
Free download 
Soraya: A Life of Music, A Legacy of Hope

 Pdf
 Soraya

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/Dlqaa/Soraya-A-Life-of-Music-A-Legacy-of-Hope
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/Dlqaa/Soraya-A-Life-of-Music-A-Legacy-of-Hope
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/Dlqaa/Soraya-A-Life-of-Music-A-Legacy-of-Hope
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/Dlqaa/Soraya-A-Life-of-Music-A-Legacy-of-Hope
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/Dlqaa/Soraya-A-Life-of-Music-A-Legacy-of-Hope


"From the moment I met Soraya I knew she was a winner, an amazingly talented and beautiful
woman with something very spe-cial. Her total dedication in everything she did and her selfless
efforts to help others were and still are an inspiration not only to those of us who have had the
privilege to be around her, but also to the thousands of people who still maintain her name and
mission. Soraya's courage to face every challenge is something that I will never forget . . . her
words of hope and her music will live on in our souls."--Ricky Martin"Sometimes in life you meet
someone special, and you know in that moment that they have a greater view on life . . . Soraya
was one of those people. She remains a strong and positive memory for me."--Bob Waldron,
President, Yoplait USA"Soraya's music is infinitely intimate and precious, crafted and executed
with the love and care of an artisan. There are few complete artists, but Soraya is one of them-- a
composer, guitarist, producer, arranger, and singer with a particularly emotive voice. The
measure of her worth in the eyes of the music industry was obvious during the 2004 Latin
Grammys, when she won the Grammy for the newly created Best Singer-Songwriter category,
besting icons like Juan Gabriel, Serrat, and Leon Gieco. Many will remember Soraya as a
spokesperson, an educator, and a source of inspiration for so many people who battle cancer.
Yet her most lasting legacy is the one she continues to transmit through her songs, her music,
and her guitar."--Leila Cobo, Billboard?magazine
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A hero does not have to win.A hero does not have to be larger than life.A hero can be an
ordinary person who overcomesExtraordinary events with dignity and grace.—Soraya It was
Soraya’s wish that her proceeds from this book go to breast cancer awareness and education
programs.For more information about Soraya and her mission, and to find out other ways you
can help, visit .
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FOREWORDBY NANCY G. BRINKERfounder, Susan G. Komen for the Cure®I’ll never forget
the first time I met her. Soraya was performing at a fund-raiser for a Spanish television network in
her beloved Miami. As it did everywhere, her spirit filled the room. True to her name, she was a
shining star, stunning in her beauty and inspiring in her sincerity.But it was what she said to me
offstage that revealed the larger mission of her life and music. “Let me help you educate
Hispanic women,” she said, speaking of breast cancer, the disease that had taken her
grandmother, her mother, and soon, her aunt—her angelitos, as she called them.Soraya wasn’t
a performer looking for attention. She was a daughter, a niece, and a granddaughter looking to
make a difference. She knew that Latinas are less likely than other women to perform breast self-
exams and to have regular clinical checkups and yearly mammograms. As a result, Latinas tend
to be diagnosed at a later, more advanced stage, making them more likely to die from breast
cancer.But Soraya also knew that when breast cancer is caught early, before it spreads beyond
the breast, the five-year survival rate is greater than 95 percent. “Everyone deserves a fighting
chance to survive this terrible disease,” she often said.To help give Latinas that chance, those of
us at the Susan G. Komen Breast Cancer Foundation (now the Susan G. Komen for the Cure)
worked with Soraya to include information about breast health and the importance of early
detection in her next album, Cuerpo y Alma / I’m Yours.A few months later, the phone rang. It
was Soraya. She was in Colombia caring for her aunt. “Nancy, I found a lump,” she said. Within
days, her doctors had confirmed the worst—Stage 3 breast cancer, one of the most aggressive
forms of the disease.It was all too familiar, like the unforgettable phone call I received nearly
thirty years ago from my sister, Susan G. Komen. Like Susan, Soraya was diagnosed young—
Susan at thirty-three, Soraya at thirty-one. Both had their whole lives ahead of them. And both
made a promise—a solemn vow to end this disease and to spare other women the pain and loss
they had endured.In the few years that followed, Soraya’s life, like her lyrics, became an
inspiration. As she wrote so poignantly in “No One Else”/“Por Ser Quien Soy”:With an army in my
soul, soldiers of love, warriors of faithFighting a battle against the enemy with no
face. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .In my darkest hour, when I could barely seeI found the essence of a woman I 
never dreamed I could beSome suggested that she not discuss her disease in public, that doing
so would undermine her image. But with compassion, love, and courage, Soraya went public.
And after it seemed she had beaten the cancer, she shared the darkest hours of her fight,
empowering women, especially Latinas, to overcome the silence and shame that so often
prevents women from seeking the early treatment that saves lives.As a singer-songwriter, she
blended the traditions and influences of many Latin cultures. As Komen’s “Latin Ambassador,”
her love, honesty, and humility (appearing often without her hair) transcended countries,
cultures, and language and touched the hearts of millions.At Komen, we will remain forever
grateful to Soraya. She was not only an eloquent spokeswoman whose words and wisdom



moved audiences to tears and to action. She was a beloved friend who made us better, helping
us clarify and carry our message of hope to a new generation of Spanish-speaking women.
Those women now look to her with the same love and awe that Soraya felt for her own mother
when she sang, “I think of how strong you were and it helps me to get by.”Soraya never stopped
teaching us, not even in the darkest hours when her cancer returned. As she neared the end of
her journey, Soraya, as always, reached into her soul and found just the right words to capture
her spirit: “I know there are many questions without answers, and that hope doesn’t leave with
me. . . . My mission does not end with my physical story.”And that, I believe, will be the greatest
legacy of her life—the hope she gave, the hearts she touched, and the lives she saved. Soraya
left us far, far too early. But like her angelic voice that moved us all, her music and her mission
live on.

