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To every soul in search of a home,


you’ve reached your destination










Prologue


I don’t know the exact reason you’re here. Or why you are holding this book in your hands. So many roads could have led you to this moment. Something tells me you’re feeling lost. Isolated. That you are in need of being seen, heard, and loved. That you are in need of feeling safe. Something tells me you’ve been searching for this state of being in someone other than yourself. Somewhere outside of your own life. Here’s the truth: Your home belongs nowhere outside of you. Your home is within you. You are the architect. You are the builder. And you are the occupant. You must find yourself. You must see yourself. Hear yourself. Love yourself. You must create safety for yourself. I know how hard it is to imagine this construction. That’s why, in this book, I will hold your hand and guide you as you build your own home within and say to yourself Welcome home.










Introduction


The Road to Home


Before you start building your home, you must lay the brick road that leads to the land on which your home will be built. By breaking down all the obstacles in your way, you will turn your roadblocks into bricks that form the construction of the road.


The mistake most of us make is that we build our homes in other people in the hope that they will deem us worthy of being welcomed inside. We feel so abandoned and empty when people leave, because we’ve invested so much of ourselves in them. In this introduction, you’ll learn about the power of taking ownership over building your home, your own space, within yourself. Regardless of your past, how homeless you were, or how many people you begged to love you, building your home begins here and now.


Are you ready?


Let’s start constructing the road to home.
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It was a Monday morning.


I woke up to a message that said “Can I call you?” This was a little unusual for Noah to ask, because we usually planned our calls days in advance. It didn’t sit right with me, but since we’d been texting a lot more recently, I decided a phone call was a natural progression. So I answered “Of course!” I jumped out of bed, threw my hair up in a bun, and sat at the island in my kitchen, where I spend much of my time writing.


He called me on his way to work. We talked about his job for a little bit. We laughed a lot. I don’t remember why. But I was always very giddy with him on the phone. I liked to make him laugh, even if it meant making a fool of myself.


As we chatted about random life things, something in my heart said This can’t be it. He’s calling to tell me something.


Does he want to find out when he can see me next? Does he want to start opening up more? Does he miss me? No . . . that can’t be it. He’s so emotionally independent. He would never admit that even if it were true.


But another voice, one that I’d been working so hard on listening to, said He just wants to talk to you. Relax. You deserve to have someone call you out of the blue just because he wants to hear your voice.


I listened to that voice this time. It was the same voice I’d listened to a few days earlier when I pushed myself out of my comfort zone and started speaking to him in a more complimentary tone. He wasn’t reciprocating every single time, but he was happy to receive the compliments. And at that point, that’s all that mattered to me. He was trying to overcome a toxic past, and for him to accept a compliment was a huge step.


I felt happy someone had accepted my praise.


That inner voice took me so far past my comfort zone that I surprised myself. I wasn’t used to telling someone how much I wished I could see them. That thought alone—to tell someone I wished I were in their presence—made me blush uncontrollably. I somehow felt ashamed for expressing that . . . for wanting that . . . for admitting that.


You see, in my culture, talking about feelings and romance is taboo. It’s only for the movies and TV shows. It’s like, as a child, you could watch these shows, but you had to know what happened in them couldn’t happen in real life. It was a kind of cognitive dissonance. That happens and it’s okay for others to experience it, but if I did it, I would be in trouble.


At least that’s how I grew up in a tiny village in Lebanon. Everyone was of the Muslim faith—on paper. The mosque was right across from my house. And I grew up with a heavy religious education. That education drew hard lines between girls and boys, men and women. As a child, this is how I saw relationships: One day your knight in shining armor sees you, somehow, even though you’re hidden. He says he’s in love with you and wants to marry you. And, boom. You live happily ever after.


Ironically, way at the other end of the world—the part of the world where I’d eventually learn how misguided that notion of relationships is—Disney movies taught girls the same thing. I now know this is a narrative springing from misogyny and patriarchy—which unfortunately know no borders—rather than specific religions or cultures. I could write books about this, but let’s get back to the voice I was talking about.


Because whenever I listened to that voice, I slept better and felt happier, I decided on this morning to listen to that voice, too.


