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Dedication

For the ones that matter:

my parents, my children, and the love of my life





Epigraph

Between stimulus and response is our greatest power—the freedom to choose.

—STEPHEN R. COVEY,

The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People
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It Takes an Introduction

I am a girl from Yemen.

For me, this simple sentence holds endless complexity. You likely have already formed some opinion, about me, about this book. I will tell you, though, that whatever you first imagined me to be, I am also the opposite.

I am East and I am West—and every single damn thing in between. From obedient Muslim daughter to one of Canada’s most powerful women. From dutiful housewife to independent businesswoman. From not being allowed to drive to getting my very own motorcycle. From a twenty-year-old married woman with children to a forty-something wild child. I am a million conflicted contradictions rolled into one uncomplicated, complicated person.

I spent much of my life bending myself into thousands of different shapes in order to be the person I thought I had to be. Ultimately, I learned that what I needed was not the ability to fit in, but the freedom and the courage to step away.

This is a story about what happens when the ideals to which you cling most tightly begin to slip from your grasp: what that openness feels like, beyond the fear that without those definitions there is no you. This book is about what it takes to build a life that is your own—to free your mind from its many ugly demons and to walk into the future without the chains that hold you back.

Bookstores are crammed with books full of formulas for success, for happiness, for wealth, health, and fulfillment. Magazines, courses, and websites by the thousands claim to show you how to follow your passion and your desires. They claim to help you define who you think you need to be and draw a picture for you about what life should look like.

Here is the truth: There is no magic bullet, formula, or rule book. And there is not one single template.

I will tell you what it takes: it takes everything you have . . . and then some more.

It takes your experiences, your hard work, your talent, and your perseverance. It takes history and community. It takes opportunities and doors that are open and some that are closed. It takes those you love and the values for which you are willing to sacrifice . . . and sometimes, it simply takes luck and being in the right place at the right time.

It takes legacy that has nothing to do with your ability.

Researchers have found evidence that your ancestors’ childhoods or adventures might affect your personality, gifting you with anxiety or resilience. Along with my great grandmother’s Burmese nose, my mother’s Indian skin, and my father’s Yemeni forehead, I inherited a series of advantages and benefits from those who came before me. My fundamental, unchangeable self has been shaped by generations and entire worlds of tradition.

Yours has too.

I wrote What It Takes to show you that everything you need to live your best life is already in you. It begins with acknowledging your roots. You can pull the nourishment of your history from the earth. And you should let it serve you, even as you acknowledge the pain and regrets you still carry.

Acknowledge and accept setbacks that will knock you to your knees and conflicts that will shake your most fundamental beliefs.

Because what it takes is more than simply overcoming the hurdles that arrive in your life without warning or apology: it takes the humility to learn how to embrace them.

It will take joy. Delight in the journey, as rocky as it is, and gratitude for the opportunities we have to share the road.

In this book I share my understanding of identity and the ideas that help me—and, I hope, may help you—stay grounded through life’s challenges. These themes are the filter through which I consider every decision, approach, and opinion—and a raft when I have (frequently) thrown myself into deep, uncharted water.

What these themes are not are the things other people will tell you that you have to find. Yes, you need typical things like resilience, strength, passion, courage, and motivation, and you need them in spades; however, those are simply table stakes. They are non-negotiable, set in stone. If you don’t have them, you won’t survive.

The themes in this book are much simpler. They are the small things that fix the big things. The baby steps that lead to winning the long game.

Our body of experience forms a unique prism through which we each see the world and its potential. The longer we live—with every breath, blink, and sound—the more facets we acquire.

Like everyone else, my prism is what I see the world through. For years, I felt owned by it. I made predictable decisions, looking in one boring direction. I was defined by a single angle. Trapped. Stuck.

So I learned how to turn the damn thing around.

I considered new possibilities that swung open new doors and blew open my mind with bold new perspectives. Just like that, I was undefined, unstuck, and liberated by my very own life experience.

Knowing who you are is incredibly hard, I’ve learned. So I’ve spent a lot of time figuring out who I’m not. When I feared I’d drown in the depth of a situation, I’ve found comfort in the shallows. And in so doing, I have come to understand that the circumstances in my life may actually be less important than how much control I have over them.

None of this makes me exemplary. I learn every day. But now, when I am challenged, I have faith that my true power lies not in how much I adapt but in the fact that, no matter what life throws at me, I am, at my core, still the same person. And that I will be okay.

This is a story about discovering you can live a life that reflects the hopes of those who love you, and who have loved you. No matter how you differ, there is a best version of yourself that you can give them in return for this love: someone who is content, challenged, focused, and free.

You can be all the contradictory things that inspired you to open this book. And you can thrive.

What it takes, above all, is all of the above . . . and then some more.





Chapter One

Zahra, no. Zahra, don’t do that. Zahra, get away from there. There were many rules to keep track of, and so many people to warn me not to break them.

“You can’t talk to boys, Zahra,” said the headmistress, as she pulled out her dreaded cane.

“Her mother is not from here,” whispered my father’s relatives. “That’s why she’s such a wild child.”

“The devil eats with the left hand, Zahra,” scolded my aunt’s father, tying my left hand behind my back at lunchtime. “Your left hand is for wiping your bottom, not for eating.”

I was born into a society of rigid rules, and I often felt like I was breaking them all.

