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Disclaimer

This memoir is a work of creative nonfiction. It reflects the author’s memories, perceptions, and interpretations of events. Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect privacy. Institutional names are used for context only; no statement herein should be read as a factual claim about any institution as a whole.
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In loving memory of my Ustād and father, Hameed Ali Khan,

who not only knighted me in music but also taught me the hardest lesson in life—

​that strength is nurtured with a single decision: 

​to believe you can.

​This truth made this memoir possible.
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​Preface
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Illness and breakdown often express what systems of power refuse to acknowledge, as Gabor Maté reminds us in his book, When the Body Says No. The trauma of immigration precarity lives not only in policies and papers but in the body itself—ulcers, migraines, exhaustion, silence. My wounds are not merely personal; they are systemic markers, scars left by structures that deny belonging.

When stories of racialized workers are told, the emphasis often falls on credential recognition or the absence of “Canadian experience.” These narratives are important, but they do not tell the whole story. What is rarely spoken about are those of us who do have Canadian degrees, who do hold national awards and international recognition, who have contributed for nearly two decades, and yet remain excluded from permanent residency.

The pages that follow trace the arc of this wound: the silencing of childhood, the fractures of academic life, the betrayals of immigration systems, and the ways music carried me through each rupture. My story does not move in a straight line — neither did my life. It shifts across Karachi, London, Edmonton, Boston, Banff, Calgary, and back again, following the rhythm of circumstance and choice, displacement and return. To help orient the reader, I will provide a timeline of where I was when: the rooms, rivers, and cities that shaped my voice, and the systems that constrained it.

This is not only a story of exclusion; it is also a testimony of survival. I have endured childhood abuse, teenage assault, intimate partner violence, and racialized erasure in the academy. And yet, within these violences, I found rare affirmations — mentors and communities that honoured me, and the miracle of music itself, which gave me a voice when silence threatened to consume me.

The wound is not a metaphor for me. It is a lived condition: a cut sustained over years, reopening with every rejection letter, every visa delay, every reminder that I was welcome to contribute but never to belong. And yet, it is also through the wound that my voice emerged. In the deep waters of despair and displacement, music became the current that carried me toward hope.

To name the wound is to trace how structural, cultural, epistemic, emotional, and physical violence intersect. To listen to the wound is to hear what the system cannot contain: the knowledge that healing cannot arise from individual endurance alone, but from collective and systemic change.

My contribution to systems-change thinking is to center the wound as analytic—a way of understanding how exclusion injures bodies and lives, and how true transformation must address the root causes of suffering rather than demand resilience from the wounded.

This contradiction is the heart of my memoir. For seventeen years, I have lived in Canada as an artist, scholar, and teacher, contributing to the life of its communities while carrying the unrelenting weight of immigration precarity. This has not only shaped my professional opportunities, but also my health, dignity, and very sense of belonging.

This book is offered as a witness. It is both a personal story and a public call: an insistence that Canada confront the deeper structures of racial and gendered exclusion that remain invisible in policy conversations. It is also an invitation into listening to music, to wounds, to the silences that mark those of us living without a home in the very place we serve.

Civil rights activist Jesse Jackson reminds us: “We might not be responsible for being down, but we are responsible for getting up.” Every award I have received, every song I have composed, every essay I have published is evidence of this refusal to stay down. But the larger wound remains: not only exclusion, but the silence of institutions that benefit from my work without granting belonging.

My prize-winning compositions, performances, and writings in Canada were not born out of institutional support, but from moments of erasure—when the systems around me withheld recognition. To write this memoir is to extend that courage outward: to create dialogue where silence has prevailed, to offer testimony where denial has reigned, and to open a space for healing where wounds have long been hidden.

This is my story of acculturation in Canadian society—the trauma of immigration precarity, and the music that became my lifeline. It is also the story of how I earned my place in rooms where racialized women are often unseen, and how I protected my work from being undervalued. In the harshest winters and the most impenetrable silences, I learned to listen deeply—and to transform survival into song.