A LABOR OF LOVEPUBLISHING SORAYA’S STORYBY JOYCE FLEMINGSoraya’s
managerSoraya was always a writer. The world knew her as an award-winning songwriter, but
she always wrote. She almost always had a pencil or pen in her hand. She wrote on napkins and
on the covers of the current book she was reading; she wrote poetry, essays, articles. She was
always inspirational and motivational, but careful never to impose her ideas. Until, that is, she
was diagnosed with breast cancer.So it wasn’t out of character that in 2001, during her breast
cancer treatments, Soraya began to write a book. Her intention at that time was to share the
story of strength and courage of the women in her family who had endured so much. Shortly
after preparing an outline and signing with a literary agent, she put the writing down. She said,
“Who am I to write a book? I am a songwriter, and I will keep to what I do best. Besides, who
would be interested in my story anyway?”In 2003, she recorded and produced her fourth record,
Soraya, her after-cancer “comeback” album. Her message was loud and clear: “Fight for your
life, you deserve it.” The years to follow were filled with incredible moments of revelation and joy.
Soraya was back on top and immensely enjoying her new life.In 2005, she began promoting her
fifth album. But unfortunately, the cancer had returned with a vengeance. Even though she
considered it to be in a state of controlled remission, her life was changed. The concept of time
was suddenly very present, and we carefully planned her schedule to allow her the best quality
of life. This time, she kept her illness very quiet because, as she says in this memoir, she had
something to prove. She needed to prove that with today’s medicine and with a controlled,
focused mind one can live with cancer. So she performed as before in front of thousands,
traveled, visited radio stations, went on TV, met with medical professionals, attended fundraising
events, and lent her voice to many great people who are doing great things to eradicate breast
cancer as a life-threatening disease.Still, unbeknownst to almost everyone, she was very, very
sick. And yet, always smiling.In late November 2005 she decided it was time to go home, enjoy
her family and dear friends, and pursue the most aggressive treatments. She was confident she
would knock the cancer back into full remission. That is when she decided that now was the time
to write a book. She found her muse and sat with her computer, indoors, outdoors, in her



garden, by her pool. Wherever she wanted or needed to be in order for the words to flow, she
went. This time she was clear: until she could get better, this would be the best way for her to
communicate her message, and she had a perfect plan. She would interview her aunts and
uncle, get the facts straight, and put the story down, and we would release this book. She wrote
day and night. She was on a mission.In late February 2006, she called me to say, “It’s done, my
work is done, now it’s your turn, your work must begin.” She then passed out three copies of her
first draft to get initial feedback. We all agreed that one way or another we would get this book
into people’s hands. And we would market it, with Soraya there to promote it.Soraya was a
perfectionist, and she didn’t believe she was done— not with the book, and not with her life. But
her team at the marketing firm PowerPact was anxious to figure out what kind of product they’d
be promoting, and so she finally agreed to turn over the manuscript. Soraya had kept the severity
of her illness from everyone but me and a couple of her closest friends, and it was only through
the book draft that her friends at PowerPact found out just how ill she was. Rose Ann Domenici,
a managing director there, and Alison Provost, PowerPact’s CEO, quickly read the manuscript
and called me, shocked and in tears.When she handed over her book, Soraya made her
instructions very clear: do whatever it takes to get it published, and donate the profits to breast
cancer education and awareness initiatives. Alison got right down to editing, and within a day or
two she had pages of questions for Soraya. Day by day we kept hoping there’d be a good time
for Soraya to answer those questions, but it was not to be. Soraya died about ten days after we
began our work. Answers would ultimately have to come from Soraya’s loved ones, and
whatever holes she had inadvertently left in her story were carefully researched and filled in by
those of us who knew her best, without changing her style and her intentions.But beyond editing
Soraya’s work, we wanted to add some pieces to Soraya’s book. She had become an incredibly
powerful public speaker, and her speeches featured strong themes of hope and empowerment.
She often asked, “If we were to summarize these things I say into actionable advice, what would
that look like?” We reviewed her speeches and writings, pulled out the major themes, gave them
names and descriptions, and added this inspirational material at the end of the book. (In this
edition, this section, newly arranged, is titled “Inspirations: Eleven Helpful Themes.”)We also
enlisted Dr. Joyce O’Shaughnessy to write a medical note to reassure women that Soraya’s
breast cancer is not typical. Dr. O, as she is known, is one of the world’s leading breast cancer
practitioners, responsible for large bodies of significant research. She became an ally of
Soraya’s and helped move her mission forward. We’re grateful to her.When Soraya posted a
good-bye letter to her fans on her Web site, she mentioned that she was leaving behind a
memoir. As a result, there was interest from several publishers. We accepted an offer from
Grupo Editorial Norma, a major Latin American publisher in Colombia. In September 2006, Con
Las Cuerdas Rotas (Broken Strings) hit the shelves in the Spanish-speaking world. It has since
gone into its third printing and has broken records for Spanish-language books. Just before the
release of that book, we were invited by our friends at Yoplait to present Soraya and her work to
the U.S. publisher John Wiley & Sons. Wiley immediately understood the need to publish this