So I told him how excited I was to see him. Because he was so busy with work, we had decided to meet in a month’s time. But that voice had told me a few days before this call that if I wanted to see him sooner, I should just let him know. So I did so in a text message.


He said he would let me know when he could see me within the next week. I thought this was great. I had convinced myself that I needed to be more expressive, because I knew, given his toxic past, which he’d briefly mentioned, he had trust issues. I’d better make him feel secure with me, I thought. I’d better make him feel valued and wanted.


At the first moment of awkward silence in our phone call, I said: “I know I may have been saying things you’re not fully ready to hear, but I hope hearing them reminds you of how valuable you are.” Those things I’d said were innocent compliments and affirmations.


And then he said, “That’s the thing . . . I don’t think we should talk anymore.”


Let me freeze this moment for you and explain exactly how I felt: I was shocked. But at the same time, I really wasn’t. I knew this moment was coming. I wasn’t actually happy with our dynamic. I knew I wasn’t happy. In retrospect, I confused the happiness being vulnerable and speaking my mind gave me with him making me happy. But his lack of reciprocation always left me feeling confused. Getting emotion or attention from him was like running a race with the illusion there was a finish line. So you keep running, and the finish line keeps moving farther and farther away from you. Against all the odds of how I thought I would respond, I actually fell quiet. I could feel my body shrink and curve. My oversized sweater felt like the closest thing to a hug I could get during this moment, which felt like it would never end. How could it end when I hadn’t even seen it starting? Of course this would happen to me. No one wants to be with me.


In this moment of silence, he said: “See, the last few days have been way too intense. I’m not ready for something like this.”


Way too intense? I thought. We were just TEXTING!


I immediately jumped into defense mode and said: “But you said you were happy.”


“I did say that. And I was happy. But it just made me realize that I’m not ready. It’s too soon. I’m still dealing with a lot of things from my past, and I have to resolve them on my own.”


So the answer was simple. I said: “Okay, I won’t talk to you like that anymore. I’m sorry.”


But there was that other voice again: I moved too fast. I said things I shouldn’t have said. Maybe if I had waited a little bit longer, things would have been different. This is my fault.


“I think you’re in too deep, and it wouldn’t be fair to you to ask you to take a step back. So I think for now the best thing is that we don’t talk anymore.”


“At all?”


“At all. I know you don’t want to hear this, but I’m not going to change my mind. I know this hurts, but that’s what I want.”


As I attempt to describe this pain, words crumble before they can be written on paper. It felt like someone had walked me all the way up to the top of a mountain and pushed me off with all their force. At the same time, I felt numb. Perhaps it was denial. Shock. Disbelief. Or maybe the pain was so deep I couldn’t feel its intensity anymore. I felt a tingling sensation all over my body. Like I wanted to cry, but I couldn’t cry. I wanted to yell, but I couldn’t yell. I guess what I really wanted was to change this ending. But I couldn’t.


This was the end of the fight.


I felt so helpless.


How do you continue to fight when there’s no one but you on the battleground? How do you fight when someone has already raised your white flag for you? How do you say goodbye to someone who’s already gone? Who’s already left and is just informing you of their departure after they’ve reached their destination?


The rest of the phone call was a blur.


I took a business meeting immediately afterward, so I had no time to cry. When it ended, I jumped on a call with my business partner at the time and braved through it. But near the end of the call, he asked: “Are you okay?”


Honestly, back then, I resented this part of myself. It’s so readily apparent when I’m struggling. You can hear it in my voice. You can see it in my eyes. It’s so obvious. I mean, this person on the phone with me sensed something was wrong. The first thing I thought was Ugh! I hate that I can’t even hide how I’m feeling over the phone.


I said: “Honestly, I’m not okay.” And that’s when I broke down in tears. I told him what happened.


“I don’t understand why this always happens to me . . . it hurts so much . . . my heart actually hurts. I’m going to need to take some time off. I can’t focus on the work we agreed on.”


He was so kind, and he gave me so much input that, at the time, seemed to go in one ear and out the other. My whole being was preoccupied with this pain. This was bigger than Noah. It quickly spiraled into overblown feelings of abandonment, neglect, and worthlessness.