What follows is not only my testimony, but the story of how I lived it: across winters, rivers, and rooms where my voice kept me alive. It is a map of movement and becoming, charted across years and cities.

Writing about trauma is not about coherence. It is not about neat narratives, tidy arcs, or resolution. It is about giving voice to fragments—the raw, jagged edges of experience that resist smoothing over. It is about honouring incoherence: the disjointed moments that linger in the body long after language fails.

These are the truths that live in shadow—memories that stutter, stories that tremble, emotions that erupt without warning. Writing from trauma means letting those hidden parts speak, even when their grammar falters or their logic dissolves. It is not about performance—it is about survival. Expression becomes reclamation: piecing oneself together not despite incoherence, but because of it.

And so I return to the fragments I have carried through the sea storms I have sailed across, still listening for the songs that became the cracks where light entered. 
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​Map of my Journey
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2006–2008 | London (UK) → Graduate studies at the Institute of Ismaili Studies; immersion in Arabic language and music.

2008–2010 | Edmonton → Arrival at the University of Alberta

Summer 2009 | Pakistan (Karachi, Sehwan Sharif, Bhitshah, Hyderabad, Islamabad, Lahore) → M.A. fieldwork.

March 2010 | Boston/Chicago → Campus visits to Harvard University and the University of Chicago; chose Harvard.

Aug 2010 – Dec 2011 | Harvard → Doctoral studies in ethnomusicology.

Dec 2011 – Sept 2012 | Karachi (Bhitshah) → Extended return for fieldwork.

2012–2019 | Edmonton → Ph.D. studies at the University of Alberta.

Aug – Sept 2019 | Toronto → Canada’s Music Incubator.

Jan – Mar 2020 | World Odyssey → Semester at Sea faculty role.

Mar 2020 – 2022 | Karachi → Pandemic years.

2022–Present | Calgary → Artist-scholar practice and writing.
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​PART I: SHĀGIRDĪ 

​
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​Chapter 1: The Voice And The Wound


[image: ]




Call me Shumaila. Years ago—before the Elbow River sang to me, before I learned to gather cold starlight in my palms—my name was only a word, echoing through university hallways and classrooms, attached to a face few remembered. Some say it means “one who knows the stars,” a woman woven from constellations, guided by the light of ancient maps. Others hear “Shumāl,” the north—a compass point, the wind that leads you home when you’ve lost your way. But always, it was a name waiting for its story to unfold, as I was waiting for my own.

Call me the keeper of stories. Though they have tried to silence mine, I choose to share this story in ways yet to be imagined. I am a voice of my own—a voice that continues to rise, a voice that points north.

Call me the one who listens when others turn away, who dares to touch what remains untouched. I have walked beside others through their darkest moments, cradling their sorrow until they rediscovered their voices. Through the power of my voice, I have spoken truths others feared to utter.

Call me a prophet—not the kind who preaches from lofty pulpits, but a queen who sings from the wound. In this world, such a gift may not bring profit. But in a deeper sense, it transforms me into something else entirely. 

Music is my miracle—the secret fire I nurtured in the cold, the language I embraced when I came to Alberta in 2008. With every song, I bear witness to what it means to survive, to heal, and to hope.

This is the story of how I found my miracle, how I kept it alive, how it, in turn, sustained me, and how I continue to transform suffering into song, vision, and hope for others. Through every note, I gather the scattered pieces of my story and offer them to anyone still wandering in the cold.

Call me a seeker. There were seasons when silence settled heavily inside me—when my voice was a forgotten thing, numb and damp like a –45 Alberta evening that refused to lift. Locked out, the air sliced into my skin like knives. Ten minutes in that wind felt like a lifetime—my breath burned, my fingers went numb and useless, panic rose with the cold. In that frozen moment, I wondered if death on an empty street might feel like the erasure of unpublished research in the academy.

When despair presses close, I remind myself of that night in Alberta—how I found the courage to reach out, to step into warmth despite fear. Across the street, a high-end restaurant glowed. Inside, a barista spotted me through the glass. I saw her looking, but I hesitated—memories of London flooded back: being called a “Paki,” being treated like a problem, always the outsider. For a moment, I imagined her seeing me the same way.