work and began to advise us on how to get it done.Most importantly, the publisher wanted us to
add more details about Soraya’s life. This created a dilemma. After all the care we had taken in
the editing to not add anything extraneous to what Soraya intended to be her story, we certainly
couldn’t write new material for her. But the truth is that we were thrilled to have a reason to tell
more of her story, and we decided to do so by creating scrapbook-like sections that illustrate all
she had accomplished as a musician, a cancer survivor, and a breast cancer education
advocate. Alison, Itzel Diaz (Soraya’s best friend), and I gathered scores of photos and asked
Soraya’s friends, relatives, coworkers, and fans to write captions and stories that would help fill
in the blanks. The resulting new sections, titled “Memories,” appear at the end of each of the
parts of this book.As hard as it has been for all of us to re-live the precious time we had with her,
each and every person we contacted had another amazing Soraya story to add to our collection
of memories. It was just more proof that Soraya was not only a great daughter, aunt, niece, and
granddaughter, and a great friend to so many, she was also an inspiration to everyone who met
her.This book was a genuine labor of love for Soraya, and if ever there was a dying wish, getting
it published and funding more educational programs with its proceeds was Soraya’s. She should
be proud of what she wrote, and surely she’s smiling now at all the heartfelt contributions her
friends and family have made to the book.We hope that Soraya: A Life of Music, a Legacy of
Hope inspires you, whether you’re healthy and thriving or struggling to get through a difficult time.

PREFACE This is not my autobiography. I am much too young to think that I have completed my
cycle. I am not so vain as to believe that my entire life is so important that it beckons to be
shared. In the following pages, I will present to you pieces of my life. They are parts that I feel are
worthy to be shared because they are both utterly personal and yet hauntingly universal.I have
delicately chosen what to share and as I have done throughout my entire public career, I have
chosen what to keep as my own. There are many people—family, friends, fans, and colleagues—
who have been an integral part of my life. My omission of them is purposeful and in no way
lessens their importance to me.In spite of the tragedies that run like a river through my lifeline, it
has miraculously been a life filled with joy and love. In both my personal and professional lives I
have achieved what most only dream. It is this sweet taste of happiness that has kept me going
and has spurred a drive that has never allowed me to give up.This narrative is not a medical
reference, nor is it meant to be a source of information about breast cancer. I hope it will serve as
a guide toward hope and an inspiration for those who are losing their balance. I do not have a
Ph.D. in psychology, philosophy, or theology. My qualifications to write this book are simple. I am
a woman who has lived more than an ordinary life. Every day I have made an effort to not simply
pass the time but to relish it and try to be a better human being than I was just a few minutes
ago. My goal has been to connect with my ever-changing truths and to live a life worth living.
With or without cancer, we all struggle with issues of mortality, family history, and our own legacy.
We confront ego, society, religion, love, and our own demons. It is the shared human experience.
This narrative is meant to remind us that even in the bleakest hour of our lives, there is always,



hidden as it might be sometimes, a reason to keep on believing. Working our way toward a
reunion with our inner self is the only accomplishment worthy of our undivided attention. It is the
fuel for all of our dreams and hopes.

PART ONETHE ROOTS

Chapter 1GIFTSPain has been scorched into every fiber of my being. Sometimes, in the right
light, it grows so large that I see its shadow, haunting me, reminding me of all I have lost. But I
have learned to coexist with the bruises and scars, with the mind-numbing aches, and with the
lonely throbbing in that vast, black space deep within my soul. I know every turn of its jagged
corners, how frightening it is to teeter dangerously over its edge. Yet I never allow myself to look
down; I can only try to keep the pain from getting any deeper and to keep from falling into its
abyss.I always knew that I was disciplined, but I never knew how strong was the blind courage
that ran in my blood. I never doubted, or listened to those who said I would fail. I might come out
on the other side beaten and banged up, but I let nothing stand in my way. Somehow I find a way
to persevere. Those were the gifts I had from the start. But until I watched my mother die, I never
understood what it meant to love and to be loved. Until I learned of my grandmother’s story of
loss and new beginnings, I didn’t understand dignity. I came to know faith and charity through the
life of my mother’s eldest sister, my tia America, who faced every setback with an unwavering
calm and not an ounce of self-pity. And until I, too, became ill with the disease that will forever
bind all four of us, I never understood why I had been given this gift to find hope in the most
desolate places of the heart.I am a singer, songwriter, musician, and producer. I have toured the
world with my music, been on countless magazine covers, and have met and performed with
some of my greatest idols, the people who’ve shaped my musical identity. My studio office walls
are lined with gold records and awards, and in the last several years I have become a fervent
patient advocate and public speaker. But those are not my proudest accomplishments in life. For
I am also the granddaughter, niece, and daughter of three women who died from breast cancer,
and I write these words today as a woman who has survived a diagnosis of advanced breast
cancer beyond her projected years. It is not the sum of these years that emboldens my stride,
but rather how I have redefined my concepts of time, quality of life, and all of the things in
between.The lives of my mother, my grandmother, and my aunt are the prologue to my own
story. Through their example, they taught me what it means to be alive. From them I have
inherited the courage to carry on through the incomprehensible with dignity and love. They
taught me how to live when life itself is filled with uncertainties and the truth of certain death
becomes undeniable. But also, they left me a complex legacy that challenges me both physically
and emotionally, as they chose such completely different paths for confronting their illness that I
often feel they left me with no clear choice as to which path is best. They faced daunting
challenges beyond the cancer, and it is this struggle that has illuminated my own path: they
taught me how to sort through the particles of life and only grab onto what really matters. Their



