunted me. Many Muslim women are judged
based on their image, and I came to realize that if you can control
the image of a person, then you can control that person.
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That is when I decided to take the hijab off after wearing it for
thirteen years.

In my quest for truth, I didn’t get the direct answer I wanted.
I came to believe that the idea of hijab is part of Islam, but it was
not intended to be used in the way it is today. The ultraconservative
Saudi influence on the Muslim world turned the beauty of wearing
the hijab from a method for reclaiming one’s body from sexual
objectification to a method of control.

Many Muslim women have wrested that control back and
reclaimed the hijab as their own, in direct opposition to the
patriarchal constructs that exist in the Muslim world. But the more
I learned about Islam, the more I realized that God is focused on
our character and morals rather than our clothing. It seemed that a
Muslim woman’s worth was dependent on whether she wore hijab
or not—the measure of her religious devotion. If a woman took off
her hijab, she was looked at with contempt. However, my journey
led me to the conclusion that our religion is about good intentions
and actions more than appearance.

The first time I took off my hijab was at a local festival. I wanted
to be in a crowded area so that I wouldn’t feel singled out. When I
took it off, I felt not only incredibly sad but also naked and exposed,
as if I'd lost a limb from my body.

Taking off the hijab was a huge risk for me and one of the
hardest decisions of my life. It was everything I had known and
stood for, everything that had defined me. Taking it off sent a ripple
through my community. My parents did not feel comfortable with
my choice at first because it had been part of my identity for so long.
My religious father was more understanding about my decision than
my traditional mother, which was what I had expected; it is the
perceived tradition that holds a stronger power than the religiosity
of the hijab. However, they both eventually came to accept my
decision.

It was also difficult to deal with judgments about whether I was
still a good Muslim without the hijab. I was surprised to find that it
wasn’t just certain members of the Muslim community who judged
me but many non-Muslims as well. I would get comments like, “You
were so brave wearing the hijab,” as if the only reason to take the
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hijab off was because of fear. Only those who knew me personally
understood that I had taken the hijab off as an intellectual and
political action and that it was not about fear or “going wild.”

So many of us project an image to the world, but how many of
us are authentic to ourselves? After deciding to take off the hijab,
I started to notice more of my character, and it was not anywhere
near where I wanted it to be. I was looking inside myself now that
I had stopped focusing on the outside. Sometimes I would make
decisions based on whether it was appropriate for a Muslim girl
wearing a hijab to do something like travel alone to another country
or even make dark jokes. I had felt like a walking representation
of a religion for my entire life, as if I had to be a perfect Muslim
woman and pretend my life was perfect. No one wanted to hear
about a troubled Muslim woman; most people couldn’t even relate
to a normal one. People commended my strength and my resilience
as if they were my only identifying features.

I was at peace with my decision to take off the hijab, though not
without some guilt, because I believe in it. I believe in modesty, but
I also feel strongly that modesty should first come from the inside.
I wish to live in a world where all women are free to wear what they
feel comfortable with, whether that means covering their heads or
not. I wish for a world where women are not judged harshly on their
appearance, and challenging the status quo is my way of doing my
part to make that world a reality.

After taking my hijab off, I noticed that people paid less
attention to me, and the burden of carrying my religion on my head
and shoulders started to wane. I could enjoy my life without feeling
judged. I began to focus more on my character and achieving my
goals of being true to myself. My relationship with God is more
genuine now.

Maybe one day I will reclaim the hijab as my own. For now, I
know that I am not perfect, but I also know that I am working on
my own salvation, and how others think of me and my appearance
is their issue. There is bravery in wearing the hijab. But in the years
since I decided to take it off, I've learned that it is also brave to walk
uncovered, in your own truth.
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GEORGE KHAL
ARTIST STATEMENT

1 WAS BORN in Haifa, Palestine, and my family and I fled to Cairo
during the 1948 war with the intent of returning after the fighting
ended. But the fighting didn’t end, and we were never able to return.
We lost our home, business, and friends. We became refugees in Egypt.
In 1948 alone, 750,000 Palestinians were displaced. Conflicts continue
in the Biblical lands and the lands of the pharaobs.

While I lived a happy childhood in Cairo, I was unaware of the
chaos and insecurities my parents weathered as they rebuilt our lives.
They would soon experience additional upheavals during the Egyptian
revolution and the nationalization of businesses. Sensing the need to
leave the Middle East, my parents sent me to school in Jerusalem, Jordan,
at age thirteen to better master the English language in addition to the
Arabic and French I already spoke. Eventually my parents succeeded in
sending my siblings and me ro lowa City, but their effort cost them their
lives before they were able to join us here.

[ struggled to adapt to a new culture in the United States. I lived
in fear of being falsely labeled a Palestinian terrorist. As an eighteen-
year-old immigrant, I had no podium to tell people that Palestinians
have the same aspirations as other human beings, to live in peace, earn
a decent living, and raise a family.

Fifteen years ago, I began to write my story to document my history
Jfor my American-born daughter and to honor my parents’ memories.
In my struggle to remember all the details, especially the years before
1948 and our early years in Cairo, my siblings and I huddled for weeks
and months reminiscing about the past. We rummaged through photo
albums and letters as well as watching videos of our uncles relating our
Jamily story. The treasure trove of letters from my parents shed a brighter
light into our lives. As I read and reread their handwritten words on the
delicate parchment paper, sometimes I sobbed uncontrollably, overcome

with guilt for my failure to help them.

Living in a multicultural place like Towa City has brought my
siblings and me comfort as we meet other immigrants with similar
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stories of adapting to a new life in a new country. We all long for a place
so_far away, yet so close to our hearts.

1 keep our memories and traditions alive when I prepare our favorite
dishes, especially kibbeh, mujaddara, and maamoul, and share them
with family and friends. As the scents of familiar spices fill my kitchen, a
sense of love and security surrounds me as it once did in our tiny kitchen
in Cairo.

In writing, I find the courage to embrace my Palestinian heritage.
[ write to capture the memories of my familys struggles and victories,
to honor my parents for their sacrifices, and to communicate my
appreciation to them in written words, words I never had a chance to
say to them while they were alive.
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UNDER THE NEW
CRESCENT MOON

GEORGE KHAL

DEAR MAMA AND BABA,

It is Sunday afternoon and I am sitting at my desk in the home
I've shared with my wife for forty-eight years in Iowa City. As I
work on my memoir, my gaze returns again and again to four of my
favorite photographs sitting before me.

The first is from your wedding day in 1933. Mama, you are a
beautiful bride in flowing silk, your expression full of confidence,
the same expression you wore all your life. You are seated next
to Baba, your tall, handsome groom in a tuxedo with tails who
seems to be thinking, 7 am marrying the greatest pianist and the most
beautiful woman in Palestine.

The second is of the three-story stone home you built for us in
Haifa, Palestine. It is the home where your children were born and
where we lived until we fled to Cairo during the war of 1948.

The third shows Baba wearing his tarboosh, arm wrapped
tightly around me at the Cairo Zoo when I was three, only two
years after we had settled into our new home in Egypt.

In the fourth photograph, Mama stands next to me on the day I
graduated from the Christian Brothers boarding school in Jerusalem
in 1965, her smile reflecting pride and hope for our future.

When I began working on my memoir, I looked at all our
family photos from Palestine and Egypt, and I reread the letters you
two sent my siblings and me over the years when I was a boarder
in Jerusalem and then when I immigrated to the United States for
college. I hope my words will honor you, as I have come to realize
all the risks and sacrifices you made so my siblings and I could have
a better life. My journey from Haifa to Cairo to Jerusalem to Beirut
to lowa City is complete. Your dream of sending all your children
to the U.S. came true. Doris, Olga, Nadia, Fouad, and I are all
American citizens.
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Because I was so young when we fled from Haifa to Cairo in
1948, T have relied on your stories and those of my uncles and older
sisters to keep alive the experiences we enjoyed in Haifa and the
early days of adjusting to a new life in Cairo. They told me how
you rebuilt your tourism business in Cairo but were always uneasy
about the political unrest, which eventually led to the Egyptian
revolution in July of 1952.

Mama, I keep your memory alive by looking for the new crescent
moon every month. I will never forget what you told me on the
evening of January 26, 1952, now known as Black Saturday. I was
five years old and terrified when I heard the screaming in the streets
and saw buildings on fire in the neighborhood. Cairo was burning.
Noticing my distress, you said, “George, ya habibi, let’s go to the
balcony to see the new crescent moon.” I held your outstretched
hand and followed you with anticipation. As we passed through the
living room, I remember running my hand along the gray-veined
marble coffee table to feel its smoothness. The sky was darkened
with smoke, but you assured me that the crescent was right behind
the haze. You guided my face toward the western sky, then pointed
and said, “Hal hilalak, shahr mubarak, behold your new crescent
moon, may it bring you a blessed month.”

You took off your wedding band and told me to close my eyes.
While you passed the band over each of my eyelids, you said, “La
tebeid ain el hassoud, to chase away and protect you from the evil eye
of jealous people.” You slid the band back on your finger, knelt next
to me, and hugged me tight while saying, “The fires are gone, don’t
be frightened ya habibi” 1 breathed in the comforting scent of your
Chanel No. 5 perfume, and my world was at peace.

You took me back to the balcony the next two nights, when we
could clearly see the moon, and you promised that every month we
would watch the new crescent moon together. When we came back
inside the apartment, you pointed to a statuette of the Assumption
of Mary. She was standing on the crescent moon surrounded by
angels. I know now that many faiths believe the crescent is a sign of
rebirth and a cradle for our newly born dreams.

Three months later, at a picnic during Sham El-Nessim, I
spotted the crescent moon. I asked you why the moon was here and
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not on our balcony. You smiled and said, “No matter where you are
in the whole wide world, the moon will follow you.”

I pondered your answer for a moment, then asked, “Will it
follow me even if I am back in Palestine?”

You closed your eyes and nodded. “Yes, ya habibi” You had
the same look as when you told me stories about the wonderful life
our family shared in Palestine, a life I was too young to remember
because I was only a baby when we fled.