Still, I gathered what little courage I had and stepped inside. The warmth hit me like a wave. I walked up to her, my voice trembling. “Is it okay if I just wait here in the lobby? My cousin is coming back. It’s freezing out there.” And that is when I truly discovered how kind and friendly Canadians can be.

Drawing strength from that memory, I offer this memoir as an act of outreach—an attempt to bring warmth into the coldest season of my life, when doubt, disbelief, and the disillusionment of seventeen years of precarity have overshadowed my experience of life in Canada.

Still, I continue to seek joy. I sit by the river, coaxing the silent voice in my chest to return. To sing is to resist what numbness would extinguish. To breathe tenderness into a world stung by violence and frayed by injustice—that is the calling I follow, even as Canada refuses me belonging, even as it denies me a home. 

​
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​Chapter 2: At The Crossroads
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On my 29th birthday—April 5, 2010—I stood at a crossroads. Two universities, Harvard and the University of Chicago, were competing for me as a PhD student. I had even secured a U.S. B1/B2 visa to visit both campuses and make the decision that would shape the course of my life in music.

On the flight from Edmonton to Chicago, a quiet tug-of-war unfolded inside me. As the plane lifted, the city lights blurred with my uncertainty. Chicago had been my dream, and it was also the path my mentor at the University of Alberta, Prof. Regula Burckhardt Qureshi, encouraged. Yet my gut, soft and insistent, whispered Harvard. I tried to focus on the hum of the engines, but my thoughts kept drifting inward, searching for clarity amid the clouds.

I landed in Chicago on a rainy day. The city’s sprawling highways and muscular architecture were the largest I had ever seen, wide enough to swallow me whole. Chicago felt like King Kong. The traffic roared like something alive—relentless—and I felt small, devoured by a city that seemed to tower over me at every turn.

My first evening in Chicago was spent in a dorm room at the University of Chicago, writing to Professor Aziz Esmail, my mentor from London, who had once served on the Committee of Social Thought here. Unsure of where to place myself, I shared my dilemma. His reply was prompt and simple: Do not get entangled in the Committee. Focus on Ethnomusicology. That evening, the cafeteria had closed, leaving no places to eat. The next morning, breakfast was nothing more than a bagel and coffee grabbed on the run.

The campus exuded intellectual rigour—quadrangles soaked in rain, a solemn devotion to the life of the mind. It reminded me of my brief but life-altering course with the late Muslim philosopher Mohammed Arkoun, for whom I once skipped the deedar of Aga Khan IV’s golden jubilee in London just to finish a paper. I earned the only A-plus in the class, but the graduate administrator never returned my paper with Arkoun’s handwritten comments. I did not yet know this was a sign: academia would rarely honour my efforts in the ways I expected.

I met students for lunches and dinners. They were warm on the surface, yet I felt a subtle distance I couldn’t name. Indian scholars heavily represented the South Asian Studies Department, and I quietly wondered how my work—on Pakistan’s fractured histories and its music—would fit here. On campus, I was introduced to a Bangladeshi student who asked where I was from. When I answered “Pakistan,” his face fell into a sullen silence. In that instant, I felt the weight of 1971 between us—the unspoken grief of war and the uneasy inheritance of national identity. I could have said something to bridge it—about my family’s deep ties to Bangladesh, that my paternal grandfather is still remembered by Bengali Muslims as he donated lands for mosque, about how poorly Bengalis were treated by the Pakistani military in 1971—but instead, the silence hardened around me.

I attended a class by Professor Philip Bohlman, and to my claustrophobic self, the absence of windows in that room felt like a warning. The music theory exam—a faceless hurdle required for the PhD in Music—loomed ahead. I had no formal Western music training to stand on, and the prospect of being tested on it made my anxiety deepen.

