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Fawzia Sultan

A special thank you to F.M.S. who generously supported our first collection of stories and dedicates their contribution to Najat Hamad Sultan Bin Isa and Fawzia Hamad Sultan Bin Isa.

Both women died at a young age, however they left a footprint that surpassed their lifetime in the articles of Kuwait’s History.

Najat was driven to empower women to have a voice, tirelessly advocating for their rights and pushing through barriers to achieve equal opportunity. Najat contributed to the Arts by championing Sadu House, a not-for-profit initiative that nurtured traditional weaving techniques by Bedouin women and working alongside her brother Ghazi at the Sultan Gallery to showcase emerging artists from the region

Fawzia, on the other hand, focused on improving the education landscape in Kuwait and established a not-for-profit, bilingual institute in 1977, Al Bayan School. Committed to early childhood development, Fawzia instilled ideals of critical thinking and breaking the status quo to realise one’s true potential and play a role in bettering society.

Najat and Fawzia didn’t succeed without numerous failures and life experiences, teaching us valuable lessons in how to shape one’s identity and place value in contributing to your community.
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FOREWORD 

ZAHED SULTAN

It’s Thursday, 2 August 1990. I wake up early in the morning to the sound of water gushing from metal taps. Both the bathtub and the sink are being filled to the brim in the bathroom of the room I share with my younger brother. Confused, I drag myself downstairs with my brother to look for my father. I look outside, and in the courtyard, I see my mother’s oversized ornamental pots being topped up, with rice? Adding to my confusion, other essentials are being stockpiled in peculiar places. My father sees us, holds our hands and takes us outside the front door to our house. In the distance we see military tanks in formation on the roundabout nearby. The cars usually  circling it and diverting onto busy streets are at a standstill. This once agitated early-morning commute is now a serene, octopus-like parking lot with tentacles of cars extending as far as the eye can see. 

This is my earliest memory of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait.

As confused as my brother and I were at the time, there was a silver lining. The night before, my father had taken us out to buy our first  Nintendo gaming console (Mario Kart included). What’s more, he had also retrieved two of his prized watches from the shop where they’d been repaired.

I experienced about thirty days of the nine-month Iraqi occupation of Kuwait. Fragments from this time are still etched into my memory. My brother and I escaped the country one sandy afternoon through an unmarked desert route in a convoy of SUVs and family vans packed with distant relatives and elderly strangers. It took us four attempts on four separate occasions to flee Kuwait and cross the desert into Saudi Arabia. Each attempt had its complications, one of which involved being shot at by Iraqi soldiers. 

We had lunch on newspapers with the Saudi border guards the day we escaped and at night slept in an empty house on mattresses on the floor. The next morning, we continued our drive to Bahrain. Eventually my brother and I flew to London to be reunited with my mother and elder brother, both of whom had been on vacation in Thailand and found themselves stranded when Kuwait was invaded. Soon after, we travelled together to Delhi while my father remained in Kuwait to protect our home.

I never wanted to leave Kuwait, I wanted to stay with my father. But he insisted. Six months later, he too fled the country with my grandmother on a beat-up bus through Baghdad. They used false identities, pretending to be expat  Indians, as they were free to return home during the occupation. He soon joined us in Delhi, where my parents had bought a flat in a new building, which was almost ready to move into. We were reunited with my father thanks to insulin, or a lack of it (he was a diabetic and ran out of his meds, urging him to escape). Although the Iraqi occupation lasted only nine months, we lived in Delhi for two years. My mother insisted we did because of the black smog that encapsulated Kuwait’s skies from the raging oil wells set ablaze by Saddam Hussein.

Most of my childhood memories from before the occupation are happy ones. I had nurtured a close group of friends from kindergarten, did exceptionally well in school, and was enamoured for the first time, at a distance, by a new girl who had joined our sixth-grade class.

However, my memories are also riddled with irregularities. I remember one instance, on parentteacher day, where classmates nudged me to join them in laughing at a lady wearing an intricately laced sari with a pronounced bindi on her forehead. I chose to stay quiet. Or another instance, during an after-school sports match, when a classmate pointed to a peculiar-looking man with  big, curly hair and a thick beard sitting cross-legged on the tiered benches of the gym wearing  a dishdasha (the national dress). I pretended  I couldn’t see. 