Now, whenever I spot the crescent, I repeat your precious words
to whoever is with me at that moment. I still have your wedding
band that you rubbed gently across my eyelids. I have shared your
story with my daughter, the granddaughter you never met, and each
month when the new crescent moon appears, she thinks of us on

the balcony that night.

In my early childhood, I wasn’t aware of the stress you and Baba
endured after we fled Palestine and rebuilt our fortunes. When we
relocated to Cairo, you both shielded me from the turmoil. I didn’t
learn until many years later that you were forming a plan to make
our family’s life better, to leave the Middle East.

Looking back, I realize that the first step in your plan occurred
when Doris married her fiancé after he completed medical school
in Cairo in 1955. You arranged their trip to the U.S. so they could
begin to establish a life there and possibly sponsor the rest of us in
the future.

Baba, I also came to understand why you sent Fouad and
me to your alma mater, the Christian Brothers boarding school
in Jerusalem, to get an English-based education instead of the
predominantly French one we had received in Cairo. It was so we
could speak fluent English when we immigrated to the U.S. to
attend college. But when you sent us away to boarding school in
1960, we knew nothing of your plan. I was devastated to leave the
comforts of home at the age of thirteen. I felt you were punishing
me for not living up to your expectations in Cairo.

Mama, I know you cried your heart out when Fouad and I
left for boarding school. I missed your hugs and tender heart and
delicious meals of warak enab, kibbeh, maamoul, and especially
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kanafeh. Most of all I missed attending church with you on Palm
Sunday, carrying the palms decked with carnations and roses, our
tradition from Palestine. I found the crescent moon every month
and thought of you.

When I was home for summer break in 1963, Baba, you finally
made me realize what you and Mama had been going through.
You invited me to the opera house to watch the Cairo Symphony
perform 7he Barber of Seville overture. As we sat in the auditorium
and the music surrounded us, I was overcome with pride. I was
a young man now, and for the first time in a long time, I knew
you wanted to spend this special evening with me alone. After
the concert you treated me to my favorite marron glacé at Groppi.
As I slowly peeled back the foil wrap, I inspected the shiny glaze
covering the chestnut, then without hesitation took my first bite,
savoring the soft, sweet nut. We chatted about our favorite parts
of the performance, and I told you how I was swept away by the
harmony, the rhythm, and the crescendos, how I'd hoped the music
would never end.

You reached across the table, rested your hand on my forearm,
and said, “George, do you realize we are refugees? The Middle East
is at a tipping point for more conflicts, and life will soon get harder
for us here. But before you go to America, you have to succeed in
school.”

I froze for a moment and looked at you, trying to figure out if
you were the same father who scolded me so many times about my
schoolwork. You moved your hand to my shoulder and squeezed
it. Your face was troubled yet loving. I had never before heard
you say that we were refugees or that you wanted to send me to
America. I wondered if being refugees meant that we didn’t belong
anywhere. I can still see the angst on your face and hear your voice
as you talked to me. That evening brought into focus what I had
not understood before, that I needed to succeed in high school so I
could be accepted into an American university. 7he Barber of Seville
continues to be my favorite classical music because it reminds me
of our special day together. I went back to school in the fall with
renewed energy, looking forward to October, when you and Mama
planned to visit Fouad and me in Jerusalem.
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I remember that day when you flew from Cairo to Jerusalem
and picked us up from school to go to lunch. We dined at a café on
the Dead Sea, and I loved that you were both with us in Jerusalem
for the first time in the three years I had been a student there.
The loneliness I had felt every day as a boarder was absent that
afternoon. After lunch we hugged and said goodbye as you boarded
the plane to return home to Cairo.

Baba, I had no way of knowing that would be the last time I
would ever see you. Mama telegrammed the school immediately to
tell them you had died on the plane, but the school principal hid
that fact from me until two months later, at Christmas break, so
as not to distract me from my studies. Can you imagine my rage
when I learned they had waited so long to tell me you had died?
You must have been under unimaginable stress during our lunch
that day by the Dead Sea. You didn’t tell Fouad or me that you
had just received a telegram informing you that you were no longer
the general manager of Eastmar Travel, the company you founded,
because Egypt was nationalizing private companies, replacing
Christian managers with Muslims.

I finally graduated in 1965, and Mama came to my graduation.
After your death I could not get a visa to return to Cairo, so I
spent the summer in Beirut with Mama and Fouad at Uncle Raja’s
house. The summer was uneventful yet stressful. I was going to be
displaced again, moving to a foreign place far away, not knowing if
I would see Cairo, Haifa, Jerusalem, or Beirut ever again. On the
night before my departure, I took Mama out to the balcony and
repeated her precious words to her under the new crescent moon.
We talked about the future and her hope that one day we would
reunite in America and live together again.

The next day at the Beirut airport, Mama told me, “You're the
man of the family now.” It was a humbling and undeserving title
when I thought of your accomplishments, Baba, but I was proud
of it. I was on my way to lowa City, a place I knew nothing about.
I would live with Doris and her family, the only people I knew in
America. I would enroll at the University of lowa, and I prayed to
God that I would succeed, for Mama’s sake.
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When I landed in Iowa, I was excited yet frightened. Iowa City
was small compared with Haifa, Cairo, Jerusalem, and Beirut. But
the landscape calmed me with its rolling hills, and the symmetrical
rows of corn instilled a sense of order amid the chaos I felt after
being uprooted so many times. The bales of hay and colors of the
fields signaled the predictable changing of seasons, unlike the
monotony of the desert landscape in Cairo.

I saw Amish horse-drawn buggies transporting families rather
than donkey-drawn carts hauling fruits and vegetables to the open
markets. I listened to the quiet traffic, absent the chaos, congestion,
and blaring car horns of Cairo. I saw wide streets and homes
surrounded by green lawns. I walked through snow in the harsh
winter with my first pair of boots, winter parka, and wool hat. I
wish you could have experienced these things with me.

At first it didn’t seem Americans wanted to get to know me.
But as I mingled with students in classes and at my summer jobs,
I found them to be inquisitive and welcoming. I soon learned that
Americans used words differently than in the formal English I had
learned. With the help of my three nieces, I quickly adapted to
the American lingo. For example, I learned that mad often meant
“angry,” not “crazy,” and guys referred to both girls and boys, not
boys only.

When people asked me where I was from, I hesitated while my
thoughts raced to decide what to answer. I was afraid to say Palestine.
I worried that the U.S. saw all Palestinians, whether Christian or
Muslim, as obstacles to Israel’s control of Palestine. You always told
me that we and other Palestinians had lived peacefully in the Holy
Land alongside people of all faiths. It was demoralizing to listen to
the media celebrating Israel while demonizing Palestinians because
they dared to reclaim their land and properties.

So when people asked where I was from, I always said Lebanon
because it was a neutral country. I secretly hated myself each time
I refused to say, “I am from Palestine.” Sometimes I would respond
with “Yep” or “Uh-huh” and move on. Sometimes I wanted to
crawl into a shell to avoid the hurt.

Mama, thank you for faithfully writing me letters of
encouragement after I left the Middle East. You always told me
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that you would wait for me to get my diploma so I could bring
you to the U.S. and we could live together again. But adapting
to a new culture delayed my graduation from the University of
Iowa. First, the Vietnam War was raging, and I could have been
drafted if not for my high draft number. Then I realized that the
engineering and medicine fields were not a good fit for me. I had
to drop out of school for a while because I was failing. I am sorry I
failed you, Mama. When you passed away in 1970 in Cairo after a
series of strokes, I still had not graduated. I kept all of your letters
and still take comfort as I read your hopeful messages and see your
handwriting on the delicate parchment paper.

Three months after your death, I met Barbara from Fairbank,
Iowa. Fairbank is a small town of eight hundred people, enough
to fill ten apartment buildings in our neighborhood in Cairo. One
day her roommate asked my roommate if Barbara could borrow a
rubber mallet to fix a few dents in her 1951 red Ford pickup after
running into a telephone pole during a December snowstorm. I had
access to tools because I was working at a rental store. Unbeknownst
to me, her roommate had told Barbara that I would do anything for
a girl if she sweet-talked me.

I took the rubber mallet to Barbara’s apartment. When she
opened the door, the first thing I saw was her green eyes, then her
shoulder-length red hair. My heart skipped a beat, and all I could
think was, wow. I felt as if I were in the middle of a calm ocean and
could not hear even my own voice. “You must be George,” she said
after seeing the rubber mallet in my hand. I shook my head to wake
up from my trance, then nodded. She took me to where her pickup
sat with its fan bashed into the radiator. I chuckled and told her that
she needed a body shop instead of a rubber mallet.

I spent the night debating whether to call Barbara the next day.
What if she rejected me? After agonizing, I finally called her. I was
bracing for a rejection, but her voice was comforting. She was happy
I called. It was a good start, a start that changed my life forever.

Barbara’s parents were surprised that I asked their permission
to marry her, but that was what all respectful Palestinian men did.
You both taught me that, Mama and Baba. She immediately loved
Palestinian cooking, and my sisters taught her to make kibbeh,
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stuffed grape leaves, and baklava. Her parents and large extended
family officially welcomed me into their family when we married in
1972. 1 taught them that it was okay to hug and kiss on the cheeks,
a tradition mastered by all Palestinians yet unknown to her German
clan. When Barbara and I walked around her neighborhood, she
would point out the husband and wife who sold vegetables at the
corner grocery; the neighbors who waved when she walked home
from school; the elementary school she attended; the ice cream shop
where she ate cold treats on hot summer days. My heart ached that
I couldn’t take Barbara to the Cairo streets of my boyhood, where
I too had waved to the local shopkeepers, neighbors, and friends.

I never became a doctor or engineer like you both hoped, but
Barbara encouraged me to return to school. I studied computer
science, a field that was still in its infancy in 1972. Barbara and
I graduated together at the end of 1972, and my first professional
job was as a computer programmer at the University of lowa. Over
the next thirty years I held many rewarding positions in the field of
computer science.