Yet there were moments of warmth. A friend, working as a postdoctoral fellow at the University, invited me to dinner, and I spent the night at her place, meeting her young daughter and sharing laughter that softened the edges of the day. I even had family in the city, though I couldn’t manage a visit. One evening, I joined the graduate students and faculty for dinner, listening to live music performed by a professor’s partner. Chicago seemed to keep me endlessly occupied — concerts, conversations, new faces — yet beneath the rhythm of it all,  I felt profoundly alone in the city.

Still, the city had its beauties: sunlit days, the leafy grounds of the University of Chicago, afternoons at the Art Institute, and the mirrored monument in Millennium Park where I stood watching my reflection multiply. I loved the diversity I saw, especially in African American communities, which gave the city its rhythm and strength. Yet for all its beauty and diversity, Chicago remained inaccessible to me. Beneath the sunlit days and generous encounters, the city stayed vast, overwhelming—a giant whose embrace I could never quite enter.

The next morning, I stood at the gates of the dorm, staring at the green squares glistening under the rain. My suitcase felt heavier than it was. Outside, Chicago pulsed with life—the roar of traffic, the press of people, the glitter of its monuments—but inside, I felt entirely alone. Friends had invited me to dinner, family lived nearby, yet the city itself felt impenetrable, as if I were wandering through it behind glass. I remember thinking: How will this long PhD journey unfold in so much solitude? If this continues, I will go mad. A part of me wanted to stay, to linger in this solemn, intellectual world. Another part felt lonely and urged me to move, to catch my flight, to follow the faint thread of intuition pulling me elsewhere.

I boarded the plane to Boston with a lingering ache—caught between admiration and unease, knowing that my heart was already whispering no.

As the plane lifted off over Chicago’s endless grid, I pressed my forehead to the window, watching the city shrink beneath me. The air felt different as we soared east. The plane from Chicago to Boston felt like boarding a think tank in the sky. Professors, graduate students, and artists hummed with ideas. This, I thought, is what a city of minds must look like.

As the plane descended into Logan Airport, the Boston light washed over me in a way I can still recall. It felt like home—not one I had yet lived, but one already inscribed in my bones. Cambridge was human-scaled, walkable, alive. The Charles River curved through streets lined with old brick buildings and narrow lanes that led past bookstores and cafés.

Boston, or rather Cambridge, felt different. It had the intimacy of a college town inside a larger city. Where Chicago had overwhelmed me whole, Cambridge held me gently, with a kind of homeliness I hadn’t expected. By the time I reached Boston, hunger had sharpened my senses. That evening, I stumbled upon a small Iranian restaurant and ordered kafteh and rice. The familiar spices reminded me of my time in Syria and Egypt in 2007, where similar dishes had been our daily meals during my Arabic language immersion as part of the Islamic Studies program in London.

It felt like the comfort of a home I had built through my education abroad, and for a moment, I let myself breathe—a slight relief after the strained days in Chicago. Later, I walked toward Harvard Yard, past people strolling their dogs under the amber glow of streetlights, and met a friend from Lahore at the steps of Widener Library. We shared the language of tasawwuf, finding common ground in our familiarity. 

The next morning, as we explored together, Cambridge revealed itself as a contained, beautiful, and perfectly scaled city. For the first time since I had arrived in America, I didn’t feel devoured or diminished. I felt just right, as though I had stepped into a fairy-tale city made precisely to hold me.

There was something seductive about the combination of new and old architecture at Harvard—it looked like a place that had it all. Even the walls of the Peabody Music Department seemed to breathe thought. I remembered the musicologist Lydia Goehr, who, in The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works, had described its concert hall—lined with portraits of canonical composers—as an architectural metaphor for the Western art music canon itself. Walking through those halls, I felt the weight of that history pressing in, both inviting and intimidating at once.

That very day, I attended a lecture on Amin Maalouf’s operas and their power to bridge conflict and culture. I was moved beyond words. I hoped Harvard would stretch me far past South Asia—into an international, borderless education.

I met with my supervisor, whose article on dhamāl brought back memories of Lahore, and felt closer to my own experience of visiting shrines than Regula’s research in Delhi had ever allowed. He and his student, Sarah, took me out to lunch and strolled with me through wooded paths. Their warmth made the encounter feel like a welcome, not a test.