It was the weirdest thing ever. I said to myself Why are people always so okay with not having me in their lives?


I was taking an active part in degrading myself. I was telling myself Who do you think you are? I thought I’d already done the internal work to change the answer from I am a nobody to I am Najwa Zebian. How could it be that the answer was now back to I am someone who’s not worthy of love?


Somewhere between feeling I was a narcissist for being unable to accept that someone was okay not being with me and knowing what my value was, I chose to listen to a voice that told me You still don’t know how to let people see your value. If you did, this wouldn’t have happened.


So for the next few days I kept going over every moment. Every part of this story with Noah where I messed up. I was going in circles. I mean, this was never even close to a relationship. We didn’t even date. It was always a prospect, an almost, but never really there. The intensity of the pain I felt was so out of balance with the way I actually felt about Noah. I wasn’t in love with Noah. I wasn’t even in like with Noah. I was in hope with Noah’s potential. I was hurting more over someone leaving than over who that someone was.


My business partner had offered to connect me with his therapist, Brittany. At this point, I hadn’t spoken to a therapist in a while because I’d felt I was getting nowhere in therapy. But I decided to give it another try.


After I described my shock to the therapist, this is how the text conversation went:


Therapist: First, emotions are energy in motion, meaning that although they seem so hard and real, they truly are just energy that will flow through and which we can absolutely work through. Second, of course it would be a shock, because you probably would have done things a bit differently. Third, it’s really our ego that gets hurt in this situation. Sometimes we just want to be the one to make those decisions and be the one to cut the ties.


(It did cross my mind multiple times that if anyone should have ended this communication, it should have been me!)


Therapist: So I’d ask, when he stated you two wouldn’t be speaking anymore, how does that truly affect who you are and what you are?


Me: I believe it just confirms that I’m not worthy of being held on to. Not because I don’t believe I’m worthy of being held on to. But because every experience in my life up to this point has proved that I’m not.


Therapist: Sounds like it wasn’t exactly someone you wanted to hold on to you.


Me: I think I wanted to be held on to by him, but not the way he was holding on to me, which implies I wanted to change the way he feels. And I have no power to do that.


Therapist: So do you feel it’s really him you wish would hold you? Or someone in general?


(Even a therapist I was speaking to for the first time could tell that it wasn’t Noah I was sad over.)


Me: I know for sure it’s someone in general, but I . . . felt a connection with him. The first time I met him, I saw sorrow. And I felt this pull to try to help him. And every time he opened up and was vulnerable, I felt a stronger and stronger connection with him. I was familiar with that sorrow. It was comfortable to be in the presence of it. Because I understood it so well.


Therapist: Sorrow—a thing that you could relate to quite strongly . . . It’s a healer thing. When we see others experiencing sorrow, we want to protect them. We want to help them with the pain. We want them to know that they aren’t alone. Physically or emotionally. It doesn’t matter. It all hurts the same way. The body keeps score. And when those things continually happen, they create strong neuropathways that cause our belief of not being worthy or not good enough to become more and more ingrained. Then when we find someone who has experienced similar pain, it hurts even more when they seem to do the same to us. Such as in this situation when he abruptly said you shouldn’t talk anymore and walked away.


After this text exchange, we decided to speak over the phone in three days. The next few days were a blur. I just went with my feelings wherever they took me. I spent so much time wondering why I was hurting over someone I wasn’t even close to being in a relationship with. I beat myself up over not being the one to say that we shouldn’t speak anymore. I felt something was wrong with me for having what felt like an overblown reaction to a slightly significant event. 


When I finally spoke with my therapist on the phone, she said something that made me cry uncontrollably for the rest of the day: “Something is telling me that you experienced something in the past that shaped your belief of lack of self-worth.”


It literally felt like I had poison, electricity, or pain rushing through my veins—a wound inside of me was all of a sudden open and gushing all over my body, looking for an exit. An escape.


Talking to this therapist made me realize that the reason I was getting nowhere was that at that time, in my late twenties, I had fallen into the trap most of us fall into—the trap of continuing to talk about my current pains, convincing myself that just talking about them, giving them a voice and validating them, was enough to resolve them. A hurricane of emotions ripped through my body as I reached for a tissue.


