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These were our stories ... so, what’s yours?
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sacrificed so much to help us. From the time, money for airplane tickets,
time off work, energy for taking care of toddlers/little boys and us, and so
many other things that are too long to list. They were with us and remained
with us every single step of the way. | am forever indebted to them and
infinitely grateful to God for blessing me with them. God bless every parent
and every child, Ameen.

God grants us the guidance, intelligence and strength, and patience to
navigate life and has more empathy towards one another. Everyone has
something in their life. We should take care of ourselves and our families and
spread goodness and happiness to others. God protect us from the cursed
Shaytan and bring humans closer together with compassion, love, and
respect. Ameen.

God grant everyone, everywhere, regardless of race, religion, or
anything, hiddayah, health, and happiness, Ameen.

About the Writer
e  Education, University of Windsor, Windsor, Canada [1998 —2002]
Bachelor of Commerce, Honors Business Administration
Concentration: Marketing and Operations Management
e Professional Work Experience
e Rockwell Collins Inc., Cedar Rapids, USA[2010 — 2011]
Senior Administrative Assistant
¢ Intelligent Manufacturing Systems (IMS) Centre, Windsor, Canada
[2002 -2009]
Research & Administrative Assistant
e Hallmark Canada, North York (Toronto), Canada [2002]
Customer Service Representative
e ICON Laser Eye Centers, Windsor, Canada [2000-2001]
Marketing Department Assistant & Educational Counselor / Customer Service
e Accucaps Industries Limited, Windsor, Canada [1999-2000]
Compliance Associate and Floor Auditor
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If we can ignore the labeling and simply live our lives the best we can,
with lhsan, we will be so much happier and successful in all our endeavors.
It’s really hard, but so much peace comes out of it. Materialistic things and
social media (especially) won’t have such a heavyweight on us. We will
realize our happiness is not in the hands of others or in what we have,
instead, our happiness comes from the inside.

Life is full of surprises and tragedies; challenges and obstacles; lessons
and gifts; weak moments that build us up in strength. It’s always the initial
shock of the negative that lingers. Still, if we can take a breath and change
the negative into a positive, we can make the challenges into growth
opportunities, fears into motivators. We can have healthier and happier
lives.

It’s tough to live a life of optimism when you’re surrounded by negativity.
However, when you realize you have that ‘voice’ inside of you wanting
something better, nurture that voice and what it’s asking of you. It’s going to
lead you to better, better in every way. It won’t lead you to perfection
because perfection simply does not exist. But the better outlook, the better
health, the better breathing, the better relationships, and the countless other
‘betters’ will have you look at life through better glasses and appreciate all the
little things that add up to a huge amount of countless blessings. We can then
be people who are grateful for the slice of cake and savor it, and not long for
the rest of the cake that we didn’t get and get upset.

Gratitude is priceless. When we are grateful, it does beautiful things to
our outlook and our health. It’s been scientifically proven. Prophet
Muhammad (peace and blessings be upon him) taught this to the world long
before science proved it. Looking to others less makes your life, struggle,
challenge, and obstacle, so much easier to go through. It dwindles
negativity, raises positivity, and does immense good for your health,
especially your mental health.

I cannot thank God enough for blessing me with these amazing parents.
Because | am a Mother, | understand what they did for me, for us. They
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before marriage. | never had to ask for anything, | never needed permission
for anything, | could spend how I liked, and | could save how I liked. I could
invest how | liked it. Now, | don’t have any fiscal capabilities, whereas
before, | knew exactly what my monetary situation was like. If anyone wants
to feel like their worth and intelligence aren’t as high as they were before,
tell them to get married.

But what | have that “Old Zaina” always longed for are children,
alhamdulillah. Two beautiful, amazing, mature, well behaved, loving
children. God bless them, and all children, always, Ameen.

The defining moment of my life happened when | was 24 years old. |
realized life always and forever is going to be just between God and me. | am
not responsible for other people; | am only accountable for myself. There
was a point when | got so overwhelmed and fed up with people; their
negativity and their negative behaviors were too much for me to tolerate. |
was ready to explode. | couldn’t stand hearing the backbiting anymore, or
the way people treated each other (especially toward the innocent ones),
etc. So, | made a sincere dua to Allah Tala, and | opened the Quran. My eyes
laid on the Aya, telling me that | am only responsible for myself, and I will not
be asked about others. | wish | knew which Surat that was in, but | don’t.
Since then, | haven’t felt overwhelmed with others, especially when I
remember having no control over them or their actions. | must focus on
myself and be a person with good character to please my Lord. Hopefully,
the bonus is God Willing, my behavior and personality could help others, and
| can be a reminder for others.

The more women | meet, the more | realize “I’m not alone.” We have so
much in common. We are too shy to bring up our issues, and it’s unnecessarily
taboo in so many cultures to talk about what we are going through, how we
are feeling, or how to address the issues get help. We are pressured to put on
a fagade of perfection. We must be the perfect daughter, the perfect wife, the
ideal daughter-in-law, the perfect mother, the perfect friend, the ideal dresser,
the perfect multi-tasker, the perfect everything for everyone. That is toxic for

us, our families, society, and our end.
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In the Quran, Allah Tala tells us, all that is good comes from God, and all
that is bad, we do to ourselves. God puts us where you need to be. Nothing
in life is haphazard.

Everything is for a reason. Sometimes the reason is blatantly obvious
why, and sometimes it’s not. And that’s ok. We don’t always have to know
why. So long as we trust the reason it happened in the first place was
designed and decided by The Wisest, The All-Knowing, The Immensely and
Infinitely Merciful. The One who loves us more than our mothers could ever
love us. The One who loves our children more than we ever could.

I’'ve learned to continually remind myself this is “Dunya”, (LJ)it’s not
forever. Janna (iexJl) is forever. That’s the goal. That’s what we get when we
prove ourselves worthy. That’s why we are here. So that on The Day, we
have every proof to see for ourselves that we deserve the final verdict from
The Most Just Judge. | try to remind my children of this in as gentle of a way
as possible. I know | won’t live forever, cancer or no cancer. No one will. We
all have our time. | want my children to be aware of this and not have such a
negative outlook on death. Death to the doers of good is a celebration. I
want to celebrate when it is my time, Ya Rabb.

“Old Zaina” had hopes, dreams, and aspirations. She was smart. She
was extremely independent and loved to travel. She was very good with
money and loved spending time with her friends and their children. She
spent time at the Masjid, and she loved learning about Islamic studies. The
older she got, the wiser she became. Always a true friend. A very protective
older sister to amazing brothers. She loved talking about and researching
cars. She had an amazing career where she had wonderful bosses,
colleagues, and team members. She gave her heart and soul in everything
she did. May she rest in peace ;)

“New Zaina” is similar to “Old Zaina” in the soft skills and friendship
sense, but | lost some skills | was good at and that | valued. | don’t have any
control of money or investments. | cannot buy what | want and must put
first the cost over the value/quality. | don’t have the independence | had

1



We shouldn't have to learn about them in a reactive way. Why don’t we
put them at higher importance and keep them at the forefront to live a
productive way, not a reactive, scared, and confused way?

| am grateful for what I’'ve learned, for what I’'ve learned, | pray, will
protect my children. | try to teach them so that they are informed and can
make their own choices. We are their role models, and they are our
responsibilities. We must protect them, especially when there are so many
harmful things out there bombarding their little, growing, amazing systems.
Purity heals; toxicity hurt. Positivity propels, negativity anchors.

The healthy lifestyle made so much sense to me. What floored me is
when | was learning about all these healthy lifestyles and science from
western functional medical doctors, all of this was already in the Quran and
Sunnah.

My friend | met in lllinois, Dr. Madiha Saeed, opened my eyes to how this
was already in the Quran and Sunnah. | had the spiritual side, and | had the
health side, but I didn’t put them together.

It is amazing how the one who created us, The One who loves us more
than our mothers ever possibly could, loves our children more than we ever
possibly could, had already prescribed this for us. He teaches us this with
“Halal and Tayyeb” — Good and Pure. SubhanaHu wa TaAla. (_Jlx 5 4l>ews)

One of the Western doctors in a health summit said, “you} genes are the
gun, but only the environment pulls the trigger.” Just because we have the
gene doesn’t mean we will automatically get sick unless we do what it takes
to ‘wake up’ those genes or “pull the trigger.” That resonated with me so
much, knowing | had the cancer gene, and | felt a lot of peace with that,
knowing | could have passed the gene on to my kids.

That’s why | try my hardest to teach them about their health (mental,
physical, and spiritual) as much as | can so their little bodies keep off /
protect themselves from anything that can go wrong in their bodies. | had to
learn to teach them. I’'m still learning. And, I’'m still teaching.
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Come what may in life, with so many variables, Allah Tala is the only
constant we have. So much peace and serenity come from knowing your
religion and having faith. It is part of the healing process and makes the
journey more peaceful. That has been my most favorite Ayah in the Quran
since learning it as a student. -It is in the remembrance of Allah that hearts
find rest (Quran: 28: ar, r’ad) -

(2815 J15,0) 10 et 50 WP 5 208 Eclss T 2,0

I've learned so much from this blessing and have been able to help so
many along the way. I’ve met so many wonderful people. And from what
I've learned about health and researching it, I’ve been able to help keep my
family healthy, Alhamdulillah’s. The latest and greatest information | knew
about breast & ovarian cancer is they stem from the liver.

According to ancient Chinese medicine, these two cancers are a severe
form of liver channel dysfunction. It’s believed that the liver is the emotional
center. Thus, these two cancers occur when the liver is overloaded with
negative emotions that have been bottled up, along with an overload of
stress. Therefore, sometimes women who suffer from these cancers have
their cancer come back because their underlying issues have not been
tended. They continue to hold on to stress and internalize their emotions
rather than letting them out.

Ultimately, everything happens by Allah’s Will. Life is a learning
opportunity to find your voice and take care of your gifts from God, your
body, and your health. Your body is unique and so resilient. It can recover
from anything, from a papercut to amputation to an illness. | genuinely
believe that we face challenges in life to learn from them and help others
going through the same thing. It is a very humbling feeling knowing you are
helping alleviate some anxiety, stress, and fear from someone’s life. It
centers you, and you remember you have a purpose.

I've learned so much about health during this journey. | thought | knew
‘enough’ about healthy living until | researched it. | was floored; there’s so
much out there to gain from; physical and mental health is so important.
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waving bye to my family. It hit me. I've wanted to go to Hajj for a while but
'couldn’t’ leave my kids. Now, here | am, being forced to leave my kids
because of a medical situation, and not for God. Allahu Akbar. It was then
that | decided | would intend to go to Hajj the following year, God Willing.

My kids would be ok because God is always watching and always
protecting. Ameen. That was a big lesson learned.

During my hospital stay, | was finally able to do what | intended to do for
my children since being diagnosed in 2014. | wrote them a long letter, from
me to them, to always have a reference to go back to, because | know | will
not live forever. No one will; it was almost like a ‘farewell’ letter/manual on
dealing with life. | tried to explain so much to them and share with them as
much as | had learned in my short, sweet life. Writing it was hard. It was
emotional. It was relieving. | didn’t edit it on purpose; | wanted it to remain
from the heart, with no need for perfection. There’s no such thing.

I found mysdf

Looking back, sometimes, I still wonder why we didn’t take heed when
my family was diagnosed with cancer, and we knew how rampant it is on my
maternal grandmother’s side. But somethings we are not to know, and that
is ok. I’'m currently taking the oral chemotherapy, and all praise to God All
Mighty, it is, with His Will, working. It has been quite the roller coaster,
especially as the world is trying to navigate COVID-19.

| continually try to be optimistic during this entire trial because once |
look at things more carefully, things work out in our favor and benefit. He is
The Best of Planners. And He is our Walli, our Wakeel.

From the darkness, there has been so much light. | could have so easily
gone the other direction and become a negative, life hating, bitter,
unappreciative person, but gratefully, | did not.

| feel so blessed. My connection with my Lord and Creator has been
reestablished and strengthened, and He comes first. | felt so guilty, always
putting Him on the side; how dare I? But now I’'m stronger than ever, and |
am eternally grateful.
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longing to go back to visit everyone. | also miss the landscape and weather,
of course.

Our first year in lllinois was great. It was exciting. We didn't, and still
don't, really know that many people here, which wasfis a good thing
because we have grown closer and closer, being just us four together.

In February 2019, | felt a lump in the same place as the first lump was
four years ago. Long story short, it was a recurrence of breast cancer. At
first, they have told me it wasn't. That was an emotional rollercoaster. But
this time, it has metastasized in my liver and my back.

| was put on an oral chemo pill and a couple of monthly injections.
Things were looking good. But, in January 2020, we found another lump in
the same place. Cancer outsmarted the medicine and was no longer
responding to them.

At the oncologist's suggestion, | was put on a Case Study with another
oral chemotherapy and immunotherapy infusion. | was very eager for the
immunotherapy because | heard great things about it. Unfortunately, my
liver did not tolerate the immunotherapy and became too inflamed and
'annoyed.' | was put on increasing steroids and immunosuppressants levels
since March 2020.

In April, I was admitted to the hospital for four days to get a high dose of
steroids to calm my liver down. It is now November 2020, and | am in the
final weaning stages of being done with those medications but have
developed autoimmune Thyroidism from the immunotherapy. The hospital
stay was a mix of prison, hospital, and hotel all wrapped up in one. It was
quite an enlightening stay at the hospital.

| was able to do a lot of thinking. At the beginning of the autoimmune
hepatitis diagnosis, | knew that it could be possible I'd have to be admitted
to the hospital if the liver enzyme numbers kept going up. But | always
hoped | wouldn't have to be. God had better plans for me than I could ever
plan for myself.

It was hard for the boys to drop me off at the hospital, and it was hard
for me to leave them. But as | was walking the hospital hallway alone and
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In 2016 | had the second phase of the reconstruction, but gratefully, it
didn't take, so I did not end up with implants. I didn't want implants in the
first place. | succumbed to others' pressures, but | prayed and prayed and
prayed for God to guide me for what was best.

When | woke from the anesthesia and found that | was 'flat,’ | was so
happy! Every woman has her reasons for getting implants and for not. |
didn't want them because | was done with doctors and didn't want to have
any more 'unnecessary' surgeries if | didn't have to (implants need
maintenance).

When | gave in, | agreed to saline (saltwater) implants but not to silicone
implants. Because of that choice and because | was such a large chest size
(34H) for such a petite person, the surgeon couldn't get a finished look to
look even 'ok.' So, while | was knocked out on the operating table, he and
my husband had to write up another contract where my husband had to
sign that it was ok that | didn't have implants. Looking back, it was funny,
but it wasn't funny for my husband or the surgeon at the time.

In March 2017, | had a full hysterectomy at my oncologist's urge to
prevent future breast cancer recurrence since | have the breast cancer /
ovarian cancer gene. Again, my amazing parents came to help us. Praise
God, the surgery went smoothly, and the recovery was excellent. | was
happy that | had one less doctor to visit and no more ultrasounds and
anxiety for those checkups.

It's awkward to think of what | am. | mean, | have no breasts, and | have
no ovaries, no fallopian tubes, no uterus, no cervix. | mean, | know I'm a
female, but wow.

In December 2017, we moved to lllinois for a new position my husband
accepted at another company. It was great because we were now a drive
away from each of our families, instead of being an airplane flight away. The
move was stressful, as are all moves for everyone. It was hard to say
goodbye to our dear friends in Washington; many fond memories, amazing
friendships, and bonds were made. Gratefully, we keep in touch and are
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used to call me “half hair half legs” because my hair was so long. Zaina was
always known for her hair and her chest. It’s amazing how we can have
something one moment and lose it so quickly another.

My mother had to return to Windsor after my 3™ round of Chemo for
her checkup, and then she came back to be with us for my last round of
Chemo in January 2015. | still had to go every three weeks to get my
hormone blocker infusion for one year. My mother would go back and forth
for many visits to check on us and because she developed a deep bond with
my boys and longed to see them. Noah and Isaac were beyond attached to
her, and they still are to this day. My sweet father would come whenever he
could, and the boys loved it when Jiddo would visit.

When | got diagnosed, | reached out to the Muslim community, where
we lived for their dua’a (:Les). A couple of ladies went above and beyond
"just' giving dua’a (:Les) and prepared meals for my family during my chemo
infusions. | am grateful for them forever.

One of them was the Director of Women's Affairs at the Masjid, and she
urged me to return to the Masjid to pick back up my attempt at hosting a
"Mommy & Me" play date program at the Masjid. When we first moved to
Bothell, Washington, | contacted the Masjid to see if they had a program
where moms and little ones met to socialize and gather.

They didn't have one but said | could start one. And | did, it was cute, but
it didn't take off. The one mother who consistently came with her little girl
was the other sweet sister who cooked for my family. So, once | got my
strength back, | picked back up the "Mommy & Me" program at the Masjid,
and all thanks to God, the program was a success. It took time to grow, but
it did and was a favorite program at the Masjid.

That's where | met so many of my friends, and my bond with the Masjid
grew. It was great to have another satisfying purpose....and to finally
satisfy the longing to go back to the Masjid and have a connection with my
faith. And to have my children grow in the House of Allah. (<)

105



In 2014, | had my one-year post-delivery checkup with my OBGYN. |
delayed that visit because "everything was fine," and the one-year mark
would be during my visit home to Windsor. Isaac just turned 15 months old,
and Noah had just turned three years old. At the checkup, my doctor found a
lump during the breast exam. Given my family history, she wanted an
ultrasound to make sure it was benign. | didn't think anything of it and
thought it was just a plugged milk duct because | was nursing at that time.
But, when the ultrasound result wasn't clear, they wanted a mammogram,
and when it wasn't clear too, they wanted to do a biopsy, then | began to
worry.

Alhamdulillah, I was able to confide in Huda. | was scared to tell my
parents. It confirmed it was indeed breast cancer, right after my 34™
birthday. Happy Birthday to me!

| allowed myself to have a moment of tears after the initial shock. But
then, | "turned on" my business administration brain and wanted to take
care of this. | was young and had two young toddlers to live for. | went
through the same procedures as my sweet mother did two years before.
Telling my parents was the hardest. My dear parents came to help during
the surgeries. My father had to return to Canada for work, but my mother
stayed with us to see me through chemotherapy.

Countless doctor appointments, a double mastectomy, and the first phase
of reconstruction surgery happened in a blink of an eye. At the beginning of
November 2014, | had my first round of chemotherapy & hormone blocker
(Herceptin) infusion. By the end of November, my thick, gorgeous, amazing
hair was no more. We were hoping | wouldn't lose all my hair, but the Chemo
kills everything, so why wouldn't it kill all my hair? It was so difficult for my
husband to cut my hair off. But He did, after all, he loved my hair, he married
me for my hair. | needed to cut the hair off because it got to the point where |
felt like my head covered in fire- and ants crawling all over.