I liked Iowa City, but I missed many things about Cairo. I
missed the street vendors peddling grilled corn, tamarind juice,
and sugar cane juice. I missed the daily blaring call for prayers by
the muezzins. I missed walking by the sidewalk cafés where men
smoked shishas, the percolating water from each pipe merging with
the others until they sounded like drums in a symphony hall. I
missed standing near the calming sandstone of the pyramids,
stroking the large stones to feel their history while thinking about
the people of the past who had walked, toiled, and breathed in the
exact spot where I was standing. I missed the weekends when you
serenaded us on the piano and played without sheet music, saying
“Par oreille” And most of all, I missed the aromas of rose water
and orange-blossom water when making maamoul with Mama,
my sisters, and Teta Noor around Easter and Christmas. I make it
now to share with friends and family, and I always remember how

Mama taught me to pinch the top of the dough.

I never dreamed the hearing loss from Mama’s side of the family
would become a blessing in disguise. In 1980 my hearing started to
deteriorate. Shame possessed and paralyzed me. The word azrash
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haunted me as I remembered how Uncle Charlie was treated as
an outcast for his deafness in Palestine and Egypt. Fearing that I
was no longer normal and people would reject me because of my
disability, I grew my hair below my ears to hide my hearing aids.
I was now hiding my hearing disability as well as my Palestinian
heritage.

Gradually, with the help and encouragement of audiologists,
my attitude changed. I started six support groups in Iowa. I was
with people like me, and I became an expert on assistive hearing
technology. In 1992, I lobbied to host and chair the Hearing Loss
Association national convention in Cedar Rapids, only twenty-five
miles from Iowa City. More than nine hundred people attended
from around the country. It was the first time since I started wearing
hearing aids that I cut my hair short. I was no longer embarrassed.

Baba, I felt your presence next to me when I addressed the
attendees in the welcoming and opening remarks. I remembered
your stories of the tourism conventions you led in Palestine,
Egypt, and Europe. I looked at the audience while they applauded,
accepting all of me without judgment. It was a new feeling that I
cherish to this day.

During the five-day event, many attendees approached me to
congratulate me on a well-planned convention. Some asked the
fateful question, “Where are you from?”

This time I did not hesitate. “I am from Palestine,” I replied. I
studied their faces, expecting rejection, but their expressions were
nonjudgmental. Some shook my hand, and some hugged me. I have
never hidden my Palestinian heritage or my hearing loss since.

Empowered by my experience with the conference, I took a
huge leap of faith and founded Sound Clarity, Inc., a company to
dispense assistive hearing technology internationally. I opened a
store in Jowa City, developed a website, gave presentations to service
clubs about hearing loss, hired university students to help me run
the company, and wrote articles in professional journals.

Mama and Baba, I finally made it home not just in my heart
but in reality when Barbara and I traveled to the Middle East in
2018, fifty-three years after I left. Just as I had dreamed when
Barbara showed me around her hometown, I was able to show her
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our apartment and my elementary school in Cairo, my boarding
school in Jerusalem, and our family home in Haifa, as well as the
holy places in Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Jericho in Palestine. In
Cairo, we were able to enter our apartment because Uncle Charlie’s
son still lived there. Our furniture showed its age, but the marble-
top coffee table was still as smooth as ever. We stood on the balcony
where we had watched the crescent moon. We touched the piano
keys that you played when you serenaded us. We walked past
Eastmar, your travel company. We stopped at Groppi for a marron
glacé. We visited our Greek Orthodox church and lit a candle at
the altar where we prayed every Sunday. We visited the mausoleum
where you are both buried alongside the rest of our family members
who have passed on.

In Jerusalem I found Frere Rafael still living at the Christian
Brothers school. He was the vice principal when I was a student. He
remembered me, and we shared stories in the same hallways I had
walked when I was a boarder. On our first night there the crescent
moon was shining high in the sky. I hugged Barbara and repeated
the ritual of your precious words. In the West Bank, we witnessed
how difficult life is for Palestinians with checkpoints and thirty-
foot concrete walls separating families. Never at a loss for words,
Barbara stood in stunned silence every time she saw the illegal
settlements and armed Israeli soldiers in the occupied territories,
haunting images that were no longer just stories she had heard from
me.

We visited the beautiful home you built for us in Haifa. The
building with its spiral marble staircase and wrought-iron balconies
still stands strong. It weathered the 1948 war, and now the first
floor is occupied by a music school for Palestinian children. We
climbed to the second and third floors where our families had lived
before the war. The apartments were unoccupied and closed, but I
was able to peer through the glass of the door on the second floor
to see the bedroom door of Teta Noor’s apartment, where I was
born. We climbed to the terrace where Doris, Olga, and Uncles
Theo and Raja would watch the Haifa harbor and bet on how
many ships entered from the Mediterranean Sea. I imagined the
fragrant jasmine vines and roses climbing on the balconies. Your
stories of joy came to life with every step I took. I felt your presence
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everywhere, and I wondered what our lives would have been like if
there had been no war and we had never fled Palestine.

You risked everything the day we fled from Palestine. It was
January 7, 1948. Doris told me our escape was executed perfectly.
Baba, you rushed to my crib, scooped me up with blankets, mattress
and all, and told everyone else to go quickly to the back door of the
house. We climbed into the waiting ambulance and fled undetected
to the airport, driving down back roads and alleys to avoid areas
where the fighting was fierce. Thank goodness you owned an airline
franchise so you could arrange a small private plane to take us to
Cairo. You must have been terrified that we might not escape before

being injured or killed by the bombings.

Mama and Baba, you set me on a new life’s journey, one that
brought me and my siblings to Iowa. We are all together again and
have passed our Palestinian heritage to your seven grandchildren
and fifteen great-grandchildren. I am loved by Barbara’s family, and
we often visit her childhood home in Fairbank to share stories of
our families, including all you did to send your children to a land
of peace, acceptance, and opportunity. I will always remember both
of you in my new home in Iowa, a place that is lush and green,
where the new crescent moon shines as brightly as it did in Cairo

and Haifa.

After I finish this letter to you, I will remain at my desk and
return to my memoir. It is early evening, and as I do every month, I
look to the west and hope for a clear sky to find the crescent moon.

Your loving son,

George
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SALMA SALAMA
ARTIST STATEMENT

1 WAS BORN in Atbara, Sudan, in 1957, the oldest daughter in a
Sfamily of nine children. My father was steadily employed by the railroad
for many years, so my family was better off than many others.

Until I was twelve years old, I lived with my grandmother and my
uncles. One of my uncles was a big influence on me because he had so
many books. When I was about eight, I began reading his books, the
ones that were not for children. My uncle knew it would be impossible
to stop me, so he simply asked me to write a summary of every book I
read. When I went to high school, that writing habit continued.

It was around this time that I discovered the library. It was amazing,
giving me the chance to read writers from so many Arab countries, as
well as those in Europe and Asia. Some of my favorite writers became
those from Latin American countries, their words translated into Arabic.

At that time, I realized I could write my own plays, short stories,
and poems. I would write my own newspaper and post it on my
bedroom wall. In all these activities, I was inspired by my mother, who
encouraged me to get the education she did not have.

[ will never forget one particular professor. When I graduated from
college, he gave me a collection of all the student articles I had written,
saying, “This was your exam and you passed it.”

After I left Sudan in 1991, I worked in Cairo as a journalist and
radio broadcaster, until the UN helped me come to the United States.
It was hard to move to a new country with another language, but life
for a modern journalist in the Middle East was becoming more and
more dangerous, and I knew the journey would be worth the risk.
My daughter and I were sent to Houston, Texas. In 1999, lowa City
welcomed me and my daughter, giving us a sense of belonging I did nor
feel in Houston. In lowa City, I am exposed to writers and other artists.
There is a Sudanese community here, and when work permitted, I was
active in a Sudanese writers’ group.
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In the States, however, my career has become history. But that has
not made me weak or sad. lowa has helped me to start over and recover
some of my previous life, because reading and writing are the air for
my life. I started writing to newspapers in Sudan and Egypt, telling my
people about my new home. I told them that life here is not like what
we have been shown in movies or TV shows. “No,” I wrote, ‘they are

ordinary people like everybody everywhere on this planet.”

Every time I tell my story, it changes. I remember some things
differently as time goes by. That is why I have to keep retelling it.
Writing my story is something I have done all my life. But this time is
different, quite different, because I'm writing my story for a new people
in a new language, learning a new way of writing. I am thankful for
this fellowship, giving me the opportunity to share my story.
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THE HOLE IN THE WALL

SALMA SALAMA

IN COLLABORATION WITH CECILE GODING,
EMAN MOHAMED, AND LUBAB ELTAYEB ELMIKASHFI

WHERE I COME from, we live within walls. Our walls divide the
public space, where we speak to strangers and friends alike, from
the private—the world that begins at wooden doors that open onto
the street. Knock and be recognized. Be recognized and admitted
to the family courtyard, where we sit to drink tea, squat before the
cookfire, stand and kneel to pray. In the hotter months, we roll out
our mattresses to sleep there, open to the sky, safe behind our walls.
The walls also protect us from the dust and wind that blows against
every surface.

Mostly, we share walls. By that I mean each wall also belongs to
a neighbor. Ever since I could remember, in the wall shared between
homes, there would often be a square hole in the wall, perhaps the
width of a dinner plate, the height of a clay bowl. If the neighbor’s
family had fallen on “hard times,” as Charles Dickens said, they
were usually hungry. We remember, as children, being asked to pass
food through that hole to the neighbors. Even when there seemed
we had none to spare, mothers passed food to mothers on the other
side. The bowl that is passed through to a poorer neighbor is not
full of old, leftover food. Rather, it is taken from the pot first, while
it is still hot and fresh. That way, the neighbor is honored by eating
first, before our own family.

It has been years since I left Sudan, but all my life, all over the
world, I have remembered this sharing between neighbors. There is
always a way to connect with others through kindness and offering
the best we have to give. All we have to do is look for the hole in
the wall.
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THE DAY EVERYTHING CHANGED

THE DAY EVERYTHING changed, I woke up with a bad feeling,
but I did not know why. I was still just a twelve-year-old kid, living
in her grandmother’s house, sharing her bed. This tradition was not
unusual, to have your grandmother take care of you as a mother
would, especially if you had a big family.