The irony was, I knew the harsh truth. I had discussed it in my many speaking engagements and had shared it with my million-plus social media followers: You can heal a recent wound, but if you haven’t come to terms with your past wounds, you can be sure those wounds will turn into scars that will continue to define you.


Until that day, I had always believed the scar I bear—the one that served to remind me I was unworthy—was not having a consistent sense of home during my younger years. I grew up in Lebanon. I was the youngest in my family, with a considerable age difference between me and the rest of my siblings. One after the other, they made their way back to Canada, where they were born. I lived with different relatives and always felt disconnected and out of place. Even when I lived at home, the age gap between me and my siblings, and between me and my parents, made the connection harder. This scar was made worse when a summer trip to visit my family in Canada at sixteen unexpectedly turned into a permanent stay. That dislocation had been jarring, and though Canada was a welcoming place, I still felt homeless. Now, as I reached for the whole damn box of tissues, I realized my scars had actually formed years earlier. Noah was nothing more than a trigger—one that led me to wonder about the source of my pain.


I don’t remember the exact date, but I was around eight or nine years old, staying at my aunt’s house. My mom was in Canada at the time and my dad had work and thought that I’d be better taken care of with my aunt. It was the night before Eid, a major Muslim celebration. My aunt came and asked her kids to go downstairs. She told me to stay where I was, because this was “our family time.” Meaning the family did not include me.


I was left alone in the empty room upstairs, staring at the metal fireplace in front of me. I could hear my cousins opening gifts, their laughter pouring through the walls. They sounded so happy as they exclaimed “Look what I got!” to one another.


All my heart could say then was Why can’t I have that?


That wasn’t the gifts. It wasn’t the clothes or the candy.


That was the love. The warmth. The connection. The feeling of relevance, worth, and importance. . . . Like I actually belonged somewhere.


At such a young age, I wasn’t able to label my feelings with these words. The only word I could put to what I was missing, to what I wanted, was that.


Speaking to my therapist, I was telling the story as if it were happening now. But this time, I could finally see why on a theoretical level, I could speak in front of thousands and tell my audience everything there is to know about self-love and worth and not accepting less than what you deserve. But when it came to actually applying it to my life, I was that little girl who believed that she didn’t deserve that.


When something traumatic happens to us, we look for someone to blame. I couldn’t blame anyone for not giving me what I couldn’t even name. So who did I blame?


I blamed myself.


I blamed myself for wanting that. I blamed myself for not feeling genuine happiness without that. I even blamed myself for my ache, my longing, to feel that.


Since that age, and up to this day, I’ve been on my journey to find that.


That is home.


Home is not a physical place. It is the place where your soul feels it belongs, where you can unapologetically be yourself, where you are loved for your authentic self. Home is the place where you don’t have to work hard just to be loved.


I explained to my therapist how it felt to be left behind, carrying my home in my backpack. My words. My journal. That was the place I went when someone bullied me at school or made fun of me. That was the place I went when I felt like I was aching for that.


And I told her how it felt to arrive in Canada, years later. At this point, all my older siblings were also living there, and I was excited to reunite with them for what I thought would be a temporary stay. I didn’t get a chance to say a real goodbye to my home in Lebanon, my room, my grandparents, my friends, and all the places that I knew. For a whole year, I felt invisible. I felt betrayed, and I didn’t even know by whom. By life? By war? By fate?


When I became certain I was “stuck” in Canada, I was so angry with myself that I ripped up every single page of the journal I’d been writing in for the past three years. What was the point of expressing myself if no one heard it? What was the point of writing my feelings down if I wasn’t able to do anything to change my reality?


I was done with writing. I was done with feeling.


It wasn’t until seven years later, at twenty-three, when I was getting my master’s degree in education and I started teaching, that something in me changed. The principal walked in with a group of eight refugees, and as I looked at them, their eyes screamed What am I doing here? I don’t belong here.


All I wanted to scream back was You do belong here. I know how you feel.