It was so hard. “Losing” my breasts were not as hard as losing my hair. |
got emotional when | showered and realized my hair was ‘gone’. My Father
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convenience of breastfeeding! | called it meals on wheels. When | would
have to leave a room and thus leave Noah to pump for him as a baby, it
would break my heart. | hated leaving my child to pump. But now, | was able
to nurse anytime, anywhere. Oh, my goodness, what a breakthrough. That's
when | realized why | would get so many accolades for exclusively pumping
for 15 months. It's hard work!

| still see it in my mind, a little after Isaac was born, the delivery doctor
came to the room, and she was monitoring me. She was happy that | was
delighted, but she said that | shouldn't act the way | was acting for the
amount of blood that I lost. She had me do a scan and blood work to make
sure | didn't need a transfusion. Thank God I didn't, and | was fine.

Being a mother to two little guys has been the best gift of all my gifts.
They are my inspiration and my driving forces. They are my life. | understand
so much more now that | am a parent. | know what 'worry' means and how
worry changes as the children grow. A part of me would love to have
another child, to be able to apply what I've learned from my first two to the
third child. As the saying goes, "If | only knew then what | know now!" but |
am eternally grateful for my two priceless blessings. | pray | do them well in

every way. Ameen.

God’s Gift

While in Washington, we met many wonderful people and held them
very close to our hearts. Not having anyone there, then connecting so well
with the friends we made, made us all like family. Life was seemingly great.
We naturally had ups and downs like everyone endures. But something big
would happen that would change our lives dramatically ... It was something
scary at first, but something that returned my strength, my voice, my
confidence, and most importantly, my connection to my Lord and Creator.
That something was the gift of cancer, breast cancer.
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with her sister. She would spend all her time taking care of her sister as best
as she could.

Our move to Washington happened when Noah was nine months old. It
was exciting. Everything was working out, everywhere, in Windsor and for
us. Ever since visiting Vancouver as a teenager, my dream was to live on the
West coast, and | finally got to go back. | love the mountains and greenery.
We lived in the Greater Seattle area for almost seven years. Five months
after moving there, my Aunt ((_:J\= passed away. Her cancer had spread to
her brain, and she was enduri“ng so much hardship. It was a bittersweet
time, bitter because of her passing, and at the same time, sweet because |
just learned | was pregnant.

We had our second child, another boy, Isaac. Noah was almost two
years old when Isaac was born. It was my first time away from Noah since he
was born. That was so hard for me. He was in good care with our dear
friends, but he wasn't with me. Before we knew when Isaac would be born,
my parents had booked their air travel for a specific date. It's so hard to
schedule these things. | was so worried he would be upset with me and
think | had abandoned him when | returned home. But he was happy to see
me and happy to go back home! He was with our friends for two days, and
when my parents came right after | delivered Isaac, they took Noah home
for the next couple of days until | was released from the hospital. Isaac was
born after laboring for three days. We tried to have him naturally, but | was
not dilating. So, after another C-Section and gratefully no complications,
Isaac was born.

Poor little guy, he had a ring on his head from where he was trying to
push out, but my cervix wouldn't open. | was nursing him as best | could, but
he was also having latching problems, so that | would supplement with
pumping. It wasn't until the 3™ lactation nurse came to check on us that she
realized he was tongue-tied, and that's why he couldn't latch. I was
prepared to pump for him as | did for Noah exclusively, but after Isaac got
his tongue snipped and finally was able to latch, | realized the ease and
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It's a fantastic feeling having a child. They love you no matter what, they
need you, They’re adorable. They are part of you. Noah was my best friend.
It was just him and | all day together. | remember how nervous | was going
out with him alone for the first time.

We were usually limited in how long we could be out because | was
exclusively pumping breast milk since he couldn't latch. Looking back, he
could have been tongue-tied. | pumped my milk for him until he was 15
months old.

| had a stand-up freezer full of extra breast milk for him by the time he
was six months old, but he wouldn't take it because it tasted awful. It
smelled like soap and tasted like frozen green beans. It wasn't until after
filling the freezer and realizing how the milk turned that | researched it and
found the fat globules separated from the milk, and the enzymes produced
the smell. The milk itself was fine, but the smell and taste were not. | should
have tested my first bag before | immediately just pumped and froze extra
milk, but, as a first-time mom, life was a learning experience. It was hard
throwing all that milk away.

It was hard exclusively pumping, but that's all I knew, and it was fine. |
much valued being able to give him my milk, and I loved how he loved it.

Out of the blue, my husband's work requested he move from lowa to
Washington State, where the head office is. Noah was only six months old. A
little after we visited Washington to house hunt and secured everything, my
parents told us my mother had breast cancer. That hit me hard. How could |
move when my sweet mother was going through all of this? Gratefully, Noah
and | were able to be with her during her recovery from her double
mastectomy. Having her grandchildren (Noah and my nephew in Windsor)
around seemed to help her healing process. She underwent intense Chemo
and then a hysterectomy. It turns out she and my aunt carried a breast
cancer /[ ovarian cancer gene from their mother's side. | never appreciated
how strong of a fighter my mother is until her cancer journey. | am in awe of

her. She would have her chemotherapy and then go to the hospital to be
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We only had to wait ten months. | remember being emotional at work
one day about why it took 'so long' to get my Visa, and a friend from the
Research Centre consoled me. He was married with children, and his wise
words were, "Zaina, trust me, God loves you to be giving you more time
before you have to move away. Marriage is difficult. Trust me. Enjoy your
time." I made the best of it and enjoyed my 'last days' of freedom while I had
them. Yet it wasn't until after | visited my husband in lowa that my friend
Ahmed's words rang in my head often afterward. Reality struck me. After
you're married... that's it... you're married! | cherish(ed) my family and
friends and lifestyle, so I knew to 'soak it up' as much as possible.

"Life" took me from being single in Canada to being married in lowa,
USA. My husband lived there for almost all his life and had many friends and
family there. Everyone there was so kind, and | appreciated everyone. In the
two years there, | got my Green Card, started work, got pregnant, and
became a mother. During my pregnancy, my Aunt (_Jl=)in Windsor was
diagnosed with metastatic breast cancer. It had meta;stasized in her lungs
and back. She also had a tough life and went through a lot, as did her
mother, this was hard on the family, but | didn't understand its severity. My
aunt was a fighter; she had a challenging journey ahead of her. It was very
hard on my mother, seeing her sister go through all of this; my aunt had
three kids, ranging from 10 — 16 years old at that time.

My son, Noah, was born shortly after her diagnosis. Becoming a mother
was an amazing gift. It wasn't until | became a mother that | could truly
empathize with my friends and family. | finally felt what they felt, and it was
the most priceless feeling ever.

| remember being upset with a friend's words when | was single and
visiting her; she said, if you love my kids, wait until you have your own. At the
time, those words hurt because | genuinely love her kids. But, when Noah
was born, | 'got it." Her words resonate with me, and I've even said that to
friends who haven't had children yet.
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Looking back, my life before marriage came in very handy. Since | lived
such a respectfully free life thanks to my amazing parents, | got married
without want or longing for anything. | lived my life and was ready for the
next chapter. How it's said in Arabic, "my eyes are full." | didn't have any
negative feelings or any remorse that | was missing out on my life because |
got married too young. | was married at 29 years of age; four months shy of
turning 30. Yes, we had/have ups and downs, but every marriage does. |
have yet to encounter one without any. My husband and | have been
married now for 11 years and have two amazing boys together (ages 9 & 7).
Alhamdaulillah’s, (4 J.>JI) Tabarak Allah.(4! $,Ls My boys have gotten me
through so much and are among my top reasons for not giving up & keeping
going. Alhamdulillah, 1 am blessed with these priceless motivators.

New Chapter

It was February 2010 when | entered the USA with my Visa. It was so
bittersweet. Leaving my amazing parents and my brothers, extended family,
and friends were so hard. Yet, starting a new chapter with my husband was
exciting. | eagerly awaited my family's visits to see us. My husband lived in
lowa. My Visa took almost a year to get, along with a trip to Toronto for the
Visa preparation (and at last-minute vaccination right before I had to catch
my train back to Windsor!), and a trip to Montreal for my interview at the
Consulate.

While | was awaiting my interview in the waiting room, | met a couple
(she was American and had her children from her first marriage, and he was
Canadian and had his children from his first marriage). They were waiting for
years for their appointment. | felt so bad for them to have had to wait so
long. Then | realized all of the talks | was getting from people, saying that we
were being discriminated against for being Arab or Muslim. | didn't have any
substance because here | was, looking at a white couple who were waiting
years for their appointment.
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first friend ever since Kindergarten, recommended my husband that it was
my 'Naseeb’ ((c.—= to get married. Only because the 'referral' came from
her, | said, okay, I'll give it a shot. Like all the other guys | was set up with, |
didn't think the courting would last with him. And | was okay with that.

There was even a time | told myself to end the relationship. | can still see
it: We were driving back from a football game in Detroit. Everything | said |
wouldn't marry, he was; he's the eldest, wasn't in the same area as my
family (he's American), his sister wasn't married at the time, and he wasfis a
workaholic. That bothered me the most. But, when things are meant to be,
we have no control. They just become. In our first meeting, | felt like being
interviewed! But | didn't care, remember? Because this wasn't going to last
anyway, haha! Our courting was fast. We met in July 2008, and we got
married the following April 2009. The wedding was beautiful — simple &
elegant.

| have learned a lot from my husband, Adam. He’s taught me so much
about life and topics in general. I’'m most grateful he’s taught me not to be
so apprehensive or reluctant to try something new. He’s been through so
much himself, and he’s so wise and confident in ways that | admire. He’s a
very hard worker with a wonderful ethic to him, MachaAllah 4l <L L)).

Growing up, my mom would say, "You Canadians!" when she would get
annoyed or frustrated with the culture. | would be a monkey and speak back
to her, "Well, if you don't like it here, go back to your country" in a sarcastic
way. After being married and moving to America, we visited my family. It felt
like it took forever to get the ok to cross the border and not nullify my
application for a Green Card. So, back at 'home' during a visit, | was
complaining about America. It was as if my mom was waiting for 30 years to
say this finally; she gave me back my sarcastic comment - "Well, if you don't
like it here, go back to your country" - It was quite the sting! But, as they say,
what goes around, comes around! We had a great laugh, and | was so proud

of my mom for shooting that back.
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After graduation, | moved to the Greater Toronto Area to live with my
Aunt (_dJ=)and her husband while working at Hallmark, Canada. | loved my
job ther"e, but I needed to be back in Windsor to be with my family. Back in
Windsor, | got a job at the University, managing an engineering research
center for two professors who were also married to each other, Dr. Huda EI-
Maraghy and Dr. Waguih El-Maraghy, of the Intelligent Manufacturing
Systems (IMS) Centre. They are Egyptian Muslim, and so that was a vast
work perk/benefit.

| never had to explain my holidays and my ‘prayer room' was always
ready. They did so much for my personal growth and intellect. My Father
even said when it came to choosing between that position and another
position | was offered at the same time (Regional Sales Manager), to take
the University position since my brain was going to expand. And that it did! |
had such a dynamic role. | was blessed to be able to apply to almost every
realm of my Business Degree and get an honorary engineering degree, too
(I'm kidding). | did everything from the simple to the challenging; payroll,
grant applications, editing journal papers, books, dissertations, organizing
and executing conferences, and managing three research laboratories were
among the many responsibilities | had. | loved them all. | meshed well with
the entire group and have only fond memories. Work is work, and there
were intense and stressful times, but always a pleasure and such huge
learning curves every time. Being there also got me to travel to Montreal,
Toronto (twice), Cairo (twice), and Alexandria for conferences we organized
and put on. It was fabulous! | often reminisce those days at the Research
Centre. God Bless the Professors | worked with and the students. Life was
perfect. | was Miss Independent. | made my parents proud, and that was the
most important thing to me.

| honestly wasn't looking to get married. | was content in life and didn't
'need' a husband to fulfill or supplement my life. | didn't want to get
married. | wanted to work, be independent, take care of my parents, retire in
my house, and spoil all my friends' children. It wasn't until Huda, my dear
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to see how upset my mother was. | remember seeing my mother sitting on
the floor crying after prayer one day a little while after my Teta passed away;
| asked her what’s wrong, and she said, ‘once you lose your mother, nothing
matters.” | knew then cancer wasn't a good thing.

Growing up, | made lots of friends. | currently keep in touch with only
three friends from school: Huda, Chaza, and Dania. Huda, | met in
Kindergarten, and Chaza and Dania | met in High School.

Huda played matchmaker with my husband and me. She has been there
with me every single step of the way in my health journey. | went to Chaza's
wedding in Amman, Jordan, in 2005; | had the time of my life. An amazing
time that when | came back, | was in a rut trying to get back to the usual
'work & home, home & work' lifestyle. Dania and | have been through so
much together; she's the sister | was gifted with from outside of my
bloodline. We even have the same birthmark on the same part of our bodies.

After high school, | went to the University of Windsor and graduated
with a Bachelor of Commerce Degree, focusing on Marketing and
Operations Management. My goal was to become the Vice President of
Marketing for Nissan Canada. | loved cars and could talk about cars all day.
My University days were my most favorite of my educational days.
Independence was priceless. | worked hard to get good grades and to
graduate without any debt. Praise God | was able to do that.

| started working on my 16" birthday at a fast-food restaurant; my 16™
birthdate was my first day of work. When most kids are partying and having
celebrations, | was working, and | was happy. When | was 14, Ami __.<)) and
his wife in Vancouver gifted me with a plane ticket to visit them. | had
traveled a bit before for school and family trips, but nothing like Vancouver. |
was bitten by the travel bug and wanted to go back so badly. Thus, a good
portion of my pay was in savings for another trip to Vancouver. That
following summer, before | turned 17, | went back and had another fabulous
trip. | worked through high school and University and loved how it taught
me so much. | was good with managing my money, very responsible, and it
helped a lot.
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As every mother usually is for her daughter, my mother was always
hopeful that | would get married. | always reassured her that I'd rather be
"single & satisfied" over "married & miserable." My life experiences pre-
marriage was wonderful. | naturally reminisce over them. It was a simple and
carefree life full of freedom, knowledge, experiences, and learning. It was
simple — It started with "school & home, home & school," then graduated to
"work & home, home & work"...simple, but satisfying. | would shop when |
wanted; | enjoyed nice things (quality over quantity). | would visit friends,
went to restaurants, visited the Masjid whenever | wanted, and just had fun.
One friend told me | had the life they all longed for. Alhamdulillah for
everything.

| was born and raised in Canada. | love Canada. When growing up, |
wasn't around very many ethnic people, but | never felt 'different’... except
when an older boy at school would make fun of my hair every day, and | had
to beg my mom to keep taking me to the hair salon. The ironic part was the
boy was also of Lebanese descent like me! Eventually, we gave up and just
ignored him. Now, no country is perfect, but Canada is a great place to live

and grow up in. It welcomes diversity and culture.

We moved a lot growing up, so | went to a few elementary schools. |
became a professional at being the new kid until high school. Perhaps that is
how I 'survived' high school. | grew up being a "floater" where | was friends
with all the different groups of kids, and they all liked me.

It was in high school that | encountered my first experience with death
in the family. My Teta, my Mother's Mother, died of Ovarian Cancer. Her
mother also passed away from cancer. | watched her go through the pains
of Chemo; science wasn't as advanced back then as it is today. All her sisters
in Lebanon were either diagnosed or passed away from breast or ovarian
cancer. Poor thing, she had a hard time. She went through a lot in her life,
like wars, a problematic marriage, miscarriages, family arguments, among

other things. It was my first funeral. It was hard to figure out emotions and
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| wish that women understand and live their life, knowing that we all
have had or are going through our own journey and having compassion for
one another. As the saying goes, do not judge someone until you have
walked in their shoes. Another wise saying goes, 'treat others the way you
want to be treated.'

Can you imagine what a kinder world we would have if we realize we are
a true sisterhood and that we are not alone in our struggles and paths?
Regardless of faith, culture, status, anything, and everything, we are all
connected, and we are all related; we are all one big huge (dysfunctional)
global family.

Me and my Mother

I was born a chubby baby in 1979 to a pair of young parents. My mother
was new to Canada from Lebanon (19 years old), and she didn't speak any
English. It was her first pregnancy, and her labour and delivery were hard.
She had to endure most of it alone since my father had to be at work. It took
24 hours of labour to realize she needed a C-Section. So, when | was in
labour with my first child, the pains of labour weren't what brought tears to
my eyes; instead, realizing what my sweet mother endured to have me is
what made me shed those tears. | labored with my son "Noah" for only 16
hours before | delivered him via C-Section.

Pre-marriage, | lived like a princess. | am very blessed to have the parents
and family | was gifted with. Everything | needed or wanted | got, but they
never spoiled me. They taught me to think for myself, never be intimidated
by others, always remember | am not better than anyone, and no one is
better than me. They encouraged my education, travel, career, and even in
my purchasing my own house. Yes, very a-typical of a single Arab female, but
| was adamant that | wouldn't fall into the same marriage 'trap' as my
friends did.
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Chapter Nineteen
" Perhaps You Dislike Something Good for You"
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True indeed - Every woman has a story to tell. | believe that from the
stories of women, movies are made, songs are sung, and art is created.
Some women have intense stories full of ups and downs; others may have
more calm stories full of life lessons to share with others to help them along

ajourney. God knows.
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grow, and help others do the same. We can't control what happens to us,
but we can control how we react and extract from each experience.

I'm not there yet, and | consider myself a lifelong student of life's
lessons. | believe there's always more to know, better to show, and further
to grow. Best of all, I learned how to be vulnerable and bravely share my
experience so that other women can find the strength to pave a better path
for themselves and the next generation of empowered women. | extend my
hand out to you to dare you to peak through your curtains and extract the

best from the worst.

About the author

e M.B.M received her dual bachelor’s degrees in both Physics and
Psychology at Rutgers University.

e M.B.M has an online coaching business and is awaiting approval for her
Hijab design patent.

e Meanwhile, she enjoys sipping tea while reading the latest science
fiction novel.

e She loves to paint, wear black, write poetry, and make children laugh.
And she published a few children's books.
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1" am not broken. | am not ashamed or disabled. | am just
learning to be strong

These used to be my worst memories. Today, | can happily look back and
say these experiences have led me to find a better path than | could have
imagined. | later reconnected with my beautiful childhood friend. | was
ecstatic to find out that she named her daughter after me. She said she
would never forget how a 3-year old stood up for her.

Because | spent so much time in the art closet, | ended up paying my
way through college by auctioning off my post-impressionist style paintings.
| later learned how to tough it out and run a business independently,
without needing or wanting to lean on anyone else.

Being autistic — before - meant me believing everyone when they spoke,
trusting everyone when they promised, and thinking that people can be
understood (solved) like a formula.

Now it means to me making boundaries and saying "No" when | need
to. | give people only one chance and dare them to prove they deserved it.

I AM no longer care about fixing others or hoping they will change.
Instead, | invest in myself and the change | want to see. I've learned that
everyone is responsible for their growth, and it is not up to us to change
someone or fix them.

Women are not rehabilitation centers for men who were not brave
enough to grow out of their fears and circumstances. They also have a
choice to be better or worse when dealt with life's blows.

I've learned the hard way that some people don't deserve that second
chance. It's good to forgive, but it's not okay to allow others to devalue you.
You should never attempt to save someone if it means destroying yourself.

When someone shows you who they are by actions, please don't search
for comfort in their empty words. I've learned not to be ashamed of
someone else's mistakes and hide in the shadow of their ill doings.

