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Finding identity and belonging in a fragmented world.
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About the book

In "We Have Always Been Here," Samra Habib invites readers into a

profoundly personal and transformative journey of identity, belonging, and

self-acceptance through her experiences as a queer Muslim woman

navigating the intricate landscapes of faith, family, and cultural heritage.

With eloquence and honesty, Habib recounts her struggles as a refugee in a

new land, juxtaposed against her quest for love and authenticity in a world

that often seeks to confine her existence. This memoir not only challenges

societal norms but also celebrates the resilience of the human spirit, urging

readers to confront their own narratives and embrace the complexities that

make us uniquely human. Habib’s story is a testament to the power of

visibility and the importance of finding one’s voice, making it an essential

read for anyone seeking connection in a world that can often feel isolating.
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About the author

Samra Habib is a Canadian writer, photographer, and activist known for her

poignant and deeply personal storytelling that explores themes of identity,

belonging, and the complexities of being a queer Muslim in a diverse world.

Born in Pakistan and raised in Canada, Habib's unique perspective as a

survivor of cultural and religious displacement informs her work, which

often sheds light on the intricacies of navigating multiple identities. In her

critically acclaimed memoir, "We Have Always Been Here," she shares her

transformative journey of self-acceptance and empowerment, challenging

societal norms and advocating for marginalized voices. Beyond her writing,

Habib's photography resonates deeply, capturing the beauty and struggles of

those often overlooked in mainstream narratives.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 

In this rich narrative, the author's early memories converge with reflections

 on gender, identity, and societal constraints in Pakistan.

The story begins with a vivid recollection of a childhood shopping excursion

in Lahore with the author’s family, where they seek last-minute Eid outfits.

The author, now in the back seat of their parents' car, becomes captivated by

a woman with a shaved head, who presents an embodiment of freedom and

defiance against societal norms—all starkly contrasting with the women in

the author's life, like their mother, who had to navigate a restrictive

environment dictated by patriarchal expectations. These memories weave a

tapestry of experiences, revealing the author’s yearning for autonomy amid a

culture that often suppresses female identities.

The narrative explores the author's family background, revealing a father

whose adventurous past contrasts sharply with his later domineering role in

the family. He embedded traditional values in his daughters, expecting them

to conform to the expectations of innocence and obedience. The author

recalls how her mother, despite her sacrifices and subtle glimpses of

strength, also succumbed to societal pressures, changing her name without

consent upon marriage—symbolizing the erasure of her identity.

With the birth of the author’s sisters, familial expectations amplify
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frustrations; each daughter symbolizes additional burdens due to cultural

values that prize male offspring. Yet, amidst these hardships, the author’s

father fiercely loved his daughters, exemplifying a complex relationship

with power and affection that further complicates family dynamics.

The author recalls their life in Angoori Bagh, a cramped but vibrant

neighborhood. Through detail-laden descriptions, we get glimpses of

childhood innocence: hovering near buzzing markets, crowds of children,

and the intimacy of family life characterized by shared laughter and simple

pleasures. These snapshots of life contrast against darker

threads—specifically an experience of trauma that leads to stricter parental

controls and results in the loss of childhood freedom. 

This pivotal incident of abuse leaves a profound mark on the young author,

inciting fear and a sense of betrayal that reshapes her perceptions of safety

and trust. The delicate handling of this subject matter underscores the

complex interplay between a child’s innocence and the harsh realities

imposed by a patriarchal society. 

As the story unfolds, it reveals not just individual trauma but also the

ramifications of generational experiences: how vulnerability and oppression

perpetuate cycles of silence and submission among women. The experiences

of the author’s mother, who navigated her fraught youth, further frame the

narrative—highlighting how cultural traditions and familial expectations
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trap women in a web of patriarchal control.

Amid moments of despair, the author conveys a longing for

acknowledgment, self-expression, and the freedom to articulate her own

story. She struggles against the internalization of her experiences, grappling

with feelings of envy and inadequacy in comparison to her cousin Ishma,

who represents a different world of privilege and opportunity. The

complexities of jealousy are palpable, reflecting broader themes of

competition and societal comparison among girls growing up in constrained

environments.

Towards the end, a compelling scene underscores a moment of revelation:

the author's interaction with a hijra (a member of South Asia's third-gender

community) during a public performance brings forth feelings of

empowerment and connection, as she vicariously experiences the hijra's own

struggle against societal boundaries. This interaction serves as more than just

a moment of admiration; it becomes an awakening—highlighting the

author's desire for freedom and understanding in a world rife with gendered

strife.