physical confrontations with this disease were horrific, yet their spiritual growth throughout the
suffering would make a believer out of the staunchest skeptic. I found something extraordinary in
these ordinary women, and through them I have found myself. Their lives have served as a
chronicle for mine.As I look through family photos, I see beyond the disease that ties us together
forever in our family’s story, and I find my own eyes warmly looking back at me in the gaze of my
mother’s mother, my abuela Nayibe (nye-EE-bay). Headstrong and full of life, my grandmother
left her war-torn homeland of Lebanon at age nine with her recently widowed mother, Jamile (jah-
MEE-lay), and her grandmother, Mercedes. They set out on a steamship across the
Mediterranean and ultimately the Atlantic with no certain plans and only a vague image of the
place where they would disembark and start anew. Later in life, long after she had settled in
Colombia, my abuela Nayibe would face the primitive treatments available to women of her
generation who had “tumors.” She died long before I was born, but Nayibe was the first in line to
bravely face our fate, and she became an unwitting role model.I have a collection of memories of
my tia America, Nayibe’s oldest daughter. I wanted to be her ever since I was old enough to walk.
My aunt was regal and beautiful, and she stepped up to be the family matriarch after my
grandmother, Nayibe, died. Tia America’s life was filled with obstacles—tragedies that would
easily destroy a person of a lesser constitution. But she carried on and took care of not only her
own family but also all of us, even throughout her problematic life and her cancer diagnosis. Until
the end, she was still the one in control. She was still the one with words of encouragement. Yes,
if her fate is to be mine, I want to be her.And then, of course, there is my mom, Yamila (yah-MEE-
la), Nayibe’s fourth child and America’s little sister.“Sorayita,” I remember her calling out for me.
But through the years of silence after her death, her voice is getting harder and harder to
remember. Before she became my mom, a young Yamila followed her husband to pursue the
American Dream. Just as her mother, Nayibe, had left Lebanon, my mother, too, left behind all
she knew in Colombia and arrived in a new world. As the years passed, she went from being a
shy and quiet young woman who sought company in books to one who spoke her mind and
surrounded herself with friends and laughter. After her cancer diagnosis, she fought with
unnerving strength. However, she was forever changed. The treatment abruptly removed much
more than her tumors. But somehow she kept going. Her inner light changed colors, but it never
dimmed. Even when the doctors lost hope, she still held on. Of all the ways I came to emulate
her, surely she hoped that this ability to hold on was the one lesson that I would never need to
use.Fortunately, since my diagnosis and consequent perpetual battle with this disease, I have
searched my heritage and pulled from it the strength of these amazing women. I saw them
bravely endure the treatments that were not so targeted as they are now. I saw them live
alongside uncertainty with unwavering courage. Yet the greatest lesson of all came from their
confrontation with, and ultimate acceptance of, their own mortality. As with all of us who lose a
loved one, the time we had together was not enough, but for the most part, it was well spent. My
abuela Nayibe, my tia America, and my mom all died with peace in their hearts. But they also
spent much time battling both the physical pain of the disease and the heartbreaking realization



that they would be leaving their children behind. The examples they set have helped me manage
a wave of emotions through my battle with breast cancer. If I were to lose my focus even for a
second, the tide would pull me out and I would sink, self-pity shackled to my ankles like lead
weights. The experiences of my relatives have helped me to live at a heightened level, all the
while proving the medical statistics wrong. With all I was told I might not ever do again, with all
the time I was told I might not have, my ears remained deaf to these proclamations, and my mind
pushed, and still pushes, my body to stay strong and carry on. Every day I move, walk, sing,
speak, breathe, and live with the energy that my three angelitos left behind for me.I have
committed my life to living my life, concentrating all the while on balancing life-extending
treatments with life-enhancing living. The reality of this disease will not be an impediment but
rather a tool I use to harvest more out of the time I have been given—and maybe even the time I
wasn’t meant to have. I have become a professional patient, determined not to let it alter the
quality of my existence. This is my reality and I do not fight it anymore. I choose to exert my
energy living the life that, thanks to today’s treatments, those who came before me never had the
opportunity to enjoy.I will keep on singing, and I will keep on sharing my message. I will continue
on my mission to share hope not with empty words but rather by serving as a multidimensional
example of what it means to be alive. I refuse to fall victim to a limited definition of self. It is this
more enlightened woman that I present in this book, with the hope that others can recognize in
me pieces of themselves, just as I saw my reflection in my abuela Nayibe, my tia America, and
my mom.The chronicle must end with me.I stand at the end of the line, holding on firmly to the
parts of the tradition worth holding on to, shattering those that are not, and living every day with
the belief that maybe I will be the one to finally break the legacy. Maybe I will be able to grow old.
If not, at least let me enjoy the ride to its fullest. Starting every day by waking up to your own
mortality teaches one how fragile it all is. Each moment is treasured as if it were the last. And
when I stumble and get tangled and feel I cannot bear any more, I reach deep within and run my
hands through the ashes at the bottom of my soul. I am aware of what that dust once was,
emergent but carefree. But I also know that from this rubble I will once again rebuild myself. I will
rise like the women who preceded me. Time and time again, if need be, I will be a phoenix, and
my new song will be sweeter than the last.