Not one thing about me fit into the world that I lived in. Not the way I looked, not the way I behaved, not even the hand that instinctively reached out for my food before it was slapped away.

The more I tried to fit in, the more I remained an outsider, and the more the spirit of defiance was fed within me.

I began to question the rules. The answer I heard most often was “because it is haram”—forbidden by God.

When my children were young and one of them did something wrong, the other kids would threaten to tell the teacher. When I was young, there was no need for someone to tell on me. God was watching—and, in case there was any question, he was keeping score.

If my mother burned the rice, she would say, “Kids that eat the burned rice go to heaven.” If I didn’t want to eat my food, she would say, “Kids that don’t eat their food go to hell.” That’s how my parents got us to do what they wanted.

I struggled to understand: if we were all God’s children to be loved equally, then why did he give me a wild streak that constantly got me into so much trouble . . . that and my father’s flat feet?

Even my passport breaks the rules: it says my birthplace is Yemen, but I was actually born in Uganda, like my father before me. When we arrived in Yemen, penniless refugees rejected by the nation of our birth, the passport official told my parents that making the change would save me from discrimination. It didn’t . . . not then and especially not today.

Uganda, the country that I first called home, was the opposite of what popular Western media often mistakenly projected Africa to be. Full of contagious smiles, creativity, resiliency, and rhythm, Uganda had a vibrancy. It was richly colorful, chaotic, and diverse. The earth was rolling and green. The crowded markets were stuffed with the sweetest fruits, the loudest chickens, and the most fascinating treasures. Shops like my grandfather’s teemed with wild, brightly patterned fabrics imported from all over Africa.

My grandfather, Rizq, was born in the mountain village of Haraz in Yemen, about three and a half hours outside Sana’a, the nation’s capital. My last name, Al-harazi, means “of Haraz,” a place that for generations has been filled with hundreds of first, second, and third cousins, aunts, and uncles.

Every time someone says my last name, I’m reminded of where I come from. Loyalty is everything in Yemen, and it is given first to your family.

In my grandfather’s time, leaving home was considered a betrayal of tribe and family. Children do not set off in pursuit of adventure or fortune, and families stay together. My grandfather, the first Al-harazi rebel, was an illiterate child who had never left his mountain village when he decided, at fifteen, that his destiny was not to be a sheepherder for the rest of his life.

One morning soon after the end of World War Two, he walked away from everything he knew with just pennies in his pocket. For four months he traveled to the coast, working along the way to pay for shelter and food. In Aden, the capital city of South Yemen, he reached the sea.

With adventure in his heart, he boarded the first boat leaving Yemen. My grandfather arrived on the island of Zanzibar, where he worked on the docks for a few months. He then continued on to Uganda—living for a while first in Jinja, a beautiful city on the coast of Lake Victoria, and then in Kampala, the capital city, filled with people who had come from every corner of the world to find their fortune as he had come to find his.

My grandfather had a thirst for learning, but the local schools in Kampala refused to admit him because his skin was brown. In those days, Ugandan society was deeply divided along ethnic lines, and schools were segregated into black, white, and Asian. He created his own opportunities instead, learning English by listening to the BBC, Swahili from the locals, Gujarati from his customers—and teaching himself to read and write in all three languages.

He opened his first shop by saving every single penny he made, and he filled it with imported African fabrics because he knew how popular they were.

He never intended to leave Yemen behind, and he returned to Haraz every few years, distributing his hard-earned money to both his family and the village poor. Each trip home was almost as complicated as the trip away, with weeks of traveling by road, rail, and sea.

During one of these visits, he married a beautiful young woman in the village, with bright, dark eyes, and skin so tight and smooth she would forever look decades younger than she was. My grandmother, Mohsina.

Arabic is a lyrical language that conveys a depth of meaning and emotion unmatched by many languages. There are at least eleven words for “love,” each of which describes a different stage of love.

My favorite Arabic word is alazima, which means pride, with a mix of strength, determination, and poise. In my mind, alazima is my mother, my grandmother, and every woman who came before them. She might have little, but her back is straight and proud. She is a fierce protector and loyal defender of those she loves. She will do what it takes—to survive, to thrive, and to persevere.

When my grandparents married, my grandmother was fifteen years old, completely illiterate, and in some ways completely provincial. She spent her days climbing up and down the craggy mountainside to fetch firewood and water. She was meticulous: each of her dresses had a similar cut and a matching headscarf that she carefully pinned over a neat braid. She was also a pioneer: the first girl from our village ever to leave it.

Considering that in those days every third child died before she was five years old, it is remarkable that my fiercely independent grandmother had twelve children, all of whom survived but one, who died at birth.

My grandmother learned to speak fluent Swahili, with which she navigated the bustling markets with ease and directed the servants in no uncertain terms. She raised her family with all the fierce protection of a mama bear.

That drive and grit is what my grandparents passed on to their own children, who began working in the shop when they were young, stocking fabrics, chatting with customers, and widening their own world views.

I, too, was raised in a world that was a collision of cultures—from food to politics, fashion to religion, language to skin color. And because of the diversity that has always surrounded me, I do not look at people and see differences. I look at them and see similarities.

I know we all have the same dreams, the same amount of love for our children, and the same fears that keep us up at night. That mind-set hasn’t changed over the years as I navigate country after country.