A surprising reconnection also grounded me: a former Teaching Assistant from Lahore University was now a doctoral student at Harvard. We had once bonded over our shared passion for Sufi traditions. Seeing him again, alongside his wife and their published work, made the dream of a scholarly and creative life in Boston feel tangible—doable, even.

Harvard opened its doors, and Chicago extended warm invitations too. Their attention was affirming, yet also overwhelming.

Even as these choices unfolded, my legal status in Canada remained temporary, shaping how much I could plan ahead.

But none of this quite explains why I chose Harvard. 

The truth is more personal. It was about music.

Both Harvard and Chicago required a music theory exam. In Chicago, it felt like a rigid, faceless hurdle. At Harvard, it became an invitation to explore my creative side.

The proctor, Olaf Post—a pianist—met with me beforehand. In our session, he transformed musical notes into dancing characters. It was playful, kind, even magical. He spoke directly to the hidden reason I was drawn to ethnomusicology in the first place: to come closer to music.

Once, during our conversations, Dr. Aziz Esmail had said that I had replaced God with music—that my longing for the divine had transmuted into a longing for sound. He wasn’t wrong. In music, I have been seeking something sacred. And Olaf, unknowingly, opened my imagination.

My excitement was so consuming that I missed my flight back to Edmonton. In the rush and confusion, as I vacated the hotel room and called a friend for a place to stay, a surge of doubt mingled with exhilaration. That night, lying awake in an unfamiliar bed, I replayed every conversation and every glance, wondering if I had truly found my place. The next morning, heart full, body tired, I boarded a new flight home, unsure whether I was walking into a dream or something else entirely.

Returning to Edmonton after the U.S. felt like shrinking into another part of myself. In America, my diaphragm had opened—my voice had grown louder, clearer, more confident. But in Canada, voices seemed to be held back, spoken softly, carefully, as though confidence itself were a kind of trespass. I remember buying a bus ticket soon after I returned. I asked for it in the new, open way I had learned—loud, clear, resonant—and the woman at the counter froze, staring at me as if I had startled her. In that moment, I realized how out of place I sounded.

At the University of Alberta, the same shrinking happened again. At the Canadian Centre for Ethnomusicology meeting that week, everyone spoke with restraint, their words softened, their tones subdued. In that room, my new voice—shaped by the U.S.—sounded rocky, audacious, too loud for the silence of Alberta. And so, I pulled myself back in, folding into the Canadian quiet. Edmonton was not just snow and silence outside; it also asked for silence inside.

As I returned to the daily humdrum of Edmonton and crawled back into the smaller version of myself—familiar, contracted, and constrained—I could already feel a rebel taking shape inside me.

Ironically, I felt a great deal of freedom at Harvard. A resounding yes had echoed through my body while I was there. It was hard to explain that to Regula, to Kaley, or to Philip Bohlman, who had so generously taken me out to lunch in Chicago and spoken from the heart. They had each tried to caution me. Prof. Bohlman had said, with care and concern, that Harvard could be a difficult place to manoeuvre. Kaley echoed that I would be better supported at Chicago.

But support wasn’t what I was seeking. Not then.

Instead of relief, I felt trapped. Their words, though well-meaning, pressed down on me like a weight I couldn’t shake. I was already coping with the pressure through smoking, one cigarette after another, trying to steady myself against the sense that I might collapse. The hum of diners and the faint smell of coffee grounded me as I listened to Dr. Bohlman’s careful words. What if I disappointed them—or worse, myself—by choosing wrong? The hardest part was the dissonance: the advice they gave me and what my gut said were at odds, and I felt torn between loyalty to their guidance and fidelity to myself.

In fact, I often felt that the only reason I was being taken seriously was because of the name Harvard. It wasn’t me they were nurturing, it was the weight of that institution. Coming from such an ordinary, simple background, I believed Harvard would transform me, open doors that had always been closed. When Dr. Bohlman looked at me across the table and said, “I’d like to have a heart-to-heart conversation with you,” the seriousness in his voice made me sit up straighter, nerves tightening in my chest. He spoke of his daughter Andrea—of her childhood training, her languages, her refined preparation. I heard admiration, but also a sting of condescension. It reminded me of everything I hadn’t had, all the resources that had never been within reach.

