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Chapter 1

Violet Sprinkles

Violet isn’t just the end of the rainbow; it’s the beginning of a journey. We all feel it somewhere—in the deep violet heat in our chests, in the lower lining of our hearts, in the twisting nausea in our stomachs. I feel it everywhere, even in my toes. Violet is the breaking—the moment of shock, grief, or loss that makes us feel so lost that we have to finally light the match and try to find ourselves again. It shakes us. It drowns us. It moves us. It calls on us to be gentler with ourselves. To let ourselves cry, scream, and believe that we will one day sing again, even if we are not ready yet.

 Shireen

I’m six years old, hopscotching between my two lives. I spend my school days hiding my Muslim identity in a post-9/11 world, and my summers in Pakistan, watching my nani, her eyes moist, making chapatis as she recounts stories of the 1947 Partition. One muggy summer day in Karachi, I am sitting between my grandmother’s legs as she carefully puts coconut oil onto my hair, parting it into sections and braiding each one. I love the way her hands massage my scalp. Her fingers combing through my hair is its own love language.

As she plaits my hair, I turn my head back towards her. “Aap mereko ek kisaa batha sak thee hai?” Can you tell me a story?

Nani didn’t share much about her past or my mother’s childhood, but sitting between her legs is a different kind of vulnerability. It’s like she forgets I am there.

“Mumma bachpaan mein kaisee thee?” What was Mama like when she was little?

Nani begins to cry—she always cries. Happy tears, sad tears, surprise tears. There’s always a reason to cry, and crying never needs a reason. She tells me about how my mother was very quiet when she was little, how as the youngest daughter she was always listening to what everyone else said. How she loved to laugh and play with her yellow-haired dolls.

 I ask my nani more and more questions until she stutters when I ask her how many children she has.

“Six, no, seven, no six.”

“Six or seven?” I ask to clarify. It seems like an easy question.

She begins to cry again. “Uska naam Shireen—meri pehali.” Her name was Shireen—my first.

Nani’s voice breaks, telling me the story of her first baby girl, Shireen. She laughed all day and loved to play. She gave my nani purpose after she lost her family, and my nani poured all of her love into her. But Shireen passed away when she was three. She fell into a giant pot of boiling water and burned her tender brown skin. She didn’t make it. Nani holds on to my braids and quivers, telling me how not a day goes by that she doesn’t think about her. How she still sings “Happy Birthday” when May 6 comes around. How she still remembers the songs Shireen loved to dance to.

Sitting between my grandmother’s legs, I feel so strong as she trembles around me. She is hurting, but I don’t know what to say. I sense a sadness, too, but I don’t quite understand. How can I be sad for someone I’ve never met before?

•••

I’m 10 years old, sitting on the floor of my bedroom in a white dress from Kohl’s. Seventeen family members are staying over at our house, and my favorite khala and khalu are staying in my room. They are out preparing transportation to the cemetery. My sisters Saherish and Zoya are playing hide-and-seek with my cousins. I’m hiding in plain sight with my back against my bed. I haven’t been able to cry since my parents told me my dadi, my paternal grandmother, died.

Tonight was supposed to be my first choir concert. It was supposed to be my first time singing in front of people. I’d been beaming with excitement a week ago—I would have worn my new sparkly purple dress, the one with the white satin ribbon tied like a bow around the waist. But instead, I’m wearing white—the color of mourning in my religion—holding three uneaten croissants in my lap, one for me, and two for my sisters.

I close my eyes and think of the last conversation I had with my grandmother. She was sitting in her green rocking chair and asking me about my day at school. Did you like the dal I made you for lunch? Did you make any new friends? And most importantly, How did you do on your spelling test? Dadi was a teacher and always practiced my spelling with me. I can’t remember the last word I spelled for her, but an image of her smiling pops up in my head. I must have spelled it correctly. Snapshots of memories flood my mind—shopping for birthday dresses at Kohl’s, practicing my du’a together, writing calligraphy together on the weekends. I squeeze my eyes tighter and try to cry, but I can’t.

My mother knocks on the door. It’s time to go. The croissants squished in my hands, so I leave them behind. My mother tells me that people we love don’t die, they turn into stars. But it is bright and sunny outside—I can’t even see the stars. I spend the whole bus ride secretly whispering to the moon to come out quicker, because maybe if she does, she will bring my grandmother with her.

The rest of the day is a stock of 12 Polaroid shots: two children crying, clinging to my mother’s white dupatta. A bus entering South Park Funeral Home. A casket with my grandmother draped in white. Women in white shalwar kameez singing. My uncle crying, holding my grandfather. My grandfather crying, his head to my grandmother’s casket. My dad holding everyone together, no tears. The men carrying the casket away. Women in white shalwar kameez singing. A table of pink rose milk and sugar cookies with violet sprinkles shaped like hearts. A girl in a white dress sitting on the floor of her bedroom. Three croissants covered in ants.

•••

I am 27 years old, anxiously tugging at the corners of my keffiyeh, draped around my shoulders as a symbol of resistance to the Israeli occupation of Palestine. Surrounded by a sea of red, green, black, and white, I feel less alone in my rage. With each chant in solidarity, we are singing for freedom together. Two-year-olds with black-and-white keffiyehs around their little necks, grandmothers draped in their country’s flag. We are all dressed to be a part of the same chorus. The starlings dance in the sky above us, swooping down as we rage in an act of radical love.