I started writing to empower them and advocate on their behalf. To write in order to fight for someone else—that was okay. I convinced myself I was writing about them, not myself.


Little did I know that by helping them heal, I was healing my eight-year-old self who was told to stay behind. I was healing my sixteen-year-old self who ripped up her journal and gave up on feeling. Those writings became my first book, which I put out into the world with the hope that it would help one person sitting in that dark corner of life, searching for a home, just like me.


A few months after I’d self-published my first book, Mind Platter, a team from TEDxCoventGardenWomen reached out to me, asking me to take the stage. The theme was “It’s About Time.” I thought to myself, It’s about time to feel. So I titled my talk “Finding Home Through Poetry.”


Fast-forward a few months.


Moments before I walked onto the stage, I took a deep breath and told myself Forget the script. Say what your heart needs to say.


I had planned a big speech on how I’d built my own home by writing poetry. I’d been working on memorizing it for the last six months. Sitting in my hotel room the night before, I found myself more focused on memorizing the words in the right order than I was on truly sharing my heart and soul. I was feeling a mix of panic and numbness—panic because how could I not have memorized it when I’d had six months to do so? And numbness because no way was I backing out of this speech. I’d taken a day off from teaching and had spent two thousand dollars just for a forty-eight-hour trip to London and a one-night stay at a hotel room that was so small I could barely breathe in it.


Plus, this was the first time I’d been asked to take the stage to speak to five hundred people. I had to do it. This is, after all, what I wanted. A chance to be heard. A chance to speak for myself.


I put the papers on my bed and decided to go for a walk.


It felt like the night before a big exam. There’s no running away from the fact that this is your one and only chance to prove you know what you claim to know—but you’re in denial about that. The closer it gets, the less likely you’re able to retain any information related to it.


I left my tiny hotel room, still wondering why on earth it was so expensive. I took my phone with me in case I needed directions back to the hotel. This was unusual for me to do. I used to be very afraid of getting lost. But, I thought, I’m going to walk in a straight line anyway.


About ten minutes after I started walking, I noticed big open gates and crowds of people. I thought This is so cool! Back home, you can see like five people on the streets. Lo and behold, what was ahead explained why I had to pay so much for my hotel room.


Buckingham Palace. In all its glory.


I don’t know about you, but I believe that every moment we live is connected to all the other moments. Some moments we live now are connected to moments ten or twenty years from now. And we don’t see the connection until that future moment happens. And it’s kind of like an ah-ha moment when you say, “Now I understand why that moment in the past happened.” It’s like a sweet trick of the universe. Sometimes these are moments of closure. Sometimes they’re moments of new beginnings. Sometimes they’re moments of deeper understanding of oneself. Sometimes they’re just moments of relief. And this moment here was one that, two years later, I could fully understand the meaning of.


Let’s go back to Buckingham Palace. I was never the type to be blown away by glamorous looks or riches, but I loved the design, the architecture. I also loved seeing people taking pictures and enjoying themselves. As I watched, I remembered a moment from my childhood. I remembered a small ripped piece of paper that I’d kept in my journal. It was a picture of a beautiful princess in a wedding dress that had the longest train I’d ever seen. Next to the picture was written in Arabic something to the effect of “She died in a car crash in Paris.”


That’s all I knew. I remember keeping that picture because I thought she was so beautiful. On some level, I wanted to be like her. Now that I think of it, I was seven years old when that news came out. I kept that picture for a long, long time. As I stared at Buckingham Palace, picturing the footsteps the People’s Princess took in its halls, a moment of revelation struck me: It wasn’t that I wanted to be like her. My younger self must have felt I shared something with her. That something was the story of search for a home. And there was a reason Princess Diana left a mark in the world: her willingness to show her heart and talk about her real pain. I knew I was meant to go for this walk to get to this exact moment. I knew what I needed to say the next morning.


I walked back to my hotel. With the time difference, I couldn’t fall asleep. I needed to be on location at 8:00 a.m. London time, which was 3:00 a.m. at home in Canada. It was brutal. But I woke up at what would have been 1:00 a.m. to get ready and be there on time. I was depleted in every way possible.