At Lahore University, I had already watched students from privileged backgrounds rise and claim their place in the world as if it were their birthright, while I stood at the back, fighting simply to hold on. The institution itself carried prejudices against people from Sindh, and every step forward felt like resistance. I did not have the privilege of years of training with a Ustād (a master musician), the kind of apprenticeship that opened doors for others. Enrolling in an ethnomusicology program had itself been a long, improbable journey—one I had carved through persistence rather than entitlement. And so, when I arrived at Harvard, part of me believed it would finally even the scales—that its name would lift me where my own story, background, and struggles could not.

I felt that the conversations and the concern directed toward me had less to do with who I was and more to do with the sheen of Harvard that clung to my name. It was as though I myself were invisible, carried forward only by the institution I was tethered to.

I wanted them to see the restless, curious, uncertain person behind the name. I wanted them to see my fire more clearly—to see me as an ethnomusicologist with the potential to make an impact, as a critical thinker who had created a project no one else had attempted. And maybe they believed in me more than any professor at Harvard at the time, but I was not convinced. 

The Shah jo Rāg tradition had never been studied in ethnomusicology, and I had already travelled to Bhitshah to begin the difficult preliminary work in 2009, which was especially challenging for a woman to undertake. But none of that originality or determination was acknowledged in those moments. Regula had resisted my project on Sufi music from the beginning, only agreeing to it after I returned from Harvard. At Chicago, and even with Philip Bohlman, there was no real expertise on Sufi music to guide me. Instead, they placed me in a box: Pakistan was underrepresented, they said, and I would fill the gap. I did not feel like they really saw me or my journey; they saw only a gap that needed to be covered.

I was seeking air. Movement. Permission. The feel of something opening.

Harvard had given me a glimpse of that. And even if I couldn’t yet name what I was walking into, my decision was already made. People from my former institute in London also tried to caution me, but my gut instinct said a resounding yes, and I couldn’t be convinced otherwise. And so, even as I followed my gut, I carried with me a hunger—not just for recognition, but to be truly seen.

Harvard felt like home — though I would only learn later that it was the echo of the home I already knew: a place of estrangement and distance. But then life in Canada would only later show me that it was not an entirely false reckoning, for even after seventeen years, I could not find belonging anywhere.

To understand why I followed my gut, I have to tell you where I come from, and why the echo of home called to me in that way. But maybe the answer is never just one place or one decision — it is the story of searching, of longing for belonging. 

I was still that bird trained to fly in circles, restless for escape, hungry for a horizon I could finally claim. What would it mean to break free — to be truly seen, to belong?

I hovered for a moment over the “Send” button on my acceptance email, heart pounding. With one click, I stepped across. I didn’t know what lay beyond that threshold, but I was finally moving forward. That story, I realize now, was only just beginning. The circling bird had chosen a horizon, unaware of what storms or skies awaited.

​
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​Chapter 3: Shedding Roots Of A Colonial City
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Even as the Karachi sun pressed through the curtains each morning, I carried a longing for elsewhere—a place I hadn’t yet seen but somehow felt might fit. I recall my last summer before leaving for London, UK in 2006: sitting in my room with Carl Jung’s autobiography open in my lap, cigarette smoke curling toward the ceiling. He wrote of the mentors who had shaped his life; I read those words again and again, wondering if I would ever find mine. In that moment, Karachi felt less like home than a waiting room—somewhere I endured, not where I belonged. And I wondered: if Karachi had never felt like home, what would it take for a place to let me belong?

I was born and raised in Karachi, a city the British once built as a cantonment town—restless, crowded, and always humming with the sound of money exchange. To me, it was a city of contradictions: colonial bones under the restless, living skin of South Asian settlers and immigrants from across India.

