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Unveiled
Rumki Chowdhury



This book is dedicated to daughters, 
who are blessings, and to mothers, 

beneath whose feet lies paradise. This 
book is also for those who dare to 
dream of a righteous, just, and free 
world, and thus, I hope, this book is 

dedicated to you.
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Mind
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I 
Am 

Trapped...
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Within this whirlpool of delusions
Based on the conclusions created about me.
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You see, 
I am a girl, a woman, an elder. 
I am a daughter, a mother, a grandmother,
A sister, an aunt, a daughter-in-law, a wife,
Living my life in a society,
Where they want to believe...
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Because of this thing on my head...
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I am limited, confined,
Constrained and restrained,
I am barred, encaged,
My personality burried in some grave,
Along with my emotions, intuitions, 
Dreams and imaginations.
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Yet, 
I see clearly,
The bigger 

Picture.
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As
Should
You.
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I am eloquent, elegant, intelligent and creative,
I am a student, teacher, lawyer, an engineer, 
A doctor, an artist, an author, a poet.

I dare to dream of professions 
That you would never imagine for me.
I dare to pursue with every emotion 
What your intuition could never perceive.
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I dare
To scream,

“I am me,
I am not 

you!”
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I am one…
You are too!

There is only one of me
and one of you.
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Let
Me

Clarify:
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Within this whirlpool of delusion
Contrary to the conclusion created about me,
I will give you a new impression, finally.
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“Finally.”
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Because it is about time,
That reality is not confined
By the limitations of what one wants to see
Compared to the openness of how things 
should be.
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However, 
If it is limitations that help you
Open up like a spring bloom,
Then imagine me as a raven.
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I am
A raven!
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Now make some room.

With feathers of coal,
And enormous eyes,
Burning deep into you,

“I remember you,” I say.

You, the one who wishes to demean me
To the depths of darkness,
Only good for a hunt.

When you run after me, I make the climb,
Clumsily at first,
Then swiftly 
Until grace leads me to new heights.

And I ask you, “Can you fly this high?” 
“Can you even fly?”
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You may Think yourself brighter,
And climbing to other heights.
But I soar with a power, 
A sudden thrust of might.

I may be different, 
but as I am, 
I am just fine.

Could it be true?
Am I coming through? 
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Let me 
explain
It again.
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I can fly!
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I know you can too,
In your own human sort of way.
I see you, 
Watch, 
Observe until I know you.
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Do 
You

Know
Me?
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Do you want to know me?
Now, can you see…
That I am a human being?
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Under this thing on my head... 
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There is a plethora of thoughts, imaginings, 
dreams,
And fantasies! 
The “ooh la la” kind that might seem
Inappropriate for their time.

Yet, the hours, minutes, seconds and 
milliseconds are… 
Timeless 
Divulging on the abundant flutter inside 
my mind.
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A flutter encaged,
Yet to be released,
Because only you 
Hold the key,
That unlocks the understanding 
That I am free,

This flutter that is indeed unique, 
But makes me no different 
From any who, you, he, she, they or we,

Except, maybe, one thing...
Your flutter is still encaged, 
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Lacking the revelation  
Or solid comprehension 
Of the notion that
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‘’I am, 
indeed, free.”
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Body
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Let´s get straight to what I know.

Lipstick, foundation, mascara and eye shadow
Mirrors, straighteners, curling irons, 
you know?
All of this, for who, what, when, where 
and how?
To impress the world with a POW.

But it shouldn´t be so tough
To put aside the masking stuff,
Seen, sold, bought as a requirement,
To look at a new message sent...
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I am enough!
So are you!
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I don´t need all that stuff
To make the world a fool.
Masquerades aside,
I say…

I don´t need to abide
By the laws of the one kind
When there are, in fact, most certainly,
Many kinds.

I don´t need your condolences
As I don´t lack the confidence to say…
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With this thing on my head,
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I am not 
going to 

hide.
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You see the ship disappear across the ocean
Fading away 
Until it blends in with the sky?

I carry that ship,
I am open, vast and deep.