But when my father was growing up in Uganda, no amount of hard work or determination could convince the nation’s Africans that his Yemeni family were a valuable part of their society. One of only two Arab families in their community, they were grouped—dismissively—with the Asians, the descendants of the mostly Indian workers that British colonialists brought to Uganda as indentured servants, to build the country’s railways.

Over time, this Asian minority had ascended into a class of relatively well-off merchants, like my grandfather. Asians controlled most of the country’s economy, which was threatening to many Africans.

Unlike his parents, my father, Anwar, and his siblings were able to attend the primary and secondary schools reserved for Asians. Those opportunities ended, however, when it came to higher education; universities in Kampala did not admit non-Africans.

My father had a number of friends from high school who had gone on to study in India, which was relatively inexpensive. Since he spoke Gujarati and Hindi, he began to think about how he, too, could travel abroad in pursuit of a better future.

He graduated from secondary school in 1962 while my grandfather was on one of his regular pilgrimages to Yemen, leaving his brother, my great-uncle, to mind the shop and the family in Kampala.

While my grandfather was away, Yemen’s leader was suddenly overthrown by Egyptian-backed revolutionaries, who declared the country the Yemen Arab Republic. Saudi Arabia intervened on behalf of the leader, and the country—and, it seemed, the whole region—was at war. Communication, slow in and around Yemen during the best of times, was now nonexistent.

The family waited for word, and my father worried about their future—and his own. One afternoon, he found the courage to ask his uncle about the money that had been put aside for his education. My great-uncle took seriously his responsibilities to the family; he was not going to make a decision this big.

He told my father in no uncertain terms that as the oldest son, his place was in the store, especially when my grandfather was away, and that he needed to forget about university. But like my grandfather, my father had adventure in his heart and an even bigger thirst for learning. And like my grandfather, my father also decided he was going to take his chances in this world.

He packed in secret, filled with guilt about leaving his family. As he lay staring at the ceiling in the middle of the night, my grandmother walked into his room quietly. He sat up in surprise and fear and waited for her to tell him that she knew what he planned and he should not go.

Instead, my grandmother pulled off her neatly arranged scarf and reached into the corner where she always tied anything she didn’t want to lose, like the house keys. “I know that you need to go,” she said sadly.

This is what his father would have wanted, she told him, as she handed over a roll of bills. She had sold her jewelry and the jewelry she’d been saving for his sisters’ dowries, and she gave him the proceeds along with all the money she had squirreled away over the years.

Speechless, he took the money from her hand and held her tight, tears slipping down his face, knowing the sacrifice she was making for him. He promised to return as soon as he could and use his education to take care of them all. When the early dawn appeared, he left the house quietly and tried not to look back.

Weeks later, my father finally arrived in Pune, about ninety miles southeast of Mumbai. One of the region’s intellectual capitals, Pune is so steeped in language and literature that it’s sometimes called “the Oxford of the East.” At Wadia College, the school most of the non-Indian students went to, he studied zoology, chemistry, and botany. He was handsome, smart, and athletic, the captain of the tennis team and the cricket team.

Although he excelled at school and was happy there, the money his mother had given him eventually ran out. He stopped paying his rent and survived on tea and bread, which he bought on credit from the owner of the restaurant he lived above, his landlord. He borrowed from friends every once in a while, to pay his creditor when he got too impatient with my father.

When the landlord gave him a final ultimatum, my father decided to go home, too proud to ask anyone else for help. As he was packing to leave, he heard banging on the door. Afraid it was his landlord, he ignored it until he heard a voice calling his name in Arabic.

The old man at the door, after looking at my father’s passport to make sure it was him, gave him an envelope full of money and a letter from his father. “I am back,” it said. “Here is some money for your education. Be well, my son.” My father wept tears of joy and relief.

He paid his landlord and his friends and invited them all to the restaurant downstairs for a meal. Amid a great party and well-deserved celebration, that night they were all arrested for being too rowdy and had to sleep in the local police station.

I guess I come by my rebellious nature honestly.

My parents met in the early 1960s, at a dance at the college where my mother, Fatema, was also a student. She recognized the boy that her friends referred to as “the African,” but since he was there with another date, she refused to dance with him.

My handsome father was not used to hearing no. Intrigued, he pursued her, first as a challenge, and by the end of the night as the woman he wanted to marry.

My mother fell in love with him long before she gave in to his courtship, but she waited to tell him because he already had an ego that was larger than she liked.

Though they were both Muslim, and both from the same sect of Islam, they worried that their relationship could be doomed by their differences. Their parents’ reaction confirmed it.

“You’ve already been promised to your cousin,” my grandmother told my father. “You can’t marry an Indian; she is not one of us.” It was the first my father had ever heard of these plans, and he was shocked: his cousin was more like a sister to him. My mother, too, had also been spoken for, said her father.

My mother appealed to the imam, the religious head of the sect. He had a soft spot for this quiet young woman, who rarely asked for anything. She told him how much she loved my father and what a good person he was. The imam asked to meet him.

My parents didn’t want to go during the day, as there were always lots of people around the imam, so he reserved time after evening prayers to see them. Travel was difficult in 1965: India and Pakistan were at war, and there was a curfew after dark. They went with a close friend and took back roads to avoid the soldiers, navigating the five miles by night to meet the high priest.