From an early age, I was immersed in gināns, devotional hymns that echoed through family and community spaces. They were part of the air I breathed as a child, carrying words in Gujarati, Sindhi, Punjabi, and Siraiki. Even before I could fully understand them, I absorbed their meanings through sound and repetition. This gave me an instinctive ear for South Asian languages and for the spiritual threads woven through them. Gināns were not something I studied; they were simply present—lived, remembered, and sung—a devotional ground that shaped me long before I could name it.

I learned early, however, that the city itself stood at a crossroads of histories and cultures. My maternal family came from Kathiawar in Gujarat, while my paternal family had relocated from Ahmedabad to Kanpur and subsequently to Agra. After Partition in 1947, my grandparents on both sides migrated to Karachi in Sindh.

My parents were born in Karachi, but my family travelled to Decca for trade, and my father spent much of his childhood and adolescence there. In their twenties, carrying fragmented memories of both Decca and Karachi, my parents married and settled here, bringing with them the anxieties of building a life in a city crowded with multiple South Asian languages and competing claims to space.

In our home, memories of Gujarat lingered in the conversations between my grandparents and in the Gujarati newspapers delivered to our doorstep each morning. The newspaper man would arrive on his cycle, toss the tightly rolled paper bound with a rubber band, and my grandpa would carefully slip it off, unrolling the news of a place that still felt close, even across borders.

From a young age, I was adventurous, full of hopes and dreams. I wanted to travel, to move across worlds, and I leaned on English—fine-tuning it carefully—because I knew it would carry me farthest. At school, I had a bilingual education in English and Urdu, which sharpened my ability to move between languages and shaped how I listened, spoke, and expressed myself. In the evenings, I attended religious school, where all the subjects were taught in Urdu. There I studied history, learned gināns, and was taught to read the Qur’an, which opened the Arabic alphabet to me. Many people, when they hear me speak English without a strong South Asian accent, assume I lack South Asian roots. What they cannot see is that I was simultaneously immersed in gināns, religious learning and secular learning in Urdu day and evening schools, and the languages of South Asia—Gujarati, Sindhi, Punjabi, and Siraiki—inhabiting parallel worlds from the very beginning.

I would stand at the door when the milkman, doodhwālā, entered the gate and poured milk from his silver tin container, the bubbles whimpering as they escaped into our dish. In the kitchen, parathas sizzled in oil, the popping sound sharpening as the edges browned, their steam fogging my glasses before I tore into them. These everyday sounds and tastes rooted me in Karachi’s rhythms, even as my dreams pulled me elsewhere.

The clink of bottles in the call of the batlī-wālā, the rattle of the tin-dabbay-wālā—his voice rang down our lane like a rough, half-sung tune, bartering scrap for coins. Empty bottles clinked in his sack, tins rattled like percussion, until even refuse had its rhythm in Karachi’s late afternoons.

In our small neighbourhood in Amynabad, I first tasted the freedom of the open road as a young girl, pedalling my bicycle through narrow lanes with exhilaration. My adventurous spirit often carried me beyond the neighbourhood boundaries and past curfew, even sneaking away to PIB Colony for a glimpse of the world outside. With my bike, I often dared myself to cross thresholds—pushing past limits simply to feel the thrill of movement, to experience the beyond.

As a child, I sometimes tested the edges of authority without even knowing it. My grandparents often argued in Gujarati, and I would pick up words without understanding their meaning. At the age of four, I heard my grandfather repeat a phrase to my grandmother, and I echoed it back across the dining table. His eyes widened in outrage. I was the youngest in the family, sitting at a six-seater table across from him, the eldest at the head. The phrase I had repeated—māri nā kuchhe (“I will kill you”)—stunned the table into silence.

My grandmother folded into herself, and my father quickly intervened: “She does not know what it means; she just picked it up from you.” I kept repeating it like a chorus back to my grandpa. In that moment, I realized I had crossed a line: I had spoken back, even if in innocence, and discovered how volatile authority could be.