With this thing on my head,

There are no bad hair days,
Only good ones, every day,
So I resist to consist with…

Commercials, ads, posters and hollywood,
Social networks, vlogs, blogs and even, 
bollywood,
Magazines, newspapers and books,
The catwalks and talkshows get us on the 
hook by
Telling you and telling me,
The musts, the shoulds, the have-to-be’s.
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Let me state the obvious
In a different way,
For those somewhat or completely curious
Who chose to stay:
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The peacock with its rainbow 
trail of zigzags and swirls,
Its eye-like tips mesmerize the peahen´s gaze 
Into a whirl.

When fanned out like a beckoning bouquet,
It chitters and rattles with desire,
Teasing, “Come hither and light me on fire!”
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The most intriguing fact,
Quite significant,
Is that the peacock is a man,
And the peahen is… 

A woman. 
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Her nonchalance makes her an intriguing 
mystery,
Her non-pretence strengthens her worth 
throughout history.
And so, not as colorful as the peacock,
Not as loud either, 

Yet, she dares to be herself
And allows the man to do everything in 
his power,
To win her heart a thousand times over. 
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Now, 
you decide
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Whether or not,
With this thing on my head,

I am classic or contemporary,
Traditional or revolutionary,
Pitiful or admirable,
For standing out, demanding
To be desired for more than just beauty.

If a peahen is free
From the hooks of
musts, shoulds, could-be’s or have-to-be’s,

Then, 
Let it be known,
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I am free!



Soul
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I
Am

Trapped...
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Under Society´s gavel,
Beneath the blank stares,
Furious glares and arrogant flares,
I attempt to unravel the message
Hoping they care,
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Wondering if I am failing, 
Thereby melting,
Eventually fading,
Into an abstract painting,
And the mumbles that become whispers
Vanish into a silence that shows
How exhausting, 
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How 
Exhausting...
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It is to reveal
This drumming hopefulness that one can 
steal,
If one wanted to,
Could twist and wring until every
Drop of hope disappears. 
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Sometimes,
I  feel

Hopeless.
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Hopeless
Because I can be cordial, nice and even, 
selfless
And yet still, completely, utterly be made to 
feel less
Because of this thing on my head.
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Because of this thing on my head,
I am considered spirit-less,
Emotion-less,
My feelings completely crushed
Until I am powerless
Against a so-called “patriarchy”
Disregarding that I have a psyche
Which allows me to think,
Not once or twice, but thrice 
To show that, indeed…
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Beneath this thing on my head,
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I am neither spirit-less nor emotion-less,
My feelings are neither crushed nor 
powerless,
I am, in fact, living a life
With a full psyche,
Which allows me to think
Not once or twice, but thrice
On my own,
The “I,” “me” and “my” brightly shown.
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I Shine!
Especially with this thing on my head. 
So, let´s put some things to bed.
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I am neither hopeless 
Nor anything less
Than any other soul or spirit
That does not wear a thing like this on 
their head. 

How? You may be asking.
Therefore, hopeless I may be feeling.

Do you feel the same, sometimes?
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If you answer, ‘YES’
Then there is hope yet! 
Things are becoming clearer...
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Let me help 
you.
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...Clear enough for you to 
Imagine the “I,” “my” and “me”
Metaphorically…
Imagine that I am a dove.
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I am a dove!
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As pure as intentions can be,
Released from encagement,
Not during the process of grieving,
But, rather, toward the hopes of achieving,
That which symbolizes, slowly crystallizes
An accomplishment,
A successful moment
Of understanding, 
And so, eventually knowing