I was very ill as a baby. My mom thought I might not survive.
My grandmother told my mom she would take me to live with her.
Maybe I would get better. So I started my life in Omdurman in
a house with seven uncles; those were my mother’s brothers, who
also lived with my grandmother. Others lived there, too, through
the years. Some of them were young relatives, while others were
friends who needed a place to stay while they were in school. They
performed some of the duties of servants, although my grandmother
took care of them, just as she did me.

It was not normal for me to stay in bed so late. I remember it
was a holiday from school. I started my period that morning for the
first time, and when I first woke up, my grandmother joked with
me about that. She said, “Get up and get busy!” She told me to
clean the kitchen, wash the dishes, and wait for her to come back
from the hospital, where she would see a doctor.

“No playing with anyone outside. No hanging around on the
street for no reason.”

“Yes, Mom,” I said, and fell back to sleep, thinking she would
be back before I got up.

But she was not there when I woke. I could not hear her in the
kitchen as usual. My heart began beating strongly. I could not move
my body from the bed; I felt as if I were stuck to it, struggling to
get up. All this time, I was asking myself, what is going on? But this
question did not matter, because there was no one to hear. I was
trying to do something simple, to get up, but I felt it was taking
forever. Eventually, though, I got out of bed.

I was still acting like somebody who has been sick for a long
time. I went to the restroom, washed myself, and brushed my teeth
just as I did every morning. But still, the day felt different, as if
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something were missing from it. I put on my clothes and went out
for a long walk, with no particular destination.

When I came back home, I was not tired, just lonely. I began
to call every name in the house. I called for my grandmother, and
then all my uncles, but nobody answered. Then the phone began to
ring in the middle of that vast silence. Our family was middle class,
with a high income compared to many other families. It was not
common to have a telephone, but we did. I picked up the phone,
still feeling so strange, as if I were going to be sick to my stomach.
I remembered I had not eaten anything since the day before, except
for morning tea, but it tasted bad and I had not eaten anything all
day. Still I felt like I was going to throw up.

“Hello?” I said. But there was only silence on the other end.

“Salma?” asked a sad voice.
(‘Yes?”

Then the voice started crying, and asking me through his
sadness, “Are you still there?”

“Yes, I am. Speak out—what is wrong?” Then again a long
silence, so long it felt like forever. I knew it was my cousin, telling
me in a broken voice, “Our mom is gone.” I knew he meant our

. « »
grandmother, as it was our custom to call her “Mom.

I repeated the word. “Gone? Gone where?”

Then he gave me the shortest, most shocking answer: “Our
mom is dead.” He hung on for my reply, but I threw the phone
away. | started to look around me. Though it was hard to move,
finally I picked up the phone again and heard nobody. I put the
phone away, sat on my grandmother’s comfortable floor with its
carpet, and tried to be stronger for a while, breathing deeply and
shaking my head. At that time I did not cry or scream; I just sat

there. After a long time, I stood up, trying to look for the meaning
of her death. How could she die? And why would she die?

Without thinking, I ran out the door and kept running, to
nowhere really, just running, running. When I stopped at last, I
found myself far from home, and I decided to return. I ran back,
pushed open the outer door, and it opened wildly. The house was
now full of people! Some of them I knew, and the others I did
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not know. I found myself among a big circle of women. They were
crying deeply, and a number of them were screaming sharply and
sadly. Finally, I understood.

Still, I could not cry. I could not accept it; I had no way to grasp
the meaning of my grandmother dying. I began to act as if she
would at any minute walk in. It would be morning again, and she
would wake me, as she had done for twelve years. She would take
me to her chest and play with my hair and wash my face and tell
me not to play away from our home, because I would get dirty and
dusty. She would take me to the bathroom as if I were a little child
and brush my teeth, and we would have tea and cookies, and in the
afternoon we would go together to the market and we would do the
things we used to do every day.

My grandmother was a tall, fit, lovely woman who was always
smiling. She spread love all over the place. We had many relatives,
and they came and went freely. We also had servants who came and
went. Some of them were refugees, and some were friends of my
family. They had their own guest rooms and usually stayed until
they finished school. My grandmother always made a big pot of
tea mixed with milk every morning. To go with this, she fried a
lot of dough, making something like doughnuts. She insisted that
everyone—servants or family alike—drink and eat before they left
for school.

She and I would go to our neighbors’ homes to have coffee with
them. So many places we used to go. And in the evening she would
make me drink my milk and she would tell me stories till T fell
asleep.

Our house was big and had a lot of rooms and bathrooms, more
than one kitchen, and a big yard in front and back. I entered the
bedroom at the front of the house. I drew back the curtain and
walked directly to the bed. My grandmother was sleeping in it
again. I held her hand. It was cold and soft. I looked at her face. It
was calm and beautiful. I said, “Mom, wake up, talk to me, don’t
leave me alone, please, Mom.” Then I lay down beside her as I had
done every night, asking her to tell me all the stories she used to tell.

Everybody was either crying or hiding their sadness. Some of
them thought I had lost my mind. They tried to push me off the
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bed. Finally, they took me away and locked the door with a key. I
could not get in, but I could smell death through the door. Still, I
did not cry.

After a few hours, I saw men, strange men, take my grandmother
outside her room, outside our home. I asked them to stop, but they
pushed me away. That was when I realized the meaning of death.
And I started to cry. And I started to scream.

MY FIRST MOVE OF MANY MOVES

AFTER MY GRANDMOTHER passed away, I moved with my
mother, father, brothers and sisters to the city of EI-Obeid in West
Sudan. When my real mom came to the funeral, she said she was
taking me home with her. Until this time, I had not really realized
that she was my mother; I assumed she was my sister, and that my
grandmother was my mother.

I struggled to adjust because at my grandmother’s home, I had
my own room, my own everything, and now I had to share. The
fancy clothes, vacations to the big city, all the fun my grandmother
and I used to have—all that was gone forever.

My dad had a good job with the railroad, but his income was
not much for such a big family—five boys and four girls. You might
wonder where we all slept. It is the custom, still, to sleep outside in
the hot summertime, within the outer wall. We actually had two
courtyards. My brothers slept together in the back courtyard, while
my parents and we sisters slept in the front courtyard. During the
short winter, everyone slept in the house, with my father in one
room by himself; as is customary.

My mom took care of the household. She studied with us and
did all the cooking herself, trying hard to make enough food for
all of us. Usually, at the beginning of the month, she would cook
two kinds of dishes besides kisra (the local bread) and salad, and
by the middle of the month, it would shrink to almost nothing.
We kids had a small vegetable garden, and that helped somewhat.
Mom used to divide the food onto one platter for our dad and the
boys, and the rest for her and us girls. But we had to wait for them
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to finish before we could eat. Usually the women and girls ate in the
kitchen, as was the custom, while my dad and the boys ate at the
dinner table in the front room.

There were occasions when there was a lot more food. One was
during Ramadan, which lasts about a month. My mom would start
cooking in the afternoon, because for Ramadan we fast all day and
eat breakfast at sunset. There were special drinks for Ramadan
made by drying fruits. She always made them before Ramadan and
saved them in boxes. Then for drinking, we put them in water,
strained them, then added sugar and ice to cool before it was time
to serve them after breakfast. The most popular Ramadan foods
were asida (a porridge of corn flour), taglia (a dish of dried meat and
yogurt), and gurrasah (flatbread).

Before sunset, the boys took all the big rugs outside so they and
my father could sit and eat. Always they called to the people passing
by to come and eat with them. On the other hand, all the women
and girls ate in an outdoor kitchen attached to the back of the
house. This room, called a rocoba, was built of wood with a ceiling
of zinc. There were no doors or windows, but it was surprisingly
cool and comfy. There were small tables and chairs, a cupboard to
save the food, and also we were fortunate to have a refrigerator.

After Ramadan comes Eid al-Fitr. The night before this first
day after Ramadan, we cleaned the house and made a lot of kahk,
which are sugar-coated cookies. My father always bought candy for
the occasion. In the morning, all the men and boys congregated for
Salat al-Eid, special prayers for this celebration. While they were
out, the girls cleaned up and made the house look different than
before. My mom made the traditional breakfast. When my father

and the boys got home, it was usual to hug each other and say “Eid
Mubarak,” which means “Have a blessed holiday.”

Everyone exchanged this greeting except me. You see, this was
my first Ramadan without my grandmother, who had taken care of
me. But now, as the oldest daughter of the family, yet still a stranger
to them, I was expected to take care of everyone else. It was the
worst day of my life. All morning, I was in the bathroom washing
the family’s clothes by hand while crying and hungry. My father
treated me like a servant, and I could say nothing at all when he was
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around. That day, he greeted everyone else, but never me. He was
this way with me for a long time.

For years, I wondered why my father was so distant. Why hadn’t
he treated me with kindness, as he did the other children? What I
assume now is that, because I had been raised by my grandmother,
I seemed like a stranger to him. I had different ways and I was more
independent. He did not know how to talk to me. I assume he felt a
bit guilty as well at letting me go as a baby. But later, as my career
began, he came to appreciate our differences. Before I left home,
he called me to him. He said he was proud of my accomplishments
and that he loved me. He was grateful for the way I had helped my
mother run the household. I felt it was almost too late for these
kind words, but I accepted them.

That is why I have mixed feelings about Eid. I remember how
much work it always was for me. At the same time, I appreciate
some of its values, especially the next celebration, Eid al-Adha, or
the Festival of the Sacrifice. My family usually killed goats or sheep,
made a lot of food, and donated the best to the poor.

THE OLDEST DAUGHTER

AFTER EVERY DELIVERY, my mother would suffer from
postpartum depression and other illnesses. Sometimes she was
bedridden for weeks. Even if she had been well, my responsibilities
as the oldest daughter were clear. I was expected to do most of the
housework and to take care of the other children. My father and my
older brothers were not expected to help. That was women’s work.