I was informed when I arrived that I was the first speaker of the day. The organizer—an incredibly sweet woman—told me that some people, when they found out I was speaking, had begged for there to be an exception to this sold-out event, so they could come and see me speak. I remember her saying “They said: ‘We will stand on the sides just to hear her speak.’ ” That warmed my heart, but there was a voice in my head that said Oh, she’s just being nice. That can’t be true. And even if I allowed myself for a moment to believe it, that voice said Why would they want to hear you speak so badly?


I don’t remember much more about that morning besides having to rehearse part of my speech. Then I went on stage. At one point, the following words, which I didn’t plan, left my mouth effortlessly:


The biggest mistake we make is that we build our homes in other people. We build those homes and we decorate them with the love and care and respect that makes us feel safe at the end of the day. We invest in other people, and we evaluate our self-worth based on how much those homes welcome us. But what many don’t realize is that when you build your home in other people, you give them the power to make you homeless. When those people walk away, those homes walk away with them, and all of a sudden, we feel empty because everything that we had within us, we put into them. We trusted someone else with pieces of us. The emptiness we feel doesn’t mean we have nothing to give, or that we have nothing within us. It’s just that we built our home in the wrong place.


Let’s fast-forward to the moment Noah said: “I can’t do this anymore.” Yes, that means I spoke those empowering words before my experience with him.


Actually, let’s jump ahead again to the moment I told my therapist: “I believe it just confirms for me that I’m not worthy of being held on to. Not because I don’t believe that I’m worthy of being held on to. But because every experience in my life up to this point has proved I’m not.”


Let’s dissect this moment. How could I have helped millions heal with my words but still be that eight-year-old wondering Why can’t I have that? I knew so much. I could stand on stage and give the best speech on self-love. I could write endlessly about self-worth, empowerment, and value. Why couldn’t I actually feel it?


There’s a problem. Isn’t there? And it needs to be solved.


I thought that I’d started building my real home a few years ago, when I’d had all those realizations about building homes in other people.


Clearly, I hadn’t.


I did the work—the work of learning. Of researching. Of feeling the pain at every level. In education, we refer to the transfer of knowledge on a theoretical level to a practical level as praxis. Where was my praxis? How could I know all this and then go back to being that eight-year-old girl alone in a room saying Why can’t I have that?


Why can’t I have that?


Why can’t I have that?


Ah-ha. There’s one problem.


I fundamentally believed, like the eight-year-old me, that I can’t have that.


Can’t.


Do you see what the problem is?


The word can’t automatically states that was not achievable. And the only reason it’s not achievable is that it wasn’t achieved in the past. How ridiculous is that? It’s like saying I can’t graduate from high school because I haven’t graduated from high school before. Or that I can’t travel because I haven’t traveled before.


You get the point.


So let’s change the question from “Why can’t I have that” to “Why don’t I have that?”


Boom.


Now that the question does not imply impossibility, but rather pushes for discovery and understanding, I can actually search for answers.
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The goal of constructing the road that leads to your home within is not to avoid the roadblocks in your way. Rather, it is to break them down and use them as road bricks you can interlock to construct the road. That is what makes the road to your home within unique to you.


The tools in this chapter will help you lay the brick road leading to your home within. Take each roadblock in your way and break it down into bricks. Repeat this with each roadblock you come across. Imagine those bricks being used to construct the road to your home within.


Tool #1: Identify Your Why Can’t I Have That? Story


Go all the way back to where you started forming the story that you are not worthy of having that.


Ask yourself What does that story make me believe about myself?


Reflect on all the experiences where you responded or acted from that belief.


Tool #2: Change the Question


Using the diagram on the previous page, change your Why can’t I have that? story to a Why don’t I have that? story. This tool is essentially a mindset shift. Believe what you’re aiming for is achievable.


For the longest time, I believed that I could not have that—that I could not have the feeling of home. And, since I’d rendered myself powerless with that belief, it meant I was waiting for someone to build that home for me. That in itself is a problem, but the bigger, more dangerous problem is this: I didn’t believe I was worthy of having a home for myself within myself. I was still waiting for someone to give me love. Someone to give me worth. Someone to give me value. I was giving more power to my past lived experience and what I thought it proved than I was giving to my current living experience and what I knew about myself in the present.