Realizing, as he talked to them, that these two young people were truly in love and that life was not going to be easy for them, he wrote a letter in Arabic, sealed it, and gave it to my father to send home.

My father sent the letter to Kampala, along with a stack of photographs of my mother. My grandfather told my father he didn’t need to read the letter: “If this is the girl you love, then you must marry her.” My grandmother, on the other hand, was not moved by the photographs or my father’s tales of his beloved’s generous heart and quick mind.

The letter from the imam, however, was what convinced her. With tears in her eyes, she looked at my grandfather and said, “Tell him to do what he wants to do.”

My mother was a shy and admittedly pampered only child. She had been raised by her father and was the apple of his eye. Her mother, the grandmother I never knew, knelt to pray one Friday and simply never got up. If you believe the scripture, that means she went straight to heaven.

Marrying my father and moving with him to Uganda meant leaving the only home she had ever known and adjusting to a new culture in Africa. It also meant instantly inheriting ten brothers and sisters. She was not used to the rough and tumble of an Arab family, who argue as way of conversation. In her new house, the only ones heard were those who spoke the loudest. It took her many years to learn Arabic, which she still hasn’t mastered—though to be fair, neither have I.

Most Yemenis married only within their families, or within their tribes. Anybody outside that unit was an outsider. Despite her kindness and poise, and the fact that she had given my father permission to marry the woman he loved, my grandmother did not take kindly to his Indian wife, and for a short while, she threw something at her new daughter-in-law—a broom, a coffee cup, or whatever she had in her hand—when she walked by.

My grandmother claimed it was because they didn’t speak the same language and she wanted to get my mother’s attention. I luckily never saw this exchange between my mother and grandmother. By the time I was old enough to observe my family, all I saw was the enormous love and respect that was cemented between these women until the day my grandmother died.

Like Uganda, the south of Yemen is a former British protectorate; as many as a hundred thousand Indians are said to live there today. And, as in Uganda, many people from Yemen’s northern villages, including Haraz, perceived Indian people as a lower class.

“The Indian,” my father’s six brothers teasingly called my mother, who did all that she could to fit in without notice. Two of the brothers had married Arab women who had fit more handily into the family unit. It was not that they were trying to be discriminatory, but the tribe was simply so tight that if you came from the outside, you were forever an outsider, a mukhraja, a term I didn’t come to understand until many years later.

When my parents found out they were expecting their first baby, my father encouraged my mother to deliver in the large hospital in Kampala. She told him she much preferred the area’s smaller, missionary-run Catholic hospital, where she would be under the care of nuns. That, she said, would give her a comforting feeling of home.

When my mother was growing up in India, the best schools were the Catholic schools, and she had attended a very well-regarded convent school in Pune, where she, a Muslim, had learned the catechism straight from the mouths of the nuns and attended mass daily.

To this day she carries a photo of the Virgin Mary and a cross in her wallet, and she cannot walk by any church without going in to pray. For her, religion is less about being Muslim, Jewish, or Christian and more about faith and goodness—belief in a loving God who cares for all His children, no matter where they are from and how they worship Him.

My parents were overjoyed to welcome a healthy baby boy, Anees, into the world. In both Arab and Indian families, boys are particularly prized, especially a firstborn son. As an only child, my mother had no experience with babies, so when the nuns suggested that my mother and Anees stay in the hospital for a few days to get acclimated, she accepted with relief. She wasn’t certain what kind of help she’d receive in her chaotic home.

One of the nuns brought a newborn baby from a nearby village and put him in the nursery. That baby had cholera, and by the next morning my brother and all the other babies in the room were also infected.

That night, my mother dreamed Anees was sleeping between her and my father. Then, as she watched helplessly, he flew away. She woke up the next day knowing that Anees was gone. The hospital did not need to tell her. He died along with six other children. She was inconsolable. She was convinced it was all her fault, and no one could tell her otherwise. Her decision, she said, cost them something they could never replace. Her decision left her with no final goodbye to her first born. Fifty years later, my mother is still inconsolable on Anees’ birthday and on the day he died.

Regret is always so much easier to find than self-forgiveness.

My mother couldn’t look at the clothes and bedding she had spent months sewing and knitting during her pregnancy, and she asked my father’s sister Rukiya to take them away.

“Sue the hospital,” everyone said.

Would suing the hospital bring back my brother? Would money ease her pain? Would revenge bring her peace? “No,” said my mother.

With the loss of their son, a great, heavy sadness wedged its way between my parents. They began to drift apart, my father burying himself in his research and my mother sliding into a deep depression, gaining an extraordinary amount of weight, and refusing to leave her room.

Seeing her daughter-in-law racked with grief and guilt, and hurting deeply herself for the loss of her first grandchild, my grandmother finally softened toward my mother and became the mother that mine so desperately needed.

My mother, resilient creature that she was, slowly came back to life, lost the weight, and bridged the valley between herself and my father.

A little more than a year later, I was born. My parents bundled me up and took me home as fast as they could. My overprotective mother boiled everything that came within a yard of my cradle, and whenever she fed or bathed me, she wanted her favorite sister-in-law, my aunt Rukiya, beside her, to be sure she was doing it right.

My father wasn’t permitted to so much as change a diaper. I was the focal point of the whole house. No matter where I was as a child, if I cried, not only were my parents right by my side, but so were my grandparents, my aunts, and my uncles.





