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Dedication
      

      
      My family: Baba, Mummy, Badeapa, Afreen, Ayesha, Shoaib, Maryam (Mary), Muzammil (Muzzy), Juwi, Summi and the boys; my best
            friend Sanjitha and all my other friends (you know who you are) for supporting me throughout my journey, and to all those
            who have or are suffering from a trial or tribulation today. My thoughts and prayers are with you all.
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      “Thank you Allah”

      
      For giving me the strength to endure adversity while others rest.

      
      For teaching me that patience is a virtue during all tests.

      
      For sending me a great family and wonderful friends who have supported me through thick and thin.

     
      For reminding me to keep a positive attitude, have faith and things will be normal once again.

      
      For making me understand that life isn’t always in our control; and sometimes when things go wrong it’s for a reason that
         someday we’ll know.
      

      
      For reminding me to appreciate what I have and to think of them as precious commodities.

      
      For being fortunate for my situation, as there are others elsewhere in worse difficulties.

      
      For helping me realize that life isn’t just about this world and what you can gain; it’s about remembering you Allah* in happiness and in pain.
      

   
      

      
CHAPTER 1
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      From the Beginning

      

      
LESSON: Follow Your Heart

      

      
         “There are many things in life that will catch your eye, but only a few will catch your heart… pursue those.”

         MICHAEL NOLAN

      

      
      
         
         Key Points

         
         
            	
               Standing your ground
            

            	
               Importance of having a strong foundation
            

            	
               Follow your intuition
            

            	
               You’re never too young or inexperienced to do the right thing
            

         

         
      

      


      
The importance of a strong foundation


      
      We are all affected by life’s challenges, but it’s how we deal with them that makes us who we are. I believe destiny is the process of bringing a person from one stage to the next, where the next stage far exceeds what they
         had ever expected. Before I get started with my own journey, I think it’s important for you to get to know the person I am.
         For that, we need to go back to the beginning….
      

      
      My name is Farheen Khan, and my name means “happiness.” I was born in 1980 in the city of Mississauga, Ontario. I am the second
         of seven children born to my parents Nazir and Noor Khan, who migrated from Hyderabad, India in 1971. I’ve never been to India,
         nor have most of my siblings, and since immigrating to Canada my parents have only been back to India a handful of times to
         see relatives. That being said, my family was mostly born and raised in Canada, yet we follow the traditions of India as best
         as we can, since we only hear about it through our parents.
      

      
      Growing up in Mississauga during the 1980s was an interesting experience. I grew up in a semi-conservative household among
         a very small Muslim community in the Peel region. As far back as I can remember, I recall being with my father, sitting in
         a lecture or listening to an Imam speaking. This was unlike most other South Asian girls in Canada who spent more time at home with their mothers. Being with my father meant living
         the life of a tomboy. I lived, breathed and dreamed cars and other boy things, and this set me apart from most of the girls
         I knew and kept me connected to boys at an early age. Spending time with my father also kept me very close to the mosque and
         taught me the importance of being the protector and the responsible person in the family.
      

      
      My father, being the man he is, decided that Mississauga needed a mosque; and so he began his journey of starting the first
         mosque in Mississauga. During this period, I spent even more time in the mosque with him, and learned about organization and
         leadership. I realized that I can do and be who I want to be, and that standing your ground and making firm decisions was
         an important part of a person’s life. Yes, I was fairly young when I realized this, but it was definitely a lesson that I
         carry with me even now.
      

      
      
      Childhood sickness and faith healing

      
      From the age of a toddler, I was very sick and constantly in and out of the hospital because of high fevers and convulsions.
         In the first few years of my life, I spent more time in the hospital than I did at home. My parents were certainly concerned about my health, so were the doctors; but unfortunately no one could figure out
         what the cause of the convulsions and high fevers was. Now we realize that these reactions occurred after eating certain foods
         (e.g. spinach, lentils, beans, and peanut butter). I also had a very hard time breathing, which could have been a result of
         my father’s habit of smoking in the home (but that’s debatable).
      

      
      Because of my constant sickness, my parents started speaking to friends and family about possible healing methods. Through
         this process, they came across the idea of using faith healing to cure my ailments. The man that my father would take me to
         was called Abdul Qadir Mehmisani. He was a pious Lebanese man who simply recited words from the Holy Qur’an to heal any ailment
         a person was experiencing. Having been very young at the time, I vaguely remember him as a very fair-complexioned man with
         a small white cap on his bald head, clean shaven, and wearing a long white thobe (Arab-style robe for men). He would give me candy and I would sit still for at least forty minutes at a time while he recited
         the verses. I was a four-year-old, and this was not an easy task. If I started fidgeting, he said nothing, but just his look
         was enough to say “stay in your spot.” My father took me back a number of times for healing sessions, and there was a lot
         of gradual improvement. To this day, I am very grateful for having met such a pious person. May Allah* grant him Jannah (paradise) in the hereafter.
      

