
Leaving the embassy in tears, all I could think of
were her words, “Change your situation. Change
your situation.” What did she want me to change,
my life? It took me four years to figure out that I
simply hadn’t provided enough evidence to support
my case. I needed to prove I had strong ties to my
country, Kuwait.

So four years later my situation was changed.
And this time I allowed no room for error. I was
going to my US visa interview prepared. Armed
with my sacred, blue, plastic folder filled with every
paper that represented my life, I marched into the
US Embassy with a cautious confidence. I had
every conceivable document I could think of trans-
lated, photocopied (sorry, Earth!), tabbed with spe-
cial post-it notes I bought from Muji. Everything
including the kitchen sink and a photocopy of the
kitchen sink. At long last, I got my US visa.

Four years later
On May 13, I began my journey to the States. I

was heading to Philly via London, to attend my
nephew Mahmoud’s graduation from the University
of Pennsylvania. I missed the graduation (it was on
the 12th, misunderstanding!), but it was great to see
the family there, including Khaled. 

A few days later he, his dad and I drove to Ham-
den. I was in and out of sleep the whole way and
only woke as we arrived at Khaled’s campus. There
it was: Quinnipiac University. People use the term
“dream come true” all the time. This was it for me.
I had been dreaming about this moment for four
years. To me, Quinnipiac was a concept, a vivid fea-
ture in my everyday imagination. Now here it was:
solid, brick, cement, grass, trees, lake, driveways,
arena, resident halls, my son’s home and caretaker

for the past four years. If I weren’t still so jetlagged
I would’ve cried. 

My son Yousef arrived from London May 17th,
two days prior to Graduation Number One. We en-
joyed our mini-family reunion (we were missing our
daughter Zainab, who was still at school). We
trekked through Wallingford’s lush forests, and
lamented some of the damage to the trees caused
by a small tornado two days before. We looked for
Amish country, but ended up in Hellertown. We lis-
tened to Khaled’s music in the car. 

Graduation took place in the arena (Go, Bob-
cats!). I couldn’t help feeling a great sense of rev-
erence, and that my son was the only one, out of 7
billion people in the world, graduating that day. We
were seated facing the entrance. And there he was,
through the glass doors, I spotted him! And he
spotted me (quite regrettably for him I’m sure), and
I started waving like the Queen (we tell ourselves
as children that we’d never grow up to embarrass
our kids, but we invariably do). Anyway. It was a
wet day and it was about to get wetter as the band
played Pomp and Circumstance. The graduating
class of 2018 marched in and the waterworks
switched on. I just could not cry.

After the ceremony I met some of Khaled’s
friends and professors. Gradually I started putting
faces to names that I’d become familiar with over
the past few years. It felt like a Quinnipiac crash
course: Ryan, Paige, Nathan, Drew, Jibril. I even met
parents who’d taken Khaled in for Thanksgiving. Fi-
nally. 

Graduation Number Two was a lot smaller, and
we all had a been-there-done-that attitude about
it. There were less of us too. I didn’t even hear
Khaled’s name being called out. But the sun was
shining that day and I did end up crying again. I just
can’t help myself. 

On May 22, we helped Khaled pack his things. I
couldn’t help feeling sad for him about it, even
though he was ready to start his life as a working
man. He was the last of his roommates to leave the
suite. It felt strange to see his sheets, pillow and
comforter onhisbed, because every Christmas he’d
bring those back home to be laundered. By me. The
building itself looked lonely and desolate. It was
raining outside. 

That one week at Quinnipiac was an emotional
one for me as a mother. I had a  feeling which was
hard to describe but one that I’m sure millions could
relate to: after eighteen years of having your child
at home with you, this was the place that would
propel them into the world. This was my child’s
home for four years.

If I could hug Quinnipiac, I would. Instead, I
bought a Bobcats t-shirt to remind me of the
place that for four years took such good care of
my son.
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Khaled laughing with his classmates
during the graduation ceremony. 

Family portrait. Kuwaiti artist Ghadah Alkandari, graduate
Khaled Abu-Ghazaleh, Yousef Abu-Ghazaleh and Waleed
Abu-Ghazaleh at Khaled’s graduation in the United States. 
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