This lady and this man were my parents. I was born to an Indian mother and a Kuwaiti father. They were introduced to each other through mutual friends in Bombay (Mumbai). My late father’s fluency in speaking Hindi surpassed  his ability to speak Arabic, mostly because the formative years of his upbringing were spent in India with his brothers and sisters. At the time, this was normal. It was even celebrated to have close ties with the Indian subcontinent among merchant families through trade and commerce. But somehow, post-oil, Kuwait’s relationship with India changed; they brought labourers to the country in droves from India and marginalised them by limiting their rights and offering them substandard wages to do the menial work Kuwait’s new elite thought beneath them.

Still, despite the pronounced divisions, I was able to navigate my dual upbringing with relative confidence.

Before the age of ten, I used to practise reading the Quran. So much so, I won a gold medal in a government-led Quran-reading competition for my skills in tilawa (recitation). I remember coming home that day from school to be greeted by a big banner of ‘Congratulations!’ with balloons hovering mid-air. Loud applause and cheers of joy  emanated from my parents and a new bicycle awaited me as a reward for my achievement. News of my win spread quickly through family circles (which are fairly large). I was praised as ‘the gifted one’ and showered with blessings of grace in Arabic: mashallah! (god willing). Thereafter, during family gatherings and hospital visits to see elders, I was instructed to recite a soura (verse) from the Quran on demand. Folding my arms and lowering my head in submission, I did what was asked. Unbeknownst to me at the time, this is where my abilities as a performer began to take shape.

Growing up, an amalgamation of traditions and religious rituals melded together naturally at home. Sunday nights were open-house for chaat, bite-sized Indian street food, and Wednesdays were reserved for Peking duck, a family favourite. We sang Om Jai Jagdish Hare for Diwali, the Indian festival of light, and The Twelve Days of Christmas for seasonal yuletides under an ornately decorated family tree. Curiously, Ramadan, the fasting month for Muslims, was not observed at home. I insisted on fasting, though, waking up at the crack of dawn to eat Suhur before the Fajir prayer. To this day, more often than not, I fast during Ramadan. I can’t say why exactly; maybe it’s a force of habit or a deeply ingrained faith in the divine? What I can say is that murmurs of the word haram (forbidden) still echo in my mind from the days of religion class at school or the fear of being called Kalb Ramadan (the dog of Ramadan) by friends and cousins if you were caught not fasting.

Straddling two cultures comes naturally to me. I have done it my whole life, developing an elasticity to stretch and mould into complementary, at times conflicting spaces. 

Exploring the idiosyncrasies of cultures while celebrating their similarities can create a interlocking space that feels like home. I have experienced first-hand how cross-cultural interactions can lead to ingenuity and acceptance. If we consider our world today, we can see that overcoming social injustice can’t be achieved by dividing communities through perceived identities, but rather by coming together and untangling the hidden threads that exist between different groups.

So, we give you this book. A collection of stories prescribed by voices from the Middle East, South Asia and the diaspora, unpacking their personal experiences as they learn(ed) to assimilate into a society that they chose, were born or thrust into to make their home. Tackling issues like visibility, invisibility, love, strength, resilience, race, friendship and relationships, this book highlights the various shades that make up who we are as a community.

Can this collection of stories dismantle legacy structures? Ideologies that instigate societal divides or pedagogies that perpetuate racism? Probably not. But storytelling is a universal tool that we can use to unearth pervasive issues and encourage meaningful dialogue.

Through telling my story, and sharing a space with a community of storytellers to do the same, we can ignite an understanding for those of us who felt othered and the many of us who learn to tread the tightropes of the places and people we call home. [image: images]



A ROADMAP TO SURVIVING EMOTIONAL AND PROFESSIONAL HEARTBREAK 

AINA J. KHAN

‘Remove your top, please.’ 

After six months of back and forth between hospital emergency departments with chest pains, a fantastically stubborn infection, weight loss, a persistent cough, and no conclusive results, my GP finally struck gold on a routine check-up; a small lump had infiltrated its way into my breast. It was the telltale sign of nothing or something. 

 I was due to fly out on a month-long work trip and combined holiday the very next morning. The choice was simple: go topless in front of the robotic male doctor for a mammogram, or carry the burden of not knowing until I returned. 