Overall, these chapters articulate a vivid narrative that interweaves

childhood innocence, family dynamics, cultural identity, and the yearning

for agency—underscoring the complexities of female existence within a

patriarchal society. At its heart, the story invites readers to empathize with

Listen It

Scan to Download

http://audiobook-free.com/audiobook/we-have-always-been-here?source=books1.co.uk
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


the author’s journey toward understanding herself amid external and internal

turmoil—confronting the challenges of expressing her truth against the

backdrop of a constraining world.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The importance of self-identity and expression amidst

societal constraints

Critical Interpretation: Imagine yourself standing at the crossroads of

expectations and your own truth, much like the author. In a world

where conformity is often prized over individuality, the narrative of

'We Have Always Been Here' serves as a powerful reminder to

embrace your unique identity. It inspires you to break free from the

shackles of societal norms, much like the woman with the shaved head

who epitomizes defiance and freedom. By recognizing the

complexities of your own experiences and the struggle for

self-expression, you can foster the courage to articulate your story,

defying cultural pressures and redefining what it means to truly be

yourself.
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Chapter 2 Summary: 

In the early morning, the aroma of frying pakoras filled the air as a

 seven-year-old girl woke up, excited for her birthday party. Her mother

loved grand celebrations, using them as a chance to showcase her dance

moves inspired by Bollywood actresses while preparing traditional treats.

However, this particular birthday celebration was overshadowed by the

political turmoil stirring in Pakistan due to General Zia-ul-Haq’s oppressive

regime, which brought harsh Islamic laws and persecution, particularly

targeting the Ahmadi community to which the girl's family belonged.

Ahmadis, who believed in the teachings of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, were

often victims of violence and discrimination, labeled as non-Muslim by the

government, which further fueled their suffering.

The kitchen, adorned with celebratory green flags matching the Pakistani

flag, signified a sense of pride and happiness for the girl, contrasted starkly

with the alarming realities outside their home. Her closest invitees included

Pinky, who acted more like an older sister, and Osman, a boy from across

the street. Meanwhile, she mourned the absence of her friend Sonia due to

restrictions placed by her parents, stemming from their strict religious

beliefs.

Amidst the festivities, her mother rushed out to secure a cake but was

delayed when she encountered escalating violence in the streets between
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Sunni and Shia groups, ignited by longstanding sectarian conflicts. This

time, the girl's family experienced a moment of safety as they took in Shia

neighbors fleeing the riots, a stark reminder of their shared vulnerability in a

climate of terror where Ahmadis were often targeted.

As tense birthday celebrations unfolded, the girl's mother displayed a

remarkable calmness amid the chaos, even lighting candles for the birthday

cake as threatening knocks came at the door. Family and neighbors gathered,

blending their prayers and traditions in a singular act of defiance against

external dangers.

As days turned into months, changes began to shape their lives. Pinky

prepared for her marriage, while the protagonist found solace in discovered

letters that touched on themes of loneliness and the emotional toll of leaving

loved ones behind. The girl empathized deeply with Pinky’s sister, Ayesha,

who worried about the impending separation, reflecting the societal norms

placing pressure on women to abandon their roots post-marriage.

Parallel to personal struggles, her mother’s increasing anxiety led to visits to

a "jadu wala," a mystical figure believed to reverse curses, revealing her

mother's fears of external threats. As her father flourished in business, they

transitioned to better living conditions, yet the need for secrecy about their

identity intensified, necessitating a life of silence and careful navigation in

their new neighborhood.
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In school, she formed a burgeoning friendship with Khola, who also

harbored the same protective secrets of their identities. But as political

tensions escalated, violence surged against the Ahmadi community, forcing

some families, including that of the protagonist’s uncle, to flee in search of

safety, highlighting the community's increasing vulnerability and

persecution.

As rumors spread about an impending family move, the girl struggled with

the reality of leaving behind her home country, friends, and familiar smells

and sights that shaped her childhood, caught between fear for her father's

safety and the pain of loss.

The narrative culminated in a sudden decision to leave Pakistan in the

middle of the night, marking the family's hasty escape. With just moments to

gather her belongings, she was propelled from her beloved home into an

uncertain future, filled with trepidation and nostalgia. As they drove to the

airport, she grapples with the bittersweet reality of leaving her past behind,

burdened by the weight of unfulfilled dreams and the promise of new

beginnings in a foreign land.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The power of resilience in the face of adversity

Critical Interpretation: As you navigate through life's challenges, let

the girl's unwavering spirit during her chaotic birthday celebration

serve as a profound reminder: resilience can transform fear into

strength. In moments when external turmoil threatens your peace, take

a page from her mother's calmness—celebrating life despite the

darkness surrounding you. It encourages you to embrace your identity

and the support of a community, fostering a sense of belonging even

in strife. Consider how your personal struggles can paradoxically

forge pathways to growth, urging you to stand firm and celebrate your

unique story amidst the uncertainties.
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Chapter 3 Summary: 

In this portion of the narrative, the story unfolds through the experiences of a

 young girl—the protagonist—who has just arrived in Canada as a refugee

with her family from Pakistan. The initial scene captures a tense moment at

the immigration office, where the immigration officer's seemingly simple

question, "So, how does it feel?" prompts deep emotional introspection for

the protagonist. Having lived in a world where her feelings were seldom

acknowledged, she grapples with the complexities of her new reality. The

immigration process is portrayed as daunting, especially when she witnesses

the apprehension of fellow asylum seekers being treated harshly, stirring

fears of a similar fate for her own family.