I no longer feel shame and regret when | remember these moments. |

feel grateful that God has given me plenty of opportunities to better myself,
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That was the closest | got to losing my mind. | became obsessed with
relationship books. | would read them and take notes like a madwoman trying
to figure out how to make water float. | ended up helping many friends with
their relationship issues, but | could never get my own to be better.

As friends would rave about their newfound happiness, they'd send
their friends with marriage issues my way. | ended up making a marriage
coaching website and charging by the hour due to the requests pouring in
despite helping many friends with their relationships.

| finally concluded that my marriage was not in shambles because of my
lack of effort, but because of the person, | married. | never lost him because |
never actually had him. He lied his way into marrying me and dropped every
effort once he applied for his green card.

I quit my job, filed for divorce, and booked a one-way ticket to my dream
destination half-way across the world. | thought it would be hard and that |
would be sad at the end of the relationship. Little did | know | sprouted
wings and a smile that hadn't appeared on my face for a long time. | was
anything but sad. | only wished that | didn't give him a 2nd, 3rd, and millionth
chance after the first time he showed me his true colors.

31 Years Old ~My story is still being written.

My parents raised me to be kind, generous, sincere, supportive, and see
the good in others; it seems that this alone hasn't served me very well.
Instead, | must go through a lot of pain and self-doubt. I've had to pick up on
complementary and necessary hard-earned lessons through my life
experience.

Sometimes, | see that being reasonable and fair means ignoring others'
ugly parts of the relationship or their unattractive or destructive trait.

Often, forgiveness is used as a steppingstone for abuse and never admit
the mistake they made.

Sacrificing years of your life, hoping someone will change, is not a
generous act, but it's a self-destructive one. If it's not appreciated and if it
with the wrong people
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without changing out of my work clothes. | snuggled up with all the pillows
and drifted to sleep. | was woken up by my husband slamming the door. |
was going to wake up and say hello, but he was on the phone with a friend. |
decided to wait for him to finish; the last thing | needed was one of his
tantrums. He went straight to the living room, not knowing | had taken the
day off and was in the bedroom.

"Listen, I'm going to give you the best marriage advice you'll ever get,"
he told his soon-to-be-married friend. Oh, this should be good, I told myself. |
sat up, curious as to what the advice will be.

""Listen, this is how you break a woman." my mouth opened in shock. He
continued, "You don't give them anything they want. If she wants flowers,
don't get her flowers. She wants you to take her out, don't take her out. If
she thinks she's beautiful, make her feel insecure." My eyes grew wide as he
kept explaining to his dear friend how to get the maximum out of a woman
while giving the minimum. He preached on to his friend how to abuse a
woman without hitting her; that was, she couldn't prove anything. He
explained to his friend, step-by-step, how to manipulate a woman into doing
everything and expecting nothing in return.

Again, | thought he was going through a stressed period, and his actions
were all a result of being in a country where he didn't know the language. |
thought he was missing home, and this was a temporary phase. | didn't
realize that his tactics all along was to mistreat me and that he deliberately
wanted to break me.

I didn't want to end the marriage, so | confronted him and told him what
| heard. | wanted to believe that the man | married would be back like a
wanderer on a long journey.

He made many mistakes that year, and every time he erred, no matter
how despicable, | forgave him. My forgiveness was miss understood and not
appreciated. Instead, he took it as a green light to treat me even worse.
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It was the morning of my husband's green card interview, and | had a
bad feeling. We were sitting in the dimly lit waiting room. I looked down at
my hands and realized | had forgotten to wear my wedding ring. "I'll be right
back," | told my husband as | rushed into the women's restroom. | locked
the door and called my Mom. "Hey Mom, we're about to go into the
interview, and | feel weird about this. You don't think he married me for his
green card, do you, mom?". My Mom told me not to interview if | had an
ounce of doubt. | didn't heed her advice. | didn't want to create an issue if
there wasn't one. | was not sure it was only a weird feeling!!

The next two years after we applied for his green card, things started to
spiral quickly. He stopped making me coffee, telling me sweet nothings, and
even his eyes began to change. He began to look like a different person. He
would spend the evenings on his phone, scrolling away. | would make
elaborate and special meals, set the table with candles.

He would carry his plate to the countertop and wolf it down, standing
up. One day | asked him, "How's dinner?" hoping to hear a compliment
word from him. He flipped the kitchen table in anger, breaking all the plates
and spilling the food. His temper started to float, like a hidden crocodile
waiting to bite. Anything and everything would set him off. Day after day, he
began to look so different from the man | married.

He started taking an interest in my work schedule and planning his days,
so we were not home at the same time. | hoped it was temporary. I'm sure
the guy | married, lovely and genuine, and will come back any day now.

I would remember all the nice things he did and said in the first three
months. I'm sure he'll be back; maybe he's temporarily stressed. Maybe?
Perhaps | did something wrong? But | don't recall | did something that
would harm him. All kind of - maybe and perhaps - went into my head while
trying to calm, convince, and excuse his destroying behavior with me.

At the time, | was working at a dermatology clinic. It was a great job, and
my boss was very sweet. One morning | was not feeling well and was having

trouble sleeping. | asked to take the day off. | drove home and got into bed
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In my confusion, | decided to call the bank in which this so-called
business partner made the original bank account. To my horror, they told me
he had made two accounts. One in which both our names were on, and
another that only his name was on. He tricked me, stole all my money, and
refused to speak to me.

I had no money left for buying my manufactured product. | spent the
next three months brainstorming a way to make my design come to life. |
finally found a crowdfunding site, launched my idea to the world and
received a staggering amount of support. | received enough funds from
supporters to manufacture my Hijab and ship it out.

A sizeable online clothing company reached out to me and offered me a
deal for my design | could not resist. , somehow, with all the struggle -
supposedly- was my friend husband put me through, | felt thankful that he
stole my money because | learned one harsh lesson to be more careful. And
It gave me greater confidence that | truly can achieve things on my own. |

don't need a lying parrot to convince me otherwise.

28 Years Old ~ How to Break a Woman

My second marriage was Algerian, he seemed like a great guy, and my
parents approved him. He was only in the United States for one year and
didn't speak much English. He made me feel special, loved, and understood.
| felt like we had a special bond. Mom was happy that he was a family friend
and didn't meet online like my first husband.

The first three months of our marriage were bliss. He made me coffee in
the mornings and doted over me. Every day was special. | felt like the
luckiest woman in the world. | had once told myself that | would never be
stupid and marry a man that did not have his U.S. citizenship. | saw so many
girls get burnt, used, and tossed away after marrying a man without papers.
| felt so happy that wasn't the case for me. There's no way my husband is
like those "other guys." Plus, I'm no fool. | can tell he is genuine.
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| didn't realize how much peace my diagnosis would bring me. | was
misunderstood my whole life by others. What was more frustrating was not

understanding myself.

27 Years Old ~ Together, we can succeed, or | can rob you

It was a great year. | had spent that year in my parent's garage
surrounded by sewing machines, different fabrics, and an actual goal to
make a better Hijab design. | had experimented with many designs and
finally had a breakthrough design.

It had always been my goal to have an online business that | can run
from any corner of the earth. | daydreamed about women thanking me for
my design and asking for more. | squealed with delight at the thought of
shipping off the final products.

It was two months before my launch when my friend's husband called
me. He said he worked in the top marketing company globally and would
help me any way he can. He commended my product and insisted that |
needed him. He dropped names and made grand promises of making my
business a success. | agreed to let him join. After all, he sounded like he knew
what he was talking about.

He insisted on everything being official and right from the start. He
opened a business bank account and urged me to put whatever money | had
there to protect it. Something in my gut didn't feel right. | called the bank to
ask whose name was under the account, and they mentioned it was both
my name and his. | deposited every penny | had, reassuring myself that | had
known him and his wife for years. | should be more trustworthy.

Two days passed by, and | had not heard from him. That seemed
strange, especially since we had been in contact every day near the business
launch. That same gut feeling | had when | deposited my life savings came
back to me. | drove to the bank and tried to withdraw $20 to ease my
suspicions. The bank teller told me | could not withdraw any money as my

name was not on the account.
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wanting to have kids with me that hurt the most. If we tried and failed, |
would be happy. He looked at me and rang the final nail on the coffin, said,
"If you want to stay married to me, you have to be okay with never having
kids."

I wasn't okay with that. [ filed for divorce, packed my things, and left
with a heavy heart.

Age 26 - Excuse me? |'m not disabled.

| decided to see a therapist after my divorce. | didn't want to be one of
those bitter feminist divorcees that swore off men. | tried to find love again
one day and not fall into the same mistakes. My therapist seemed nerdy,
quirky, and very observant. We clicked instantly. | explained my extreme
empathy to her, feeling like an outcast since a very young age, and my very
obsessive interests, which always took over my life. She also noticed the
pattern | often do with my fingers when | get nervous or anxious.

After six months of therapy, tests, and inquisitive sessions, my therapist
announced my diagnosis. "You are Autistic," she said with a smile. "Excuse
me? For sure, I'm not disabled." Is she crazy, Autism? Wasn't that a disability?
How can | have been topped in my class and still be considered to have a
disability? | didn't want to ask her any questions. | cut our session short for
the first time and rushed home. | spent the next three days engrossed in
everything Autism. Apparently, it was tough to diagnose in females due to
the lack of research and studies.

As | read the symptoms and signs of Autism, my world made sense. My
inability to read social cues, my obsessive interests, my extreme empathy. |
felt like someone descended from the heavens and gave me a message on a
golden platter that said, "You are not broken, you're autistic."

| found an online group of high-functioning autistic females, and for the
first time since my 5th grade science fair, | felt belonging. Not to a country, a
language, or a culture. but to people who had the same struggles, thoughts,
and similar experiences. | was always ridiculed for not watching or reading
the news, but now | know why it was so tricky with my extreme empathy.
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His last promise to me was, "Let's go visit my family in Turkey so you can
meet everyone. And | promise you after our visit; we'll try for kids." In my
heart, | told myself that will be the last time | let him make that promise and
break it.

We left for Turkey, and my mother-inlaw was very insistent on us, giving
her grandchildren. She announced one morning that she was taking me to
the top gynecologist. That's when | realized that he hadn't told his mother
he was the one preventing us from having kids. | decided to keep it under
wraps and go along. That day my mother-in-law took me for a very painful
scan and demanded to know what is wrong with me.

Our trip was enjoyable. We saw lots of cities. My husband's family was
very kind to me. As beautiful as the trip was, | can only think of one thing:
Going back home and starting a family.

It was our last week, and my mother-inlaw arranged a huge family
reunion. Tea was poured, distant relatives were introduced, and children
played and laughed in the large living room.

My mother-in-law lifted her cup of tea to make an announcement. In front
of everyone, she announced that she had taken me to the gynecologist. She
continued to explain how she knew something was wrong with me as soon as
she saw me. To my horror, she told everyone how we had been married for
three years and still didn't have any kids. She spoke of my exam in disturbing
detail, insinuating | had an issue and could not have kids.

| felt like a broken toy that no one wanted. | felt naked and exposed as
everyone stared at me. | looked to my husband, waiting for him to correct
her, to say something, anything. He stayed silent, smirking. | held on to hope
that he would speak up and protect me, defend me, and explain that it was
him that didn't want kids. It was him that took every precaution known to
man to prevent us from having kids. He stayed silent. It was that very
moment | knew that my marriage was over.

When we got home, | decided to give him yet another chance. | told him

how hurt | was, how it's not even about having kids. It's about him not
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21 Years Old ~ | met him online; he seemed perfect.

I met him online. He was Turkish, quirky, and had a lot to say. We had
everything in common, down to which teas we liked sipping on. | began to
think he is the male version of me. He seemed to understand me and
honestly care, not like the nightmare | endured before. He didn't seem like
the type to ever put his hands on me.

Mom insistent that talking to someone online was a mistake. "People
who go online have something to hide," she would often tell me. "Well, it's
not like the olden day, Mom. Prince charming will not show up on his white
horse, knock on the door, and ask for my hand.

I have to be diligent and find that Mr. Charming myself." We were never
going to agree on that; | just hoped she was wrong.

We had been married for three years; he was kind and gentle and seemed
to care about me. There was only one problem: he didn't want to have kids.
He suffered through his parent's divorce as a child and claimed never to want
that to happen to his child. He would take every precaution out there to
prevent us from having a child. Every year he'd promise that "next year, we'll
try for a baby." With every wedding anniversary, my heart would sink lower as
he'd state the same promise to buy himself another year.

"A wise person once told me not to have kids until you are certain about
the person you are with," he'd tell me often. Well, that wise person was his
father. The same father that bribed him with a 6-figure job to NOT marry me.
| never knew why his father disapproved of me, especially since he seemed
very nice to my face. It was hard for me to understand why a person would
say something and not mean it. What was the point?

It reached the point where | would tear up when | saw a family standing
in line in front of me at the grocery store. | started having panic attacks
when | saw a couple with a child. My hands would start shaking, I'd lose my
breath, and | would often have to rush to my car, where I' would gasp for air
as tears streamed down my face. The panic attacks got worse and worse

and occurred more often.
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One Monday morning, he drove up to visit me. | was planning to show
him my favorite spot on campus, a pond filled with hungry ducks and even
hungrier students. He seemed distracted, and his phone had been beeping
all day, and | wondered who it might be. As soon as | had a chance and he
went to the bathroom, | peeked at his phone. | stared at the text messages
my fiancé just received from an 'Anna.' | instinctively unlocked his phone and
read: "Are you coming over tonight or should I?". | scrolled up through my
worst nightmare. My eyes filled up with tears; | saw the lewd texts and
pictures that dated back to before we had even met and throughout our 8-
month engagement.

My fiancé walked in. "What are you doing?" he asked with an angry
voice. | have never heard him speak in that tone before; his eyes looked
different. My eyes started pouring tears, and | looked up to a blurry image of
him. Before | can say anything, | felt a blow to my face. | sat frozen, terrified.
It was the last reaction | expected. After five minutes of punches and blows
to my face, he stormed out and drove away.

| suffered a broken nose and a black and blue swollen face. I wish this
were the end of this story. Regretfully | avoided my family, lied about my
injury, and continued to talk to him for another six months. I did not want to
let go of my fantasy of getting married young. | was so ashamed and scared
to tell anyone. What would they think? | also did not want to face the
embarrassment of explaining why my engagement did not work out. I said
to myself that | am sure he would feel bad for what he did. After all, he was
physically abused as a child himself. It's probably a one-time thing. At least
that's what | convinced myself for the next six months.

The abuse got worse and stemmed out into verbal and emotional abuse
as well. The hours we had spent laughing and talking turned into hours of
criticizing me. When the pain triumphed the shame, | burst. | told my parents
everything; in fear, | might be tempted to go back to him. I finally ended an
abusive and self-destructive relationship. Although the relationship ended, the

effects it had kept eating away at my self-esteem like an insatiable monster.
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By the end of the week, | didn't know what else | can organize in the art
closet. | knocked on the Art room door. "Please open, please open," |
thought. Ms. Darcey met me with a smile; she was expecting me. Without a
word, she led me to the art closet, where she had set up a canvas and laid
out pants. "That's for you, dear; | got permission for you to come here
during lunchtime." Without thinking, I hugged her; she understood me so
well. I spent the next years painting in my castle during lunchtime. No one
knew where | disappeared to during lunch. It was a mystery they never
cared to solve.

17 years Old ~ Who isAnna?

Before | graduated high school, | was engaged. He was Tunisian,
Algeria's neighboring country. He was tall, handsome, and well-spoken. He
was my first love. We would text each other nonstop and often spoke on
the phone for hours at a time. Indeed, that was a good sign. We swapped
childhood stories. | would tell him about growing up awkward and never
truly feeling like | belonged anywhere.

He told me shocking stories of how his father would beat him as a child
for no better reason than having a bad day. Bruises and black eyes were a
common feature in their home, growing up. He would often tell me how he
would never be like his father; he would never hit his wife or children. |
believed him.

It started as a good year. | was finally in college, a welcomed change to
the cliques I survived in high school. | was part of the robotics club and math
Olympiad; | found my people. My fiancé would often drive 3 hours from
Washington D.C., where he was finishing up his master's in engineering, to
see me. He delivered pizza to make it through college. He sometimes asked
if I could help him with his assignments because he was busy trying to make
ends meet and save up for our wedding. | never said no and always did the
assignments for him. | would later jokingly inquire about "my" grade later.
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Mom, my sister, and | had our luggage spread out across the living room
floor. Mom labeled all the gifts for my many aunts, uncles, and cousins. | was
so excited. All those daydreams of being somewhere where | belonged and
don't feel awkward were coming true! The plane landed, and we headed
straight to my Grandfather's villa in M'sila, a homely village nestled between
four mountains. | didn't think we'd make it, the way the taxi driver was
winding through the mountain roads.

It was a fun summer reuniting with everyone, especially my loving uncles
and aunts. They doted on me with attention, affection, and Algerian dinars,
which | used to buy ice cream in the hot afternoons.

Although great memories were made, | was considered an American
and an outsider. Unlike | anticipated, | didn't belong there either. | began to
wonder, where did | belong?

15 Years Old ~ The secret close

High School years were a disaster. Most high schoolers enjoy the social
aspect and hate the actual learning part of high school. | was the opposite. |
enjoyed listening to my teachers, and | found peace in homework. The social
aspect, however, was a minefield. Lunchtime was my worst-time. It was a
colossal hormone storm waiting to eat me alive. | had minimal options on
who to sit next to. After bravely attempting to make friends with the geek
table, | was turned down.

One day my art teacher, Ms. Darcey, saw me in the cafeteria eating
alone. Perhaps it was out of pity, but I was still ecstatic when she asked me
to help her organize the art closet in the art room. | dumped my lunch in the
nearest garbage can and followed her. | helped her manage the acrylic
paints from the oil paints. | wanted to buy as much time as possible, so |
offered to help her the next day. Every day | found something new to
organize, not to have to go into that lonely yet noisy place they called the
cafeteria.
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tearful for the rest of the week. When | watched cartoons and movies, |
always felt bad for the villains. "What if they don't have friends? Maybe they
are lonely..." | saw myself in them, the outcast, the misunderstood. This
same extreme empathy would later lead me down a path of forgiving
people too quickly and way too easily.

10 Years Old ~ | Speak Nerd

It was my sth-grade science fair. | won first place five years in a row, and
now | was in the statewide competition along with my solar-powered toy
car. | looked around at the other contestants. For the first time, | felt like |
belonged. | was the only girl in the competition, but for once, | was not the
only awkward, wide-eyed kid-filled to the brim with science facts and
lengthy explanations. | spoke to the Asian boy whose display was next to
mines. | showed off my car and explained how it converts natural sunlight
into mechanical energy, which powers the wheels. He showed me his water
filtration system worked. | smiled from ear to ear, wondering if there was a
school for awkward kids like us. | bet I would be one of the cool kids if there
were one.

As | stood up to present my science project, | had a newfound
confidence. My voice was loud, my stance proud, and | felt ready for any
questions they could throw my way. | won second place, and the Asian kid
ended up winning first place, this was the beginning of my obsession with
school and books. To me, each book | read became my friend, and | had

many friends.