On an intellectual level, I knew that building a home for myself was something I needed to do independently of others, but there I was, feeling excruciating pain when someone didn’t welcome me into their home, when someone didn’t give me love. There I was, working so hard to derive my worth from external sources of validation—people, titles, degrees, acquaintances, social circles, and so on. The feeling of homelessness led me to take any hint of a possibility of a connection, relationship, friendship—BELONGING to anything—as better than being homeless altogether. I lived in dreams and hopes of homes in other people and things more than I actually lived in their homes. When you don’t know what home looks like, you take whatever you’re offered.


My feeling of homelessness not only made me betray myself while I built homes in others, it also made me betray others by having insincere feelings for them (even though my feelings seemed sincere to me). In reality, I was looking to them as shelters for the scattered pieces of myself more than I was looking at them as people to love.


So this is where I was. At square one of building my own home. I had knowledge of all the elements of self-awareness and self-acceptance, but I hadn’t put them together. I hadn’t reached praxis. And I hadn’t created a place for this knowledge within myself. It’s like having a living room, dining room, kitchen, bedroom, and bathroom without having them connected and in one place. Would you say you owned a home if every piece of it were in a different place?


So now I ask you, Where are you now?


I mean in your healing. Where are you now?


Tool #3: Construct the Road



	1.
	
Reflect: Where am I now? I’m guessing you’re in a state of not feeling home.






	2.
	
Reflect: Where do I want to be? I’m guessing you want to build a home within you.






	3.
	What’s standing in the way of your getting there?




a. Your Why can’t I have that? story (Tool #1)


b. Your belief that you can’t have that.



	4.
	Change your mindset (Tool #2).





	5.
	Start making the journey home.
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On your journey of learning who you are and what feels like home to you, you will have to take an inventory of what’s in your life and reflect on what feels like home to you and what doesn’t. This will help you find your third space. I will explain. Right after completing my bachelor’s degree in education, I went on to pursue a master’s degree in education in muliliteracies and multilingualism. One of the concepts I learned that stuck with me is the “third space”—the space in which students feel most comfortable expressing themselves. The first space would be their home and the second space would be their school, with all the different identities they have in each. The third space would be that in-between space where they are able to express the mixture of identities they feel represent them the most. 


Even though I learned this concept in the context of education, I have adapted it to life in general. We each have our own third space. It’s the space in which we feel we are our authentic self. It’s the space that contains all our preferences for how we would like to live our life. It’s the ideal space in which we feel fully and wholly represented. It’s . . . home.


I never felt, and still don’t feel, like I fully belong in either my first or my second space. I didn’t feel that way either before or after age sixteen. Neither the culture I carried with me from Lebanon nor the one I encountered in the West fully represented me on its own. Creating my own third space required my own definition of freedom. My own definition of woman. My own definition of home.


Tool #4: Identify Your Third Space
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	1.
	
Identify the two spaces or worlds you feel you are living in. (Note: There could be more than two. If there are, draw additional circles. The goal is not to get stuck on the term third space. It’s your space. Your home.)






	2.
	Write down all the required identities, rules (spoken or unspoken), beliefs, languages, traditions, standards, and the like, of the spaces you identified in step 1.





	3.
	
In your third space, or your space, write down the identities, rules, beliefs, languages, standards, and the like, that you feel represent your authentic self.





Trust me, I know what it feels like to not know where to start. And this is exactly why I am writing this book. I remember feeling crippled for so long. Not crippled—chained. I remember feeling stuck. Feeling I’d been sitting with this pain for so long that it had become my comfort zone, my home. Feeling too afraid to venture beyond it. Because, at least, this place was safe. It was predictable. And comfortable.


But feeling chained wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was when I realized I had wings, when I’d realized my power but was still choosing not to fly. To not be free. That is one of the most defeating forms of self-oppression—to know you have power, but not use it. To know you have a voice, but not speak. To know you are in the wrong place, but stay where you are. To know you have so much potential, but not use it. Now that I know my Why can’t I have that? story and how it served as a roadblock, I understand why I was deterred from building my own home, even after I realized I needed to.