After a long journey, the family is finally released into the unknown of

Canadian society. The protagonist’s naïve but vivid expectations of

Canada—which she envisions as a lush and welcoming haven—are quickly

challenged by the stark, sterile environment they actually encounter. They

are picked up by a family friend and taken to stay with her aunt, who has

already settled in Canada. The protagonist observes cultural shifts within her

family dynamics, particularly as her cousin, having adapted to life in

Canada, communicates with her in English, further highlighting her feelings

of dislocation.

Upon arriving at her aunt’s apartment, which serves as a transitional space
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for many new immigrants, the protagonist notes the cultural differences,

from food preparation to family structures. The living situation is cramped,

and the new neighborhood in Toronto lacks familiarity, offering no

semblance of their previous life back in Pakistan. Despite the challenges, she

finds solace in familiarity, expressed through moments like selling bouquets

of flowers in the park, a small act of initiative that, unfortunately, is met

with disappointment from her mother.

The narrative progresses to the arrival of her father, marked by a sense of

muted joy amidst the protagonist’s own upheaval entering womanhood—her

first period coincides with his return. This moment underscores her mother's

protective instinct regarding boys and reinforces cultural and generational

expectations placed on young women in their community.

As the protagonist starts grade six in a new school, her search for acceptance

is met with ridicule over her attire and cultural background. She grapples

with the onslaught of bullying, often related to her ethnic identity and

appearance, and feels isolated despite being surrounded by peers. The

broader school experience is tumultuous; ESL (English as a Second

Language) classes become her sanctuary, providing a reprieve from hostility.

Her teacher, Ms. Nakamura, embraces her progress and hopes for her future,

contrasting the peer abuse she endures outside.

Transitioning away from ESL proves daunting as she faces the reality of
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school life filled with aggressive classmates. The narrative culminates in a

harrowing incident where she is faced with bullying in the stairwell. This

confrontation leaves her emotionally shaken, but immediately after, she

becomes the support for her mother, who is also navigating the challenges of

adapting to a new language for her own ESL class.

Overall, this portion illuminates themes of immigration, identity, family

dynamics, and the struggle of adapting to new environments while

navigating the complexities of adolescence in an unfamiliar culture. The

protagonist’s journey reveals the intersection of personal growth and the

harsh realities that immigrants often face, setting a foundation for her

ongoing development as she seeks belonging and expression in her new

world.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Facing Bullying and Finding Support

Critical Interpretation: Imagine stepping into a new world, filled with

hopes and dreams yet also tinged with fear and uncertainty. The

protagonist’s struggle against bullying serves as a powerful reminder

that challenges can build resilience and character. Recognizing the

pain of isolation can inspire you to seek out friendships that nurture

your spirit, fostering a sense of belonging in a diverse world. Each

setback can be transformed into a stepping stone, not only amplifying

your own strength but also empowering you to support those around

you, creating a community where everyone finds their voice and

learns the value of compassion.
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Chapter 4: 

In this gripping chapter, we delve into the life of Somi, a young Pakistani

 girl navigating her way through the challenges of identity, cultural

expectations, and familial obligations after migrating to Canada. She finds

comfort in familiar American shows like *Full House* while grappling with

the reality of her life, which starkly contrasts with the dreams she nurtures,

including aspirations of becoming a writer and exploring the world.

Somi’s tranquility is disrupted when Nasir, her older cousin who has been

living with them since their relocation, hands her an alarming note. The note

reveals the secret that Somi is betrothed to him in an arranged marriage, a

decision made by their mothers. This revelation sends Somi into a spiral of

confusion and dread, as she confronts the limitations placed on her not just

by her family, but by gender roles deeply entrenched in their cultural

background.

The details of the note, characterized by Nasir's juvenile handwriting,

illuminate the stark reality of Somi's situation. Her ardent desire to pursue a

dream-filled life collides with the expectations of being a dutiful Pakistani

wife, mirroring the sacrifices made by generations of women in her family.

Lamenting the constricting norms that confine her, Somi reflects on her

upbringing, shaped by a gender-segregated world in Pakistan where the

women around her formed a bastion of strength despite the absence of male
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influence.

The complexities of her family dynamics further complicate matters. Somi

contemplates her mother’s motivations behind the engagement, including

the implications of economic security and social norms. Her mom is trapped

in her own cycle of sacrifices, mirroring the experiences of prior

generations, and this realization evokes both anger and sympathy in Somi.

The tangled roots of familial expectations and societal pressures serve as a

backdrop for a coming-of-age story that is both personal and universal.

Somi finds solace in her friendship with her mother as she tries to navigate

her emotional upheaval. The more complex her revelations become, the

more she realizes that her dreams are being suffocated by the weight of her

cultural legacy. Despite her mother’s insistence that the arrangement is for

Somi’s best interests, Somi officially starts to feel the pangs of rebellion

against a life that seems preordained.