At the same time, outside, the air hummed with the restless energy of a metropolis: buses painted in riotous colours, the salty breath of the sea, the call to prayer (azān) rising above traffic horns. The scent of chicken tikka and kebabs mingled with polluted air, my nostrils bemused by whiffs of smoke, spice, and sea. Karachi’s breath was always deepened by its layered populations, coexisting in narrow worlds and carrying intergenerational histories across borders.

If authority in my home was volatile, at school it became a lesson in social hierarchies. Childhood brought defiance; adolescence brought its first sharp sting. The city marked me with invisible cuts—the kind that don’t heal but harden.

At school, the headmistress—the wife of a Navy officer—made me her target. I had been elected prefect, even stood for head girl, but instead of encouragement I met daily humiliation. My waist never straight enough, my hair always unkempt, my presence too outspoken. She corrected me in front of others, not to guide but to cut me down. Each comment chipped away at my worth, leaving a quiet ache long after the school bell. My stomach tightened during assemblies each time she spoke. I held my breath as her heels clicked toward me; when her voice rang out, my throat closed as if to swallow words before they could leave my mouth. It was a lesson in how authority could silence and shrink you, reminding you never to become “too much,” and how easily one could be made small in one’s city, where space itself seemed reserved for the wealthy women who claimed it with ease.

That lesson—how authority could silence and shrink you—would echo years later in North American academies, where systemic erasure left me carrying the same wound in a new guise.

Years later, when I sat for my A-levels at another institution, I saw that entitlement crystallized in the headmistress’s daughter. While the rest of us sat neatly at our desks, she thrust her leg into the aisle—an exaggerated sprawl, almost like a sardar pose, claiming the room. Her shalwar was pulled a good five inches above the ankle, another performance of class privilege. In a space where middle-class girls like me instinctively drew inward, she expanded.

As an adult, I saw these women—now leaders in academia and public life—reminding me that those gestures of entitlement were not just adolescent postures, but rehearsals for power.

This class of society was at once liberating and despairing. On the one hand, it showed me what lay beyond domestic expectations; on the other, it hurt to see that no matter how far I went, I would always be judged against them.

Those humiliations hardened into scars, part of my private history with Karachi. The city where I laughed, studied, and dreamed was also the city where I first learned to hurt myself just to be seen. In my loneliness, I ached for someone to notice me, to offer acceptance. And the one I found turned out to be abusive.

Yet even in that silence, languages kept me alive. Gināns whispered resilience in melodies older than my name. Urdu gave me poetry to name grief. English opened doors beyond the city’s boundaries, and Arabic steadied me in the rhythms of prayer. Each language became a colour on my canvas, layering hurt with song, humiliation with defiance, longing with survival.

Karachi never quite let me belong. Its streets felt like thresholds I crossed again and again, only to return to the same narrowing paths—streets that caved in, shrinking the world I longed to escape, their rhythms sometimes closing me out. 

And yet, in its cacophonous traffic sounds I found a hidden teaching: belonging is not always tethered to geography. Sometimes it resides in the voices we internalize—the voices of teachers, ancestors, and strangers who left traces in our breath. When I sing, when I release those voices, my breath becomes my dwelling. My home was not going to be bound to soil or walls; it found itself in sound.

Years later, walking the streets of Harvard Yard, I was surprised by a sense of belonging I had rarely felt in Karachi. Cambridge, with its unfamiliar streets and foreign tongue, became the first place that held the possibility of home. In my dorm, people were welcoming; every day brought something new and exciting, reviving the adventurous spirit of my childhood. What Karachi had taken from me, Cambridge seemed to return.

On the streets of Cambridge, I thought back to that Karachi summer—the girl smoking a pack while circling Jung’s words, desperate for a guide. I hadn’t known it then, but what I longed for was not only a mentor, but a place where I could carry all my fragments without shame. Karachi had left me restless, always searching. Edmonton felt too narrow for my curiosities. London was exciting but lacked opportunities. Cambridge, unexpectedly, gave me room to breathe—a home my own city never could. It taught me that sometimes, home is not a place, but the presence of a mentor who nurtures you, and ironically, I discovered that nurturance in Cambridge because in my memory, I was carrying with me the moments of care and recognition I had received from Regula in Edmonton.
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