The sudden urge to laugh at the absurdity of the situation swept over me as I sat on the navy-blue hospital bed. My hands felt like anchors, pulling sluggishly at each end of my hijab, resting on my shoulders as if by deliberately slowing down I could avoid having to strip. The corners of my mouth drooped in passive protest, and I reluctantly undressed, raising my arms above my head. The doctor wanted to check my lymph nodes just to be safe. He squirted the cold ultrasound gel against my skin as though he were shooting a toy water-gun. Digging the device deep into my armpit, he scrutinised the black and white images on the screen behind. 

‘There’s a slight abnormality in one of your lymph nodes,’ he said. ‘I’ll need to take a small sample so we can test it. There’s a chance I won’t be able to extract enough cells. If that’s the case, we’ll have to schedule a biopsy when you get back.’

My thoughts wandered to the lamb’s eyeball I’d dissected in school eleven years ago. Thinking of the way it had stared in unlidded terror as I prodded the corneal gel gleefully with a metal scalpel, I wondered if I had the same look of naked horror as the needle disappeared into my underarm. I screwed my eyes shut and tried to imagine the cerulean Caribbean Sea of Negril in west Jamaica that my nurse, a Jamaican woman herself, had spoken to me about earlier. 

‘I spent four months as a breast surgeon – 99 per cent of this stuff in under 35/40s is non-sinister,’ a doctor friend had messaged me reassuringly. But ever the optimist, one thought lingered in my mind as the robot doctor rummaged the needle around grotesquely: 

What if it was cancer? 

I grew up in west London at the turn of the 1990s, when the term ‘British Muslim’ hadn’t been widely adopted by the Muslim community. As a stateeducated, first-generation graduate, raised by a  single-parent mother who relied on state benefits and free school dinners, I was the poster-child for social mobility. But very early on, as a young, naive journalist starting out, I had subconsciously internalised the Thatcherite mantra of meritocracy. If I just worked hard enough, collected more academic credentials under my belt, got more bylines, I would succeed. If it wasn’t working out, there was something deficient in me. 

And so, I concluded that if I completed a journalism diploma alongside the part-time master’s I was already halfway through (all while working a full-time job), and found I still couldn’t get a permanent full-time journalism job, only then could I quit, knowing I had tried everything. It was as though qualifications and accolades could provide a lifejacket that would keep my head above the violent waters of a melanin-phobic industry keen on promoting ‘diversity of ideas’, when what it needed was diversity of authority, faces and lived experiences. 

Constantly drifting from one freelance contract to another, through unpaid work-experience placements, internships, and well-meaning positive action schemes, completing applications for entry-level jobs four years into freelancing, I was struggling immensely to keep afloat, both financially and mentally. 

By now, I felt like I should have been planting firmer roots with my journalism career, but the more I tried, the louder the crippling voice of imposter syndrome whispered in my ear. Maybe if I exploited the privilege of my fair skin, removed my hijab, anglicised my name to ‘Anna’ and masqueraded as a racially ambiguous woman, I could escape the limitations of ‘diversity’, that nine-letter word that has metamorphosed into a taxonomy  of the human species for those with an ounce of melanin in their skin. And so I began doubting why I wanted to pursue journalism. In his advice to writers published in The Writer’s Chapbook: A Compendium of Fact, Opinion, Wit, and Advice from the 20th Century’s Preeminent Writers, the late African American writer James Baldwin said:

‘Talent is insignificant. I know a lot of talented ruins. Beyond talent lie all the usual words: discipline, love, luck, but most of all, endurance.’ 

But my endurance tank was running dangerously low. 

Barely a few days before my travels, I lost someone I thought I would spend the rest of my life with. For the very first time, I was in love, deeply, foolishly and recklessly. I astonished myself with my capacity to love so beautifully and infinitely.My love for him blazed with the warmth of an internal, eternal sun, which rose each time I saw his face, and set whenever we parted.

But his love was eclipsed by his ambition. Though the two of us were insatiably ambitious, in his own words, his work was his life. As I scrambled to keep the relationship afloat by overcompensating, I lost myself in furiously trying to fulfil his countless needs, and in proving that I was deserving of his love. The proud woman who would rely on no man metamorphosed into a mannequin to be picked up and put down when it suited him. 

My Pashtun pride puffed its chest out, and my hyper-independence proudly insisted that I did not need that much attention. But waiting on the edge of a cliff for him to prioritise us gnawed at me excruciatingly slowly. As he lifted the bar higher and higher, in the same way I’d convinced myself that my inability to secure a full-time job was entirely my own fault, the fool in love that I was, I naively leapt over his hurdles unquestioningly, because surely, all the deficiencies lay with me. 