The chapter progresses through Somi's daily life, showcasing her school

experiences amidst the diverse backgrounds of her classmates, where she

gradually finds acceptance. Immersed in a culture that celebrates

individuality rather than condemns it, she embarks on her journey to

self-discovery while grappling with her impending marriage to Nasir. Somi

adjusts to the duality of her existence—the pull of traditional expectations

and the push towards independence—culminating in her participation in
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teenage activities while fearing the profound shift her arranged marriage will

bring.

As she navigates the teenage terrain filled with challenges, from fitting into

her new environment to developing her self-identity, Somi remains keenly

aware of her future. This turbulent period is highlighted by a sense of

urgency, especially as she must soon confront the reality of being married at

a tender age, thus encapsulating the struggle of a young girl yearning for

freedom while ensnared by duty.

This chapter concludes with Somi enduring her marriage ceremony to Nasir,

which is devoid of the joy typically associated with weddings. The absence

of her father at the ceremony signifies the lack of familial support for her

predicament. Emotional turmoil permeates the atmosphere, leaving Somi

questioning her role in this marriage while battling feelings of guilt and

complicity. Her marriage becomes a symbol of the sacrifices she must

navigate as she attempts to gather her own narrative amid the expectations of

her family, illustrating the fierce resilience of a young woman determined to

carve out a sense of self in a world that insists on assigning her a role.
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Chapter 5 Summary: 

Summary of Chapters:

The narrative begins with a humorous yet alarming insight into the author's

father's reckless driving habits, which ultimately lead to a fateful encounter

with the author's mother. After a car accident injures a woman, the father

takes her to the hospital and, covered in blood, finds himself at his sister's

house where he meets the mother. Initially an incongruous pair, they marry,

but their marriage reveals a stark contrast in personalities: the father is

boisterous and reckless, while the mother carries a sensitive, troubled past.

Their relationship is marked by financial struggles, constant arguing, and

emotional turbulence. Despite their differences, the author reflects on their

codependence and the ways they cope with life's challenges, particularly

through her mother's shopping sprees.

As the author transitions into her teenage years, she grapples with the

expectations of her arranged marriage to Nasir, her first cousin, and begins

to understand her parents' flawed dynamic. With limited freedom, she

escapes into a fantasy world filled with pop culture and the allure of

independence. She finds small wins in married life, such as a newfound

freedom in her appearance, while also feeling suppressed in her pursuit of

self-identity.
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Her curiosity about sex and relationships grows as she observes her peers,

leading to conflicting feelings about intimacy with Nasir, who is both a

husband and a symbol of repression. Meanwhile, childhood naivety is

shaken when she matures, realizing her lack of sexual education and

grappling with a moment of panic over a missed period, only to be calmed

by a supportive teacher.

Throughout high school, literature becomes an escape, offering glimpses of

worlds beyond her own as she battles Nasir's controlling behavior and

societal restrictions on her education. These struggles echo her parents'

tumultuous relationship and the cycle of violence and emotional strain that

weighs on her. Despite being entrapped in an arranged marriage, the author

begins cultivating a life outside of it, excelling in her studies and engaging in

secret friendships with supportive teachers and peers, which empowers her

to envision a different future.

Her gradual disillusionment with Nasir deepens after hearing of domestic

violence against a relative, prompting her to reconsider what love and

partnership should entail. Nasir’s dismissive attitudes towards domestic

abuse echo a troubling acceptance of patriarchal norms, further alienating

her from him.

As graduation approaches, the author develops a deep connection with Peter,
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a classmate with a troubled past of his own. Their relationship blossoms,

with Peter providing the understanding and respect she craves. They share

intimate moments that spark feelings of genuine affection and freedom in

contrast to her marriage. However, the realities of her family life and the

secrecy surrounding her arranged marriage loom large.

When prom night arrives, although initially excited, the author feels

suffocated by her father’s controlling presence, leaving her feeling

disheartened. This feeling of entrapment escalates her mental anguish and

drives her to contemplate drastic measures as she navigates an emotional

crisis.

The tension comes to a head when she finally confronts Nasir, asserting her

disinterest in continuing the marriage, which leads to a breakup. Her parents,

however, react increasingly harshly, viewing her actions as rebellious.

Feeling isolated and misunderstood, the author finds solace in her academic

pursuits, where she receives encouragement from teachers who see her

potential. As graduation draws near, she faces conflicts over her aspirations

for higher education and the desire for autonomy.

Determined to chart her own path, she ultimately makes the brave decision

to leave her family home and stay with Peter, seeking both safety and a

chance to live on her own terms, embracing the opportunities that lie ahead.