The Palestinians’ plight for liberation is not a new story. It is the song my grandparents cried during their childhoods—for more than seven decades. I’m not Palestinian, but their story of land being cut, divided, and colonized is all too familiar to my own family’s story after the Partition. Their people not being seen as human, not being heard, not being valued—this is the trauma I still carry in my veins. I have both Israeli and Palestinian friends—I’ve held them both while they have cried. With their heads pressed against my chest, I tried to squeeze their pain out of them. It didn’t work, but it let me feel a little bit of their suffering.

In a sea of strangers, my heart cracks wide open. I break a little more every time I hear the story of a child who won’t get to play another game of tag, a mother who passed away before she could carry her babies to term, a father who dug his own family out of the rubble. The pain in my chest grows deeper shades of violet until I can’t hold the heaviness anymore. My knees hit the ground and purple tears pour out of my eyes and flood the earth. I try to roar, but my voice is stuck. The only sounds I make are muffled. I’m drowning in the pain of people I haven’t met and will never have the chance to. The sadness feels so big, I can’t even hold myself up.

Two hands gently press my shoulders, and I summon the strength to look up. An older woman stands before me, her hair the color of stardust, a keffiyeh draped over her shoulders just like mine. She smiles and lifts me up, tears glistening in her eyes as well.

“You feel the pain, too, yes?” She asks. I nod.

“Can I give you a hug?” she asks before wrapping my trembling body in her warm embrace. Her
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Afterword

I finish writing this book on the couch of my friend Mariem’s apartment in Tunisia. Her wedding was a few days ago in a small coastal town called Monastir, three hours away, where nearly 300 of her family members grew up. Afterward, we came to Tunis, where she grew up and where her family still live. She’s sitting next to me wrapped in a blanket burrito, drinking lemon ginger tea, and recovering from a post-wedding cold. Her sister is sitting with us, rendering designs for an architecture project to redesign the boardwalk of the Marsa beachfront nearby. We’re all eating slices of oranges that her mother peeled for us. She carefully took off the rinds of the fruit so we wouldn’t have to do anything other than enjoy the sweet flesh. Her mother’s love is labor. We aren’t hungry but eat the oranges anyway because she beams whenever we take a bite. And because of that, we eat nearly seven oranges.

I pass more orange slices to my friend, who has grown more into a sister for me, and smile. Even though she looked beautiful on her wedding day, she looks even more beautiful now with her glasses, oversized pink pajamas, and curly hair falling from her ponytail—but maybe because this—beneath all the glamorous outfits and sparkly makeup—is the Mariem who I love.

The morning of her wedding, as the sun cracked over the sky in Monastir, the women in her community gathered to bathe at a hammam nearby. Led by her Auntie Fatouma, a fierce and loving woman who collects seashells and tells stories about her time learning to crochet in France, we walked like ducklings to the community bath. On the way, we chanted songs of celebration to the beat of the darbouka—the traditional drum. We swayed from side to side, clapping and laughing as we avoided the cars and motorcycles that rushed past us on the road. Every now and then, a car honked to the rhythm of our clapping and we sang even louder. When we arrived at the hammam, we lined up again—this time stripped and seated along the cold marble of the bath. We took turns filling gray buckets with hot water and poured them all over ourselves, then we poured them over each other just because it was fun. It is tradition for the bride to bathe in community on the morning of her wedding—a ritual that has been alive for centuries across different cultures in the region. A fresh, new beginning. I leaned against one of Mariem’s friends, and she plaited my hair into two braids, pouring hot water over my head at the end, signaling she was done. I turned around and began to braid her hair, noticing the other women doing the same. The sound of laughter and running water suddenly began to sound like community.

At night, the women all came together to sing. We enveloped the bride in a circle, holding hands and spinning as her aunt applied a big circle of henna to her palm. Mariem was in the center with her golden dress and beaded headpiece, holding her headpiece up with one hand so it wouldn’t fall off. A handful of her friends and 300 of her closest family members sang and spun each other around, oscillating between yelling the lyrics to Sidi Mansour and forming circles to dance dabke. As the pace of the darbouka picked up, her cousins and aunts started singing improvised songs in a musical cocktail of French and Arabic, clapping to the beat of the drum. My friend translated the Tunsi songs back to me, telling me how the women sang of new love, children, and family. I was transported back to my cousin’s wedding five years ago—when I first realized the power of song when my grandmothers around me started singing. That night was the beginning of this book’s journey: I got back to my bed and wrote what is now the introduction of this book. It seems fatefully cyclical—ending this journey the same way I started it years ago—after late nights of dancing and singing to the songs of our grandmothers.

 Here, back in Mariem’s living room, I’m reminded again of the power of people coming together and singing. I can’t understand the words, but their songs are magnetic, so I join their circles and begin to sing. I now realize that some things don’t need to be explained to be understood. Because maybe it doesn’t matter. All that matters is that—here, in this moment—I’m grateful to be here.

Wherever you are in your journey, I hope these stories and songs comfort you like they’ve comforted me. But more than that, I hope they give you the courage to write your own songs and open your arms (and maybe even dance!) toward whatever comes your way. From the deepest hues of violet to the brightest shades of red, I hope you’ll let yourself experience it all—even when it’s easy, and especially when it’s hard.
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My grandmother and my niece (her great-granddaughter) meeting each other for the first time. Photo © Sara Surani.
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Coconut oil hair massage—from top: my grandmother, my aunt, my mother, me, my sister Saherish, my sister Zoya, and my niece Shanzay. Photo © Sara Surani.




    You don’t force the sun to come back.
It just does.
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