      
      
      English as a second language

      
      For the most part, when I became school-aged my health was much more in control than before. School was an exciting experience.
         I was very eager to go to school, unlike some of my kid siblings who were terrified about the idea of leaving my mom. I still
         remember the first day of kindergarten. My mother was more nervous than I was, and was concerned that I wouldn’t be able to
         handle the separation. But that wasn’t the case at all. I was very excited. And so in the morning I got dressed, ate my breakfast,
         and then walked to school with my mom and sister. When we got to the door, I took one look at my mom and said, “Okay, bye,”
         and walked right in.
      

      
      I was eager to attend school, but what I didn’t realize was the mighty challenge I would have to face from day one. I didn’t
         speak a word of English. So, you can imagine how challenging it must have been for me to communicate with my teacher. Growing
         up, the rule of our house was no English in the home, and so I was fluent in Urdu only. Embarrassingly enough, even though
         I was born and raised in Mississauga, I still ended up attending ESL classes (English as a Second Language) until age ten. Because of the label that “ESL” kids have of being “fresh off the boat,” I had few friends
         in the school. Most of my friends were family friends or kids that I saw at Sunday school or in the evenings at the small
         Islamic class at my home. Most of my friends were guys, and I rarely spent time with girls—I just couldn’t relate to them.
         My father raised me as a tomboy, and so I was into race cars, transformers and GI Joe; as opposed to my sister who was into
         Barbie dolls, Lady Lovely Locks and Prince Bride cartoons and toys. My elder sister and I were in the same school for a while,
         so being the youngest at the time I was spoiled quite a bit. I was a very active kid in school; I joined the soccer team,
         and loved to pick up lady bugs and worms and run after the boys and girls in my class.
      

      
      
      Fasting during the summer months

      
      I first decided to fast during the month of Ramadan when I was six-years-old. I remember being the first person to spot the
         “new moon” that year from my apartment building. I was awed by the beauty of the new moon, and upon seeing it recited: “La
         Ilaha Ill Allah Muhammadur Rasool Allah” (there is no God but Allah*, and Muhammad† is the Messenger of God). It was at that point that I decided I would keep all thirty fasts that month. If God gave me the privilege of seeing
         the moon before anyone else, I was definitely going to take the benefit of this and keep all of my fasts.
      

      
      My parents told me that I wasn’t old enough to fast, and that if I wanted to I should wait until the fall or winter fasts
         began in a few years. I was angered by the fact that they were trying to hold me back from observing the fast, which is one
         of the five pillars of Islam. So, at age six, I woke up and started fasting on my own. The summer fasts were brutal. We ate
         breakfast at 3 a.m., and by 7 a.m. when it was time to go to school, the food had already digested. We were literally starving
         until 9 p.m. that night. I remember coming home from school and sitting at the dining table holding my stomach and crying
         until it was time to eat.
      

      
      My mother took a lot of heat from the family about letting me fast, but I was determined to do it. One day she decided not
         to wake me up and I kept the fast without having sehri (breakfast). When I woke up, I told my mom I would do it “bin sehri” (without breakfast), and that if she did that to me again she would be punished for holding me back. From that point forward
         my mom woke me up every day and I completed my thirty days of fasting. During that Ramadan, I also made a point of going to
         the mosque every night for Taraweeh (prayers). My mom was busy at home with the kids, so I went on my own. A lot of “aunties” (my many mothers at the mosque)
         were always concerned about me, and they watched out for me and made sure I was well taken care of.
      

      
      
      The importance of seeking knowledge: My first mentor

      
      One night during Taraweeh at the mosque, I was praying and heard an amazing voice coming from the men’s section. It was the
         new imam my dad had hired from the United Kingdom. He was such an amazing orator, reciting as though he was singing yet so
         quickly and without any errors. To me, that meant he really knew his stuff, and I was inspired and determined to learn from
         him. Every night, we had a question and answer session with the imam after prayer. The women, being in a separate room, were
         supposed to write down their questions and pass them to a volunteer who would take them to the men’s side. I wrote in my six-year-old
         handwriting: “To the new hafiz, I want to learn how to read from you. My name is Farheen. Please speak to me after the prayer.”
         I immediately told my father about what had happened and the decision I had made.
      

      
      My dad arranged for me to have a phone conversation with him. I told him on the phone that I was interested in learning from him, and that he was the only teacher I wanted to finish the Qur’an with. He was very young at
         the time himself, probably in his early twenties, and a very nice man. He said that he could teach me, but it would have to
         be over the phone. To me that wasn’t good enough. The phone? How would I learn? I told him that I wanted to learn in person,
         so he told me to gather some other kids and if there were enough people he would come and teach all of us. I agreed to this,
         and off I went to recruit as many of my friends as possible to join the class with me.
      

      
      After three months of convincing, I was able to gather enough kids and we finally got my favourite hafiz of all time to teach
         me: Hafiz Dawood. He’s also the one who inspired me to consider hifzing (memorizing the Qur’an), which I still have to complete at some point during my lifetime. Thank you Hafiz Dawood for taking
         me seriously and helping me finally finish the Qur’an in Grade 6.
      