11 Years Old - Which Way is Home?

We hadn't been back to Algeria since | was four years old. Algeria was
my mental escape. When | was eating alone in the cafeteria at school, | told
myself it's okay because | might not belong here, but | knew | belonged in
Algeria, where best my childhood memories were formed. Dad bought my
Mom, my sister, and me tickets for a 2-month stay in Algeria.
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like I didn't belong. I quickly picked up the language and practiced at home,
but never in school. No one heard me speak that year. There were rumors
that something was wrong with me, and my mouth "didn't work," as the
other 5-year-olds put it. | sat in the duck-duck-goose circle during recess
every day, hoping | would be picked. I'd imagine myself chasing the duck as
my classmates cheered my name. that year | was never chosen, but I
imagined going back to Algeria and playing duck-duck-goose with my
cousins. | know they would pick me. | belonged there.

8 Years Old ~ She'sa Weirdo

It was 90°F, and school was out. We were going to a bar-b-q in the park!
My sister and | were so excited. Mom told us there were going to be many
Algerians there, and some of the girls were my age. | wondered if they
would like me. Maybe, just maybe, | would find a friend! Perhaps even a best
friend! By now, | was fluent in English, but | still dreamed of a friend that
would speak Algerian-Arabic.

In the park, families were gathering. Some women were pushing
strollers, while others carried large trays of what | assumed to be yummy
food. I lit up as a girl my age sat next to me. We exchange the four most
important facts: Our name, age, favorite cartoon, and favorite color.

Her name was Sarah, and her favorite color was purple, like me! The
more we spoke, the happier | got. | instantly wanted her to be my best
friend. Before | got a chance to pop the question, a girl a year older than us
came. Sarah ran to her and hugged her. | fixed my hair, waiting for the
introduction. "She's a weirdo; let's not talk to her," Sarah said, pointing at
me. | stared in shock as they walked away together. | ran to the nearest tree
and hid behind it. | tear up quickly; maybe if they see me cry, they'll think I'm
an even bigger weirdo.

| had always had extreme empathy. It sounds like a good thing, but it's
tough to live with it. | avoided the news like the plague. If | saw just a
flashing image of starving children or a hurricane, | would be depressed and
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my most vulnerable moments. | am doing this hoping that you see you are
not alone in your struggles, no matter how old, you are big or small.

We are presented with an exceptional opportunity with each hardship—
a silver lining to growing into the best versions of ourselves.

3 Years Old ~ You're not dirty, you're beautiful

It was one of my first memory. We lived in Algeria, and | was going to a
pre-school not too far from our red brick home. During playtime, all of us
little girls would hold hands and run aimlessly around the playground. We
never got bored with it.

One day the teacher announced we had a new student. She told all of us
to be friendly and say hello. A dark girl with a fluffy ponytail walked in. I had
never seen a girl that dark before, neither had the other girls.

That day during our playtime, we all held hands to play like usual. The girl
reached her hand out, but no one wanted to take it. "You're dirty. | don't
want to hold your hand", the oldest girl said in disgust. Everyone usually
followed her lead, but not today. | walked up to her and whispered, "can |
touch you?" she nodded her head shyly. | wiped my finger on her hand and
then looked at my finger. "You're not dirty; you're beautiful." | stood at the
end of the group and held her hand. She became my best friend for the next
two years. A childhood friendship | will cherish forever.

5 Years Old ~ | want to be a goose

Although | was born in New York, | spent my toddler years in Algeria
playing outdoors, picking flowers, and visiting my cousins. That's why when
we landed at JFK airport, the culture shock hit hard. We moved into a one-
bedroom apartment in Brooklyn. Dad built my sister and me curtains to
separate our bunkbed from the living room. | had the top bunk, and it was
my sanctuary. I filled it with my stuffed animals.

| soon found myself in a Kindergarten class, staring at other girls
speaking English, a language foreign to my ears and tongue. | instantly felt
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Chapter Eighteen
Peek Through the Curtains

By

M.B.M
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Come and peek through these curtains. | warn you; It's not a fairytale.
It's also not a pity party. These are the moments in my life that even those
closest to me don't know about. They are also the moments that shaped me
into the woman | am today. | have parted the curtains and let you peer into
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society, but our kids don't understand that. We need to learn to step back a
little, understand them, and patiently explain why it is okay to behave like
that and hope they would understand someday. It is hard to raise kids in a

different environment.

About the Author

e lama 4o years old Uyghur born in East Turkistan, married with three
children, Who lives in the United States; | am proud of my culture,
tradition, and ethnicity

e After graduation from one of the Chinese universities with a major in
Chemistry, | worked at one of the Medical Universities there. We came
to the United States to get a Ph.D. degree.

e My goal now is raising healthy, educated children, learning the Arabic

language, and how to read Quran
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seminar by one of the Islamic scholars, he talked about the immigrants and
said: "Don't worry about the third generation of immigrant people losing
their identity, but work hard to keep their religion."

It struck me and made me sad at the time. It made me think deeply
about why we are here. | believe we are here for freedom, better education,
a better environment for our next generation, showing the world how we
are, and letting the world know about the Uyghurs.

| remember one of the Uyghur sayings: "if you want to get something,
you had to sacrifice something else." It saddens me to think that our next
generation will lose their identity while achieving our American dream. But |
didn't lose hope, and | kept working with my kids on their religion and their
identity even though we have a tiny community with very little chance to use
the Uyghur language.

Before 2017, many young Uyghur students came here to study; they are
stuck here; they cannot go back, scared of losing their freedom. Some of
their parents or loved ones were in the concentration camps.

We are hosting them, guiding and helping them, letting them know that
we are here for them if they need assistance. On holidays, we invite them, so
they don't feel lonely. We share our holiday traditions with them and teach
our kids what we can do to help Uyghurs.

Even though my kids were not helping as | expected from them, |
believe that in the future, they will know how to help because they were
watching what we are doing

| believe every parent uses their best knowledge to teach their kids and
help them grow up, even though they feel guilty, always thinking that
maybe | didn't do enough. | saw many kids whose family is first-generation
immigrants were confused when they grow up and get lost. Parents expect
something from their kids, but they live in a society that expects something
else from them

Because of our traditions, culture, and religion, we cannot accept some

behaviors from our kids; the behavior might be expected in a particular
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brothers and sister in Europe planned to meet up in Turkey. Our heritage is
close to Turkish; our language belongs to the Turkic language system, so many
of our people like to travel to or overstay in Turkey, while we cannot go back
to East Turkestan. When we visited Turkey, it felt like our second homeland
with Uyghur food, many Uyghur people, and very similar traditions.

Istanbul is the world's first-class tourist city, and | was surprised by the
many tourists and many immigrant people over there. | was sad about our
people that although we have similar culture and heritage to show to the
world, we can't do it and so nobody knows us as we are genocide by the
Chinese Communist Party.

In Turkey, we introduced our kids to Turkish culture and traditions, and
they felt that it is very similar to the Uyghur culture. | wanted my kids to
know how beautiful our culture and tradition are, identical to the Turks.

Whoever we talk to, the stores were mostly sad. Our people are going
through many struggles and lost Connection with family in China, separated
from their loved ones; the economic source was cut down, etc.

Luckily, the Turkish government didn't deport overstayed Uyghur
people; otherwise, they would have ended up in a concentration camp or
jail. But they are struggling and having hardship

We visited some orphanages where some good-hearted Uyghur people
took Uyghur kids to teach them Qur'an. Those are the kids of parents or
dads or moms who went back to China for various reasons and couldn't
return to Turkey because they were sent to jails or concentration camps.

We also gave Uyghur youth a speech about how to be strong and never
lose hope. My kids suggested helping those orphans’ kids and orphanages
as much as possible; we did make arrangements for that. | was thrilled with
my boys' compassion for our people. | felt that | reached some of the goals |
set for my kids after seeing them proud of being Uyghur and caring about
their people.

Living in a different environment with teenagers than we grow up in, we

face challenges every day. | remember in our early years in America, in a
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made me disgusted, especially when he took out his dentures and scared me
with them.

At the time, | was obviously grossed out and scared, but when | look
back on it, it was fun, and he just wanted me to loosen up with him. | also
remember when many people would invite us over, but | always got
annoyed because | just wanted to stay in my room and play games.

Looking back, | should've been more outgoing and willing, but | never
knew that soon | wouldn't ever be able to go back. I also played a lot with
neighbors, such as water fights and jump rope. On the other side, | also had
a lot of scary memories of my time there. Once, on one of my earlier trips
there, | remember getting a cake for some reason and seeing a line of
military and police cars parked on the side of the road. | got frightened and
hid behind my mom.

When we were packing on our last trip to East Turkestan, | came across
a video on YouTube that said how China sends people to jail who carry
religious items, such as the Quran or prayer mats. | got very paranoid and
kept on asking my oldest brother not to pack his Quran, to which he said,
"Don't worry" and "They can't do that." So, the entire time we were in
airports and planes, | always got worried that they might check my brother's
bag and find a Quran, then send him to jail.

One of my most recent memories was when a police van came to our
neighborhood to check if families had more than two children. | remember
seeing some of my cousins having to hide because they had more than two
siblings. Since | was the youngest of three, | got scared too. And | thought |
had to hide. My mom calmed me down and told me that since we're US
citizens, they can't arrest us for their two-child policy. That memory is still on
my mind to this day.

After 2017
Since we couldn't go to China, we did visit Turkey, where there significant

Uyghur population in the diaspora. In the summer of 2017, my husband's
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To me, it's much more of a feeling that sticks around, an aura of another
life. I feel flashes of the rustic countryside, filled with grapevines and luscious
forests, peppered in with outdoor platforms where we would sit and have
the local cuisine. When | was in the cities, | saw dusty buildings and straw
houses surrounded by the hustle and bustle of small shops and scenes,
bound together through a tight-knit communal tradition. However,

| could see Chinese urbanization creeping in, as skyscrapers loomed over
me while construction was tearing down old areas. Later, | also traveled up
north to Ghulja, a city located on the steppes. While we were there, we were
guests to shepherd nomads who lived in yurts, and we took in the crisp
mountain air. My relatives did the best to make me feel welcome and have
the full experience, and I'll always be grateful for that.

My second son's experience in East Turkestan

Traveling back to the homeland was one thing that | always used to look
forward to doing in the summer. My family and | used to travel there about
every summer. When we were there, we were exposed to the heart of
Uyghur culture.

All the traditional homes, crafts, and shops were all in the street. Going
out to buy naan (bread) from the street vendors every morning was one of
my favorite things to do. Also, one of my uncles took us on a long road trip
throughout East Turkestan.

We went from the driest of deserts to the greenest of valleys. We
experienced so much culture in just a short amount of time. Going back to
the homeland every summer was something that | took for granted, as |
miss going back there so much. Hopefully, Hopefully, | could be able to go
back and relive all the fun experiences I had soon.

My youngest son's experience
My experience in East Turkestan was a fun time. | was four years old
when | went to China for the first time; | only remember bits and pieces of
my time there. | remember talking with my extended family at breakfast,
massaging my grandma's back. My grandpa cracked jokes that sometimes

69



Later we learned that the Chinese government changed its policy in
Xinjiang drastically starting from 2016. My relatives cannot even tell us what
is going on. After that, we even lost communication, as it was dangerous for
them if they talked to us.

With those great griefs and lost communication with our loved ones, our
household had a different situation than before daily; We heard a lot of bad
news about how badly our people were treated in China.

And our focus drifted. Instead of talking about the beautiful memories
we had with our loved ones at the dinner table, we spoke of their sad news
and our people's suffering in concentration camps. Those were when our
kids are going into teenagers, and they needed more of our attention,
support, and inspiration from us.

| tried to keep balance in our lives in our household while we are
struggling ourselves. | kept telling my kids that our people very strong, and
we will pass this catastrophe, this was repeated in our history, and we are
still surviving. But we can tell that China has a different plan this time; they
are determined to eliminate our people.

We don't know how to help our people in China since the government
denied the existence of the camps and is very secretive about this, and
journalists are not allowed to the region. We tried to spread awareness
about the existence of 'Uyghur concentration camps' in the 21™ century and
help a Uyghur orphanage in Turkey.

We want to help ease our kids' growth into adulthood, but we can feel
their sadness and confusion. They talked about relatives who miss them.
And their goals of going back to East Turkestan for work after their
graduation is destroyed,

Oldest son's experience visiting East Turkistan
My East Turkestan experience has been a deep one; | was not born or
raised there, yet | have been there for the first time, and I still feel its

influence today.
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cities. Alongside those rivers have a lot of Jades which were found by our
people.

North of the region is mostly green lands; in summer the weather is so
lovely. You could see a lot of tourists in Gholja in the summer. Gholja is a
magnificent city. It was my first time to visit the town too. My brother's
friend welcomed us and toured us. He intrudes us East Turkestan times
leaders of the revolution's tombs and folk heroes' town. | read about them
before, but | was excited to be in their city.

Living in America close to the beach, forest, and mountain make our kids
not easily satisfied. After many years of visiting, eventually, they fell in love
with Uyghur land, and they were proud of being Uyghur. My oldest son
wants to come back after graduating from college and work in East
Turkestan. | was so happy hearing that as my hard work almost paid off. |
believe that | did what | think best for my kids to prevent confusion and get
lost when they grow up. We were excited waiting for the summer, so we
could go to our hometown to be spoiled.

L osing contact with a loved one

My dad passed away in January of 2016. | could go in January by
myself but could not see my father's face one last time. | was so sad; | don't
feel like the luckiest girl anymore. Also, we lost my mother-in-law, who |
loved dearly, in May that year. That summer, we were able to visit our
hometown with kids for the last time. But we got different experiences;
without a father, nothing is the same. While we were there, the situation
was agitated, a lot of army in the street with tanks and checkpoints
everywhere. They check all kinds of things, your phone if there is any Islamic
stuff, sensitive words if you are wearing a hijab. The boys were scared also
we are

The next year 2017, my mom said that our house is rebuilding, so they
are not ready to visit them. | was surprised by this; we have a lot of places.
My mom usually would love to see us visiting them every year; even she is
willing to pay for our ticket to make it easy for us to visit them.
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systems embracing two big basins, commonly referred to as '"three
mountain with two basins in between".

In the north and south, Altai and Karakoram Mountains, with the Tengri
Mountains straddling in the middle and stretching from east to west,
naturally dividing East Turkestan into South and North. In the south, the
Tarim Basin lies between the Tengri Mountains and the Karakoram
Mountains, and the Junggar Basin in the north, which lies between the
Tengri Mountains and the Altai Mountains.

The exotic and unique geographical features have endowed East
Turkestan with lofty mountains and plains. Dense forests and vast deserts
coexist with basin and depressions; crystal clear glaciers and sparkling lakes
with verdant meadows and beautiful oases, magnificent natural sights, and
unbelievably rich natural resources all concentrated in East Turkestan.

We drove through the desert, red mountains with many minerals under,
white mountain, which is the primary source of water in summer, vast
grassland, and grass mountain. We stopped from time to time to enjoy
those magnificent places while we were there. Even though there were
dangers, we drove up to the high green mountain; it felt like going on to
cloud.

It is a vast grassland on top of the mountain; some - Kazak people- live
there. We visited their house, which looks like a tent, drank yogurt, and rode
their horses. Because of the rain, part of the place is little mud which boys
didn't get used to; nowadays, we miss many of those travels.

Our region's south and north have very different environments and
weather. South of the area is close to the desert, it has many oil and
minerals, and a snow mountain is the water source. Melted natural water
from this snow mountain fills the rivers, which are -Tarm River- and -
Qaraqash river-.

Farmers also use this water to do cultivation. Each city is famous for a
different kind of fruit. Kids can tell by looking at the fruit which city they
came from. They are very delicious and very famous. To inner Han Chinese
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Desert, showing us what deserts look like, and taught the kids about the rich
oil under this desert.

We can see Chinese people digging oil in the middle of the desert. 70% of
China's gas came from our region. Also, we visited my husband's hometown
to meet their relatives and for the kids to see their ' grandfather's tomb and
made dua’a for him. My parents insisted on letting me give my boys a
chance to visit their grandfather's grave.

We did the same activities each time we went to China, even though it
was a long-distance by car. We had so much fun; we visited the house which
their father grew up in, and visited three or four of my husband's families,
uncle, and aunts; we ate all kinds of delicious Uyghur food in each house one
day; the Boys picked fruits from the trees, apricot, pears, grapes, and
mulberries and enjoy them. They could feed all kinds of house animals,
sheep, donkeys, and chickens, in their little hands. My husband was not able
to come with us on those trips. | was so happy for my kids; to have those
experiences we had in our childhood.

In 2015, my brother and his sister took us to travel East Turkestan from
north to south with a van; they didn't even bring their kids due to limited
seats. While | lived there all my younger life, | didn't have a chance to see it.
My kids complained about the long road trip, but later they realized they
could not see the beautiful scenery with airplanes.

East Turkestan geography

Before talking about this trip, | would like to talk about East Turkestan
geography. East Turkestan is in the Eurasian continent center, with an area
covering 1.6 million square kilometers, which makes up one-sixth of China's
total area. East Turkestan has the most extended boundary and shares it
with eight countries, and it is also on the junction to central Asia, Western
Asia, and Europe, the main Silk Rood

East Turkestan is vast in the area, also known for its geographical variety

and uniqueness worldwide. This land's natural makeup is three mountain
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My kids and our language

When we came back, it took a little longer for the kids to adjust. | felt a
bit satisfied that I could show my kids their roots and planned to take them
each year if possible. | tried to continue teaching them our language, but
they wanted only to learn in real life — when we were in our hometown, they
played with neighborhood kids and learned all kinds of words.

Since we had a small community here in the United States, | was
satisfied that they could read the Uyghur books.

In the beginning, | didn't pay much attention when they didn't speak the
Uyghur language at home. When we visit our homeland, | assumed that they
would automatically remember it since we will spend our summers there.
We never knew that we would not even be able to visit them nor talk, nor
can we speak to them by phone.

We never knew what the future is bringing our way, so my advice, teach
your kids your language at home, talk it with your kids every day if you want
your kids to keep their identity. | am glad that my kids had a chance to live,
feel, and experience Uyghur life, even for a short time

Childhood Experiences

For the next 4 -5 years after our first visit, we were lucky to visit our
hometown each year until the end of 2016, when the current oppression
intensified. Each time we kept visiting all museums, all kinds of famous
places and had hands-on experience with Uyghur handcraft types. | wanted
my boys to learn all kinds of skills if possible, even riding horses. | asked
those handcraft men to teach them.

On those hot summer days, they did exercises and sports early in the
morning with the PE teacher we hired. Then, | took them to different
handcraft teachers each day to learn additional skills. They were young at
that time, so they didn't have much objection; they were curious about all
the activities. My brother bought a van, especially for our trip. He drove the
whole day to pick us up and took us for a drive through the Taklamakan
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I was surprised by one of my son's questions that we already
acknowledge; when he said that our ancestries are handcraft people. Are they
not seeking knowledge? Then | started talking about our famous poets,
musicians, world-famous 'Twelve Mukam' and our historians.