Gradually the light of that internal sun began to diminish. I simply could not compete with glistening professional achievements and glowing words from those with power that were so important to him. The news of the lump brought a death sentence with it, but not the one you might expect: it was the crippling realisation that his needs would always come first, and that his ambition would always come before the relationship. And so I left. 

I had built an Other London for him, where he and I could walk together hand in hand, untroubled and unhindered by the chaos of its twin, the real London, where the smog of car fumes and the sound of shuffling crowds numbed by the chaos of busyness gnawed like rats scuttling among the trash. I built the roads, paved the streets, erected the minarets of its mosques, painstakingly assembled the stained-glass windows of its churches, synagogues and temples. 

I spilled the warmth of our love into its steamy coffee shops, the leafy sanctuary of the plane trees arching over the public gardens as a monument to us, to the roots we were supposed to plant together. Every fragment of London was a fragment of him.

But how could I grieve for him, who was dead in my memories? How could I wrap him in his burial shroud, mourn his memory, which lingered like the stubborn, sweet scent of fried onions, which refused to remove itself from my hair when my landlady prepared the day’s dinner early in the morning? 

Lost and alone, I became a ghost wandering through an unfamiliar city, a stranger in my own home. But, if like Audre Lorde, I am to write my own ‘Litany for Survival’ – because survive I must and survive I will – I must erase our footprints imprinted into the grey concrete, rename the streets, reclaim this home that I built for the both of us. I must chart out a new path for myself without him. When whispers of his memory reach me, cripple me with grief in the moments his face and the sound of his voice pass through me like heavy clouds of rain, I will not hide from them. I will grieve for his memory, burn it to ashes and blow them into the night sky to sit among the stars, a eulogy of light and darkness. 

I built this London for the both of us. I buried him and mourned his memory in that Other London. And now I must build London anew, only this time, I will build it for myself.
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Verily to God we belong, and to God we return

For most of my adult life, I have been running from vulnerability. Growing up in a single-mother household, I proudly learned to become self-reliant very early on. I always wore stoicism and my ability not to rely on others as a badge of honour. I shouldered the burdens of my past and present like the Greek god Atlas, who carried the earth on his shoulders. To be vulnerable was to be weak. To be weak was to be a burden. 

I ducked and dived for as long as I could, convincing myself it would be too painful to walk through the fire, whether that fire was trying something and failing at it, risking my heart in allowing someone in, or my uncertainty over the future. I became hostage to my fears for so long, I began living with my eyes closed. My partner too demanded vulnerability from me. But the more I gave, convinced of my own deficiency, the more I became depleted, exhausted and resentful, and the more he retreated, floating out to sea on a ship I couldn’t board, as if overwhelmed and disgusted by my uncontrollable weakness. 

I was grieving, not just for someone I had loved and lost, or an elusive career title, but for the girl I used to be. The child within me would never have even imagined risking her heart in the way I had done. She is still there, hiding behind the brown of my eyes, quaking with fear. Only this time my older, fuller self has placed a firm hand on her heart, reassuring her: ‘You will get through this storm just as you have with all the others.’ 

By running from vulnerability in all her guises, love, fear of the past, present and future, I became blind to the real truth: that even in my selfperceived ‘brokenness’, I am whole. And if that wholeness is shattered, then I must build a new wholeness from the shards left behind. I dared to love someone, and he lost me. I dared to dream and write an existence nobody had lived in the generations that came before me. I sought ‘wholeness’ within myself by loving another human being and anchoring my self-esteem to my career. I succeeded greatly and I failed even more spectacularly. Everything I feared in allowing myself to become vulnerable came to pass. But I am still standing. I am still breathing. 

The Blue Mountain Peak is the highest point in Jamaica, towering 7,402 feet above sea level. Spanish colonists were evicted by the English, who ravenously seized the sugar gold mine of Jamaica for themselves in 1655. In the verdant mountainside of the Blue Mountain, former slaves, the Maroons of African descent and indigenous Caribbean Taíno, revolted against their captors and found sanctuary there. Three hundred and sixty-five years later, I made an entirely different journey to find sanctuary in the summit and watch the sun rise. 

Up Jacob’s Ladder we trudged, a notoriously steep slope of dense fern trees and undergrowth blanketed in
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