It is not surprising that my six younger siblings called me
“Mom,” because I was the one who often bathed and fed them, sang
them to sleep, and made sure they did well in school. We had no
modern conveniences, like washing machines or disposable diapers.
Water had to be heated and all their clothes washed by hand. I met
with their teachers, checked their homework, and supervised their
play. It is a wonder that I was able to do well in school and feed my
passion: reading.
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My mother appreciated me as the second mom in the family.
She was a good mom to me. She always encouraged me to finish
school and to travel. Over the years, when I was working in other
countries, my mother and I became friends. She often took my
daughter into her home during these years, just as her mother had
taken me in.

I remember a conversation right after my divorce. My husband
and I separated soon after our baby was born, and he refused to
support us. I had to withdraw from my school, the Institute of
Music and Drama, to live with my parents. When my daughter was
just three months old, Mom came to my room. She held my hand
in her hand and said, “Listen, sweetheart. These are hard times;
your father can’t take care of you and your baby for much longer.”

She said I had to think about my own future, that I had to go
back to the Institute to continue my education.

“What about my baby?” I asked her.
“I’ll take care of her. So please go.”

I was more than grateful to her, the woman who made it possible
for me to return to school. I was so young and already divorced,
but my mother lit the fires of hope inside me. I returned to acting,
along with studying theater, philosophy, and the history of ancient
Greece, Egypt, and my own country. I read classical theater and
Shakespeare, studying art criticism as well. It was because of my
mother that I was able to become a writer.

Mom and I were good friends until she passed away in 2006
at the age of seventy-two. At that time, I was in Qatar working
as a journalist. But more and more, I felt I did not want to stay
there. I had been away from my mother a long time. Many of the
stories I have written started with her, as she was a good storyteller.
I decided to return to Sudan to care for her. We shared a lot of
jokes and stories while I cared for her, keeping her clean and doing
everything I could. I kept telling her everything was fine.

Toward the end, she said, “You are my eyes and my heart. Take
care of your brothers and sisters. Don’t let the fire die out in the
f your broth d sisters. D
house.”
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MY CAREER BEGINS

BY THE TIME I graduated, I was already well known as a writer
in Sudan. When I first came to the radio station in Omdurman to
apply for a job in 1988, I felt as if I had come home. I was given
many tasks, writing and directing programs. They were mainly talk
shows with music in between, so I had to wake up early in the
morning to read the newspaper and listen to the news, to prepare
for the talk shows later. I remember the first time I was allowed to
record my own program. The director of the studio asked me to
write, direct, and record a program about the increasing political
power of the Muslim Brotherhood. I went to the library to research
and get the music I needed and was ready to record with my partner
that evening. My parents listened to my first program and were very
proud. The next day my boss congratulated me, shook my hand,
and said, “From now on, you will direct and broadcast your own
show, Good Morning Sudan.” I was the first woman to direct that
show.

I became a well-known name in the country. Everywhere I
went, people recognized me. When I directed a series of dramas,
total strangers would come to my home and ask, “What’s going to
happen next?” I received awards, which made me more confident. I
wanted to inspire others to ask hard questions and to encourage the
people to make a stronger country for all.

LEAVING IT ALL BEHIND

GOOD MORNING, SUDAN reached the top ranks of radio
programs. The show focused on a positive message, how all of
Sudan’s people—North and South—should work together to build
a strong nation. I stressed the importance of education for all as a
path to our future. In 1989, however, when the Muslim Brotherhood
took over, the station began to be pressured by the government.
My show was investigated, and military representatives tried to
intimidate me. People told me I should be careful about politics,
but I continued to broadcast the truth. I recalled what my mother
taught me: “You don’t have to be on the safe side. Tell the truth, and
don’t be afraid. God will protect you.”
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The military dictatorship, which was in control of the
government, continued to pressure people like me. They even tried
to bribe me with cash and a new car if I would broadcast what
they wanted, but I refused to accept. I was arrested and put in jail
more than once. I was even beaten and raped. Investigators came
to my parents house and tried to take my radio scripts, but my
father gave them nothing. Each time I was released from jail, I was
threatened. These experiences left me emotionally traumatized.
Finally, I decided to leave the country before it was too late.

I will never forget the day I left—January 13, 1991. When I
went to say goodbye to my father, he was curled up on his bed,
crying. He said, “You have my blessing.” I never saw him again, as
he died four years later.

I went to Cairo first to obtain a visa to Greece. I thought I
might live there, where I had friends and relatives who mentioned
many journalistic opportunities in Athens. I have good memories
of Greece, but also frustrating ones. The altitude and climate
aggravated my health, so I went on holiday to the island of Crete.
For many people in Crete, I was the first black woman they had ever
seen. They were quite curious but pleasant, especially the children.
They liked to rub my face or arm, to see if my skin color would
come off on their hands. When they started calling me “chocolate,”
it made me smile. Later, in Athens, I met an African American
translator who spoke Greek, and she helped me learn how to operate
a computer for the first time. I did some reporting from there. Yet
the language barrier and the high altitude were both problems for
me, so | had to leave that beautiful country.

When I arrived back in Cairo that same year, I truly fele I had
come home. The weather was milder than in Greece, and of course,
I could talk to everyone since we spoke the same language. Soon I
was working at a radio and TV station as a program editor. Then,
after a month or so at the station, I started writing for a comedy
show in the local Egyptian dialect. I also wrote for Good Morning,
Wadi Nile, which had both a Sudanese and an Egyptian audience,
and it aired in both countries. I had so many Egyptian friends, I did
not feel homesick. Family members visited from Sudan, and I could
freely travel back home to see my daughter.
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I began working for a Sudanese newspaper in Cairo, and I also
wrote for a radio program that was critical of the authoritarian
government in Sudan. We would record the program and then
send it to nearby Eritrea for broadcasting. This job caused problems
later, when I went to renew my passport at the Sudanese embassy.
Instead, my passport was confiscated due to my political activities.
I was afraid I was being watched when I went out in public. My
friends started to help me find a more secure place to go. Through
the United Nations office in Cairo, I was able to obtain U.S. refugee
passports for myself and my daughter, who was excited to be moving
to the United States.

I had been in Cairo for almost ten years. I was well established
and held a weekly meeting with other writers in my home. During
one of these salons, my mother, who was visiting me, said, “Salma,
are you going to leave this fancy life you have made and go
somewhere where nobody knows you?” I told her I was concerned
for my daughter and her future in Sudan. I needed to figure out a

different life.

She said, “Okay, but my heart is telling me this is where you
should stay.” For the first time in my life, I ignored my mother’s
advice. It was hard to say goodbye to the place and people I loved,
but on May 25, 1999, we left for the United States.

NO ONE KNOWS MY NAME

WHEN WE ARRIVED in Houston in 1999, I was forty-one and
my daughter was fifteen. With help, we found an apartment, and
after our paperwork was processed, I started looking for a job, the
kinds of jobs one can get with English as a second language. After
a week, I started working as a maid at a Hilton hotel. Immediately,
when my boss read my CV and saw what I had been doing in Sudan
and Cairo, he became very interested in me. He wanted me to tell
everyone we met, over and over, about my education and my former
career. Why didn’t he know how that made me feel?

“I've had enough,” I told him one day. I was not there for his
entertainment. That stress was added to the hard work of being a
maid. I was supposed to clean many rooms, and to work from 7
a.m. to 7 p.m. I had never had such a hard job.
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On top of the work, I had to deal with racism. Once a friend
asked me to go to a restaurant, but when we arrived, he said, “We
can’t go in the front; we have to order at the back door.” T asked him
why. “Because we are black.”

“No way,” I said. “That is not for me.” I had experienced enough
discrimination back home, when my reporting clashed with views
held by the government.

I was curious about this big restaurant. I wondered what it
looked like inside. What would happen if I simply went in? But my
friend convinced me to leave.

A Sudanese friend in Iowa City started calling me. She said
we could stay with her while we looked for a home. “Sure, it’s cold
here,” she said. “But it’s better than Texas.” So we moved to Iowa
City, where there was less racism.

I was full of hope that I might get my career back, but I only
found the same kinds of work available to most new immigrants. I
started working at the University of Iowa hospital in food service.
But everything is material for a writer. As I pushed heavy carts,
delivering meals to patients, I got to know them and the health
professionals. I had a new subject to write about. I began writing
for a newspaper in Egypt, sending them articles about life in the
United States. I wrote about the patients: “Sometimes they’re in
pain. Sometimes I cry with them, just let my tears go, or else I
run from the room. Hospital workers have to be strong to face
the tragedies they see. Sometimes you feel sorry, sometimes you
feel sad, but no matter the circumstances you have to deal with it,
because it’s your job.”

That year, a friend told me about a new writing workshop for
the Sudanese community. He gave me the number of the teacher,
Cecile. When I called her, she said she would pick me up at the
hospital on her way to the workshop. “How will I know you?” she

asked.

“Well, 'm black,” I answered, because in Iowa that might be
enough to spot me. Then I asked her, “What color...” trying to find
the words. It was still difficult to speak English over the phone.

“I’'m white,” Cecile said.
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“No, your car!”
“Oh. It’s white too.”

We both laughed. From then on, we were friends. She respected
me as a writer, and she asked me to help with the other writers in
our group, encouraging them and translating for them.

After a while, though, I wanted to try again for my previous
career. I went to a school in Minneapolis that had a radio program
in journalism there. I loved the program, where I spoke into a
microphone in English for the first time. I went to classes and lived
in a dorm with younger women. We got along fine, and I tried to
be like a mom to them.

A TIME OF HUNGER

I CANNOT REMEMBER ever being hungry in Sudan. We knew
that if we ever fell on hard times, we could always count on our
neighbors sharing through the hole in the wall. In Minneapolis,
though, as I waited for the bus next to a busy highway, there were
no walls to protect me from the wind, a wind so cold that my sisters
back home could never imagine it. [ was going to a restaurant called
Country Buffet, where I hoped to get a job. And I was hungry. I was
hungry in a way I never was back home.