We were lucky to spend Ramadan there. My boys were able to do
Ramadan tradition with neighborhood kids to sing Ramadan songs and
knocking on neighbors' doors, and they give them nice stuff to put on their
Iftar table. We celebrated Eid al- Fitr, and the boys got a lot of Eid money
from all relatives and friends. They are still talking about that money
nowadays. They were so happy being 'rich'; | was pleased they had a real
experienced traditional Uyghur Eid with families.

Even though they had so much fun and were spoiled with love and
attention, being sick a lot with limited adaptability, environmental
differences bothered them so much. And for the first time, they asked me if
we could go back next year stay for less than three months.

When we were ready to go back, it was so difficult to say goodbye after
used to all attention and love from family and friends; we were so sad; we all
cried.

When my sister saw how difficult it was for me to travel with three little
kids, she accompanied me until Beijing. At the airport, we had difficult times
with the employee; they were very rude to my kids because they could not
understand Chinese; they were not supportive and didn’t offer to help me
with my kids., | was pushing my boys to get first seated.

On this journey, | realized that immigrants like us are healthy people and
very adaptable. Also, | noticed the different kinds of treatments we received
from both Beijing and San Francisco airports., in San Francisco, they helped
me with my kids, my baggage. They also helped me store my unique Uyghur
music instrument called Dutta that | had as a goodbye gift comparing to the

rude treatment we received in Beijing.
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When [ landed in Beijing, the Chinese people working in the airport
treated my kids and me nicely. They thought we were foreigners; | listened
to them say that "look at this foreigner who brought three kids and a lot of
luggage all by herself; those foreigners were strong." As soon as they knew
my next flight was to Urumgqj, Xinjiang, they figured out that | was Uyghur,
and their attitude completely changed.

There | was with my three kids who were having air sickness and jet lag
and lost bags, then pushed around by those Chinese people. We finally
safely arrived in my hometown. My friends and my family broadly welcomed
us. They reminded me of how long | didn't visit them. The feeling of being
loved by so many people was overwhelming.

My kids had difficulty adjusting to different cultures and environments.
My youngest had diarrhea and fever most days; he couldn't even walk. They
had trouble getting used to the food, and they will become sick even after
eating fruits. My brothers and sisters took us all over the city to different
restaurants until my kids were able to have one meal;

| planned to stay for three months, but seeing my son's health situation,
| decided to go back early to the United States. After a month, my kids
started getting used to the food there; especially they liked kebabs. Then,
the situation starts getting better, so we were able to stay longer.

While we were there, many relatives and friends invited us to the
homes. This way, | introduced my kids to Uyghur hospitality, food, beautiful
dressing, traditional Uyghur houses, lifestyle, habits, and Uyghur fine art.
Also, | was lucky to introduce them to Uyghur handicraft places with family
and friends to get hands-on experience. They learned how to make paper
from mulberry trees pile, carpets, Uyghur special silk cloths from cocoons,
etc. it was a rich experience for them.

Traditional old Uyghur saying that: 72 skills for a man is not enough,
which means a Uyghurs man should have a lot of talent. | took them to a
Uyghur blacksmith to show how to make things from iron, metal for
everyday use and a carpenter to learn simple Uyghur adequate art tools. Of
course, we visited museums and learn about our ancestries.
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been missing those days, and sometimes | take them there to share
memories.

When they were little, my husband was busy with work and research; |
was with them day and night. Like other parents, | took them to all kinds of
museums every month and playdates daily. | signed them up for all types of
activities available for them. | remember worrying about my eldest’s speech
delay, so | found a speech therapist for him. My youngest at three had
difficulty jumping from the couch, so | put him in Gymnastics. Now they are
great at all sports and excellent at language and writing.

| was trying my best to teach them the Uyghur language, our language,
and the Quran. They did learn the Quran from the Shaykh (@_ﬁ\) in the
masjid every day, and this helped them feel part of the Muslim community.
We also went to Sunday Islamic school. Since we have a tiny Uyghur
community, using our language is very limited. Like other immigrants, they
understand common words that we use at home regularly. So, | planned to
take them to my hometown and introduce them to our traditions, culture,
and language. This way, they learned where their parents came from and
what their identity is. | want them to know about our traditional Uyghur life,
not only from books; | want them to live it and feel it.

It wasn't easy to get a visa to China. | went to all kinds of agencies for
Chinese visas. They all said that they are not supposed to accept visa
applications from Uyghurs and Tibetans; that is what the Chinese embassy
told them. Finally, one of the agencies said they could do it and got a visa for
my children. Their people knew what kind of trouble they could get into to get
visas for Uyghurs or Tibetans. However, | was able to take my kids to my
hometown every year until the end of 2016, before the current genocide
started.

The first time we went to China, my youngest was about four years old,
and my oldest was about nine years old. When we got our visas for kids, |
didn't dare open their passports. | was afraid they would not be real. | was
so excited to visit my family, my neighbors and didn't think much about how
difficult it was to bring three young kids on a long journey all by myself.
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After graduation, we worked at the University, and we married. We
wanted to continue our education, and my husband was accepted into Ph.D.
program in the United States; after six months, | followed him to the United
States.

I was planning to get my Ph.D. too, but it was not easy to continue
studying after my first child was born. | was fortunate that my parents would
come for a visit and help me with my childbirth and care for the baby.

In our tradition, when girls have their first baby, they go to their parents'
home where they are taken care of and taught how to take care of the baby.
Usually, after 40 days or when she fully recovers, then she goes back to the
husband's home. Of course, there were big ceremonies for baby's coming
and naming the baby for the families.

My parents worried about having my baby alone, so they came over to
help me through labor and caring for the baby, even they were not in good
health.

When my older sister had her daughter, three people were not enough
to meet her needs. One helped the baby, the other to help her, and the third
to help with food and visitors.

After a couple of days when my son was born, | walked around; my
mom was surprised and getting angry; she wanted me to lay down and fully
recover. My parents left before their visa expired; they offered to take my
son with them, so | found the time to continue studying because many
Chinese students did that.

| decided to take care of my family first and continue after my husband
finished his studies. Eventually, after having my three wonderful sons and
my husband completed his studies, | changed my field to study accounting. |
got my accounting degree, planning to do bookkeeping from home while
taking care of my family. That plan has not happened yet, the kids are
growing up, and we face more challenges every day.

When the kids were little, they were so easy to please. They were so
happy with little things like eating pizza in the playground. Recently, | have
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Both our parents were working and always busy, so we had to take care
of each other. | had a very close relationship with my older sister; | am the
one easy to please; | laugh at all my sibling's jokes. We were able to travel a
lot because my dad was from another city and we often visited all his
relativities. | learned that if you can travel, it can open your eyes.

We lived in a big courtyard shared with my grandmother, so our big yard
was always busy with many kids who visited my grandmother. My
grandmother invited an Akhund (a Muslim cleric) to stay in one of the rooms
to teach all grandkids how to read Quran. In those times, not many people
can do that under the Chinese Government rules. Today people in east
Turkestan cannot even keep the Quran or prayer rugs inside the house. They
cannot even wear hijabs or give Islamic names for their kids.

In my childhood, | was the leader of my neighborhood kids of the same
age, and | disciplined kids who misbehaved or said bad words. We had a lot
of playing games in our neighborhood even though we didn't have many
toys or electronics.

I had a good childhood. When | remember these warm memories of my
childhood, | feel like I want the same thing for my children. I tried my best to
give them what | had to make them feel like Uyghurs, but it isn't always
easy.

| often miss those days and worry about my family, friends, and
neighbors excessively now. | do not know their whereabouts or what has
happened to them. I lost contact with them in 2017. We understand that
China's government opened many re-education camps, officially called
Vocational Education and Training Centers, which are concentration camps.

More than 3 million Uyghurs were tortured unimaginably. sexually
abused, beating to death, as well as organ harvesting, reported widespread
by camp survivors

| graduated from high school with honors and attended University with a
high score on the college entrance exam. After two years of learning Chinese,
| accepted to study with a major in Chemistry, where | met my husband.
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and they're also a significant Uyghur population in neighboring Central Asian
countries, including Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, and also as far
as in Turkey. The Uyghurs are among the most persecuted Turkic Muslim
peoples in East Turkestan (Xinjiang), including the Kazakhs, Uzbeks, and
Kyrgyz

We have our Language, which is called the Uyghur language, which
belongs to the family's Turkic languages. The Uyghur language is written
using a modified Arabic alphabet, even though we don't speak Arabic. We
don't use Chinese as our native language, although most Uyghurs in our
capital city Urumchi speak conversational Chinese, and some can speak it
Fluently

We have our own unique culture, history, traditions, language,
education, music, dance, art, cuisine, clothing, traditional handicrafts and
traditional medicine, and many more. Since the arrival of Islam, most
Uyghurs have used "Arabic/Islamic names," but some still use conventional
Uyghur names.

We are now facing a significant challenge to preserve our Uyghur
identity, Language, Islamic religion, traditions, and national education
because of the genocide we are facing from the Chinese government.

Whoam|1?

| am 40 years old Uyghur female who lives in the United States. | am
proud of my culture, tradition, and ethnicity. | was born in East Turkestan
(Xinjiang in China) and had fond memories of living there. | am at home eating
dinner with my family in a few of these memories, having cheerful banter.

We share what happened during the day, and when it comes to my
older brother's turn, he says something completely nonsensical, like meeting
the president. | always laughed at his jokes. As a middle child in a family of 6
siblings, | always felt that | am the luckiest kid in the family. | had an older
brother and sister to look up to and a younger brother and sister | would be
their role model.
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Chapter Seventeen
My life as Uyghurs

By:R.T.S
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Who are we?

The Uyghurs are native to Central Asia. We call our country - East
Turkestan-, which was occupied by communist China in 1949 and renamed
the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region in 1955. We are one of China's 55
officially recognized ethnic minorities. The Chinese government
acknowledges the Uyghurs only as a regional minority within a multicultural
nation

Uyghurs are Muslims from the Central Asian region. Our ancestors
started to practice Islam in the 10" century and most Uyghurs identified as
Muslims by the 16" century. Islam has played an essential role in our culture
and identity.

The largest Uyghur population live in the occupied East Turkestan (aka
China's Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, in the country's north-west),
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Jaime finds herself asking questions; What will stop boredom when
vacation is over? What will stimulate her mind and keep her busy? What is
the next move?

This question comes back twice in Jaime’s life: What will she do when
she grows up? Life at retirement will be slower than her current lifestyle, but
she must remain involved. She realized that she needs to embrace the
physical and mental changes that come with aging. The beauty of
retirement is that she can design her schedule, pursue any activity of her
choice, explore new ideas, take risks of learning new skills, and stay focused
on her life purpose.

If Jaime had the chance to repeat her life experiences, she would keep
and hold on to the rich events of her life. She always aspired to study
literature and philosophy. Areas of studies she is planning to dive into

during retirement.

About the author

e Mrs.L.M.O. has an extensive background working with urban students
in public schools in the USA.

e She has been an urban teacher and administrator in elementary, middle
school, and high school for more than 20 years.

e Mrs. LMO holds a bachelor’s degree in Microbiology and a master’s
degree in Education from the United States.

e In2007 she earned a second master’s degree in School Administration.

¢ In 2014, she was the recipient of a Teacher Creativity Fellowship grant to

volunteer in a Syrian refugee camp in Amman, Jordan.
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higher leadership ranks in the school public systems. Jaime hopes that the
conditions of Muslim women in America become normalized.

They should feel comfortable and empowered to bring their expertise to
work. Their acceptance in the workforce can produce excellent results.
Muslim women should be proud of their cultural and religious heritage and
be a vibrant part of society because they have so much to contribute.

Muslim women need to reach out to their local communities to offer
their ideas and talents, break the stereotype and suspicions, participate in
their children's parent associations, charity work, volunteer, and build
bridges with others.

Muslim women need to get involved in organizations that support and
defend civil rights. American Muslim women should not hesitate to call or
write to their US Senators and Representatives in Congress regarding their

issues or concerns.

What is next after retirement?

Jaime, increasingly disillusioned with her work, has been looking into
early retirement. For the past 24 years, she has lived a structured life as an
educator. She has been fairly successful in her career but has reached the
point where she wants a change.

She has been thinking and planning about what she wants to do when
she retires. However, she is worried about the next stage of her life. She
does not want to lose the fulfilment that comes with the work. She is
making a bucket list of things she always wanted to do but never had time
for.

World travel is the first thing she wants to do. She is imagining
retirement as this luxurious vacation of time that she could not have while
working. She is looking forward to visiting and spending time with her
family. She is also looking for the opportunity to take writing and painting
classes and volunteering a couple of days a week.
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As time passed, she began to doubt her ability to lead and blamed
herself for the inability to grow professionally. Her self-esteem reached rock
bottom, and she became depressed and ashamed of herself for failing to
belong to the system.

All she wanted is to be accepted. She asked herself: “How should |
eliminate the barriers that are preventing me from growing?” For a long
time, she silenced her voice and kept it to herself out of fear of
retaliation. When she started to ask for my rights, she was advised not to
complain. She concluded that success could not be measured with loyal and
hard work but rather on navigating skillfully in the high sea amid shark-
infested waters. Unfortunately, this is a lesson no one taught her in school.

Highly qualified immigrant Muslim professionals’ women have slim
chances to access mainstream leadership positions; they have less
opportunity to see their cultural backgrounds embraced and valued. Their
religiosity's visible expression is resented due to Islam's bad press coverage
by the western media. They have been depicted across the world as
inhuman.

It takes years of hard work and perseverance to see a change of
perceptions and improve situations. But one remains hopeful that the
conditions of Muslim professional women in America will improve.

A promising change is on the way; for the first time in America's history,
Muslim women have been elected to congress. An impressive and inspiring
move for the young generation of Muslim women who are seeking
leadership positions.

Sometimes, she questions the degree of her concerns and her work
conditions. When she thinks of the deplorable conditions Muslim refugees
worldwide live in, she feels her problem is relatively small.

Sadly, Muslims are suffering in regions torn by war or persecuted
because of their faith; they lack the necessities, shelter, food, education, and
medical care. However, she is speaking out not only for herself but also on
behalf of the next generations of American Muslim women who desire
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is mistreated this way. Jaime ‘s struggles impacted her emotionally. She was
feeling unworthy of acceptance, feeling like an outsider and not
belonging. For many years she silently endured the pain of being rejected
and blamed herself.

She tried to be patient and resilient and looked at the positive side of her
profession. She refused to believe that her surroundings were capable of
hatred until she witnessed flagrant incidents of islamophobia. All she
wanted is to be accepted, treated fairly, and welcomed into her school
environment, regardless of ethnicity, religion, beliefs, cultural values,

characteristics, or experiences.

Seeking Equity

Employment equity is ensuring that every qualified person has access to
the same opportunities as the majority counterpart. A professional minority
should not qualify under the minority act nor need to belong to a certain
fraternity or sorority to obtain a position. During the years, Jaime has
observed minorities less experienced being promoted to top jobs because
they belong to a particular sorority or fraternity group. She was competing
for the same job without a mentor or a sorority mother who will look after
me from the start. Her chance of climbing the ladder has been stalled
because of her ethnicity and religiosity.

As an immigrant, she has worked hard to climb the ladder. She learned
English rapidly. She went to college. She pursued graduate school and did
her homework successfully, always on time, but her employer did not
reciprocate the dedication she gave. Her cultural background was not
valued nor embraced.

Over the years, she was knocking at the doors. The doors remained
closed. She felt over and over marginalized. Her employers denied her the
opportunities to grow professionally. She asked me several times why they
are failing to see her skills, qualifications, and years of experience. Did she do
something wrong; did she offend somebody?
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“Do well in school! Get your degree! Work hard! Be responsible! Do the
right thing. It will pay off! This is the message that parents conveyed to their
children. But what parents need to inquire about is the quality of resources
and opportunities available to their children.

During her teenage years, Jaime ‘s parents had frequent conversations
during family meals about equality and equity. At a young age, she was
aware that she did not have the same social and economical rights as her
European peers. To encourage her to study hard and perform well, they
always compared their traditional Arab cultural norms to the European
social norms. They gave her hope that success comes with hard work and
perseverance.

She realized that Foreign European nationals had a vast network of
opportunities allowing their citizens to grow in any trades. Regardless of
their lifestyle, they had more privileges than the rest of them. Early in her
youth, she learned that they are not equal and had to work twice hard to
reach their goals.

Just like minority students who have slim chances to grow in a system
that continually criminalizes them, minority adults are exposed to the same
treatment. They are marginalized, stereotyped, considered a threat, labeled
as incompetent, and prevented from promotion.

Jaime has expressed her concerns before about this prevailing
sentiment of suspicion, racial profiling, and religious bias on the part of her
colleagues. These incidents have negatively impacted her chance of being
promoted for the past seven years. She has been an employee in these
schools for the past twenty-four years, and she has an excellent track
record.

She felt that she had been discriminated against based on her race and
Islamic religious affiliation. Less experienced employees have been
promoted over her. She has been in the same position for the past ten years
and has seen my juniors get promoted ahead of me.

According to the law, there is no place for discrimination regarding race
and religion in the workplace, and that it reflects poorly on society when one
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cover their hair with a turban. The principal insisted that the student is listed
as female. The student in question was a boy with a cover on his head. The
principal verified with the parent of the student and realized he made a
mistake. The principal confused Muslim and Sikh religion, and he taught that

only women covered their hair.

I nequity in the schools

The recent pandemic not only changed people's daily lives, but it has
shaken and imposed changes in the system of education. This health crisis
has allowed us to reflect on our practices and exposed the social gap
between those who have and those who don't.

In the wake of the social unrest, a growing movement of minorities is
becoming vocal against the inequities in the school system. Community
members are looking closely at school discipline data, which shows that a
significant number of minority students are treated differently than white
students are.

Minority students are instantly excluded from their white’s peers from
the school environment. If intolerance toward minority students is
prevalent, one may wonder how the system treats minority employees. One
may question the work environment of minority teachers and
administrators.

Jaime lives in a town of 140 000 people composed mainly of white,
black, Hispanic, and a few other ethnicities. The majority of the teachers are
white middle class; they teach in urban schools during the day and go home
to their suburban life. Their students come from a low socioeconomic
background or historically marginalized group.

These students have fewer opportunities to be educated by culturally
proficient teachers; they have less access to rigorous and relevant
instruction, and they are not expected to perform,

Recently, 35 percent of them have been earning failing grades, yet
teachers blame the students and their lifestyle.
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teachers’ performance, documenting their strengths and weaknesses, and
following the district and state guidelines.

Jaime has always aspired to be an agent of change, an ambassador of
goodwill. She is fully qualified and capable of leading a school. She is a good
leader, always enthusiastic, and leads by example. She is always available to
staff, parents, students, and community members and puts the school's
needs before herself. Her desire is to be involved in decision making rather
than being limited to menial jobs.

She has attempted several times to seek higher positions, but her
employer failed to promote her. She feels that her employer operated to
exclude Muslim women from leadership positions.

During a conversation with the Bilingual director about introducing the
Arabic language in the high school, the director bluntly shared with Jaime
that the school superintendent was not in favor of an Arabic program
because the public is not ready for an Arabic program.

Most Schools in the Midwest have less than 1 percent minority staff. The
rest of 99 percent of teachers and administrators is composed of middle-
class Caucasian women who educate minority students. Most of these
middle-class educators’ women need professional development in cultural
proficiency.