Chapter 2THE FABRIC OF COURAGEMine is a family that for as long as we can remember has
been run by women—women who learned to find strange comfort in even the most hellish of
circumstances. In the middle of my exploration into my own identity, I had to stop and
understand where I came from in order to better comprehend where I stood and how I was going
to define my own troubled destiny. I’m thankful to have come from a culture where holding on to
our history is sacrosanct. Perhaps this is an old-world sensibility, as it seems not so common in
the United States, but for me, these women sketched a diagram showing not merely how to
cope but how to thrive. My mother’s stories began with Mercedes and Jamile, women who were
the epitome of female leadership and independence, and women who set a brisk pace for the



rest of us to follow.Armed with the basics, an innate street savvy, and a stockpile of courage, a
precocious nine-year-old named Nayibe boarded the overcrowded steamship. It was 1925, in
Lebanon. Holding on tightly to her mother Jamile’s hand and comforted by the familiar plume of
smoke from her grandmother Mercedes’ cigarette, she stepped onto this floating, mysterious,
unknown world.Hundreds of families were pushing and sliding their way through the tight
corners of the large ship on their way to makeshift cabins. They brought whatever they could
carry, and even before setting sail, the bartering had begun. Olives and figs were traded for
cigarettes and textiles. They were all erroneously given Turkish passports by the government
that had pushed them out onto this sea, and together, this mass exodus of “Turkos,” as they
would incorrectly be labeled in their new homeland, set off to a faraway place called Colombia.
Behind them remained farms, homes, relatives, and broken dreams. On the horizon awaited a
new beginning. Few of them spoke Spanish.The melodic sounds of Arabic and French filled the
hallways of the ship as the women found their way into the galleys to prepare the kibbes, meat-
filled patties that are a Lebanese specialty, and tabouli, a bulgur wheat salad served with pita or
lettuce, for their temporary extended families. Like so many other women widowed by the war of
independence and the creation of Lebanon in 1920, my great-grandmother Jamile and my great-
great-grandmother Mercedes had been widowed as well. They had both seen the men of their
family fall under a shower of bullets or die from illnesses contracted during the war. Religious
persecution was at a peak. This matriarchal family of Christians had witnessed enough horrors,
and the women had decided they would not wait for more bloodshed to take even more
lives.Fleeing the violence with young Nayibe in tow, they drew from their mercantile blood and
sold most of what they had. They kept their cash in crisp, white handkerchiefs that, for the rest of
both Mercedes’ and Jamile’s lives, would be placed underneath their bra straps even while they
slept. What little they had not sold they packed into an elaborate wood- and leather-bound trunk.
Their belongings consisted of a copper and silver bed, jewelry, food, an armoire, and a few
household items. Fortunately, Mercedes had done well and was able to accumulate substantial
capital by selling her land and her textile store in Lebanon. From her successes they knew they
had enough to make the trip and get settled in Colombia, but they prayed that they would have
enough to start new income-producing ventures once they got there.The women had taken
control of their destiny. Failure was not an option. Even by today’s standards, theirs was quite a
feat for any woman to undertake. I can only imagine the myriad emotions they must have felt, the
sadness of leaving all they had ever known coupled with the liberating anticipation of a new
beginning in a brand new world. I learned a lot from hearing my mother and my aunts tell the
stories of these brave, adventuresome women. It tells me that more than illness got passed
along through the generations. Their invincible spirit made it through, too, and I know my
independent attitude comes from them.But still, the journey was difficult for Mercedes, Jamile,
and Nayibe. The seas were rough, and bad weather seemed to be an everyday occurrence. But
hard times were all these three had ever known, and there was never a moment to complain or
to worry. The older women would continuously clean their quarters, and upon nightfall the ship



would grow dark and they would pass the time sharing stories about their homeland, stories
about those they lost and why they chose to leave. Turning over a small coffee cup onto its
saucer, the older women would read the fortunes of willing subjects in the designs left by the
coffee grounds. They would crack an egg into water and create elaborate destinies based on the
forms it would take. Later on, my mom would entertain me with this same “magic,” and now I find
myself cracking eggs with my godchildren so that I might tell their fortunes as well.As the
monotony of sea travel began to take hold of these first-time pilgrims, young Nayibe would
dream: What would their new home look like? How do girls dress in this new world? Like most of
the females in my family, Nayibe knew that with hard work they would get by and surely create
happiness along the way. But every morning with the first light of day, Nayibe’s nighttime reveries
would come to an abrupt halt when Mercedes would give her granddaughter a long list of tasks
to accomplish. Every day it was the same routine, until one spectacular morning nine weeks later.