Soon after I arrived in Minneapolis, I had eaten a meal at
Country Buffet, paying one price to take as much as I wished from
the salad bar and steam tables, constantly replenished by servers. I
could afford to go to restaurants. But my savings soon disappeared,
and there was some problem with my cashing the money orders I
received from ITowa. We can’t help you, said one teller after another.
You need a Minnesota ID.

I did my best. I had taken the bus to the DMV. But to get
a Minnesota ID, I was told, one must have documents proving a
permanent address.

“Does a dorm room count?” I asked. For that little room, in a
hall of much younger women, was the only address I had.
“How should I know?” said one teller after another. “Ask
somebody else.” I was not sure whom to ask or how to phrase the
question in good English.
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As I waited for the bus in Minneapolis, I felt like one of those
who search the ground for dropped bread. The clouds turned into
sheep prepared for slaughter; the memory of the roasting meat
made my stomach contract painfully.

Sometimes I simply sat in the dorm cafeteria, where no one
spoke my language. They devoured their meals and left, not asking
how I was doing. I used to wait for their departure so as to lick what
remained from their plates. When I told my friends back home that
I used to go through the rubbish, looking for scraps, they did not
believe me. I was ashamed. What is the sense of life if we do not
love ourselves?

When I walked into Country Buffet, I asked to see the manager.
She was originally from Guatemala, and I was amazed how she
could switch from English to Spanish so quickly as she greeted
customers. After I was interviewed, I was told to call back later to
see if I was accepted. I was surprised; I thought I would get the job
right away, and I still had no money.

I am not sure why, but I approached a young woman who was
having lunch. Her name was Khadija, I found out. “I'm so hungry,”
I told her. “Can you help me?” She immediately got up and
prepared a plate of food for me. While we ate, I began explaining
my problem, talking to her as if she were a longtime friend. She

nodded and then said she could help me.

I sat on a chair in the huge dining room, watching the workers
in their clean uniforms. One sat quietly near the kitchen, eating
his lunch. When Khadija was ready, we went outside in the chilly
weather and got in her car, saying, “Okay, let’s go to my bank and
cash your money order.”

The bank teller asked me to sign the check over to Khadija. He
gave her the cash, and she immediately handed it to me. I could not
thank her enough since I could now pay my bills. Before Khadija
left, T asked her if she was from lowa. She said, “Yes, how did you
know?” I told her that Iowans are helpful people, that’s how I knew.

Her kindness warmed me. It was as if a window had been
opened in a cell of isolation. My luck changed that day, for soon
after this time, I met a woman who was originally from Egypt. She
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lived in a small apartment near my school. Of course, she could
speak Arabic, which helped my other hunger, to converse in my first
language. She took me to her home, where she served me bread and
sweets. Then she invited me to leave the dorm and move in with her,
splitting the rent. I was of two minds. I needed peace and quiet to
study and to write. On the other hand, I needed to save money, so
I left the dorm and moved in with her.

After a while, though, it was clear I could not survive there,
working two jobs, paying off my loans, and still hungry. I hungered,
too, for my daughter in Towa. I hungered for the friends I had left
behind. So I decided to leave at the end of the semester. I came back
to Towa City and found employment at a day care center. I began
writing more, and I also reunited with my friend Cecile.

What if every person befriended one new immigrant? Both
would be enriched so much. Cecile has become part of my family,
and when my daughter had her babies, my grandchildren became
part of her life, too. She picks them up from school when their
parents are working and takes them to parks and libraries. She says
that being around them is magical and makes her see everything in
a fresh way.

When I was still working at the hospital, her husband had to
stay there for a long time. I made a habit of going to see him on my
breaks, to say hello and to see how he was doing. Whenever Cecile
has a medical test or procedure, I go with her, asking my daughter
or son-in-law to drive us. Sometimes I cook food for her family
so she won’t have to cook. I call her up and say, “Come get your
dinner.”

Once I traveled with her to the deep South, to stay with her
sister and meet her parents. I met her brother as well. Everyone
welcomed me and asked me about my family. I remember it was
her mother’s ninety-fifth birthday, and I was so honored that I got
to be at her party.

Usually though, we take road trips exploring the Midwest. In
2016, I returned to Minneapolis with Cecile. This time, I was a
tourist—shopping, walking through the Como Park Conservatory,
attending a production by the Minnesota Opera.
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Everything was much the same: wide open spaces, wide open
highways, a cold spring wind. But this time, I was not among the
people shivering on the corners, looking for work. I was greeted by
a hotel receptionist, who showed us where we could eat breakfast,
exercise, and sleep. The wide streets around the city were alive with
cars, each full of entirely other lives. We, within the steel walls of
our own car, were both protected and isolated from the others. Our
hotel room, next to a busy interstate, was safe but also strange. No
one knew us from Eve.

I called a former high school classmate who lived nearby, and
he took us to a Chinese restaurant, where we filled up on food and
friendship. As he dropped us back at our hotel, he said, “In Sudan,
we don’t have hotels, we have friends. Same in Minneapolis. Next
time you come, you will stay with me and my wife.” He repeated this
in Arabic so that it was quite understood. I am sure he remembered,
as I do, the walls of Sudan. He remembered the holes left in the
walls for sharing with those around us.

COMING HOME

ALWAYS, wherever I start my life in a new place, I talk to people. I
ask a lot of questions about their lives, how they came to live there,
and what they think of the weather. Because I ride the bus to work
and to shop, I have met a lot of new people that way. I have met
Native Americans, African Americans, people from all over Europe
and the Middle East, and Sudanese I did not know back home.
Almost always, people on the bus are friendly and glad to talk. One
time I went to a birthday party with Cecile, and there was Doug,
my favorite bus driver. We recognized each other right away. On
the bus after that, I would always ask Doug about his friend, the
one celebrating his birthday. Later, that same friend interviewed
me for the local newspaper, writing about my experiences as a new
immigrant.

In 2004, after fifteen years away from home, I obtained my
American passport. I decided I could safely visit Egypt and Sudan,
as there was relative peace that year. I reconnected with many
friends in Cairo, then left for Sudan.
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When I went to the radio station where I had worked, it was
almost empty. A former coworker explained, “It’s not like it used
to be. Now people work only during their shifts, and do not
stay around to talk.” The place had a sad, gloomy atmosphere.
The whole country was very different. The long civil war and the
fundamentalist military dictatorship had both visible and invisible
effects. There were soldiers and police officers everywhere. Many of
the benefits I had enjoyed growing up—universal education, public
transportation, health care, even the post office—had disappeared.
There were few professional jobs, and I saw so much poverty.

At the same time, it was nice to be recognized again as a
journalist and broadcaster. I remember one day when a young
woman called out, “Salma Salama! Is it you?” This woman was
selling shoes on the sidewalk. She was so excited, telling me how I
had made a big difference to her. I had shown her what a woman
from Sudan could do. We exchanged information, and later I heard
that she had graduated from college. I was very proud of her and
glad I was still influencing people from far away.

The last time I went home was in 2017. We had a family reunion,
and my brothers came from Qatar and Saudi Arabia, where they
worked. We all stayed in our family home with my sisters. I saw the
renovations and improvements they had made with the money I
sent home regularly. I was proud of my niece, whose education I was
able to finance. It was good to spend time with the family. I missed
getting together every Friday, having a big meal together, singing
and dancing, with all the kids running around playing games.

Soon, however, I wanted to return to Iowa City, my home. I
know every inch of Iowa City now. I have made a lot of friends, but
I've also been welcomed by strangers. I especially love Two Rivers
Bank, where I started my first checking account. Even though I
have to take two buses to get there, it is worth it. When I enter,
everyone says, “Hey, Salma’s here.” They give me hugs and offer me
drinks and snacks.

One thing I would like to improve about Iowa City is public
transportation. The buses don’t always run according to my work
schedule, and taxis are expensive. Often I have to walk in the
freezing cold or rain. However, many lowans have stopped along
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the road to offer me a lift. They don’t even know me, but they will
go out of their way to take me to work or home. Once, a woman
saw me coming out of the grocery store with heavy bags, heading
for the bus stop. “Can I take you somewhere?” she called out from
her car. “Come on.” That is just one example of help I have gotten
from complete strangers.

Since 2012, I have been working with disabled people in group
homes. It’s a new experience, meeting those with different abilities.
They can be smart and active, enjoying the same things we all do,
making a home with each other. When I see differently abled people
around town, eating out or doing their jobs, I always greet them,
and often we have a conversation.

In my home country, the disabled are hidden away, and they
don’t often go to school. Some of the families care for them, but
others are treated with shame and abuse, as if they were not fully
human. I love my clients. I love the way most of the families support
and visit them. Occasionally, I have experienced racism in my job,
but usually people are grateful. This career reminds me of the bright
side of life, and how good it is to help people who need you. It
gives me meaning, because I feel like a mother to all my clients, no
matter their age.

One time, taking a work break outside on the sidewalk, I
was frightened by a dog that was being walked by a couple in the
neighborhood. I have never liked dogs.

“I'm so sorry,” the man said, as he pulled the dog away from me.
“That’s okay, honey,” I said.

“Oh, I can’t remember when I've been called ‘honey.” Thanks!”

he said. His wife laughed.

Such small things can make a person feel part of a place. I may
have lost my career in a way, but I have come to think of careers in
a different way. Perhaps we are larger than the work we do; we are
more the home we make.

Here in Iowa, I have found home. The walls are different from
those in Sudan, but the way we share is the same. We help our
neighbors when they are hungry, or when they are in the hospital
longing for visitors, or when they simply need a ride home. We offer
what we have to give by opening the walls between us.
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GLOSSARY | SAID

Al-B2’ath Party—Ofhcially the Arab Socialist Baath Party was
a political party founded in Syria in 1947. The party espoused
Baathism, which is an ideology mixing Arab nationalist, pan-
Arabist, Arab socialist, and anti-imperialist interests. Hafez al-Assad
was the leader of the military committee in the party that was a
major player in the Syrian political life in 1963 before initiating a
coup d’etat in 1966.