Chapter Two

In Uganda, my family were all outsiders. Or, more pointedly, “bloodsuckers,” according to Idi Amin, the country’s ruthless dictator who rose to power just a few months after I was born.

The military coup that he led in 1971, which ousted Uganda’s first president, turned what had long been a tense situation for my family and so many others into total chaos.

Because of the racist rhetoric of government propaganda, Indians were stereotyped and attacked as “greedy” and “conniving” people without any loyalty to Uganda. In the 1970s, Uganda and other East African nations implemented racist policies that targeted the Asian population of the region.

A former soldier who stood over six feet tall, Idi Amin was someone you saw coming—and someone from whom you ran. Notorious for its sheer brutality and oppressiveness, Amin’s rule was characterized by rampant human rights abuses, political repression, ethnic persecution, extrajudicial killings, nepotism, corruption, and gross economic mismanagement.

He had many names for himself, including “His Excellency, President for Life, Field Marshal Al Hadji Doctor Idi Amin Dada, VC, DSO, MC, Lord of All the Beasts of the Earth and Fishes of the Seas and Conqueror of the British Empire in Africa in General and Uganda in Particular,” in addition to his officially stated claim of being the uncrowned King of Scotland.

The name that stuck, however, was the one the people gave him: the Butcher of Uganda.

Once he came to power, the streets were no longer safe for non-Africans, who often heard “Go back to where you came from” when they dared to leave their homes. People we knew were robbed at gunpoint, their cars and property taken away. The local gossip was punctuated with home raids, attempted rapes, and the frightening theatrics of Amin’s soldiers, who were rumored to walk around Kampala with Asian heads mounted on spears. In neighborhoods like my family’s, the once-bustling streets were deserted after sunset.

My parents were just beginning to come into their own. My dad had a good job at one of Uganda’s biggest universities, and my mom worked for a private company; they had me, almost two years old, happy and healthy. On August 4, 1972, just days after they had bought their first new car, they heard on its radio the voice of Amin, saying God had come to him in a dream and commanded him to rid the nation of its Asians. He gave Uganda’s sixty thousand Asian residents ninety days to leave the country.

The next day, my mother and I were in the car, waiting to pick up my father from his regular squash game. When my mother saw a group of Indian students whom we knew standing on a street corner, she rolled down the windows. “What do you think of the decree?” she called.

Panicked, one of the students gestured in the opposite direction, toward an approaching motorcade—a sign that Amin himself was passing through. They stood up straight, smiling and waving as the dictator’s car drove by. Still sitting in the car, my mother was too stunned to follow their lead. She simply froze.

“He’s going to come after you now,” said one of the kids, in a quiet voice. “You didn’t wave at him; your family needs to be careful.”

When my father emerged from the gym with his racket in hand, my mother had worked herself into a frenzy of worry. “I’m taking Zahra and going home to India,” she told him as she slid over so he could drive. Surely Amin would not hunt her down just for failing to smile, my father reassured. We were Arabs, not Indians, and she was his wife. We would be fine, he said through his worry: he did take the threat seriously.

A few days later, my father and one of his professor friends were invited to attend a reception with His Excellency, who was also the chancellor of the university. My father politely declined, having no desire to attract Amin’s attention.

Concerned that my father didn’t fully understand the urgency of the situation, his friend pressed him to go: meeting Amin face to face might give him more clarity on the question of whether to stay or leave the country. My father agreed, and the two friends went to stand in the long line waiting to greet Amin. Approaching my father, the dictator looked at him with narrowed eyes. “You are Indian,” he said, frowning.

“No,” said my father. “I am an Arab.”

“You are Arab?” Amin asked, a wide smile breaking out on his face. Then, slapping my father on the back, he said, “You are my brother! You don’t have to worry; you don’t leave this country. Arabs are going to stay.”

Looking around to make sure no one could hear, my father’s friend whispered, “Don’t believe him.” But my father already knew: the look in the dictator’s eyes, and the power of his hatred, rendered the seemingly reassuring words meaningless. In that moment, my father decided his family was never going to be safe.

He had never before felt any pull to Yemen. The one visit he’d made to his homeland, right after my birth, had been so difficult and alienating that upon his return he had informed my grandfather that his country was for barbarians and donkeys—and that he would not be going back.

But fear changes everything.

Uganda’s relationship with Britain meant that England was a potential refuge for our family. Yet my father couldn’t bear to think of his own parents forced to start over again—to fit into a culture and a language they didn’t understand. He began making arrangements to move to Yemen. My mother, two of his sisters, and I would go to India immediately.

My father and my grandfather would fly to Egypt and then onward to Yemen. They’d find a place for the family to live in Sana’a, Yemen’s capital. The rest of the family—including my grandmother—would go by car to Kenya, where they would stay with relatives until my father sent for them.

I am from Yemen; we are from Yemen. It became a goal, and later a mantra. My father told himself that if you do not share the nationality of the country where you live, you will never be secure. Sadly, around the world, that idea seems to be only more powerful today.

Within a week, my mother, my aunts, and I were in Kampala’s airport, carrying only baby food, dried milk, and my cloth diapers. Everything of value had been hastily loaded into boxes that would be stowed underneath the plane: my mother’s wedding saris, as well as her mother’s saris—many made with gold thread—all expensive and precious. The tiniest baby clothes, the most prized toys. Framed photos, long-passed-down trinkets. Anything and everything that was dear and precious—boxes of memories of a life well lived.