Chapter 3RICHES AND RAG DOLLSFinally the ship approached port, and the three women,
along with hundreds of others, set foot on the shores of Buenaventura, Colombia, just south of
the Panama Canal, which had been completed eleven years earlier.Armed with old traditions
and eyes hardened by war, they were quite a sight to behold. Mercedes was in mourning and
dressed only in black, from her undergarments and stockings to her dress and her ballet-type
slippers. Her clothing reflected not only tradition but also the status of her heart. Her blue eyes
and light hair, always styled in a single long braid, created quite a contrast. Colombian
immigration officials processed them, and they immediately set off for Cali, the city that to this
day is home for my family.This mass exodus from Lebanon had been going on from the 1880s
and continued until about 1930. Many Christian Lebanese were swindled at their port of
embarkation in the Ottoman Empire. After paying their fare, they realized only after their arrival
that they were not in Colombia, where they had a relative or friend waiting for them, but in Brazil,
cheated of the passage around the northern coast of South America. Others ended up in a
strange place called New York. But for the ones whose voyage did not go awry, they were
outsiders in Colombia until their hard work and resourcefulness proved fruitful not only for them
but for the country as a whole. Many changed their names upon arrival. Some did it on purpose
to fit in, and others were simply the victim of the human error of an immigration officer who was
unable to correctly spell these unfamiliar new names. My family’s surname stayed the same—
Garib (gah-REEB). The tradition of honoring our Middle Eastern heritage with Arabic names
continued with my own name. Soraya (so-RYE-yah), depending on the Arabic dialect,
represents a constellation of stars. More poetically, it is a light in the night sky.The arrival of war
refugees stirred up commerce and industry in Colombia, this oldest of the Latin American
democracies. Textile trading, money exchanges, accounting offices, bakeries, restaurants,
clothing manufacturing, cattle ranching, and agriculture were all stimulated by this new segment
of the society. Even the import of the first automobile into Colombia in 1912 is credited to a
“Syrian Lebanese” immigrant.As for my family, together they stepped onto Colombian soil and



silently vowed to rely on no one but themselves. Mercedes and Jamile knew how to make
something from nothing. Whereas some of their travel companions might have been in survival
mode, unable to do more than live moment to moment, these women, with a deeply ingrained
sense of entrepreneurship, were already looking beyond tomorrow to find the path to a good and
prosperous life. They invested all they brought on that long sea voyage into their new lives, and
they invested well.Born a merchant, Mercedes chain-smoked and spoke quickly, although words
were few and far between with her. Mercedes was prudent with money, prudent with
conversation, and prudent about changing her ways. Although she had quietly learned Spanish
early on, she stubbornly refused to speak it, even until her death at 102.Jamile, Mercedes’
daughter and my great-grandmother, was strong and determined. Ever resourceful, she had
made contacts with other immigrants in Colombia and had set up a potential business even
before arriving. She had found a wholesaler of shoes and textiles and was prepared to open a
store if their capital allowed. She was soon speaking the language of her new land with a marked
Arabic accent while still carrying on Lebanese traditions at home.As the women began their
Colombian adventure, young Nayibe’s eyes could barely keep up with the lush green beauty
around her. Her fears of the unknown were quickly put to rest as she looked around and saw that
the people of this new land were dressed differently but did not look so strange after all, for not
unlike people who imagine the United States to be full of cowboys, Nayibe had imagined the
inhabitants of Colombia all to be Indians. The melodious sounds of Spanish were not completely
unfamiliar either, since in her homeland, many spoke French, another Romance language.
Nayibe had a thirst for life and was already growing into the woman I would hear about in my
mom’s stories.As soon as they arrived in Cali, Jamile registered Nayibe for school, and she
began to learn Spanish. In a few days, both she and her mother Jamile were defending
themselves in the new language. With the money that Mercedes had brought, they achieved
their goal of opening a store in Cali much like the one they had had back home. Jamile ran the
store and Mercedes ran the household. They found they even had enough to purchase their own
home in a good neighborhood in Cali. They learned as they went, relied on instinct, and lived out
the lessons my mom would tirelessly repeat to me:“There is never room for failure if you have
given it a good and earnest try.”“Even if you don’t reach your goal, you only fail if you have not
tried.”“Simply by trying you have already achieved the most important part.”My abuela Nayibe
continued her studies but only finished through junior high. Then she went to work full-time at the
family store. By this time she had blossomed into an elegant and beautiful young woman. She
was confident and she was strong. Her attire was always impeccable, and she carried herself
with an air of pride, yet she was always quick with a smile. She was quite a conversationalist and
loved to visit the homes of others after work to discuss different issues of the day, both serious
and gossipy.Up to this point, the new life in Colombia had been good to Mercedes, Jamile, and
Nayibe. Their home eventually became something of a halfway house for newly arrived
Lebanese immigrants, whom they would help to get on their feet. Charity flowed in their blood as
much as capitalism, and the refugees would leave forever grateful to these three interesting and