It is my belief that the fear we have of cutting the chain and breaking free comes from a lack of self-acceptance. It comes from believing what the roadblocks tell us about ourself. Self-acceptance tells you that your self-worth is not conditioned by your circumstances. You’re worthy no matter what’s happening in your life. You may be making excuses about why you’re not doing the work of breaking free, but once you accept yourself, you won’t be able to buy into them anymore. For example, you might say If I make this change:


•They will think of me differently.

•They won’t welcome me anymore.

•They won’t love me anymore.

•They won’t respect me anymore.

•And so on . . .

This necessitates that question Who are they? Who is your audience? And why are they the most important? Is your audience from your first space or second space?


Tool #5: See a Bigger World (Audience)
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One of the things that stops us from taking the journey back to ourselves is our fear of being judged, shamed, or even ostracized from the lives of those around us. When you think of making a change, whose reactions to this change worry you the most? Which people first come to mind? The people you’re afraid of. The people you want to please. The people whose judgment you worry about. You’re perceiving those people as giants, aren’t you? That’s because you’re giving them power. They’re confining the limits of your world. Now I want you to imagine breaking the confines of that circle and seeing a bigger audience, a bigger world. How freeing is that?


When you limit your ability to break free because you’re seeking acceptance from those around you, you’re refusing to break down that roadblock and turn it into a road brick. You’re failing to build a home for yourself within yourself. You will spend years of your life being fully aware of how much more you deserve but blaming your surroundings for keeping you from choosing to be the leader of your own life.


I spent most of my life searching for that, the feeling of home, anywhere but in myself. I always came from a place of emptiness, looking for something or someone to fill that void. That meant that I was always working toward something. That was my full-time, 24/7 job. At various points in my life, that something took different forms. At one point, it was a stage of life that everyone around me reached, like marriage and kids. And a career that would fit with that life. At another point, it was higher grades. A degree. A job. An award that would tell me I was doing great, that I was doing better than others. At another point, it was being included in certain friend circles. The amount of money that I spent on birthday, engagement, and wedding gifts hurts me to think of now. I was always invited to birthday parties and I went even if I didn’t know the girl whose party it was that well. I can’t remember a single time when someone threw a birthday gathering for me. Yet I continued to accept invites. I stayed in friendships when I knew I was being taken advantage of, because I thought that having part-time friends was better than not having any at all.


Do you remember when I said that I was just happy that Noah was accepting my compliments? This was the same pattern. People accepting what I had to give was all I needed to keep seeking a connection with them. Because that was my audience (the smaller circle in Tool #5). Because that told me that they were welcoming me into their lives. Because their acceptance of what I had to give gave me a temporary feeling of validation that what I had within me was worthy. And it wasn’t until I could see this pattern of constantly seeking a home in others that I could see the only consistent home I could ever have is within me.


Once you have built a home within yourself, you are unstoppable. Because you are no longer a walking homeless person begging for someone to give you shelter. You are not standing at every intersection and every corner begging for whatever leftovers or pocket change people have to give you.


And once you’ve built a home within yourself, you will no longer be in a reactive mode in relation to the world around you. You are not in a state of defining yourself in comparison to others. You’re not in a state of feeling good about yourself just because you feel you are “better” than others based on how much money you make, what your job title is, what your social status is, and the like. In a state of at-homeness, you are not constantly knocking on other people’s doors, pointing out to them how their actions or words are wrong.


You understand that others may throw rocks at your home, but those rocks don’t mean anything about you unless you make them mean something about you. You focus on fixing the damage within your home, rather than waiting for the rock-throwers to give you permission to do so by apologizing for what they did. You also don’t focus on revenge or throwing rocks back at them. 


You are able to see people’s actions and words as separate from what you know and believe about yourself.


Don’t fake that till you have that


When you find yourself


looking at those around you


wondering


“why can’t my life be like that?”


or


“why can’t I have that?”


remember


you don’t need anyone’s that


to be happy.


You need you


to be happy.


Because your that is within you.


And if you can’t see you,


you’ll never see that.
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