I had refused to let go of my father at the airport, and I was still fussing. My mother and aunties tried their best to soothe me. They held themselves strong and resolute, despite their uncertainty about leaving everything behind, including the men in our family and their many friends who had decided to remain in order to protect their wealth and the only lives they had ever known.

When we got to customs, my mother asked the customs official if she could use the bathroom while her hand luggage was being scrutinized and weighed. She surrendered me to my aunts. Then she closed herself in a small restroom, put her hands over her face, and let go, for just a minute, the tears of loneliness, disappointment, and fear.

My mother fought so hard to remain strong. Even as the world crushed her every hope, and all her protections were stripped away, she still would not break down in front of me.

When she composed herself and walked back to customs, she found bags that were a lot lighter than when she’d left them there and the defiant faces of officials that dared her to say anything. She simply held me tight and walked away.

Many years later, when I asked my typically feisty, justice-seeking mother why she had not protested, she told me, “You were the only precious thing I had. As long as I could leave with you, they were welcome to everything else.”

As happy as she was to be back in her father’s cozy flat in Pune, my mother hated being cut off from her life in Uganda. All she could do was send a telex to my father via the neighbor’s phone number, knowing it would take a while to arrive—and that, even after it did, her calls with him would be few and far between.

While in India, we spent many afternoons at my mother’s beloved convent school, where I was able to play in the small grotto or join in the preschool classes held by the nuns. We visited with her childhood friends, who called me “Zahra the Menace,” after the popular American television show about a mischievous little boy named Dennis.

The name was well earned. Even as a child, I was a brat—stubborn and demanding, knowing what I wanted and wanting it now. That may be the one thing about me that has never changed.

It was my first trip abroad, and my mother wanted to give me a bit of freedom to roam. Life as she had known it was slipping through her fingers; she spent too much time worrying about my father and our insecure future to notice all the trouble I was getting into. That was the first time I learned the lesson reinforced throughout my childhood: travel was freedom, travel was escape, travel was life.

Once we had been in India for a few months, my mother felt strong enough to unpack some reminders of the life she had shared with my father. She stood in the storage room at the airport surrounded by the heavy wooden boxes she’d packed in haste in Kampala, memories of a life gone forever flooding her eyes.

She hadn’t thought much of how dirty the boxes seemed. With excitement and sadness, she opened the first box, eager for a glimpse of something familiar—only to find filthy, smelly wet grass.

Every time I think of my mother sitting there, opening those boxes, my heart breaks for her, for that moment, for their life. Just like that, gone were my family’s valuables: proof of traditions, of milestones, of life and death. My mother gathered me up, along with the shreds of the memories of the life and the husband she’d left behind. She turned to her father, who was watching her with tears in his eyes, and asked him calmly to take us home.

Uganda’s military police had taken it all. Until everyone in the family could leave, they still controlled our fates. And as far as they were concerned, we were worth about as much as the dirt they’d shoveled into the boxes.

Back in Kampala, my father lived in the slowly emptying flat for six months longer. Many of the family’s possessions, including their furniture and the fabric stocked in their store, had to be sold or left behind. He tried not to think about the military police rifling through their personal belongings; before their long journey to Yemen, they had sewn some gold jewelry and money into the lining of his and my grandfather’s jackets.

Along the twenty-one-mile route from our home to Kampala’s airport, my father and grandfather were stopped and searched several times. Usually one soldier would hold up a gun while the others ripped apart their bags and went through their clothes, taking anything of value they could find. To refuse was impossible; people had been shot dead for less. When they arrived at the airport, my father nodded wearily at the soldiers standing guard and tried to keep a steady arm around his father’s sagging shoulders. They were searched again in case they had anything of value left. The soldiers took the family’s documents: deeds, birth certificates, and bank statements.

When my mother had left the country, only a few months earlier, the soldiers had stolen covertly. Now, they did it openly.

They boarded the plane with nothing but the clothes on their backs, and my father put his head back and sighed. How were they going to survive? Had his mother made it safely to Kenya? Did they still have any money? He wearily slipped off his shoes, and there he found seven dollars he had folded under the toe, which the guards had somehow missed.

My father started crying, asking himself, “Is this what we have come to?” My grandfather patted his knee and told him it was going to be okay, with the same conviction he had used for months.

They arrived in Cairo for their layover, and my father turned to my grandfather and invited him to breakfast. He spent the seven dollars on what he still calls the best meal he has ever had. With nothing left to lose, he put all his worries down and enjoyed the food. Coffee, pita bread, foul mudammas, and roasted lamb. When they were finished, they felt so much better: fortified, balanced, even optimistic.

And after breakfast, my father went to the restroom. I am from Yemen; we are from Yemen echoed in his head as he flushed his British passport down the toilet. His homeland was all he had left to believe in as they began the final leg of their journey to Yemen. He could no longer question his decision to return.

Their plane landed in Hodeidah, a port city on Yemen’s west coast, and my father stepped out the door and saw . . . nothing. No real airport, no paved runway. Then he turned his head and saw a crowd of men in traditional Yemeni dress, singing and dancing the bara’a, a dance that involves waving guns and daggers in the air. “Welcome home! Welcome!” they sang.