For years the prevalent group conducted business in one way and
expected any newcomer to assimilate to the majority's culture. The
disconnect between cultures and indifference towards other cultures have
impacted students' performance.

Teaching multiculturalism in the curriculum will facilitate and strengthen
the educational system. However, the majority of educators have not seen
the urgency to connect lessons to all types of learners' cultural
backgrounds.

For example, one principal was unaware that males wear a turban in the
Sikh religion; the principal thought that the Sikh student in his school was a
female. Jaime explained to her principal that in the Sikh culture, only males
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treatment; only the school counselor spoke to her. It was painful and
traumatizing to be rejected.

To overcome the hurt, Jaime focused on her students and found peace
in fulfilling her duties as an educator. Jaime decided to go back to school to
pursue a degree in school supervision.

She wanted to be a school administrator so that she could make a
difference on a bigger scale. Throughout her years as a teacher, she noticed
that minority students were not properly educated. Minority students are
denied the same educational opportunities to prosper as their white peers.

Minority students are not working to their potential, and the curriculum
is not rigorous nor challenging. Students are not taught critical skills nor
assigned problem-solving tasks. Students are not equipped with strong
educational tools to face a competitive workforce; thus, minority students
have a more significant rate of failure than their white peers.

Jaime wanted to advocate for the poor minority students who did not
have a voice, whose parents did not know what to look for. The same
parents were busy putting food on the table and leaving paycheck to
paycheck.

Jaime wanted to share her experience with the less fortunate by
becoming a school administrator. Jaime enrolled in a school leadership two-
year cohort program and obtained a degree in school administration.

For the next three years after graduating, she pushed hard to put her
foot in the school administration door. She landed the Dean of student’s job
at a high school. Her job consisted mainly of reinforcing the code of
conduct, communicating with parents over discipline issues. Jaime deals
most of the days with discipline issues, which will mostly come from teacher
referrals.

The following year she was appointed as the assistant principal of a
middle school and has been an assistant principal for the past ten years. In
addition to handling the discipline, she is also responsible for evaluating the
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by herself, with no administrative support. If she referred to a misbehaving
student to the office, the student would return to her class without any
consequence.

One day the assistant principal failed to discipline the student and told
her: “when in Rome, do as the Romans do.” Apparently, he did not like her
classroom management style.

The assistant principal's incident was disappointing; she felt she was
missing something but did not have any colleagues to bounce ideas back
and forth. She was intimidated and afraid to ask.

Collaborations among colleagues did not exist; it seems everyone was
busy doing their own things in their own classroom. Teachers crossed each
other in the school hallway, with no acknowledgment, not even a good
morning. She was invisible.

After teaching French for six years, Jaime went back to school and
picked up another certification to Teach English to foreign students. In the
Bilingual department, she encountered the same suspicion she encountered
when she first taught French.

Her colleagues had doubts that a Muslim woman could teach English.
Her supervisors would visit her class very frequently or send staff members
to observe her for long hours. During a teacher’s meeting, a teacher aide
openly stated that Jaime should not teach English because She has an
accent.

To her supervisor's surprise, her ESL students showed significant
increases in their yearly standardized test scores. After 14 long lonely years
of teaching, she was finally considered a strong teacher. Even Though Jaime
changed buildings, teachers barely spoke to her in the hallways or during
meetings.

She felt excluded and alienated because of her hijab and her foreign
background. Some staff members openly said she should go home. She was
subject to the silent treatment. Most of the school staff gave her the silent
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The workplace

Jaime started working in the public-school system first as a substitute
teacher, then as a teacher, and currently as an administrator. These
experiences have trained Jaime to navigate through the multitude of
characters and personalities Jaime faced challenges in every school she
worked in.

Her first job was at a high school, substituting for a foreign language
teacher. Parents were surprised to see a Muslim hijabi woman teaching their
children French. They were expecting to see a French woman from Paris.
Instead, they got a woman from the French colonies.

First, she was questioned about her French. How did she speak French
fluently? Then, she scrutinized for her foreign language credentials. Nobody
believed she knew how to speak French until she showed her university
course transcript.

After teaching French for a couple of weeks and getting used to her new
job, the principal hired a white man who had a French teaching license. It
was a wrong move. The gentleman could barely say hello and thank you in
French.

Students judiciously started comparing their competencies. Their
parents began calling the school to complain that the French teacher was
not teaching. The pressure on the man was enormous until he quit in the
middle of a working day.

Jaime was then offered the position to teach French for the rest of the
year. She was excited to work in one of the major high schools in the
city. Her juniors and seniors’ students were very excited to learn French for
someone who never taught nor had the training to teach. Successfully she
completed her mission. This experience encouraged her to enroll in
graduate school to seek a master's in education.

Her first-year teaching was very lonely; She had no mentors. Nobody
came and checked her performance; it was mostly trial and error, trying to
keep her head above the water, mostly managing discipline in the classroom
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around the newborn. She often felt restless and overwhelmed due to the
added stress and responsibility that her newborn brought.

Jaime and her husband had three children together. After college, she
stayed home and would not seek help from outside nor from relatives. Every
pregnancy caused her concerns and anxiety. She was worried about how
her family would react to her pregnancies.

In addition to the postpartum blues, she felt like a failure; she was
unhappy and was hard on herself. Instead of rejoicing at the coming of a
new grandchild, Jaime's family would make her feel guilty for having a child
so soon. Her parents wanted her to continue into higher education rather
than having children.

She felt lonely and sadly, most of the time because she was torn
between starting a family or pursuing a career.

Nobody taught her how to conduct parenting. She depended on her
maternal instincts and passion for giving her children moral and physical
foundations. She and her husband teamed up to create a support system
and establish their obligations while raising their children. It took years of
discipline, unconditional love, and sacrifice to raise her children as the young
adults they became.

Searching for a job

When her children reached the age of schooling, Jaime began to search
for a job. She felt rusty after having stayed home to raise her children for a
long time. She felt unsure of herself and intimidated to face the
world. Jaime was aware that being a Muslim and a woman in America could
be challenging; Muslim women are continuously marginalized and
misunderstood. They are constantly subject to scrutiny and stereotypes.
Even though Jaime wore the hijab, it did not deter her from looking for a job.

She knew Muslim women are discriminated against and misconstrued.
She wanted to break the stereotype by being an active member of society.

During a Friday prayer, she met Muslim women who guided her on
finding a job in education.
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journey of learning about Islam. While other students went out on Friday
nights, Jaime and her floormate spent their time off in the dormitory
conversing about Islam

The kindness, caring, and generosity that emanated from Muslims had a
long-lasting impression on her classmate, who ended up embracing Islam.

Marriage Life

During her last year on campus, Jaime met a special person who will
become her husband. Because he is from a different country than her, her
parents objected to her marriage to him. It took some negotiations and a
trip home to convince her parents that he was the man she wanted to share
the rest of her life with. Transitioning from single life to married life was a bit
challenging. Getting married far from their parents, aunts, uncles, and
cousins compelled them to consolidate their relationship.

Being away from their family decreased the chance of drama that
relatives can add to a couple's life. However, the newlyweds missed out on
the family support system. After she got married, she moved to another
state. Jaime was sad; she left her friends behind and missed her active
campus life. Jaime could not understand why she was not free to move
around with friends as she wished to.

The transition was difficult. She had to adjust to another stage of
married life and to new friends who were couples. Whenever she is invited
to dinner parties with her husband, she would get bored; She had different
interests than her hosts.

Family Life
After one year of marriage, her first child was born without a book of
instructions on how to breastfeed the baby or how to wash the baby.
Adjusting to motherhood was not easy; Jaime did not plan for it. She had to
learn to adjust to her baby's schedule, and basically, everything revolved
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movie scene. It reminded her of the Hollywood movies she had watched.
Jaime was curious to learn about her new environment. Everything seemed
to look big, food portions, dress sizes, supermarkets, malls, cars, the roads.
She stayed with her brother and sister in law and attended school part-
time to learn English. Her enchantment with her new environment started
slowly to diminish because she did not have the freedom to decide for
herself. She imagined having more freedom to explore her new
environment, but she felt restricted by her relatives. Taking care of her
niece, doing chores around the house was no different than her life back at
home. After a year of living with her brother and learning the English
Language, Jaime moved out to a university town, three hours away from her

relatives, to pursue her studies.

Student Life

She adjusted rapidly to campus life. Jaime embraced and appreciated
life on campus. During her four years on campus, she met people from
diverse cultures, developed lasting friendships from all corners of the globe;
she still keeps in touch with college friends. She learned to appreciate
diversity through experiencing cuisine from all over the world.

College years helped form her identity. College life was rich in cultural
experiences. She attended conferences in religious politics and participated
in debates, and joined the students’ associations. She was actively involved
in learning about other cultures. Jaime discovered that Americans were
passionate about their religion, which made her reflect on her own.

Jaime was not academically knowledgeable on Islam, but she practiced
her religion from a cultural angle. Her participation in debates and questions
from non-Muslims triggered Jaime’s curiosity to educate herself about her
religion. A classmate who lived on the same floor was inquiring about
religions and asked Jaime questions about her faith.

For the next couple of years, Jaime became an instructor and a student
of Islam. While she was sharing information about her faith, she started the
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In this paper, the author narrates Jaime’s experience working as an
educator in the American public schools and how wearing hijab in public
impacted her professional life.

Dreams

On a hot summer night, Jaime and her cousin stood on the rooftop of
their house gazing at the night sky, wondering about faraway lands and
cultures they heard about from their relatives who were living abroad. They
asked each other what their dream job would be. Jaime shared that she
wanted to be a pilot.

Jaime was a teenager, the youngest of seven; she was raised in a
conservative background, but it did not stop her from having a visionary
outlook on the future. Jaime looked at the sky and dared to dream of flying.
Even though these young girls were raised in a culture where females were
expected to hold traditional jobs, they pursued their dreams with their
families' support, who believed in empowering their daughters with
education. Jaime grew up in a family that valued education

Two years later, Jaime graduated from Highschool and passed the end
of the year cumulative exam for the baccalaureate. As a graduation present,
her parents sent her to the US to visit her brother.

Later that summer, Jaime flew for the first time on a plane that would
carry her from her native land to America. The excitement of traveling to
another continent was beyond belief and surreal. While being a passenger
on the plane, she was transported with fascination. She was thrilled to fly to
a new destination. She was elated to discover a new life ahead and to make
free choices.

Her impression of her host country was seemingly optimistic. She found
people in America to be outgoing, friendly, and approachable. People smile
and greet each other in the street. In the stores, vendors are very courteous,
always thanking customers and wishing them a good day. When she first
saw tall modern buildings, the highways, the cars, she felt he was part of a
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Chapter Sixteen
JA.I.M.E

By:L.M.O

oo LMO LIS oo = JALME = s lge (oS ol adne - gl

5 el dme 0555 L 55 e O ol LY M1 3 Al ll) o O LDl Ll

el Lty ) bl el g g LN it il g pgmals ] o 55

L s stV 515N ol (3 gl 1 g il el s IS e s 5 (g

L 5 o o I 1 ookl Lo 5 el 38 o o8 1 o5 ey ) L ool s Sl
ity Jalondly il a5 23S

Journey

American

Immigrant

Muslim

Educator

The author of this paper is using the acronym J.A.L.M.E as a literary name
to narrate the

The Journey of an American Immigrant Muslim Educator.

JAIME is a Muslim, a mother, a wife, an educator, an immigrant, an
American. She migrated to America forty years ago; She attended one of
the Big Ten universities in the US. During her undergraduate years, she
found spirituality, created her identity, formed close bonds with women of

various countries and backgrounds, and met her future husband.
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now be a mother? When she sees these beautiful children, she can see again
in her mind, her children at this age.

But this time, Jane is not responsible for them; she only experiences the
joy of being with them, a whole new chapter. Having some kind of work still
matters to Jane, and she still hopes to travel again. But at this time of the
pandemic, spending time with grandchildren has been genuinely fantastic.
Yes, Jane still feels alone sometimes, but she has immense gratitude for the

new chapter now beginning.

About the Author

e Consultant Clinical Psychologist. M.A (Psychol), M.Sc. (Clin Psych), C.
Psychol, AFBPsS Affiliate - Disaster and Development Network, North
Umbria University, UK

e The early part of Jane's career spent as a Clinical Psychologist within
Adult Mental Health Services in the UK. Subsequently, she has worked
as an international consultant specializing in the design and delivery of
workshops/training on psychological self-care, mental health in cross-
cultural contexts, counseling skills for peer support staff, and Staff
Welfare Officer UNHCR.

e (Consultancy to INGOs has also included the assessment and evaluation
of mental health and psychosocial programmers.

e She has worked in The Gambia, Uganda, Lesotho, Ghana, Jordan,
Liberia, Turkey, Tanzania, Papua New Guinea, Gaza, and South Sudan.
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Reflections

It is now 12 years since Jane wrote about the excruciating pain of her
children's "loss". She is still alone. Although she has met several men during
these years, yet no one for a long-term relationship, it seems to matter less
and less as time goes on. She has become used to being alone, even though
she is still sometimes envious of happy couples and misses close
companionship.

Even though resistant to the idea 12 years ago, when feeling
overwhelmed with the grief of her children's loss, work (in many different
countries with amazing people) has been salvation after all.

Jane has presented at conferences, published some papers, and had
some wonderful adventures. She came through a "breakdown" with
excellent therapy, which helped her make sense of her earlier life and
allowed her to forgive herself for so much that had gone before.

She stopped working in the National Health Service, gave up the regular
salary, and took some considerable risks in eventually becoming an
"international consultant." Jane has thrived on this work, learned so much,
and met many ambitious women who have not had children. Meeting these
women had made Jane realize all over again that her "children," now
independent adults, are still the most precious part of her life and that she
loves them just as much as when they were small.

Even though adults, both her son and daughter, have had some difficult
times. Jane has "been there" for them, provided support, money,
somewhere to stay when needed. She now has a different relationship with
her adult "children."

A new chapter
In this new chapter, another kind of loving, often described by others
but never experienced by Jane until very recently. Jane's daughter now has
a son aged three and a daughter aged one, so she is a grandmother. How
can this be? How can so much time have passed? How can her daughter
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Even though | was always the mother and parent, my children were also
my companions for so long. We had adventures together, shared our lives,
and their wellbeing was more important to me than anything else. Now they
are living their own lives far away from me. No, | do not want them back.

Yes, | am doing quite well at letting them go, not interfering, trying to re-
negotiate a different relationship with them as the young adults they have
become - | do not always get the balance right. Still, when | overstep the
mark, usually in a bout of loneliness, they lovingly tell me to "back off." That
process will continue and continue, they will keep growing up, and | will
keep learning how to be a mother in a different way.

But - what to do with my life>? How to find meaning? How to decide
what to "do" now that | am "free," as everyone tells me? The old song's
words come to mind - "freedom is just another word for nothing left to
lose." That is how it feels. | do not know what | want, but | am so very tired
of being alone. Most of all, | would like a companion in my life. The real
terror that comes in the night is not about having enough money or
worrying about my children. The real terror is that | might spend the whole
of the rest of my life alone until I die (without ever again being cuddled in
bed by someone who loves me). Given that meeting someone cannot be
made to happen, what do | do now?

We all must find meaning in our lives. | know that | am blessed in so
many ways and awash with good fortune. | have two "children" who love
me. | am not ill, not starving, am aging reasonably, still feel fit and alive in
body and mind. But -|am finding it hard to find meaning when my children's
pain no longer being here is sometimes overwhelming.

After three attempts to leave, it is nine months since my daughter finally
emotionally cut the strings and has her own life many hundreds of miles
away. | am glad and relieved but now have no excuse to avoid facing up to

myself.
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the time. Single mothers experiencing the painful grief of their children's
departure are nowhere to be found.

The statistics are interesting for highly educated women in high-
powered jobs - almost all do not have children, and many do not have
relationships. What do they feel in the middle of the night when the
professional persona is taken off? Alone? Frighten for the future? Do they
experience grief at the lack of children when facing the fact that no job, in
the end, can be a substitute?

What about those of us who are highly educated and could have had
more high-powered jobs than we have but who decided that our children
were more important and who did not have a partner to share the caring?
We have done ok career-wise but have not achieved as much as our talents
would have allowed because providing and caring for our children came first
and were the chosen and much-loved priority.

Now at 50 am | supposed to fill the space of their departure with work?
Strange how many people assume this. Just put your energies into a job,
they say, but the emotional space after my daughter's final departure
cannot just be filled with "work" - the task is more profound. The meaning
of my life must be re-negotiated all over again; a new identity of a single
woman living alone (how sad and frightening that sounds - can it be true?)
must be faced and accepted.

Yes, we read the self-help books about valuing yourself, looking after
yourself, and everything else on a similar theme - you do not need a man to
feel good about yourself, they say. Rationally, of course, this is true;
rationally, | know that it is better to be alone than to be in an unhappy
relationship; rationally, | know that | am still an attractive, vibrant, intelligent
woman, but emotionally when | consider what | might want - the task that
friends and all the books tell me that | need to do at this time - what | want is
a loving relationship - not loads of money or a high powered job. | would like
the "simple" things - a cuddle with a man snuggled up in bed, companionship

in my life, someone who knows who | am.
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such pain - the pain of just feeling | would give anything for someone to hold
me, someone to know who | am, someone to share plans and dreams,
someone to be a companion - but, although there have been brief
relationships occasionally, | have not met that person. |, and the women
friends in the same situation, have tried internet dating from time to time.

We have shared our stories of unsuitable encounters we have been
mostly able to smile about and keep in perspective, but no "happy ending."
Educated, "strong" women with their own opinions and who are used to
"getting on with it" do not need a man to do jobs around the house, deal
with the car or the bank - they have done all that and everything else on their
own for years. Many such as | have moved to a new house, dealt with the
difficult teenage years, and many more challenges on their own. Women
such as me need someone special - someone who is not afraid of them, not
put off by the apparent external strength and power women such as myself
and friends can give off quite unintentionally. Spending years being strong,
doing the best you can for the children means that even when you are
fragile and crying inside, most people do not see.

All popular culture — songs, books, films, magazines - still stress that you
are "nothing if no one loves you," you are "nothing if no one cares." All the
songs on the radio, all the articles about relationships and sex. What about
the thousands of women who do not have a sexual relationship with a man,
who have cared for their children as best they can? Where are they in
popular culture in this time of more broken families than ever before? When
women in my situation and those of my friends — single mothers - are usually
the cause of delinquency, anti-social behavior, alcohol, and drug use.
Strange how my children and those of my friends are not like this at all.

| have these conversations with my friends often. We see people in
unhappy, even dysfunctional and deeply damaging relationships; rationally,
we know that it is better to be alone than to be involved with a man in such
a way, but still, the despair continues secretly inside — what is my life when

there is no man to love me? And never-ending, our culture reinforces this all
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money. Still, He was not involved in the children's day-to-day life or in
supporting them emotionally.

Being a single parent

Many women reading this will have been in the same situation. These
practical realities now are Jane's responsibilities, the shame of being alone,
the constant worry about her children, having to find courage again and
again, particularly in traveling to explore the world with her children.
Teenage years were very tough and frightening as Jane's daughter and son
went out into the world. Then, as everyone suddenly realizes, their
childhood is over, and it is time for them to leave the nest.