Assad family—Although in theory Syria is a republic, it has been
ruled by the same family for the past forty years. Both Hafez and his
son Bashar are extremely corrupt. They have created a system where
many of their relatives and extended family members are in control
of almost all economic facilities.

Bab Tuma—Bab means “door” or “gate” in Arabic. The gates to
the old city of Damascus were first built by the Romans, and this
y
ate was dedicated to Venus. However, it was later renamed by the
g Y
Byzantines to commemorate Saint Thomas the Apostle.

backgammon—Ancient board game originating in the Middle
East; along with cards and hookahs, one of the main reasons I spent
an average of four nights per week in coffee shops with my friends
until early morning hours. It was cheap and clean fun.

City of Angels—A 1998 romantic movie starring Nicolas Cage and
Meg Ryan. The soundtrack featured U2, Alanis Morissette, and
Sarah McLachlan, among others.

Eid al-Adha—The celebration after Hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca.
Similar to Eid al-Fitr, the cycle of late-night shopping—morning
prayers—dessert repeats. There is one difference, though. Adha in
Arabic originates from the word odhia, meaning “sacrifice,” and the
Eid al-Adha sacrifice is the lamb, so we always ate roast leg of lamb
to celebrate.

Eid al-Fitr—Holiday for breaking the month-long dawn-to-sunset
fasting of Ramadan and celebrating the good deeds, sacrifices, and
charity performed during the holy month of giving. It is a huge
social event, the Islamic equivalent to Christmas.
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Jfinjan—Metal Turkish coffee pot.

Free Syrian Army (FSA)—A short-lived army that was formed
by officers and soldiers who defected from the regime’s army after
refusing to kill civilians. They were later joined by civilian volunteers
who wanted to fight alongside them. In later years, other armed
groups who were funded by some countries appeared, and the FSA
dissolved into them.

Gitanes cigarettes—French cigarettes that were popular in Syria
before the crisis because they were affordable compared with other
imported brands.

I-20—Form provided by universities in America to show a foreign
student has been admitted, along with information about any
waivers and scholarships if applicable. U.S. embassies use this form
to check whether the student applying for a visa has any sort of
income while in the United States.

iftar—The meal with which Muslims break their fast at sunset.
Many mosques will host iftar so people can eat together, or for those
in need to find a hot meal without feeling embarrassed. It is also a
time for families to invite relatives and friends to their homes.

kousa—One of the jewels of the Syrian cuisine crown. Kousa, also
known as gray Mexican zucchini, is stuffed with rice and ground
beef and then cooked in tomato sauce with herbs.

Mukhabarat—Syrian military intelligence forces. They have
unlimited authority to detain whomever they deem an enemy of
the ruling party.

molokhia—Also known as mulukhiyah, this dish is prepared with
the leaves of the jute mallow plant. In Damascus, it is sautéed with
beef stew, lemon juice, coriander, and salt and pepper.

old city houses—In contrast with American ones, the backyard is
actually inside the house in the form of a courtyard. The different
rooms tower around the courtyard. Most houses have a big water
fountain in the center of the yard. This is where families will have
meals and welcome guests during nice weather. Many houses in the
old city were turned into restaurants that kept the same design.
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olives—Must-have item on any Syrian table, especially for breakfast.
Syria is known for its olives. They are usually sold unpitted and by
the kilogram in grocery stores.

Pete the Cat—Fictional cartoon cat created by illustrator James
Dean.

Qasem Souleimani—Iranian major general and commander of the
Quds Force division that was Iran’s military arm outside its borders.
He led Iran’s military operation in Iraq and Syria and was a strong
ally to Assad. He was killed on January 3, 2020, in Baghdad by a
U.S. drone air strike ordered by President Donald Trump.

Ramadan—For an entire month, Muslims fast from sunrise to
sunset and perform good deeds. The idea is to build character
and learn how to be a good human even when feeling starved and
exhausted. Paradoxically, it is also a time when Syrian households
tend to spend more money on food as they break their fasts.

subor—Meal eaten just before fasting starts at sunrise. Some like to
keep it low-key and light, but others prefer to cook or even go out
with friends. I used to have chicken shawarma with my high school
friends at 4 a.m.

Sunnis and Alawites—Two of Syrias many sects and religions.
Sunni Muslims made up about 65 percent of the total population,
while Alawites made up around 9 percent and Christians about 10
percent. These percentages have been dramatically affected by the
ongoing crisis.

Teitei—“Grandmother” in Syrian dialect; also used by grandmothers
to call their grandkids. For example, a grandmother might call out,
“Teitei, can you help me? My walker is stuck,” and the grandchild
would reply, “Coming, Zeites!”

Umayyad Square—Main square in Damascus. One street leads to
downtown, and another leads to a fancy neighborhood, Malky, at
the foot of Mount Qasioun, where one of the presidential estates is.

zalabia—Sudanese fried dough, similar to beignets.
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GLOSSARY | JARMAKANI

Allah—God.

Al Mayadeen—DPan-Arabist news broadcasting agency based out of
Lebanon.

Al-Suwayda—DBoth a city and one of the fourteen governorates
(similar to counties or provinces) of Syria. Located in the
southwestern portion of the country, it is also the site of the 2018
massacre in which ISIS militants entered the city, killing at least 258
people mostly belonging to a religious minority and kidnapping
fourteen women.

Baba—Father.

dar—House. Sometimes the last name of the family that lives in the
house will be added to the word dar to further denote the residing
family.

Jatayer—Savory pies that can have a variety of filling, including
meat, spinach, cheese, and others.

FBI (Federal Bureau of Investigation)—U.S. domestic
intelligence agency given expanded powers under the second Bush
administration to conduct surveillance operations in Muslim and
Arab communities under the pretext of 9/11, which effectively
violated the constitutional rights of those in the aforementioned
communities.

ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria)—Terrorist group of Salafi-
jihadists that emerged from the remains of Al Qaeda and the
destabilization of the Middle East following the involvement of
Western and Gulf countries, particularly in the Iraq War. The group
was both directly funded and trained and indirectly funded by the
West through its partnership with other Salafi-jihadist groups and a
number of Gulf countries as a part of a proxy war in Syria that first
began in 2011. Also known as ISIL, IS, or Daesh.

labneh—Strained cow’s milk yogurt with the consistency of cream
cheese; best served with a drizzle of olive oil.
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Lilo and Stitch—Animated Disney movie from 2002 about an
alien who becomes part of a Hawaiian family and is threatened by
an agent reminiscent of the FBI or CIA.

maté—A popular drink similar to hot tea made from naturally
infused caffeine leaves from a type of holly tree. It originated in
South America but spread to portions of Lebanon and Syria through
migration in the 1970s. It is a communal drink served among family,
friends, and guests.

saHa—Downtown area of Salkhad where cars zoom around the
roundabout and citizens flock through the surrounding streets to
visit small family-owned businesses.

Salkhad—Small city within the Al-Suwayda governorate with
a population of about fifteen thousand. For outsiders, it is
distinguished by its rich history and the citadel that sits atop the
highest point in the city. For my family, it's home. It is where both
my parents grew up. It is where the white gate still stands.
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GLOSSARY | JASTI

Andhra Pradesh—State found in southeastern India; its capital is
Hyderabad and its official language is Telugu.

culture—Synonymous with language; shaped by fables and
myths told through oral traditions; has the potential to break or
become diluted when the violence of assimilation occurs; can be an
overwhelming force that some would like to escape.

English—The most widely spoken language worldwide, thanks
to the colonizing activities of English-speaking countries such as
England and the United States. Particularly for those who were
colonized, it can be a language that tastes like blood, greed, power,
and ego.

idli—Soft, savory rice cake frequently served with coconut chutney,
a type of Indian sauce.

literature—Bridge between cultures; a tool used by the silenced
voices.

monsoon—Seasonal change in wind direction that leads to a rainy
season.

mother tongue—The language that protects the cells growing in a
mother’s womb, eventually becoming the barrier between the child
and the world. Mother tongues are nurturing and protective. When
faced with the outside world, mother tongues can become mutilated
or forgotten.

Shalini—Girls' name meaning “modest”; my parents named me
after the characteristic they wanted me to maintain.

Telugu—South Indian language (there are twenty-two major
languages spoken in India). Tastes like green tea mixed with honey;
is smooth, sly, and wise.
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GLOSSARY | ESPINOZA

abuelos, abuelitos—Grandparents. Abuelitos is an endearing way
to say grandparents. In Mexican culture, they are your second
parents. It is custom to kiss the hand of your grandfather as a sign
of respect when you see him and to give a kiss on the cheek and hug
your grandmother.

ademds—Besides.

aguantar—To endure. My people have endured a lot and continue
to do so in their pursuit of happiness.