He started looking around, wondering who those men were there for. Meanwhile, behind him, my grandfather beamed: warm, bright, watery light spilled from his eyes whenever he saw his family.

Unbeknownst to my father, my grandfather had sent a telegram ahead to let extended family know about their arrival. Now here was his tribe, celebrating our family’s return. My grandfather was well known for his generosity—so much so that my grandmother rarely trusted him with money, knowing he’d give it away, including his day’s earnings, before he walked back in the door from the market. People knew him by now, and they lay in waiting with their stories, knowing he would not let them leave empty-handed.

But no one—not even my grandmother—knew that he was also a savvy investor. In 1949, when Yemen’s Jews were moving, in large numbers, to the new state of Israel, my grandfather purchased five of their homes at a very reasonable price. In addition to these four- and five-story houses, he owned an entire mountain that he was growing coffee on. He’d also bought shares in Yemeni businesses ranging from transportation, tobacco, and electricity to the local match factory. When he traveled back to pay his taxes, and to give money to the local families who most needed help, he was also investing in his country. He was still the patriarch in our village.

“What’s all this?” asked my father.

My grandfather smiled. And as some of our tribesmen drove the two men inland to Sana’a, my father heard about all the investments. His surprise turned to disbelief, then relief. It seemed the confidence my grandfather had displayed over the past few months had been more than just an elder’s reassurance.

“We didn’t need all the money in Uganda,” he explained to my father, “so I gave what I could to families in need. They are now here to repay us.” While they were living far away, he hadn’t wanted to speculate on how these investments would work out, and he hadn’t wanted to involve my father in business dealings that neither of them could have much influence over. But now that they were here, they would act.

My grandfather wasn’t always forthcoming with details. It may be a genetic trait, this habit of “I’m going to keep it to myself until I know how to tackle it.” I do it too—everyone in my family does—whether the unknown is a career opportunity, a medical diagnosis, or anything else.

When you put something out in the world, you’d better be ready to deal with it. Before then, it’s not worth concerning other people—especially those you love the most.

Together, my grandfather and father sold the investment properties and put some of the money toward renting a house in Sana’a’s Old City that could, with some creativity, sleep all of us. Then they sent wires south and east, to Kenya and India, and the rest of the family began our long journeys across land and sea to our new home.

As our small plane hovered over Sana’a, my mother looked down at the valley’s strange terrain in amazement. India and Uganda are lush and rich with flowering plants and greenery, but Yemen is a barren landscape, where everything is brown as far as your eye can see. She felt my small head, hot and heavy, pressed to her chest as I slept. “Alhamdulillah,” she whispered.

Alhamdulillah is still a constant echo in my head. We say it when something bad happens, and we say it when something good happens. When we sit down to eat and when we are full. When we are exasperated, when we are sad, and when we are over the moon with happiness. Alhamdulillah. It means “Thank God.” Bear with me, though, because this has nothing to do with religion.

You see, when I was a child, I was never allowed to complain. If I persisted, then my grandmother’s very quick wooden spoon would come out, and I would regret my stubbornness. What she was trying to teach me in her own way was to be grateful for everything I have. She wanted me to understand that complaining was not a way to live.

My family, my health, my life, my friends, my limbs, my sight, the food on the table, my intelligence, my faith . . . the list would go on forever. All the blessings I had in my life that I kept taking for granted, she would not let me forget.

Today, my wiser, older self understands that Alhamdulillah means much more than giving thanks. The lesson I learned from my grandmother was to believe in my own good faith—not to concern myself with how full the glass is, but with my ability to fill it up again.

There were no customs officials in Sana’a, no long lines—not even a proper tarmac. Our few bags landed on the dirt with a heavy thud. My mother, like my father before her, saw a crowd of strangers. Then, from the chaos, appeared the face of my father and next to him his father, both crying with joy as they ran headlong toward us.

Alhamdulillah.





Chapter Three

One of my mother’s first impressions of Yemen was standing in line at the post office to buy stamps for letters she wanted to send to friends and family. A man ahead of her in line bargained for the postage stamps! She couldn’t believe her ears . . . or her eyes: everywhere she looked the men wore white skirts that fell above their knees, while the women were covered up completely, trying to not be seen.

Before the 1962 coup that led to the founding of the Yemen Arab Republic, the country had been ruled by imams, and education was nonexistent. The Quran was the only reading sanctioned by the government, and the gates of Sana’a were locked daily from six in the evening to six the next morning: no one was allowed in or out.

We arrived a few years after the end of a civil war; the newly united republic’s infrastructure and social services were still in a shambles. Sana’a had poor water distribution, and we bought tankers of water to fill our water tanks. When the tanks were empty, we bought more.

We got one clean bucket of water to take a bath once a week, usually on Fridays. Into that I would plunge an electrical heating rod, holding it still until the water was warm enough to use.

I hated washing my thick, curly hair with that one bucket of water, crouching down on the bathroom floor with a ladle, trying not to waste a drop. It was never enough to wash all the shampoo out, let alone to afford the luxury of conditioning my hair.

Today, no matter where I am in the world, I love to have my hair washed and styled in a salon twice a week. It is a healing desire, and I succumb to its demands with gratitude.