We were a threesome for so many years (Jane met other men
sometimes but no one with whom a long-term relationship appeared
possible). Jane's daughter struggled with going to university, started a
course, dropped out, started again on at least four occasions, and needed to
be cared for at home in between. Jane's son, however, went to university
and was gone. The grief of his absence was unbelievable and devastating.
When they were both gone, the grief and loss were so great that Jane wrote
what follows (about 12 years ago). The pain of an empty house was
overwhelming at that time.1

L oss without a Name: Empty Nest = 1

How to deal with this loss without a name? Yes, everyone jokes about
the "empty nest," but only about couples. When the children are gone, it is
then "their time" to see the world, to be together. Much was written about
the strains on marital relationships at this time. Couples need to get to know
each other again; all the opportunities for a couple this time of freedom
presents. But what about when it has only been one parent? What about
now, for me and many others?

There were three of us for 14 years - me, my daughter, my son. What
then? It is not that | have not wanted a relationship - | have, sometimes with
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blest? Familiar to all mothers — such as hard work, lack of sleep, the
unexpected delight of breastfeeding, all other priorities put aside, and the
overwhelming love that cares for her children at all costs. He was a loving
father but changed jobs, which required enormous upheavals with small
children. Working in the National Health Service two days a week was a
lifesaver; Jane gradually learned how to be a psychologist in real life; she
hoped that her mother would help, but it was difficult at the time; the help
was rare and, conditional on what her stepfather needed.

More change

After a redundancy, one of the job changes involved moving to The
Gambia - the children were 3 and 4. Jane suddenly became a housewife
again and initially struggled to find another role. Teaching at the school of
nursing was another life-changing experience. It was the beginning of the
thread, which, professionally, came a long time later (her joy and
commitment to cross-cultural work — but that is another story, not told
here). A lifetime trip across West Africa and the Sahara in a van on the way
back to the UK seemed to have been jointly planned, but, in hindsight, it was
very much Jane's idea and adventurous planning.

In return, Jane worked in the NHS; he meant to start a business, but it
was all so much more difficult, and the relationship began to flounder. It is
difficult to pinpoint how things unraveled, and it seemed to be impossible to
communicate without misunderstandings and anger.

The rage Jane felt was so damaging and incomprehensible, but, years
later, through therapy, she understood how much she had "put him on a
pedestal" that she had seen him as a "'savior."

At the time, she could not accept (and was so upset) at his seeming
inability to find work and make links with the world. Such pain, so many
tears, but it eventually, somehow, it could not be mended. He moved away,
saw the children once a month and on holidays, and eventually married a
woman who had been a colleague in a previous job). He was generous with
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— a lecturer at the university. By the end of the year, the marriage was over,
and Jane was living with, and later married, the man who would be the
father of her children. He was also the man who, for the first time, taught
Jane about love. Although dreading her disapproval, Jane's mother visited
again and liked the new man and understood - a precious, unexpected time.
What did Jane learn about love? Contrary to all previous experience, she
realized that it is not about possession or control but about space and
freedom - the bird free to fly but to trust and believe that she would return
to the nest.

Initially, Jane found this way of loving without elements of control and
possession "incomprehensible," never having experienced this understanding
of love. He was supposed to complete military service, something he was not
prepared to do, so, with enthusiasm on his part and much grief on her part for
leaving Africa, they arrived in the UK on a dark November day. What then?

After a few months, another miracle happened - a huge turning point in
Jane's increasing self-belief that she might be "worth" something. He
encouraged her to apply for Clinical Psychology training at a UK university.
How was it possible that she might be accepted - a first degree by
correspondence and Honors from Cape Town, no UK qualifications? Jane
had little hope, but - she was accepted, and he was prepared to move to
another job to support her to do this. No matter what happened later, she
remains forever grateful to him for this and the love he gave her to allow her
to take this opportunity. Jane also knew that even though she was then 30
and that she wanted to have children with this man, to achieve the most
precious qualification which would allow her to work in a professional
capacity for the first time, had to be the priority. The choice of having

children was Jane's, and there was no pressure from him for this.

Becoming a mother - a new kind of loving
Like any new mother, the shock of the power of maternal love was love
like no other - a daughter then 16 months later, a son. How could Jane be so
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yet again, Jane pretended and tried to be someone else - a "good wife" -

without realizing that she was not who she was.

Awakening

As a wife, moving with him to different mines (He was a metallurgist
with Anglo American), Jane eventually spent three years at a Namibia mining
camp. What was it that enabled her to start a correspondence degree? A
life-changing experience, choosing randomly to major in Psychology and
Sociology - all by correspondence, no discussions with anyone. No interest
from her husband and beginning to realize, for the very first time, that she
might be more intelligent than he was.

Jane was so thrilled with this window on new subjects and was
astonished and delighted that she achieved good grades. Jane's mother did
visit alone without her stepfather, which meant a great deal (he was
prejudiced against anything "foreign"), and her beloved grandmother came
for three months during this time (flying for the first time at the age of 73).
Although she was too frightened to admit it to anyone, it was clear that her
marital relationship was not going to last. Even though other people asked,
Jane knew that having children with him was not an option.

The mining camp provided all amenities, so saving money was easy; he
wanted to enroll for an MBA at Cape Town University. For Jane — miracle of
miracles — she could apply for Honors in Psychology. To go to a real
university when it had never seemed possible was very frightening — would
everyone else be more intelligent? How to pronounce out loud all the words
that she had only read in the previous three years of solitary studying? In her
deepest self, Jane knew that she would thrive on the intellectual stimulation,
and she also knew in her heart that the marriage was improbable to survive
this complete change in circumstances.

The roots of becoming
Being at university was life-changing — so many interesting people and
conversations. Her husband needed help with his MBA work, which Jane
provided while she was getting to know and to fall in love with another man
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include all significant events. It also does not include the many times of
despair, hopelessness, worry, and fear that anyone has experienced who
has either brought up children or gone through the ending of long-term
relationships.

Beginnings

Jane grew up in the north of the UK with one brother two years
younger. Their mother was separated and divorced when Jane was about
nine years old. Although she has some recollection of access visits, she did
not find her biological father until she was 50. Her mother married again
when Jane was 15 - to a man of whom Jane was afraid for many years — a
dominating, controlling man, who always seemed more important to her
mother than her children. It was not a happy household, always having to
"fit in" to what she needed, always afraid of doing something "wrong." Time
spent with her grandmother was the safe place for both Jane and her

brother, and her love was always unconditional.

Running away

Life can only be understood "backward," and it took Jane a long time to
realize how much of her life has been taken with "running away." Teenage
years were difficult, and Jane learned that who/what she was somehow
"not acceptable." She was considered "difficult" even though she did not
feel able to challenge the situation at home or talk to her mother. Leaving
to go to music college, Jane had low self-esteem, and, in hindsight, had no
belief that she was "lovable." When, in the first year, a man she met wanted
to marry her, she thought at the time that no one else would be likely to like
her. He was also going to work in South Africa - what an adventure. (More
running away, although at the time it felt as if she was making a decision).
After being married at age 20 and leaving for South Africa two weeks later, it
became clear that he was similar to her stepfather — controlling, critical and,
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Chapter Fifteen
JANE'S STORY

By
Jane Gilbert
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This story is in three parts — background on Jane's early life, the verbatim
words that she wrote more than ten years ago on the acute experience of
"loss" as a single parent when her "children" left home, and a review of how
things have been more recently and how Jane views that loss at this point.
To write about a whole life would take a book, so these words cannot
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| admit that | was scarce on selflove during my most challenging
moments as a mother. When | nurture and care for myself, both externally
and mentally, | feel more centered. As a young girl in Switzerland, | saw my
mother soak her fingertips in henna, put rollers in her hair, and slather on her
favorite mask from home. Saw her do this weekly and other daily routines
that consisted of movement and breath.

As we grew older and our schedules got busier, | witnessed those
moments fade from her, her eyes more sunken, pale fingers, and grey hair.
She would always put us before herself.

As children, we don't see our parents as humans, with fears, flaws, and
weaknesses to deal with and significant hopes for us to deliver. We don't
engage with their daily thoughts. They must sift through. Meanwhile, their
embrace is warm, and their faces light up at the sight of us. To me, that has
been what carried me forth as a parent, knowing my humanness.

Quantifying the role of motherhood is agreed to be impossible.
However, we reward conventional roles and pay value for them. Much
resistance is faced by a mother when deciding to resume work or education
after having children. These struggles are often faced alone. This usually
corrodes one's values, which implicitly implies a role as a mother is
invaluable. This is a rift | dealt with often; while | loved my linguistics career, |
also adore my part as a mother. | saw myself going back to work only then
to resign months later because | felt this deep guilt | missed out on my
children's life. Not having family close made it significantly more challenging.

So, | have launched into many love projects, projects that have me closer
to my children in pursuing creative ventures that are more community-
based. | often daunted at the task of reentering the corporate world, the
feeling of being behind, and the gap in my resume. However, this pales to no
comparison to the joys | get from exploring this world with my little ones.
We love to travel and learn an array of things together. If | could enlist just
one more piece of advice, it will shine the torch on you. You are brilliant,
fabulous and so dearly loved.
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After my C-section, | sat there trying to understand what's happened so
quickly; I thought about all women who would have a C-section to have their
babies, All women who lost their babies through birth, the mothers who lost
hope of giving birth or had to go through Pregnancy termination, and those
who've tried and tried with no swelling new.

| sat there, full of gratitude. A C-section was the furthest from my
thoughts, but at the last minute, as my water broke and no sign of
contraction, they only feel my son's toes instead of the head; there was no
other option, | was afraid, but | felt safe with my team. My midwife
consoled me, and | did not resist. We've come too far to let anything get in
the way of holding our baby. Prayers and dua'a is made, endless trust in
Allah's plans for us,

| encourage natural birth, but sometimes interventions are needed for
both child and mother's health and safety. The process of birth is
magnificent. No mother should be ashamed to choose any of both ways to
deliver her baby.

Nothing prepares your body for the journey of pregnancy and healing.
Each birth is unique, and each birth story so vital. We recount these
moments repeatedly in wonderment as though in those moments of
delivery, we've had an out-of-body experience.

So, we relay those stories to process them once again for ourselves. It's also
a communal welcoming for the mother and the child. | once read somewhere
that a child's birth is also a rebirth for the mother; that couldn't be truer. Every
phase of life, pregnancy, and birth adds to our deepening as humans. Pregnancy
also takes our bodies to their limit, swelling not just our midriffs but also our
limbs. The symptoms all varying from bliss, sickness to bedrest.

The experiences of pregnancy and mothering determine your
vulnerabilities, the depth of your strength to endure and nurture at the same
time. We love it when we don't feel so far from ourselves; we give and give
once more. Love has its virtues, you take from the thing you created, and it
becomes a source of love for you, a reciprocal cyclical love that sustains.
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mums, especially for first-time mothers. | can attest to the truth of that
statement.

At most, every conception proceeds with a dream, a prayer, and a
thought to grow unless a surprise takes over by chance, in which it's a
blessing indeed, nonetheless. | must admit it's a beautiful transition to
witness the blossoming of love, as my husband says.

Before we go any further, October is Pregnancy and Infant Loss
awareness month. However, nationally a day, some choose to remember
families who have experienced loss through miscarriage, stillbirths, SIDS
(sudden infant death syndrome), and a newborn's death for the entire
month.

This past October, some brave women shared their stories online during
the pandemic and the stillness it entailed. It was profoundly moving.
Nothing can soothe the aching loss leaves behind, mostly when that loss
was so full of potential, conceived in love. Coming into motherhood is wide;
each story is different. The idea of motherhood too is so immense, meaning
different things to different people.

My idea about mothering and motherhood has changed considerably
over the years. While my yearning for motherhood came late, | don't recall
growing up being maternal and wanting children of my own. | was the loving
and the fun aunt to my siblings and friends' children; my heart was content.
Until | felt I want to have children, and by Allah's mercy, | became pregnant.

There is so much insensitivity for women who cannot or choose not to
have children. that does mean one's' deficient or incomplete as a woman'.
We must approach such topics with empathy as a trial for others might not
be for us and vice versa. Allah mentions in multiple places in the Quran that
while children are a 'joy', they're also a 'test'.

I never thought about motherhood's collective experience until last year
when | had my previous born with an unexpected caesarian.

Culturally there's so much taboo surrounding C-sections; it's thought to
be an 'easy way out' not initiating one to full womanhood.
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But in this realm of motherhood, it's often part of being a parent when it
need not be. Trust in yourself is the first step to parenting from the heart

Years ago, when | had my first child, | suffered from postnatal
depression that went unnoticed; years later, | heard other women talk about
their experiences. | could not calm or silence my inner chatter. While |
enjoyed Breastfeeding, it felt like a prison sentence on some occasions.

Being the first to have a child in my circle of friends with no family
around, the first few months were too frightening. No one to call at late
nights to cry to; some would listen, but | felt that | sometimes missed my
woes' full extent. | was only 26 years old at that time;

In my early 30s now, | feel so proud of that girl, who did the unthinkable
on her own. | didn't have to be alone, but | did my best to carry her forward.
While I have a loving, supportive husband, | couldn't explain to myself or to
anyone about the feelings that were drowning me.

| went to see multiple therapists without use. | felt that because | am a
visible Muslim and black, my worries were unheard, and my feelings
unaddressed. During a session with a therapist that clung to my every word,
[ recall one evening, responding to each statement with, "could your religion
and culture be to blame?"'. | felt so incredibly vulnerable and wounded by
her words; | never went back or asked for support elsewhere. The
challenges of motherhood are widely universal, and our fears the same.

The US has the highest maternal disparities rates, disadvantaging black
and people of color at unprecedented rates. Being a Somali African from
London, | knew something was amiss, and | felt this every time, whether
from health care providers or well-meaning circles. | didn't trust anyone with
my care, and so | went it alone, soothing myself and leaning into my
husband at my lowest moments.

The world has drastically changed since social media is filled with pages
from mums sharing their insights from the jolliest to the darkest and much
more. We're so inundated with information, trying to implement it while

also juggling our lives. Also said motherhood could be the loneliest time for
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Days later, Mohamed's father and uncles came to ask for my hand in
marriage. There were many joy and delight. It turns out his uncles knew my
brothers, and since Somalis are a small-knit community, they also shared the
same friends.
| accepted the marriage proposal, and a wedding date was set. We tied
the knot in autumn that year in 20/11. The whole process was like a dream to
me; | would pinch myself to believe it is real until we met as husband and
wife. That is what makes our love so unique; Alhamdulillah, my dua’a was
answered. As for my father in law, our relationship is still improving. And as

for Amir, he found his lost love and is now happily married with two children.

On Motherhood

When you parent, it's crucial you realize you aren't raising a "mini-me,"
but a spirit throbbing with its signature. For this reason, it's important to
separate who you are from who each of your children is. -Dr. Shefali
Tsabary-

Children are malleable, intelligent, and aware, throbbing with their
consciousness. It is a gift to be a parent, a gift not afforded to everyone.
Raising wholesome-centered children requires parents to look within to fill
their own needs without vicariously living through their children. The
pathology of pain and fear often passed down from parent to child. This
journey of motherhood leans into trusting yourself, growing within while
also raising.

Nothing prepares you for motherhood, absolutely nothing, and if you
were to take a piece of advice from me, don't listen to anyone. | just
contradicted myself there but bored with me. See, the thing is, nobody
knows what's best but you.

Each child has different needs; you know them when you deal with them
while growing and learning. People advise others after they've mastered
their deficiencies, which is normal to have them as a human in the first place.
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and to this day, he still looks for it on my finger. Emerald culturally
represents the beginnings of new life, richness, green meadows, and new
hope.

We said goodbye, and before | went, | was stopped by a beautiful
couple who complimented us, saying we looked radiant together. Perhaps
this was the closure | needed for ending our meeting; | walked away
peacefully.

Shortly after landing, Mohamed called; | was packing. While talking, he
said that: someday | would be his wife. It was beautiful to hear those words,
but part of me hesitated and feared to lean to his words. | didn't want the
past to repeat itself or to lose what we had now. Guardedly | felt indifferent.
| was ready to seal this part of my life; it was a wonderful experience. | want
to share it with my loved ones someday, but now | had a different plan.

The ride from the airport was a pleasant one, filled with stillness and
nostalgia. London embraced me with sunshine, blue skies, and roads paved
with trees. | could feel the city waking into a bright, jolly morning. | was
thrilled to see my family. | was happy; they could sense it in my eyes. A sense
of calm and beauty blanketed my presence. | was a new woman.

It took some time to reconnect with things in London. Many things have
happened to me and others. One of the most challenging news to come
back to be my dear friend's death after getting married. | was shattered. My
last memories of her were at a friend's wedding, where she shared her
engagement. | thought about the wonders of life; one moment we're
together, the next doesn't exist. Ya Allah, keep us together in goodness and
fill our last moments with ease.

Weeks later, my parents received a phone call; it was Mohamed's
mother. She introduced herself, asked for a formal proposal for me to marry
her son. She didn't wait for her husband's approval. She insisted on
proposing herself, an agreement with her alone. His mother is a fierce
woman, a matriarch. My parents were taken aback by her formidable force.
She said his uncles would come to ask for my hand if his father disapproved.
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memory bank. We're both spiritual beings and believe heavily in respect and
faith, which guided us for the rest of that trip and the days that lay ahead.

Many hard conversations ensued. | needed no explanations or apologies
because this was not a continuation of where things were left or resumed.
But | was a different woman to the one he met; time honestly had its time
molding me wiser. | knew now what | would and wouldn't accept and settle
for that | needed not pursuing.

It's a pleasure to love me; | am all loving and loveable. It took me a long
time to truly feel those words; for a long time, | blamed all external factors
for why | would never find love with someone from my background. While
Tribes are beautiful, it also has its dark crevasses where humans often
display an ugliness in character, which causes immense division and agony
0 e a5 51 3500 085 G 8T g Ll 88 B ) 0
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O humanity! Indeed, we created you from a male and female and made
you into peoples and tribes so that you may get to know one another.
Indeed, the noblest of you in the sight of Allah is the most righteous among
you. Allah is truly All-Knowing, All-Aware | Al Quran 49:12 |

Before returning home, we took a trip to the Taj Mahal in Agra, to the
iconic monument of love. The mausoleum built as commissioned to honor
lost love, a grand structure of beauty, a husband who's lost his beloved in
childbirth. As we walked through the gardens and gazed upon the shape
held up against the changing sky, the marble building shuns not just in its
maghnificence but also wonder in all the years of toiling it took to erect it. A
real beauty to behold. Every detail of that monument served as a reminder
that all the elements that make love matter and that no piece shall go
unnoticed.

Mohamed and | shared a flight back to Abu Dhabi, where he was to
transit to Seattle. | was glad | made this journey and left India with a content
heart. Before leaving Agra, he brought me a beautiful emerald stone ring
encrusted with diamonds as a gesture of apology. | didn't accept his ring,
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The ride to the airport was quiet; the air was stiff. Amir and | shared
many words, but that morning it was heavy. | felt both our hearts distant.