complicated women.During her work at the family store my abuela Nayibe met her future
husband, Alvaro, a handsome man who was selling merchandise door-to-door. Nayibe’s mother,
Jamile, had a weakness for good-looking young men—if he was handsome, then he was perfect
for her daughter. My grandfather Alvaro was just that. Well-dressed, dapper, and a gentleman,
he not only quickly swept Nayibe off her feet, but he also gained swift approval from his soon-to-
be mother-in-law, Jamile, and the ultimate family matriarch, Mercedes.However, not all was what
it seemed. Alvaro was truly a good man with a heart of gold, but he had no head for finance.
After the wedding, the women allowed him too much access to the family business, and in less
than one year they were financially ruined. He had several weaknesses. One was drinking; the
other was giving away merchandise to anyone claiming he could not pay for it. This did not sit
well with his tightfisted in-laws. Charity was one thing, but going out of business was another. But
Alvaro was generous beyond reason and funny, funny, funny! Years later, my grandfather would
sit himself down in our tiny little plastic pool, leaving hardly any room for the kids, making us
giggle for hours. Or he’d have me in stitches on the floor with a silly gag that he did with a rubber
chicken, a tiny ukulele, and a Groucho Marx mustache. He had a way of charming his way into
your heart.After his death, we found out that Alvaro had helped many indigent families in Cali.
Quietly, without telling another soul, he would buy shoes for other parents’ children and put food
on the tables of those he met who were in need. However, even though he left the women of the
family high and dry, he was never asked to leave, as money did not rule over love, even to the
women who carried cash close to their hearts. They accepted him with all of his shortcomings,
and in the end, Alvaro would prove the depth of his love for Nayibe beyond any doubt.In the
meantime, to make ends meet, Jamile and Nayibe somehow found the means to take on a little
storefront. They sewed simple dresses and made rag dolls, and as often as they sold them for
pesos, they would barter them for fruit and food.Even though Alvaro’s wandering eye made the
marriage between him and Nayibe difficult from the beginning, their union produced seven
children—five girls and two boys. My tia America was Nayibe’s firstborn. My mom was the
middle child. After my mom, Nayibe and Alvaro waited seven years before having the last three,
creating a younger group of children that the four older children would ultimately have to raise.As
the next generation was born, the family was struggling financially. Alvaro was rarely home; he
was usually out trying to stir up some business and deal with his own demons. Once again, it
was a woman’s world. Mercedes would use the handmade rag dolls to create a fantasy world in
the kitchen patio for her great-grandchildren. Nayibe became the strong one now. Now that she
was responsible for seven young lives, she lost a bit of her easy attitude. Although she ran a
strict household, as the older children became teenagers, her home became a social center.
Having so many daughters, five in all, she preferred to have their suitors come to her house
rather than have her girls go out, even with an ever-present chaperone.On weekends, the house
would have music and food and drink, even if it had to be brought by the suitors themselves. The
boys knew the rules and learned how to play the game as well. The secret was for them to place
some candy in their coat pockets and pretend not to notice as Mercedes would slyly pickpocket



it, to her stomach’s delight. And every once in a while, one of the young suitors—my father,
Gregorio, included—would rent a small bus, and as many as could fit would drive to a river valley
out in the country for a day’s retreat. Nayibe would go along under the guise of chaperone, but
she really just enjoyed the camaraderie.Piecing the story of their lives together, I find that both a
strong work ethic and altruism flow through the generations; the women worked hard but they
gave generously. And there was always a love of people and family: homes were always open,
food was always served even when the coffers were not so full, and they used their creative
resources to make all feel welcome. Later on, although my more contemplative nature probably
kept my homes a bit quieter than theirs were, I, too, found hard work and charity to be a reliable
formula for success.As I contemplate my mother’s upbringing in Nayibe’s household and the
stories of the women before her, I can see where much of my mom’s personality comes from.
But one event in particular would change the course of our family history forever: at the age of
forty-one, when Nayibe’s oldest daughter, America, was nineteen and her youngest son was
only four, my mother’s mother suddenly felt terribly ill. It was 1957.

Chapter 4A TRADITION OF SILENCEThere was only one doctor in Cali who would attend to
women with “lumps” in their chest. Although he told Nayibe, Alvaro, and their oldest daughter,
America, that Nayibe had cancer, no one used that word again once they returned home. From
that point forth she was suffering from “tumors,” and it was not to be discussed.She would get
better.It could be no other way.No one was to upset her and no one was to cry in front of her. The
tradition of cancer began here, but this is also where a tradition of silence started to take hold of
my family.Our family was not unusually private. But the things that shamed my family into silence
are the same things that have caused Hispanic women to die from breast cancer at a rate
greater than that of their Anglo counterparts. In my life, I have vowed to break this silence and
shine light on the cultural barriers, which were and are too plentiful: Women being afraid to be
diagnosed, women fearing their husbands will leave them if they lose their breasts. Women
believing that God will fix the problem, women believing it will go away if they leave it alone.
Women believing they can’t afford the cure or will die anyway, so why bother? Husbands
refusing to allow their wives’ or daughters’ breasts to be examined by another man, even a
physician. Wives believing that taking care of the problem would be putting their own care before
the care of their family, which would go against every value they had been taught.Ignorance is
what keeps many of us in fear and denial. This is what I have been fighting so hard to
change.Like too many Latina women even today, my grandmother found out too late, and the
doctor in Cali could not offer her much hope or many options. Somehow, with the help of their
eldest child, America, who was working at an accounting office, they collected the funds to go to
Bogotá, the capital of Colombia. At the Instituto de Nacional Cancerología, they sought help
from the only place in the entire country that actually treated women with “tumors.”
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LEE, “An amazing memoir!. Although I'm a fan of Soraya's music, I never followed the tabloids so
I never knew about her breast cancer. Her death on May 10, 2006 surprised and stunned me.
When her memoir was published, I bought the book; but it sat on my shelf unread. After nearly
three years, I began reading it. I had very much admired Soraya as a singer and songwriter.
After reading her memoir, I admire her even more as a person who was a caring daughter, a
doting aunt, a loyal friend, a champion for breast cancer awareness, and as a cancer
fighter.After a famous person dies, it usually others who write about them. With this book, it's
Soraya telling you about herself. It's like having a private conversation with her in which she
reveals intimate details about her life, her dreams, her goals, her family, etc. She writes about
the meaning and inspiration for some of her songs. Knowing the songs' background gave them
entirely new meanings to me and I now better appreciate them.While reading Soraya's memoir, I
used post-it notes to mark interesting information and passages. There are post-it notes on
nearly every other page. Here are a few interesting tidbits of facts about Soraya that I didn't
know:She was a classically trained violinist.At 12 yrs old, she was a violinist for the New York
City Youth Symphony Orchestra.High school valedictorianHigh school council PresidentHigh
school field hockey team CaptainShe was lefty but willed herself to learn to play a right-handed
guitar because her parents couldn't afford to buy her another guitar.Attended Douglass College
at Rutgers on a full academic scholarship.Named woman of the year at Rutgers.Worked as a
flight attendant for United Airlines."En Esta Noche" and "On Nights Like This" are about the night
her mother died."Avalancha" was inspired by Stevie Nicks' "Landslide" when Soraya's world was
falling down around her.She was her nephew's YMCA soccer team coach while batting breast
cancer.Soraya wrote songs for Ricky Martin, Ha-Ash, and others.What I didn't know and
admired about Soraya could go on and on. What really surprised me was her determination to
still write songs and perform while battling breast cancer to nearly the end of her life. I kept
saying to myself "WOW!"In our lifetime, we will know a friend or family member who will battle a
terminal illness. We ourselves might find ourselves facing a terminal illness. After reading
Soraya's memoir, I can now better understand those who face such illness and if I should have
to face the same fate, I hope I show the same courage as Soraya.”