With her belongings in hand, she quietly departs, a decision signaling a
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pivotal moment of defiance against societal and familial expectations,

setting the stage for her future journey toward self-discovery and

independence.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The power of asserting one's independence

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing at a crossroads where the

weight of tradition and expectation threatens to crush your spirit. In

this chapter, as the author bravely extracts herself from her stifling

marriage, she embodies the profound lesson that independence is not

merely a choice but a necessity for self-discovery. This pivotal

moment urges you to recognize that claiming your autonomy can

redefine your path, allowing you to pursue dreams unencumbered by

societal restraints. Just as the author steps into the unknown, so too

can you find the courage to break free from the confines that hold you

back, embracing the transformative journey toward your true self.
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Chapter 6 Summary: 

In this section of the narrative, the protagonist grapples with personal

 transformation and the complexities of family dynamics while embarking

on a new chapter in their life. After leaving her marriage, she finds herself

living in a basement apartment with Peter, a gentle and unthreatening man

she has grown to rely on emotionally and financially. As summer fades into

fall, she anticipates starting her freshman year at Ryerson University,

battling feelings of inadequacy stemming from her sheltered past. The

decision to stop wearing her hijab symbolizes her desire for independence,

even as she navigates the judgment of her peers.

At university, she meets Andrew, a stylish and confident classmate who

becomes her first real friend in this new world. Their connection deepens

through shared interests in fashion and culture, providing her with a glimpse

of a vibrant future beyond her family's expectations. As she immerses

herself in her studies and new friendships, her mother frequently reaches out

with desperate voicemails, expressing her concern for her daughter’s

well-being and the distance that has grown between them. In a moment of

vulnerability, she lies to ease her mother’s fears, claiming that she is married

to Peter, leading to an awkward dinner where her mother introduces gifts,

reflecting her hope to 'fix' Peter.

As their "pretend marriage" evolves, the lines between reality and facade
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blur, culminating in an impromptu engagement. This new commitment

serves as a means of appeasing her mother, despite the uncertainty that

hangs over their relationship. The wedding is a simple affair, but it

crystallizes the pressure and expectations placed on her regarding intimacy.

The protagonist, struggling with her sexuality and feelings of desire, finds

sex with Peter as routine rather than pleasurable.

Parallel to her struggles at home, the protagonist seeks to embrace her

identity through friendships and new experiences. Her growing bond with

Andrew encourages her to explore her individuality. Through him, she gains

confidence and begins to redefine her style and self-perception, even getting

her first tattoo despite the cultural implications. Online connections with

young women of color further fuel her search for belonging, yet her

contrasting background leaves her feeling isolated.

Meanwhile, her mother's beauty salon emerges as a communal space for

empowerment among Pakistani women, symbolizing a deeper shift in their

relationship. Despite her mother’s initial disapproval of her choices, there is

a budding appreciation for her daughter’s newfound independence. Instances

of shared laughter and conversations about beauty forge a connection that

allows them both to navigate their evolving identities in a landscape of

autonomy. Ultimately, this chapter encapsulates themes of rebellion,

identity, and the complex web of familial love as the protagonist carves out

her space in the world.
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Chapter 7 Summary: 

In this compelling narrative, we follow the protagonist's journey of

 self-discovery and navigating her identity through the lens of her

relationship with Abi, her boss and mentor at a car company publication. As

a new graduate struggling to find her footing in the publishing world, she

lands the job of editorial assistant thanks to her effortless chemistry with Abi

during the interview. Abi's vibrant presence and confidence not only ignite

the protagonist's creativity but also inspire her to step into her true self.

Fascinated by Abi's fearless expression of identity as a queer woman, the

protagonist finds herself exploring her own queerness, having initially

settled into a stagnant relationship with Peter.

At work, Abi cultivates a nurturing and creative environment where each

team member's ideas are valued. This environment fosters a strong bond

among the editorial team, allowing them to challenge conventional norms.

The protagonist, who has an M.O. of adapting her name based on her

audience's comfort, increasingly grapples with her own identity as she

witnesses Abi's unapologetic presence in the world. 

As she begins to explore her own queerness, she finds validation in her

support network, particularly with friends like Andrew, who introduces her

to a vibrant queer social scene. Despite her blossoming attraction to women,

she remains hesitant, feeling a sense of obligation to Peter, who represents a
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life filled with familiarity but little passion. Their relationship, marked by

Peter's absence, leaves her feeling like “the married single woman." 

The narrative captures a pivotal moment when the protagonist joins Andrew

and his designer boyfriend Philip for a trip to New York City, a journey that

sparks significant self-exploration. This experience solidifies her attraction

to queer culture, emphasizing the importance of her friendships in

uncovering her identity. At a New Year's Eve party, she meets Kristina,

whose aloof presence captivates her, highlighting her longing for connection

as she navigates the complexities of desire.

Simultaneously, her relationship with Peter deteriorates, starkly contrasted

with her burgeoning self-awareness and freedom. The couple seeks therapy,

where unaddressed feelings about her sexuality surface, forcing the

protagonist to confront the truth she fears to impart. As she struggles with

the emotional weight of her situation, a pivotal conversation with her father

shifts the dynamics, allowing her to articulate her unhappiness and explore

the path toward life-changing decisions.