      
      
      Follow your heart: Observing the hijab at age nine

      
      When I turned nine, my father had rented out a small apartment on top of a shop as a place of worship. This was a result of
         the Islamic class we had in our apartment, which was now so fully occupied in the evenings that we really had no room left to move around. My mother would take me and my elder sister there for a monthly ladies-only
         lecture. It was a program designed to talk to women about Islam and to help guide them with managing their lives in society,
         as well as at home. During one particular session, I remember clearly the topic of discussion was about the Hijab—the head
         scarf that Muslim women wear to cover their hair. The lady who led the session was Aunty Nafisa Khan. To be honest, I can’t
         remember a lot of what she said, just tidbits of information here and there, like the fact that wearing the hijab in this
         world will be a key to granting you paradise. At that time, the other part that stuck with me, was that in paradise, Allah*
         will come to see all the women personally that had worn the hijab during their life, for the sacrifices they made. Finally,
         it is believed that the hijab is a way of protecting women from pre-marital relationships and harm, because it is believed
         by Muslim scholars that a woman’s hair and her eyes are the most beautiful parts of her body and by covering these parts,
         it’s expected that women will not bring attention onto themselves. I’m not a scholar by any stretch of the imagination, but
         I do remember reading in the Qur’an about this:
      

      
      
         O Prophet! Say to your wives and your daughters and the women of the faithful to draw their outer garments (jilbabs) close around themselves; that is better that they will be recognized and not annoyed. And God is ever forgiving,
               gentle. (SURAH AL-AHZAB 33:59)

      

      
      There is still some controversy about this verse because the assumption is that women are being told to cover their bodies
         and not their heads. However, according to other sources like Hadith (scholarly journals from the time of the prophet Muhammad†), it is understood that women would cover their heads based on the cultural norms that existed at the time.
      

      
      As soon as she finished her lecture, I got up and walked over to my mother and said, “Mummy, starting right now I want to
         wear the hijab.” My mother was shocked, considering she didn’t wear the hijab herself at the time. On the way home, I kept
         my scarf on as we walked back to our apartment building.
      

      
      
      Show and tell

      
      My mother was a bit concerned since the Muslim community was quite small and there was fear of discrimination to visible minorities.
         Yet, she could see that I was determined to wear the hijab. I still remember the first day that I wore the hijab to school,
         and I was really nervous about what the kids would say. I knew that I had done my due diligence by telling them all about it, but I was still quite apprehensive. I kept repeating to myself that I’m wearing it for God and he’ll protect
         me, and when I got to school the kids treated me like they usually did. I didn’t hear anything at all. It was as though they
         didn’t even see it. Throughout elementary school, the kids weren’t too cruel towards me because I had made a point of doing
         a “show and tell” session with the class in advance, so they understood what I was going to do and why. For the most part,
         the kids were fine with it. To this day, when I run into people that knew me in elementary school, they don’t remember me
         even wearing the scarf. They say that they were so used to me, it wasn’t something important enough to remember. My father
         was concerned that I was wearing it as well. He didn’t think I was old enough to make such a serious decision, but I was certain
         that the decision I made was a lifelong commitment on my part. He did what he could to keep it very low-key with people at
         work and in his circle. Being a traffic cop, my dad often had to go to court to challenge a ticket, and as usual when he was
         going to court, he asked if I wanted to come along.
      

      
      I used to go to court with him a lot, but when I got into the car with my dad and my sister (both of us were now wearing hijabs)
         my dad told us to remove the hijabs before going inside. My sister refused and decided to sit in the car until he returned—but
         me being me—I ran into the hall before my dad could grab my hand. He slowly ran after me, I knew he was furious, but he tried
         to keep calm, cool and collected in front of his colleagues. When he finally parked the car and came into the foyer, he found
         me sitting on the lap of one of the other officers, drawing a picture. He was surprised that the response was so positive.
         They behaved towards me just like they would have with any other child. From that point forward my dad was supportive of my
         decision.
      

      
      
      Adjusting to change as a visible Muslim

      
      When I was in Grade 6, my parents moved to a completely different area of Mississauga. It was here that I experienced first-hand
         the feelings of discrimination for being a visible Muslim. I was “the only hijabi” in the school. Students made comments about
         the hijab and started treating me differently from others. Comments such as, “I bet you’re bald under there,” or “What’s that,
         a pillowcase on your head?” became common. I never did let it get to me, and I did my best to stay calm and carry on with
         life, but being a teenager who just couldn’t fit in was certainly a frustrating issue to deal with. It was a real challenge
         making friends and trying to get through school while being bullied the way that I was. I remember one time when a Muslim
         boy came up to me and pulled my scarf back—I was furious! I turned and slapped him really hard across his face. When asked by my teacher
         why he did this, his only response was that he was curious to see if I had hair under my scarf. Since so many people were
         convinced that I was bald underneath the scarf, he wanted to prove otherwise to them.
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