My family lived together in a small house—one tiny room for my parents, one for my grandparents, and a living room where we all sat around a tiny TV in the evenings. That room was also the bedroom for my four aunts, my six uncles, and me. When it was mealtime, we laid a plastic sheet on the floor, and that room became our dining room. I lived the experience of being raised by a village, and I am so lucky for it. Those nights were full of family, stories, love, and a great deal of laughter.

My parents had arrived in Yemen with little other than their very rare university degrees. My mother, who majored in English literature, immediately found a good job as an administrative assistant with the United Nations; after a few months, she traded up to a better job at the U.S. embassy. She was, I am so proud to say, one of the first women to work in the country and also one of the first to drive.

My father had a bit of a tougher time; his background in zoology and laboratory work didn’t translate as well to what was needed in Yemen. Luckily, a well-educated friend of our family suggested that my father meet with the Central Planning Organization. Its head was Dr. Abdul-Karim, who had a PhD from Yale University.

After several tries, my father finally got an interview. He sat anxiously outside the office for hours, waiting for Dr. Abdul-Karim’s meeting with the Russian ambassador to end. Finally, the office door opened, and the Russian ambassador walked out. My father stood, only to be informed that the American ambassador was coming in five minutes. “Please,” he said, “then let me have the five minutes.”

Face to face with the tiny, bald-headed man whose bright, kind eyes shone behind oversized glasses, my father drew on his reserves of self-confidence, explaining his schooling and his work experience. He was rattling off names of fellowships when Dr. Abdul-Karim interrupted him. “When can you start?” he asked.

“Right away,” said my father, surprised and elated. He walked out knowing only that he would return to start work the next day at 7:30 a.m.

My father’s hard-fought-for education was paying off. Imagining that Yemen’s most urgent needs did not involve dissecting tigers, he pushed aside both his worries about abandoning his academic career for government work and his trepidation about stepping into a nerve center of Yemen’s political machine. An opportunity, he knew, was just that.

On his first day of work, my father learned his title: officer of development projects. All the desks in his new office were occupied, so he pulled a chair over to a nearby windowsill, balanced a piece of paper on its edge, and got to work. On his second day, he arrived early so he would have his choice of desks. On his third day, he learned that his salary would be the equivalent of $160, a king’s ransom.

Thus began decades of eight-day work weeks, during which my father established himself as one of the people most integral to rebuilding Yemen’s infrastructure after many years of civil war and political stalemate. He believed that the country of twenty-four million people—a larger population than Saudi Arabia—was still stuck in the Middle Ages, and that he and his team could help bring it into the present.

In order to succeed, my father learned to be unassailably likable at work, whether he was navigating a landmine-infested war zone, evaluating a village’s water, education, and medical needs, or holding court in a boardroom to secure development funding through partnerships with China, Japan, European nations, and the United States. In time, my father and his team built over four thousand projects—schools, hospitals, universities, roads—most being the first in the country.

He led meetings while hiding the fact that he couldn’t read or write Arabic—and that he could barely speak it. He was considered one of the best negotiators for projects with foreign governments. Traveling abroad and meeting government dignitaries became part of his life. While we were glued to the TV set watching his adventures, my father dined at the White House twice, was invited to meet the Pope at the Vatican, and met many heads of state and even royalty.

His tenacity more than made up for his lack of fluency. He simply listened to what the people around him were saying and echoed it until he understood how to communicate in a professional context. He also joined the other government employees when they chewed qat.

This popular drug is a leaf. Qat chewers hold the leaves in the corner of their jaws, like chewing tobacco. They suck out the juice and then spit out the qat at the end of the night. Alcohol is forbidden, but qat is chewed daily in Yemen and across much of the Arab and African world; it’s a troublesome thread woven through the fabric of Yemeni society. The crop was in such demand that farmers ensured a high yield by using “miracle” pesticides—including DDT—that caused serious long-term health consequences.

My father, unlike many of his colleagues who chewed daily, only chewed on Thursdays. He had to: most deals were made in the qat room. If you didn’t go, you didn’t work, and if you didn’t chew, you embarrassed your host. Thursdays, my father would come home at night with shining eyes, filled with inspiration and a sense of possibility.

It didn’t take long for me to realize that if I wanted to ask my father for something, I should do it after the office qat chew. He never said no . . . and I slept happily with my win until the next morning, when the answer became no again.

In so many ways, the “African” from Uganda was exactly what everyone wanted him to be: a Yemeni by blood who understood the republic’s ways and lived to serve its best interests. A worldly, well-educated diplomat known for his hospitality. A prodigal son who returned home for good, and a father who has never failed me.

We have a saying in Arabic, Rigal Mali Hudumeh—“a man who fills his clothes”—which means one who walks the Earth full of pride. My father filled his clothes with strength, ease, and grace.

The only barriers my father had were the women in his life. Most of our relatives and neighbors in Yemen couldn’t make sense of the fact that my mother worked and that, when she did, she wore Western clothes: tailored shirts and skirts, with heels. On the weekends, she wore jeans and gold heels.

My parents knew they were not traditional, and they responded to eyebrows, questions, or even outright criticism coolly but kindly. Still, as I grew and became more influenced by images of what it meant to be a woman in Yemen, my mother worked to dispel ideas that she did not accept to be true.

One evening, when we were still relatively new
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