When people ask me why | never stopped looking back on Mohamed's
experience, | say 'Qadar' (,45), which translates to fate.

During my time alone, | came to love certain aspects of my culture, the
land, our language. I love the clothes we wear; the bright colored chiffon
Dirac (dress), the silk Guntinos (wrap dress) we use to adorn our figures, and
the incense we burn close to our souls. We know the chants of Buraanbur
(folk rhymes) we love. That's all became an ululation of praise, of something
so deep in me, | had to celebrate even in the union.

When people ask me, why not Amir? We were so alike; two yang’s are so
loud yet soft. | saw much of myself in him and him in me, so pure and gentle.
Our hearts were longing elsewhere, and our time together brought clarity to
the surface, for me sooner and for him later. His heart was yearning for a love
that slipped between his fingers. | offered to return the ring, he said to keep it,
and so | did. | waved goodbye with my ring finger adorned with his promise,
our promise, a promise of love, a promise to find that which will fill us.

The flight was short, full, and heavy. | had this hum of stillness with mild
flutters of nerves. | glanced over to see Mohamed tiptoeing swaying on
either side, waiting for my arrival from a distance. | wore my sunglasses and
walked through immigration with the shakiest stride; my nerves built up,
and my palms were sweaty.

Suddenly everything around, me froze, and there was a slight ringing in
my ear that grew louder and louder as | walked over to the exit; he saw me,
and so did I. | could not run away to escape nor hide because the man was
Mohamed. He graced me with salaams and, by his calm energy, made a joke
that | looked plumper. Not the politest of jokes to start, but just what we
needed to cut through the ice.

To summarize those moments, now looking back as; 'our magical days in
India." We experienced many moments together, first moments that would

cement much of what we look back now as the fondest moments in our
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'l am going to make everything around me beautiful — That will
bemylife." Elsede Wolfe

So, | did. I surrounded myself with flowers, deep colors, and rich
textures. | saw myself outwardly now as an extension of what was blooming
from within. | traveled, made friends, and relished in enriching adventures.

Now that my stay was ending, which by this point | missed my family and
friends in London dearly, | had to sum this experience with a trip to India, the
sacred land of enlightenment.

One of my biggest travel goals is to visit all the UNESCO World Heritage
sites. As someone who's studied Anthropology, | am always intrigued by the
remnant of history and study of the civilizations that came before us. So, my
itinerary was simple, cram as much as | can in five days.

Days before my trip, Mohamed called to say he had a work assignment
in India. | almost dropped my phone at the swift nature of fate. | was
smacked, left speechless for a moment. Once the shock and excitement
wore out, | said | am visiting India within a few days. Later | find out that all
his siblings and friends conspired to make us meet. | mentioned my trip to
Fatima, and without knowing, she extracts all the details to align our paths

That morning, | missed my flight and took a taxi back home. I did not tell
Amir | was leaving for India. Looking back now, | meant to miss my flight
because that would be the last time | saw him when he dropped me at the
airport the next morning.

He was overwhelmed about my leaving so suddenly. | mentioned to him
that | would meet Mohamed. | admitted | still had unresolved feelings |
needed to settle but promised him upon my return; | would have a definite
answer about us. | never hesitate with most things in life. I'm quite assured
to go after what suits me well intuitively.

This open page between Mohamed and | needed a close. | pray about
the smallest details in life, and this was one | needed an answer to. All the
delays in my life have been the biggest blessings because | have
accumulated vast growth and insight into those moments of detours.
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One in which our love exceeds this Duniya. (L33)

One in which we'll find pieces of heaven with each other.

One in which our fullest selves come into each other in peace.

| knew that my only path to attaining that love was through a union, and
so after that night, something in me changed. | made duo for a spouse;
perhaps marriage with the one is not so daunting after all. Experiencing love
to its most trustworthy depth is probably the fullest thing to attain.
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'And when My servants ask you, (O Muhammad), concerning Me -
indeed | am near. | respond to the invocation of the supplicant when he calls
upon Me. So, let them respond to Me (by obedience) and believe in Me that

they may be (rightly) guided | Al Quran 2:186|

'"Traveling leaves you speechless, then turns you into a storyteller’
Ibn Battuta

Have you ever wondered how many things you have yet to see as you
travel through the land? The people you have yet to meet and the memories
you have yet to make. Life is genuinely and beautifully remarkable. It's those
moments of bewilderment that make us the greatest.

Travel for me has become a cathartic experience, a process of leaving
and starting a new life elsewhere, momentarily, taking in the world with
fresh eyes. During my first initial months in Abu Dhabi, | picked up
meditation, centering my thoughts with renewed breathing. That allowed
me to start over anywhere | may be, sit through the moments of discomfort,
and with every inhalation, breathing in new life and exhalation releasing all.

A week later, as | browsed my inbox, | found an email from Mohamed,
sent around my birthday. It started with good wishes, followed by an
apology. | closed my laptop and left it there. The emails grew consistent,
Fatima's calls were frequent, trying to bridge a way for Mohamed and me to

rekindle or at least communicate.
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Nevertheless, it looked like Amir was the final puzzle | needed to
make sense of it all. He was a replica of me, deeply intuitive and
emotional about the smallest things in life. We would talk for hours over
candlelit dinners, and it was just that we had a great conversation.
Around my birthday, he took me to a beautiful aquarium and kneel on
one knee with a ring; | was shocked; he was not proposing but promised
to. | was flustered and did not know what to say; | cannot say | was
expecting this at all; he found in me a deep friendship and more. It was
my twenty-third birthday, very young as | write this now a decade later.

Most of my friends were either married or were pursuing proposals at
the time. However, | was content, abroad, and single. | never glamorized the
idea of marriage; while | loved the sense of companionship, the idea of one
partner for life was scary.

Knowing my temperaments, | always pushed away from this idea. My
parents did conversely demonstrate to us a friendship in marriage and so
always inclined to that. So, when Amir presented me with the promise ring,
his rings were better than a proposal because that would have been too
hasty.

| grew restless at work and gave in my resignation that same July. | was
ready to travel before returning home. Fatima sent me a message one
evening telling me that Mohamed broke off the engagement. | listened,
quite exhausted by the day | had. | made nothing of it all. Frankly, | had no
emotion or joy to share. | ended the call saying we would talk another time

| stepped away, bathed, lit some candles, burnt some of my favorite
scent (Bakhor, , s3v). I sat in my room, dimmed lights; I had this urge to pray.
So, | did. Poured into my sujood when all sudden, | cried, the most
resounding cry. | couldn't contain myself, so I let go, in the privacy of my
home. | felt residual healing and longing for a different script between
Mohamed and me. For that, | left it in Allah's hand.

I made a sincere dua that night, a prayer that still carries me to this day

O Allah, grant me an eternal spouse.
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"What you seek is seeking you' Jalal ad-Din Muhammad Rami

I sought to find the truth, attain peace where | have been and would go.
There's an aura of radiance that glimmers from a woman consumed in her
self-discovery; that was the point in my life where | was accepting myself, at
the cusp of all my wildest dreams becoming a reality. The voices in my head
quieted, the gremlin was laid to rest, | developed a beautiful sureness to
witness Alhamdulillah.

| did not know how to name what Mohamed and | had or could have
had further, but what | did deserve was an explanation. On my days of
strength, | felt peace permeate so palatably | did not need anything from
anyone, including an answer, but those days were few and far apart, which
took me further into unearthing a more profound layer of myself. It dawned
on me that growth is not linear, and that true selflove requires time. After
all, the sweetest journey is the one-off returning home, into us.

Almost a year later, Fatima called one evening, apologizing for how
things turned out. | didn't need an apology because, at this point, | had
peace; before ending the call, she shared the news that Mohamed was
engaged and to be married early the following year. | took a deep breath
and exhaled peace. Before ending the call, | asked for his number since |
deleted all his contacts.

| called, and after two rings, he picked up and said, ‘Salaam.' | was not
angry or bitter; it was nice hearing his voice; | said, 'Mabrouk, ;s
congratulations on the engagement.' He was surprised, then his voice tune
changed, perhaps sad that | knew, maybe he did not want to hurt me
further. We exchanged pleasantries before | excused myself to end the call. |
took a deep breath and felt proud | could do that.

After almost a year of working, | met a friendly accountant who was far
from Somali. This time | told my parents early about him; they had their
reservations. But | was following my heart, also knowing God answered my
prayer dud’a (s\es).
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A few nights later, 7:00 PM came and went, without phone calls or
emails from him. | felt deeply embarrassed. The next morning my parents
and aunt came to console me since | was not the first heartbreak of
tribalism. | felt humiliated.

I went to a local travel agent to change my flights to seek comfort at my
home in London. | lay in bed for days, no one to bother me, and luckily my
parents were still in Hargeisa (name of our city). After the fourth day, even
with Mohamed's no contact, | got up, made a prayer for strength, and went
out that evening. Months passed without Mohamed contacting me. | was
okay with that.

Fatima is Mohammed's half-sibling from his father's side. She lived in
London, where he would come to visit them often. So, it was normal for
them to go a long time without talking

With days, | was doing much better but, | needed some time alone to
retreat further. So, | applied for jobs abroad and got a teaching post in the
UAE. | packed minimally, needing only my Kitab and prayer rug to commune
with Allah. That was my first experience of moving out alone. Sometimes |
would immerse myself; other times, | would yearn to have company. During
this short time, | did what one would do with ample time. | started eating
healthy, exercising, indulged with endless spa experiences, spent my
weekends walking on the beach, having quiet evenings with a book. It was a
journey of knowing myself.

| revisited tender moments in my life where | was not the best advocate
for myself, moments where | could have used drawing out boundaries for
myself and others, where | let toxic relationships drag further than they
needed to. | learned so much from the wounds | knew never existed. | gave
myself the grace to soothe, then lent forgiveness where needed. | say this as
though the process was modest, but far from it. Holding a mirror to myself
was the hardest thing to do and, still.
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knew that to escape that fate and merge with the hierarchy would be
through money and education

And so, he worked tirelessly to become one of the richest men of his
town, owning gardens of fruit. Allah answered his dua'a (:L¢s), and his land
was fertile. He sent all seventeen of his children to school and some abroad.
Rising from the shadows of discrimination, all of them became successful,
but marriage into other tribes was the only thing they could not mix in too.

While my parents belong to marrying clans, they denied their love for
reasons of class. So, my parents eloped, and they returned home after
completing their marriage; this was the tradition in their days. My paternal
grandfather was a scholarly man known for his devotion, and so was my
maternal grandfather. After much deliberation, going back and forth, my
parents' marriage was blessed; both families agreed Alhamdulillah’s.

When | met Mohamed, he was unknown to us; we did not anticipate
tribal contention to trouble. In the beginning, our introduction was to know
each other, which later grew into pursuing marriage. Love was the real
intention between us, and nothing else mattered. Fatima and her siblings
insisted on making the marriage work. | didn't share what's going on with
my family except for my aunt Edo; therefore, | dealt with most of the
outcome alone.

In Somali tradition, choosing a spouse is left to the individuals pursuing,
unless by a chance of families wanting closeness to another family. A union
is then arranged, with both parties in an agreement. That left me and many
others disadvantaged in love, as we had to unravel the layers of one alone,
sometimes prone to heartbreaks. To bypass that experience, we both let
Fatima takes the reigns

Mohamed and | never exchanged tribes' names; we didn't think that
would be a factor of concern. One evening he requests an email identifying
my tribal affiliation; | have had to give it to him without thinking why he
would want it. Ang ended the last email by saying, 'my father and I will call
your father at 7:00 pm sharp'. That was his marriage proposal; | felt
confused and thought about all the questions my parents would ask me.
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The love between a mother and a child is the closest to a divine kind of
love. Clear in revelation; it's a love that requires no effort nor needs
deserving, it is a revered love, that's the conception to many love stories
that unfold there onwards.

When | met my husband during my second year of university, | can
admit, | was a late bloomer. | spent much of my time growing up rolling in
the mud and kicking about a ball with my brothers. Not to mention with five
brothers, | couldn't do much, let alone date or have boyfriends, furthest
from a boyfriend.

In love

I know that Mohamed is the kindest soul, | don't say this to be biased,
but he genuinely embodies loving and patience by introducing his beloved
sister Fatima. She is also a dear friend to me and thought | would be the best
life partner for her brother

The introduction was seamless; the interest in one another grew
organically, synchronizing two continents and time zones. | was in London,
and he was in Seattle, WA. We talked late into the nights, and first thing in
the mornings, his nights were my days and vice versa, which made our
communication seem endless. Back then, there was not the convenience of
instant, free communication. We had to purchase international call cards
and exchange emails when not possible.

He later told me about some nights when he had to leave his house in
the dark of winter to purchase phone cards to resume our conversation.
That's turned to weeks, months, then, neither of us could go further without
telling our parents. After graduation, | informed my guardian, late Aunt, Arfi,
during our trip back home to Hargeisa, Somaliland.

Somalia, much like other countries, we have a hierarchy of tribes. An
ancient colonial system where each Tribe is known for something and
dominates certain regions. My father's Tribe is the most marginalized; his

lineage comes from the man of craft business. Early on, my grandfather
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Love is the most beautiful declaration. Love, love, say it long enough,
and it will turn silk on your lips. It's the purest thing we will ever know and
the richest of feelings there is.

Love is defined as a deep fondness and an electric sense that
encompasses everything. Love is subtle, of quiet moments, moments so
subdued and distinct without words. Love has been written and rewritten
about, a summary of the greatest stories, its vastness yet to be contained.
We all know of folktales and stories we are so enchanted by, each tale with
its heroes who have triumphed in love, far-reaching love that transcends
space and continents. Have you ever been in love, wrapped by its charm and
wonder? Has the feeling dazed you into long daydreams? If so, we can all
agree love is the only initiation to embodying the full depth and breadth of
what it means to be human.

Love is the essence of Allah -God- His Divine Energy and Presence. | love
reading the Quran and various spiritual texts, learning in-depth the qualities
of the Divine, that only shed mere insight; 35531 j}.ﬁiﬁ\ 345 And He is the All-
Forgiving, Most Loving 85:13.

My birth

Every story has a beginning, and mine began on a bright summer
afternoon in the early days of July 8" to be precise. My mother recalls that
the pregnancy was filled with delight. As the civil war in Somalia was
brewing, my parents were joined by their families in Saudi, where | was born.

Despite the uncertainty back home, there were laughter, joy, and
endless plates of food in her presence. She had all the help an expectant
mother could ask. She went into labor shortly after Athan for Dhuhur, the
afternoon prayer. When the pain intensified, my aunties ran to our local
Masjid (mosque) to call my father. They rushed to the hospital, where soon
after, | came into the world minutes after their arrival. Named Ahlam, the
one with dreams, birthed much with ease.
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Chapter Fourteen
On Love

By
Ahlem Mohamed Abdullah
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Loveisthe essential existential fact. It is our ultimate reality and

our purpose on earth’ — Marianne Williamson “A coursein
Miracles.“
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Finally, | would like to thank all the participants in this book for sharing
their beautiful stories. | would also like to thank L.M.O for helping with the
introduction, M.B.M, for designing this book's cover, my daughter Razan,
who was handling the financials. Also, | would like to thank those who

supported the book's idea even if they did not participate in it.

Enjoy reading our book
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God created humankind for a specific mission. However, life's roles and
functions have been exaggeratedly mixed, which caused an imbalance in
humankind's relationships. Our social roles are changing, but our characters,
needs, and instincts remain the same, even if some claim otherwise

Although we are not experts in writing, our diverse stories reflect our
experiences. The diversity of the topics, simplicity, and clarity of expression
is what made this book unique.

This book consists of two parts; the Arabic part was written by fifteen
participants residing in Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and the United States. And the
English part was written by six participants living in the United States,
Britain, and Africa.

The book consists of Nineteen chapters and twenty-one writers. The
Thirteenth chapter was written by three women who preferred not to
mention their real names due to their family considerations.

Since | know all authors, | would like to introduce them to you.

Latifa Al-Quga, Amal Toukan, Khawlah Awamleh, and Raja’ Awamleh are
my childhood friends who went to the same school and lived in the same
neighborhood; Khawlah and Raja are sisters.

I have family ties with L.M.O.

I met Maryam Alsefan over the internet, and | was friends with Monia's
deceased mother.

| developed a friendship while working a long time ago with Jane Gilbert
and Eman Al-Khatib. As well as with the writers of the thirteenth chapter.

| have developed relationships with Ahlam Abdullah, Amira Zalloum,
Shafaq Irshaid, and Heba Al Dossary while working on this book.

Zaina Batal Seede, R.T, and M.B.M are family friends in the United
States.

Hanan Al-Asses is not only my niece but also a very close friend of mine.



During the first conversation about the book with my dear friend (Zaina
Batal Seede), her response was: "Why not? every woman has a story to tell."
| then realized that this title represents our efforts, and this is how the title

of the book title came out.

We are a group of women from different nationalities, cultures,
religions, education, ages, and backgrounds. Most of us have never met
before. Our femininity binds us together in this book; (Every Woman Has a
Story to Tell).

We may have shared ideas, feelings, needs, social environments, and
capabilities, but we differ in our personalities, backgrounds, education,
beliefs, languages, religions, stories, and experiences.

We all have many challenges in our lives imposed on us by our different
backgrounds, environments, and experiences; each of us has a story and an
experience she wants to share with the others.

Our stories may be happy or sad, a success or a failure, positive or
negative, stories of love or failed marriages, but we passed through and
lived them in detail. Our stories' outcomes may not be as we would like
them to be, but we learned and paid the price for these experiences.

Learning and maturity come through living real-life experiences and their
challenges. Thus, no one can judge us through our stories because each of
our experiences was shaped by the circumstances in which we lived.

The woman has been known as emotional and often expresses themself
through tears; Perhaps this is the weakness that hinders her from dealing
with her problems and expressing her opinion.

However, they should not be blamed for their physical, psychological,
and emotional differences that God created them and reinforced through

family upbringing and education..



| ntroduction

The idea of this book started after completing my previous book
(Sanawat Fe Sutoor) with a group of nineteen colleagues -men and women-
who graduated from the University of Jordan in the seventies. The book was
published in September 2020.

| thought of repeating a similar experience with a group of women and
friends that | knew from childhood, school days or got to know them in later
stages of my academic, working, or social life.

When | conversed with a group of friends, the idea was met with
acceptance. However, they had several obstacles, which led some of them
to withdraw despite liking the concept. Some of these concerns were:

First: The lack of experience in writing and not knowing what to write.

Second: The fear of criticisms from the people around them.

Third: The fear of expressing their feelings.

Fourth: The idea that there is nothing in their life worthy of sharing or

writing about and underestimating their life experience.

So, because of knowing and expecting those fears, | encouraged them,
and | helped them to start writing. It is not easy to get out of the comfort
zone we all live in without the fear of society's judgment. Women are
accustomed to not expressing their feelings, and if they do, their tears
precede their words. On the other hand, others had stories to share and
found an opportunity to express their feelings, experiences, memories, and
emotions.

The book started to take another turn when my youngest son
suggested inviting non-Arab women to write in the book. | found the idea
unique due to women's diversity from other cultures, nationalities, religions,

and languages. So, | asked them to share their life experience in English.






We dedicate this achievement to ourselves
and women all over the world
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