That even if my wings broke,
That even if my tail feathers malfunctioned,
That even if my beak contorted,
I would still be perfectly released,
I would still be made pristinely free,
All the while, staying absolutely near and 
dear,
Standing wholly for everything and 
anything
That is…hope. 
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Let us cheer.
Let us smile.
Let us laugh,
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Conquer the fear 
Because Things are becoming clear. 
This transparency commands us  
To crease and fold into each other´s notion 
of why we are here.
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Let me 
clarify!
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There are many souls in this world,
Some, like me, have this thing on 
their heads.
Others do not have this thing on 
their heads.
So what?
Find it in your heart, somewhere deep 
within your soul to say the same.
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I am free!
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My 
Hijab 
Diary
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    My culture did not instill within me the 
concept of the hijab or headscarf. I was not 
born or raised in a country where hijab is 
part of traditional attire. Rather, I was born in 
Bangladesh and raised in the USA, where my 
parents and I continued to maintain Bengali 
decorum. I grew up knowing sarees, salwar 
kameezes and bangles. The closest piece of 
garment that resembles the hijab in the Bengali 
culture is the unna or shawl. This modest 
garment reached as far as our necks, over our 
shoulders and occasionally, over our heads, 
strands of hair peeking through. The only time 
hijab was a staple at home was during the five 
daily Islamic prayers, not to mention when we 
read the Muslim holy book, the Qur´an. This 
tradition of sort-of-wearing the hijab went 
on for nine years of my life. When I was ten 
years old, it became a permanent staple in my 
family, just not through me.
      When my parents discovered that 
my younger and only brother Ryhan had 
Duchenne muscular dystrophy, a genetic 
disorder that gradually weakens all voluntary 
and involuntary muscles of the body, I was 
just seven years old and my brother four. 
That was when Ryhan began waddling 
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instead of walking. This hint of his disease 
and eventual diagnosis struck my parents 
with overwelming emotion and the following 
realization: they needed to live in the moment, 
cherish every millisecond that they had 
with their son, my brother, before he would 
grow even weaker. While he could still 
walk somewhat, we traveled to Bangladesh, 
UK, Canada and France. We did not miss the 
chance to go to Disney World. Only recently 
have I come to understand that my parents 
wanted to let Ryhan see the world while he 
was still strong enough to do so. I was young 
and unable to fully comprehend what they 
had been going through, emotionally and 
psychologically. All I knew was that I was 
having the time of my life, while bonding 
with my family!
     When I was ten years old and my brother 
seven, Allah granted us the opportunity to go 
to Saudi Arabia and complete one of the five 
pillars of Islam, hajj or the holy pilgrimage. 
My parents knew that one day, they would 
have to be home taking care of their disabled 
son, and long journeys would be limited or 
out of the question.
     The first time I saw Masjid-Al Haram 