Kelli L Musselman, “or without the disease like myself) to the core of your spirit. This inspirational
book will change you and your perspective on life by the time you finish it! Because of Soraya's
true determination, passion, and vulnerability to speak out about breast cancer, she is able to
reach you (someone with cancer, in remission, or without the disease like myself) to the core of
your spirit. This isn't only about the knowledge of breast cancer, but the PASSION to fight
against this deadly disease through true HOPE, optimism, and COURAGE. Soraya had
everything on the outside...beauty & incredible talent. But even more beautiful, her soul... behind
her lyrics, behind words spoken and written... there is LIFE...not only when she was healthy, but



when she was losing her fight with cancer. Her story points to the purpose of life & meaning. This
woman was a fighter in every possible way: physically, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually. She
was a warrior. I encourage you readers to get this book for a few different reasons: 1.) to learn
more about breast cancer & to be AWARE 2.) Be PROACTIVE with your health...get examined
regularly. 3.) With or without cancer, use this inspiration of hope in the personal battles of your
life. 4.) SHARE this book with those fighting cancer or those who need more awareness!! It WILL
lift them up and ENCOURAGE them!! Though I'm not battling cancer, this book has truly lifted
me out of murky waters in what I've been dealing with in my life emotionally. Soraya's book will
make you want to FIGHT for true living...especially on the inside. Love yourself & others who
need encouragement by reading this book. It will be a gift that goes far. Breast Cancer
Awareness Month is in October... a perfect time to read the personal account of someone who
has faced this disease head on with fury...with zeal...with LIFE.”

S. Degiorgio, “Soraya's legacy to Music and Life. I'm usually into hard rock stuff, but chance
attention brought me to her music, which I eventually purchased. I was impressed by her clean,
angelic voice, there was something beyond the music of this gifted woman that beckoned to
philosophy in life, an objective window to a soul-searching exercise to turn out all the nonsense
in life, stemming from this mad, spoilt society, and take a hard look at oneself and the world at
large.I've worked in a record retail outlet in the past 1970-80s and sold all kinds of musical
genre: from classical to heavy metal - you name it, and in all honesty, if I had to place this
performer in any merit category I'd have no qualms givig her a 5-star-plus grading - that's quality-
wise. From the human perspective you can very well perceive that her inspiration is well-
grounded in 'feeling', it's shorn from the pitfalls of over-commercialisation. Her music and lyrics
stem from pure talent rather than churning out music for music's sake. If you are after something
both pleasing and entertaining then switch on to her music when you next drive to work on any
dreary morning. There's a soft blend of Latino musical fusion, and option-wise you can purchase
her CDs in the English language version. Thank you Soraya, 'only the good die young'... God
bless you - for all you've done and stood for, especially for the breast-cancer awareness
campaign, relentlessly pursued for so many years. Rest in peace, in God's glory and everlasting
love.”

Yoli, “one of the Best book I've ever read. Soraya inspired me when I was a teenager with her
music and poetry. She was my role model, I wanted to play guitar and speak many language as
she did (Spanish, English, French) she was an amazing person. Then the cancer changed her
life, and she did not give up, she use her condition to help many other women. She changed
many life with hope and her hard work as a cancer advocate. In 2012 I was diagnosed with
breast cancer, two month after my 36 birthday. And once again Soraya was by my side with her
testimony in the videos, with the strength of her words in this book. When things goes wrong, I
look back to  heaven and I smile  at her.”



roy gibson, “Inspirational. This book by Soraya is such an inspiration to anyone who has to face
difficulties in their lives. Against all odds she carries on with her art both in public and with her
recording in spite of being ravaged by an incurable cancer. Anyone who feels they could benefit
from an uplift of the spirit should read this and feel joyful.”

The book by Soraya has a rating of  5 out of 5.0. 18 people have provided feedback.
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