Ultimately, it becomes clear that the facade of domestic bliss with Peter is

unsustainable. The protagonist's emotional turmoil culminates in a heartfelt

decision to end the relationship, revealing the deep-seated truths about her

identity, desires, and the need for authenticity in her life. As she prepares to

communicate her feelings to Peter, the narrative encapsulates a
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transformative moment of self-liberation, setting the stage for her future

awash in possibility.
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Chapter 8: 

In this chapter, the protagonist navigates significant changes in her life

 following her separation from her husband, Peter. Currently living in her

parents' condominium—originally intended for them but now put up for

sale—she reflects on her discontent-filled marriage. Her parents, Pakistani

immigrants, had hoped to embrace a new lifestyle in a downtown condo but

quickly found themselves longing for their community back home,

prompting their return to the suburbs.

As she dedicates long hours at her advertising agency, using work as a

distraction from her crumbling marriage, she books a trip to Japan—a

long-held desire now coming to fruition due to her newfound freedom.

Drawn to Japan since her ESL classes, where she used literature as an escape

from bullying, her curiosity evolves into a genuine obsession, ignited by her

interest in its culture, architecture, and queer community. 

On her way to Japan, she struggles with revealing her plans to her parents,

who expect her to move back home. This internal conflict exemplifies her

estrangement from them and highlights their misunderstanding of her desire

for independence. Upon reaching Tokyo, she finds comfort in her host,

Loren, a gay man who promises to introduce her to the local queer scene,

reflecting her longing for acceptance and community.
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experiences an exhilarating mix of freedom and vulnerability. In particular,

her interaction with Hassan, a fellow Pakistani gay man, offers a fleeting

connection to her roots amidst the vibrancy of Tokyo. This moment helps

her realize the universal nature of seeking belonging, regardless of setting.

While navigating new experiences and making strides in accepting her

identity—culminating in her first assertion of being queer—she grapples

with the fear of inadequacy and the pressure of societal expectations. Each

interaction, particularly with strangers, nudges her further toward

self-discovery. 

In her wanderings through Harajuku, she begins to envision a life centered

on her own desires, contemplating what truly brings her joy and comfort. A

transformative moment occurs when she tries on a dress that accentuates her

curves, leading her to embrace her femininity and personal power for the

first time. This newfound appreciation for her body symbolizes a

reclamation of her identity, free from the constraints imposed by others.

The chapter closes with her travels to Kyoto, where she immerses herself in

the beauty of the city, both visually and spiritually. Inspiring moments draw

her back to memories of her mother, further deepening her understanding of

family and home. Here, she feels a sense of belonging and begins to

recognize her place in the world, ready to return to life with a renewed sense
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Chapter 9 Summary: 

In the chapter, the narrator navigates the complexities of identity and

 romantic relationships after returning to Toronto, venturing into the world

of online dating for the first time. Faced with the pivotal decision of whether

to pursue men or women, she opts for the perceived safety of a relationship

with a man named Alex, who embodies a fluid and non-conformist approach

to masculinity. Alex's experiences, ranging from his time in New York

during the 90s to intricate tales of adventure, captivate her and offer a

glimpse into a new life that feels both exhilarating and intimidating.

As their relationship develops, the narrator embraces the openness of a

polyamorous framework, giving her space to explore her attraction to

women and queer identities while still relying on the security of being with

Alex. Their travels, from Berlin to Istanbul, introduce her to diverse

communities and experiences that reinforce her journey of self-discovery.

Encounters with individuals like a dominatrix in Berlin and activists in

Istanbul deepen her understanding of intimacy and identity, with Alex

providing a protective presence that allows her to experiment with her

burgeoning queer identity.

One significant milestone occurs in Montreal, where she meets Tiffany, a

punk musician whose boldness captivates her. In an intimate setting, the

narrator takes a courageous step, initiating a kiss with Tiffany—contextually
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significant as this marks her first experience with another woman. This

moment symbolizes her gradual emergence from the comfort of her

relationship with Alex into a more authentic exploration of her queerness.

However, as the relationship with Alex evolves, so does the narrator's

perspective. Grateful for the growth that her time with him facilitated, she

begins to recognize that staying with a cis man may perpetuate her cycles of

hiding rather than embracing her true self. The societal pressures of queer

identity ignite her desire to engage with women and non-binary people in

public without fear, echoing her understanding that queerness encompasses

more than who one loves or sleeps with. 

The narrator’s further encounters shape her evolving identity and

understanding of love, especially as she explores dating apps, confronting

her experiences as a person of color seeking connection. Each romantic

adventure becomes a learning experience in understanding race, desire, and

the complexity of emotional connections.