72 | Rumki Chowdhury  

in Mecca, it looked like a gigantic, moving 
expressionist painting. The black and white 
dots circled around the Ka´ba, the black-clothed 
structure in the center of Masjid-Al Haram. 
The closer I walked toward this moving art, 
the more visible it became to me that these 
dots were the covered female heads and 
uncovered male heads of pilgrims. Muslims 
believe that the Ka´ba houses a miraculous 
stone from Heaven. In addition, they believe 
that after hajj they are cleansed of all previous 
sins, as if reborn. Those who travel to hajj are 
healthy and physically and financially able to 
do so. If one is not able to do so, then Allah is 
the most merciful and forgiving.  
     When my family and I returned to the 
USA from Saudi Arabia in 1996, it was then 
that hijab became a permanent part of our 
lives. We were on our way to an event when 
my mother picked up a piece of pristine white 
fabric and pinned it carefully around her 
head and neck, the beauty of her gray eyes 
accentuated by her newfound identity. She had 
become a hijabi. I had yet to grasp the purpose 
of this addition because neither did I ask why 
nor did my mother explain. I was raised with 
the understanding that mothers are always 
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right, not to mention, they have eyes on the 
backs of their heads, their hearing reaches as 
far as the North and South poles, and they 
read minds. I simply accepted her choice and 
she probably thought that I was too young to 
understand an explanation. I might have also 
been preoccupied with my Super Mario on 
Nintendo and shows like Power Rangers to 
take much notice.  
     Then, I grew up and went to high school, 
where I realized what it truly felt like to be a 
Muslim and this realization came to me in the 
most terrifying way. Disarray mazed around 
the corridors of DeWitt Clinton High School 
in the Bronx, New York. I was fifteen years 
old, going on sixteen. My classmates and I had 
just been notified that gym class was cancelled 
and parents were coming to pick up their kids. 
Questions led to a blaze of rumors, one of 
which was that a huge fight had broken out 
and this caused parents to worry enough to 
save their kids from harm´s way.  
     We were in social studies class when 
the principal made an announcement:  “The 
World Trade Center has been hit by a plane 
and collapsed.” Some students burst into 
tears, while others, like myself, sat completely 
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still…in pure shock. The thought of it seemed 
impossible; one of the tallest buildings in the 
world, a symbol of pride and strength, could 
not be so feeble. Then, I looked outside the 
window only to understand the magnitude 
of the destruction as black smoke bouldered 
toward the horizon. That was what the Twin 
Towers had been diminished to…nothing but 
smoke. When I went home, I turned on the 
TV to watch repeated video footage of the 
planes crashing into the World Trade Center 
and on-screen photographs identifying the 
victims. It was all like a nightmare. It was all 
heart-trending. 
     However, no matter how heartbroken my 
family and I felt about all of the lives lost or 
permanently scarred by this tragedy, that was 
not what racists saw. Racists do not see the 
heart and its strings being pulled until the 
tension creates a plethora of emotions. Instead, 
those who are prejudiced find a scapegoat 
within a particular group who look a certain 
way. They forcefully take up the gavel and 
turn their neighborhoods into their own 
courtrooms.
     My mother had been doing laundry at the 
laundromat up the hill and around the corner 
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from our Bronx apartment when a concerned 
lady had whispered something alarming to 
her. My mother raced back home. When I 
asked what had happened, she explained 
that a group of teenagers had been plotting 
something against her. My mother, who had 
no enemies—not even frenemies—especially 
among teenagers in the neighborhood, could 
not have been threatened based on any 
previous conflicts. She had been threatened 
based on something so simple, so light, yet 
carried the weight of an anvil as a result of the 
9/11 attacks: her hijab. My mother had almost 
been attacked because she wore this visible 
representation of Islam on her head. Racists 
chose all Muslims as the scapegoats for the 9/11 
attacks. We had been made the punching bags. 
Stories of harrassment and assault on Muslims 
swarmed throughout my neighborhood…in 
one of the most diverse cities in the world.
     When my mother came home that day 
from the laundromat and I noticed how 
frightened she had become, my immediate 
reaction could have been to tell her to take 
off her hijab, to explain to her that Allah was 
kind, merciful, and understanding. But I did 
not say any of this nor did she stop going out 
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with her hijab. I respected her decision to 
continue wearing a visible symbol of Islam, 
not to cower to racist neighbors and instead to 
believe in the justice of Allah. He is the judge. 
I was proud of her that day and I am proud of 
her today. This is the memory that keeps me 
going with the hijab on my head every time 
tragedy strikes this world and racists make 
Muslims their punching bags. I wish I could 
say that it was on that fateful day my mother 
experienced discrimination that I decided to 
wear the hijab. However, it was not.
     Nevertheless, her experience greatly 
affected me. I was already passionate about 
writing, using it as a tool against prejudice 
and misconceptions about Islam and Muslims. 
Fully aware that it was media that influenced 
most of the public´s judgment on Muslims 
and Islam, I joined the high school newspaper, 
in which I wrote about ´true´ Islam. When I 
moved to Paterson, New Jersey and attended 
John F. Kennedy High School, I joined their 
newspaper, working my way up to editor 
in chief and interning at The Herald News 
and The Record Newspaper. I even entered 
speech competitions where I talked about 
controversial topics as in the rise of extra 