American Dream—A false promise or belief that if you work hard
enough (pull yourself up by your bootstraps), you can have upward
mobility, regardless of social class or race and ethnicity. This concept
does not acknowledge the systemic barriers embedded in today’s
society that help prohibit people like me from making it. When my
parents dreamed of coming to the United States, they did not know
how hard they would work to barely get by.

ancestros—Ancestors, typically one more remote than a
grandparent, from whom one is descended. They are the ones who
look after us and guide us. They are our guardian angels. We have
a love and respect for the deceased. We believe that they have a
continued existence and are able to influence the fortune of those
who are still living. As a way of honoring them, we try to live life
to the fullest. Our existence is resistance and a testimony of the
strength we inherited from our ancestors.

angelitos—Endearing way to say “angels.” Before we would go to
sleep, my mom would always tell us que duermas con los angelitos
panzones, may you sleep with the fat angels. We believe our angels
are our ancestors who protect us. We also refer to children who have
died as angelitos.

apellido—Surname. According to Mexican naming conventions, a
person’s first surname (e.g., Espinoza) is the father’s first surname,
and the second surname (e.g., Madrigal) is the mother’s first surname.
Traditionally, Mexican women don’t lose their maiden names when
they marry. However, some women add their married name to the

275



end of their other names, often separated by the word de. A married
woman’s name might look like the following, with “Avila” being her
husband’s first surname: Vanessa Espinoza Madrigal de Avila.

a pesar de todo—Despite all.
atiriciado/a—Missing someone or something you loved very much.
atole—Traditional thick, hot beverage made of cornmeal.

baraiias que se te hacen cuando no te peinas—\hen your hair
tangles when you don’t comb it.

bisabuelitos, bisabuelas—Great-grandparents, great-grandmothers.
bolitas de masa—Little balls of corn flour used to make tortillas.

braceros—Mexicans who are hired to work temporarily in U.S.
fields. The Bracero Program was an agreement between the U.S. and
Mexican governments from 1942 to 1964 that allowed Mexican
laborers to come to the United States for short-term work, mostly
agricultural. Following the Great Depression and World War II, the
United States needed a way to pay agricultural and railway workers
in an inexpensive way. The program was supposed to be temporary,
but it was extended to two decades. Often, braceros worked in
horrible conditions and were paid very little for their labor.

calladita te ves mds bonita—"“You look prettier when you're
quiet,” or “Be pretty and shut up.” In Mexican culture, womxn
are supposed to be seen, not heard. They are not supposed to be
outspoken; they must be quiet, submissive, and obedient. Silencing
womxn takes away their power.

camisetas de Las Chivas—Club Deportivo Guadalajara S.A. de
C.V., otherwise known as Las Chivas or El Guadalajara, is a Mexican
professional soccer team from Guadalajara, Jalisco, México. It is
the only football club in México that doesn’t allow non-Mexican
players. Soccer is very popular in Mexican culture.

carnitas—Mexican version of pulled pork. This traditional dish is
made by braising or simmering pork in lard until tender. Often
carnitas are made for birthday parties, quinceaferas, baptisms, or
other special events.
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Catrina—Female skeleton with a big hat and elaborate dress,
created in the early 1900s by artist José Guadalupe Posada. He drew
calaveras (skeletons) to remind people that, whether we are rich or
poor, at the end of the day we all die anyway.

cempaziichitl—Mexican marigold flowers, also known as flor de
muerto. Marigolds are bright orange or yellow and have a distinctive
scent. Their vibrant color represents the sun, which guides spirits on
their way to the underworld. We use them during Day of the Dead
because their strong aroma attracts the spirits of our ancestors to
help them find their way to us.

chicharrones—Pork rinds.

Chichimecas—First Nations people from central México who were
nomadic farmers.

chiles rellenos—Stuffed, roasted poblano peppers dipped in egg
batter and fried. It is a traditional dish we eat along with other
dishes that make up las siete cazuelas, “seven casseroles” that mean
abundance and are eaten during Lent.

colonizadores—Colonizers, invaders that came from Spain and
other European countries.

copete—Hair bangs or fringe.

Dia de los Muertos—Day of the Dead, a sacred Mexican indiginous
holiday on November 1 and 2. People honor their ancestors
by visiting their graves to clean and decorate their tombstones.
Additionally, families create ofrendas (offerings) on an altar to honor
those who have departed from this world. Our dead are never dead
to us until we have forgotten them.

dulces—Artisanal, traditional crystalized candy made out of fruit or
milk and caramel. The origin of these traditional sweets dates back
to precolonial times.

el baiil de los recuerdos—Trunk of memories; a walk down memory
lane. Often, mementos like pictures of items invoke memories of
certain times.

el calor de la gente—The warmth of our people.
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el nopal—The cactus plant, a common ingredient in Mexican
cuisine. We use the entire plant, eating the tuna fruit, corazones,
and nopales and burning the wood in the boiler that heats our water.

el norte—The United States. People who live in the U.S. are called
norterios. Everyone wants to go to e/ norte because the grass looks
greener there.

el rancho—The farm or farming rural community.

el Santo Nifio de Atocha—The Holy Infant of Atocha. Every time
my family went to México, we would make the pilgrimage to the
shrine of Baby Jesus in Plateros, Zacatecas. He is our patron saint
and would grant us miracles. Millions of people visit his shrine
every year, leaving votive offerings of letters, braids, pictures, and so
on, all thanking the Baby Jesus for granting a miracle. In our house,
we always had a replica of Baby Jesus.

esperanza—Faith in a better tomorrow or that things will turn out
okay. Esperanza is what keeps my community moving forward.

Jamilia—Family, including extended family, godparents, and
at times neighbors. Familismo is a cultural value that refers to
identifying strongly with and being loyal to your nuclear and
extended family. Every important decision we make is made while
thinking of family. Family always comes first.

gorditas de horno—Mexican bread made from corn flour, dairy
products, butter, and sugar. They are cooked in a wood-fired oven,
unlike gorditas, which are cooked on a comal (griddle) or fried in a
pan. My grandma had an adobe oven and our aunts would gather
around it and chat while making gorditas de horno.

guayabas, postre de guayaba—Guava fruit. There are several
varieties of guava around the world; the variety in Zacatecas is
yellow. Postre de guayaba is a guava dessert.

hasta maiiana—Until tomorrow.

huaraches—Mexican sandal dating back to precolonial times.
Traditionally, this type of footwear has been associated with country
life, worn by farm workers and indigenous people. Generally,
huaraches today are made of braided leather straps woven into soles
made out of a tire.
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huevo con chile a mano—Eggs in red sauce. My grandma did not
have electricity, so she would make the red sauce by hand, squishing
the red chilies and tomatillos. We swear this dish doesn’t taste the
same if the sauce is blended in the blender.

India—Indian womxn, as in Native American. In the Mexican
community, it is a racist and classist insult. First Nations peoples
in México continue to be treated poorly and do not have access to
education, health care, or resources. When folks are called indios,
the underlying message is that they are dirty, uneducated, poor,
dark-skinned, and undesirable.

La Migra—Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE); U.S.
law enforcement agency responsible for immigration and customs,
including deportations. It has become notorious for rounding up
immigrants, separating families, and putting children and adults
into cages or detention centers with horrible living conditions.

la Revolucion Mexicana—The Mexican Revolution was an armed
conflict in the early 1900s that led to the end of dictatorship and the
establishment of a constitutional republic. The three main causes
were the dictatorship rule of Porfirio Diaz for over thirty years,
exploitation and poor treatment of workers, and great disparity
between rich and poor.

la soledad—Feeling of sadness, loneliness, or melancholy caused by
the lack, absence, or death of a person.

Latinx—Gender-neutral alternative to Latino (male) and Latina
(female) used to refer to a person of Latin American descent.
Traditionally “Latino” has been used to refer to groups of mixed
genders.

machismo—The idea that men have to be manly and self-reliant
and that they are superior to womxn and should dominate and
control them; toxic masculinity that perpetuates gender norms.

mantener los pies firmes en la tierra—To have your feet firmly
on the ground; to not lose sight of the possibilities that a situation
presents, to be aware of the variables that are involved in a
circumstance; to be realistic; a cautionary reminder to never forget
your roots and to stay humble.
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mis padres—My parents. Mexican parents are strict and
overprotective. Above anything, children are expected to respect
their parents and care for them when they are elders.

mis tatarabuelos—My great-great-grandparents.

molcajete—Mortar made of stone, mainly volcanic, which is carved
in a concave shape and in which spices, grains, and vegetables are
crushed or ground in small quantities. Mexican kitchens are not
complete without a molcajete. Traditionally, molcajetes are often
inherited, and one molcajete can last for several generations.

mole—Sauce originated in the Oaxaca and Puebla regions consisting
of a mixture of chiles, spices, fruits, and seasonings. There are many
varieties distinguished by their ingredients and flavors. My family
makes the pipidn variety when we make tamales.

mujerista—Latinx womanist; different from being a feminst.
Mujeristas strive for their own liberation as Latinx womxn in their
community.

ollas—Pots and pans.

padrinos—Godparents. They baptize you, and if your parents die,
they become your legal guardians. It is a big responsibility and an
honor to be asked to be a madrina or padrino. The padrinos become
your parents compadres, their close friends, and are like an aunt or
uncle to you.

pan de muerto—Bread that represents the dead. It is typically in
a round shape that represents the cycle of life and death, with four
diagonal pieces that represent the bones and tears we have cried for
those who are dead.

papel picado—Decorative craft made by cutting elaborate designs
in sheets of tissue paper. It is often used at parties and during Day
of the Dead, where it represents the element of wind.

pelo malo—Bad hair, often seen as hair that does not look like the
hair of white people (straight).

pelos de la nariz—Nose hair.

permanent residency—Also known as a green card, it allows you
to live and work permanently in the United States, though it is not
the same as U.S. citizenship. Both processes are long and expensive.
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pitayas—Fruit from several cactus species.
platos de barro—Plates made of clay.

pollo en naranja—DPopular Mexican orange chipotle chicken dish
containing potatoes, onions, tomatoes, and other spices.

Pueblo Mdgico—Magic Town; status granted by the Mexican
government to towns with “magical” qualities such as beauty,
historical importance, or natural wonders. There are currently 121
Magical Towns in México.

puente—Bridge. We have to be bridges for people in the highway
of life.

sopa y frijoles de la olla—Soup and beans from the pot made of
clay. Most Mexicans have an olla de barro in which they make beans.
Beans taste different when cooked in these pots.

sucia—Dirty. Also used to describe a Mexican womxn who may be
in tune with her sexuality. A Mexican womxn is supposed to be like
the Virgin Mary, pure, obedient, submissive, and faithful. When she
acts differently, she is labeled a sucia.

tamarindo—Tamarind.

tia—Aunt.

toro—Bull.

tortillas a mano—Tortillas made by hand at home.

trailas—Mobile homes. We lived in one for a couple years before
my parents bought a house.

trenzas—DBraids.

un taco de queso con chile al molcajete—A taco with cheese and
roasted chili sauce that is made on the molcajete (stone mortar).

veladora—Candle. Lighting a candle is a sacred gesture in Mexican
communities. Whether it is to light the darkness when there’s no
electricity, raise a prayer to a patron saint or la Virgen de Guadalupe
(the Virgin of Guadalupe), or strengthen our purposes, veladoras are
an impo