Amidst these explorations, the narrative shifts to the pivotal moment of her

sister's wedding, contrasting her own rushed marriage from years prior with

a celebration rooted in love and acceptance. This event leads the narrator to

reflect on her own life, pondering the possibility of honoring her friendships

and chosen family as legitimate forms of love, recognizing the deep bonds

she's formed in a queer context.
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Finally, the introduction of Shireen, a young gender nonconformist who

embodies a vibrant and adventurous spirit, marks a significant turn for the

narrator. As she becomes a guiding figure for Shireen, the dynamic takes on

a more parental tone, representing a cyclical healing where she aims to

support the younger version of herself through the wisdom she has gained.

Their relationship highlights themes of self-acceptance and the importance

of affirming one's identity, which resonates with both characters as they

navigate their journeys in a world that often imposes rigid labels and

expectations.

Through her romantic misadventures and the bonds she forms, the narrator

embarks on an ongoing exploration of her identity, ultimately seeking to

express her truth unashamedly and without constraints.
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Chapter 10 Summary: 

In this chapter, the narrator reflects on their journey of reconciling their

 identities as a queer Muslim and their search for a spiritual community that

accepts them. The narrative begins with the anticipation of an email

invitation from El-Farouk Khaki, co-founder of the Unity Mosque in

Toronto, a welcoming space for LGBTQ+ Muslims. Established with his

husband, Troy Jackson, the mosque offers a refuge for those marginalized by

traditional Islamic institutions due to their sexual orientation.

The narrator’s background reveals a youthful connection to the mosque,

which was a source of solace for their mother and a place of community for

their family. However, following the dissolution of their marriage and

subsequent rejection by their community, they felt alienated and unwelcome

in spaces that once provided comfort. The pain of being labeled a "Bad

Muslim" and the loss of familial connections haunted their relationship with

Islam.

Having moved to Canada, the narrator struggled with feelings of isolation,

feeling out of place within both queer and Muslim circles. Their longing for

community and authenticity led them to reach out to El-Farouk, and they

decided to attend a prayer service at the Unity Mosque, ignited by memories

of familial rituals tied to their Islamic upbringing. 
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Upon arrival, the narrator is struck by the welcoming atmosphere and the

diverse assembly of attendees, who embody a range of identities and

expressions within Islam. Unlike traditional mosques, where genders are

often separated and conformity is emphasized, this space allows for

interaction among all. The prayer begins, and the narrator is emotionally

overwhelmed by the realization that they have found a community that

accepts them without judgment. For the first time, they feel embraced by a

version of Islam that allows them to be both queer and faithful.

As the narrator continues attending services, they begin to heal and find a

personal connection to their faith. They embrace the nuances within their

spirituality, witnessing others' diverse practices without hierarchy. This

newfound relationship inspires them to explore their identity through

photography, aiming to capture queer Muslim narratives that are often

overlooked. 

The chapter also touches on the historically prohibitive nature of

representation in Islam, as well as the challenges of portraying queer

Muslims authentically in a world that frequently marginalizes them. The

narrator's determination to reclaim these stories is motivated by a desire to

create a platform for visibility and connection within the community. 

Through documenting the experiences of other queer Muslims, including

individuals like Zainab, a transgender woman from Tunisia, the narrator

Listen It

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/e3PAcUtfeYb
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


finds renewed purpose and a sense of belonging. Her enthusiasm to share

their stories—and the profound moments of connection they share during

their photo sessions—mark a significant turning point in both the narrator's

personal narrative and the broader conversation about queer Muslim

identities.

Zainab’s poignant advice to be united in the desire to be free and safe

encapsulates the essence of community that the narrator seeks to forge

through their photography project. The chapter closes with a commitment to

amplifying these voices, highlighting the strength and resilience found in

shared experiences amid the pursuit of acceptance and love within and

beyond faith.
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Chapter 11 Summary: 

Chapter Eleven Summary: The House of Connection and Growth 

In the heart of downtown Toronto stands a heritage red Edwardian row

house, a sanctuary within a bustling city. This house, rich in history and

surrounded by a tranquil atmosphere, serves as both a refuge and a stage for

the family's everyday life. Its roots run deep, having once been home to

European Jewish families, and later becoming a melting pot for the Chinese

community after the original Chinatown was demolished. This house

embodies the stories and struggles of immigrant families, over the years

sheltering countless individuals seeking a sense of belonging.

The narrator's mother, a passionate gardener, tends to her small oasis filled

with vibrant flowers and herbs, drawing nourishment and solace from her

surroundings amid urban challenges, such as rising Islamophobia. She hosts

regular dinner gatherings for both old friends and new immigrants—refugees

from diverse backgrounds who find comfort and community under her roof,

forging connections that transcend cultural divides.

While their father, an engineer, is away on business, the family gathers
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around the dinner table, discussing aspirations and future plans. Each sibling

pursues their academic path, embracing their individuality while feeling the

weight of their family's expectations. The youngest brother considers taking

a year off after high school to explore the world, a decision met with

supportive encouragement from their parents—a reflection of their

commitment to nurturing their children.

Books fill the house, serving as sources of wisdom and counsel. Their

mother emphasizes the importance of reading, suggesting that literature can

provide perspective during challenging times. The family’s dynamic is

lively, and there is a strong sense of encouragement for each member to

carve out their unique path, fostering an environment where identity can

flourish.

However, the narrator grapples with feelings of displacement, as the

comforts of home and stability were elusive in her early years before

immigrating to Canada. The experience of being an outsider motivates her to

seek familiarity in new places. Even while finding connections with the

South Asian community in Toronto, there remains an underlying sense of

longing for deeper roots that feels just out of reach.

As she navigates the complexities of her identity—balancing cultural

heritage with the search for personal acceptance—she begins to face her past

and the unresolved anxieties tied to it. With the encouragement of her
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sisters, she embarks on a therapeutic journey, revisiting her childhood scars

and gradually learning to nurture the vulnerable parts of herself.

The chapter culminates in an emotional turning point when the narrator

finally comes out as queer to her mother after years of silence. Surprisingly,

rather than rejection, she finds unconditional love and acceptance. The

transformation in their relationship marks a pivotal moment, revealing her

mother’s capacity for growth and allowing the narrator to explore her

identity without fear. This newfound openness initiates deeper conversations

about romance and relationships, highlighting a mutual desire to connect and

understand each other better.

Through these interactions, the chapter illustrates the intricate dance of

cultural, familial, and personal identities, reflecting on the enduring power of

love and acceptance. The narrator's journey from longing and confusion to

connection and understanding underscores the notion that home is not just a

physical space, but rather a dynamic relationship built on trust, compassion,

and the courage to be one’s true self.
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Chapter 12: 

In the fall of 2016, just a day after Donald Trump's election victory, the

 author found themselves at the University of North Carolina delivering a

keynote address titled “Spirituality as a Radical Tool,” focusing on the

experiences of queer Muslims in America. Although excited about the

opportunity to share their work, the atmosphere was charged with anxiety.

The election results added a somber backdrop to the event, particularly for

marginalized communities witnessing a surge in Islamophobia and

discrimination.

Amidst this context, the author had been compiling a photo project on queer

Muslims, which unexpectedly gained traction and visibility, culminating in

an exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London. This sudden

success changed the trajectory of their journalism, shifting from lighter

topics to deeper issues concerning race, spirituality, and the intersections of

identity in the face of societal prejudice.

During their travels to connect with queer Muslims, the author noted varying

perspectives influenced by cultural contexts. For example, in Istanbul,

disenchantment with Islam was common among queer Muslims facing daily

oppression, contrasting sharply with the vibrant resistance found among

queer Muslims in America and Europe. The narrative was not uniform;

many faced compounded struggles of racism alongside homophobia.
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The author shared their journey of personal growth, including their decision

to come out to their father. His calm acceptance provided a poignant

moment of understanding, enriching their sense of belonging within their

family. The author's experiences were interwoven with the collective

traumas faced by queer individuals, especially in light of the Pulse nightclub

shooting, highlighting a community reeling from loss but seeking solace and

connection through shared identities.

The day of the keynote address, the author observed the tense atmosphere

among students grappling with the implications of Trump’s presidency.

Many attendees were young people of color, and the opening remarks from

faculty acknowledged the emotional toll of the election. During their speech,

the author emphasized the importance of representation, sharing personal

and poignant stories from their project that illustrated resilience and hope

within marginalized communities.

Following the talk, the author connected with Saba and Laila, a queer

Muslim couple, who exemplified love as a radical act in a world that often

denies them acceptance. Their creative expressions in art and activism

showcased a powerful narrative of resistance, challenging the stereotypes

that often constrict Muslim identities. Their community in Durham was

teeming with activists who passionately engaged in soulful discussions

about justice and equality, leading the author to reflect on the palpable
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difference in activist spirit in North Carolina compared to their home city of

Toronto.

Inspired by the vibrant resilience of the queer Muslim community in North

Carolina, the author sought to amplify their stories, recognizing the strength

found in solidarity. Saba and Laila, along with others, candidly conveyed

their fears and aspirations in the wake of a tumultuous political climate,

highlighting how their identities as queer Muslims spurred them to advocate

for justice, not just for themselves but for all marginalized communities.

The chapter culminated with the author grappling with their own complex

relationship with identity amidst a backdrop of rising Islamophobia

following Trump's Muslim ban. Ultimately, the author chose to shift focus

from fear-based narratives to the connections fostered among individuals

navigating their realities, illustrating a nuanced and hopeful perspective on

resilience in the face of adversity.

Through these experiences, the author articulated the importance of

self-exploration, acknowledging that understanding their identity as a queer

Muslim has profoundly shaped their worldview. They emphasized that such

personal acknowledgment can serve as an act of resistance against societal

norms that attempt to erase their existence, affirming the invaluable role of

activism, storytelling, and community in shaping a just future for all.
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