Unveiled | 77 

airport security checks on Muslims following 
9/11. I talked about terrorism, comparing 
and contrasting 9/11 to the Oklahoma City 
bombings. I went into these contests fully 
aware of the fact that my topics would never 
win. I just wanted to get my message across 
and impact someone, anyone, to understand 
what true Islam meant. Islam, generating 
from the Arabic word salam, means peace. 
Terrorism is the opposite of that; it has no 
religion and terrorists who claim Islam as 
their religion are only Muslims by name, not 
by action. They misconstrue the Qur´an and 
Hadith (stories of the Prophet Muhammad, 
peace be upon him) for their own personal 
gain or revenge. In entering speech contests 
and writing for different media outlets, I 
aimed to affirm that the mass would not be 
judged based on the actions of a few.  
      This quest did not end after high school. I 
immediately joined William Paterson
University´s student-run newspaper, and 
slowly rose from writer and features editor 
to editor in chief. I even wrote and published 
an article about the difference between hijab, 
niqab, and burqa.
     Meanwhile, I would watch my mother 
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wear the hijab and admire her boldness to 
stand out. I told her that I would wear the 
hijab some day, ´´Just, not yet.´´ I did not feel 
ready yet, even after having been surrounded 
by so many beautiful, strong women 
who wore hijab in the Muslim Students´ 
Association at William Paterson University. I 
found it difficult to break free of the shackles 
of the Western norm.
     At that time, USA meant to me, “America´s 
Next Top Model,” Britney Spears, Christina 
Aguilera and Destiny´s Child. I wanted to be 
normal, to fit in, to belong. Although I did 
not indulge myself in every bit of American 
tradition, I could not get myself to let go of 
my physical beauty.
     I met peer pressure for the first time while 
working as an orientation leader one summer, 
when we were required to spend the night on 
campus. Alcohol was strictly forbidden to both 
orientation leaders and the incoming first-
year students. However, my co-workers snuck 
alcohol in and planned on drinking the night 
away, in a vacant room, next door to mine. 
They had to go through my room in order to 
get to the vacant one.
     ´´Hush, we’re going to wake up, Rumki,´´ 
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they whispered as they passed by. ´´Sorry, 
Rumki.´´
     ´´It´s okay,´´ I mumbled.
     One sorority girl held out a plastic cup 
of crimson drink toward me and asked if I 
wanted to drink it.
     ´´No, thank you,´´ I replied.
     ´´Are you sure? It is  really yummy. Come 
on, try it!´´
     ´´I don´t drink,´´ I said.
      Shock draped over her like a lost shadow. 
I was, perhaps, the first non-drinker she had 
ever met. What she did not know was that she 
gave me my first brush with peer pressure. In 
fact, the more persistent she became, the more 
difficult it became for me to say ´´no´´ to her. 
At her last plea for me to drink, I had not only 
become exhausted, but I had also hesitated. 
I eventually drew out a ´´no.´´ She left...and I 
was relieved.
     During my high school years, I had chosen 
my friends carefully and had never been 
pressured into doing something I did not want 
to do or that would prove to be harmful. For 
my friends, a ´´no´´ meant ´´no.´´ Peer pressure 
is the pressure to conform. In this particular 
experience at University, I found myself 
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victorious against the need to conform. I just 
was not yet ready to be a hijabi.

     Naturally, with age, my personality 
changed and developed. Change, in general, 
is… big, no matter how small. Whether it is 
a crazy, new hairstyle or hair color, home 
decor or career, change is inevitable and it can 
be…scary. Before any change, our immediate 
instinct is to hesitate, to analyze the situation 
in which we are in and the situation into 
which we may be moving. With it comes 
the defiance against expectations, the defiance 
against anticipation and the defiance against 
conformation. With progression, we become 
our true selves at that particular moment. It 
is a gradual progression toward a glorious 
triumph. That is what I had been experiencing 
on my journey from non-hijabi to hijabi. I 
knew that my true self was as a hijabi; I just 
needed time to get there.
     The years 2008 to 2009 were life-
changing for me. I had graduated University, 
had my debut novel published, got married, 
moved to London, and started my Masters 
of English Literature at the Queen Mary 
University of London. Allah’s plans for me 
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kept inciting me,  from one road to crossroads 
and detours until I, myself, accepted that I was 
prepared for anything.
     Three months into my marriage, my 
commute back and forth from Queen Mary 
University helped open my eyes;  I grew 
more and more aware of beautiful, bold 
hijabis. They inspired me.
     It is, physically, so easy. Just pick it up and 
wrap it around your head, I thought to myself, 
staring at the cloth that lay across my bed.
     This very simple action meant that I would 
have to transform my wardrobe from tight-
fitting jeans to loose-fitting outfits, from neck 
scarves to headscarves. The advantage was 
that in doing all of this, I had an excuse to 
go shopping! However, this new addition to 
my wardrobe came with new challenges. I 
no longer fit in as the piece of a larger puzzle. 
Rather, I had become a puzzle. For example, 
at job interviews, the first impression was, 
sometimes, along the lines of Oh, she´s different 
or she´s not what I was expecting at all. These 
words did not need to be said; it was written 
all over my interviewer´s face. Thus, my 
words, a demonstration of my experiences, 
personality and intelligence, became my 
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saviour. Verbal communication transformed 
me from being perceived as a puzzle to being 
perceived as the missing piece.      
     I picked up that gold hijab that lay across 
my bed and wrapped it around my head. I 
tried different hijab styles before assuming one 
that I used on bowling night with the family. 
I announced to my husband, my in-laws and 
my family that I had become a hijabi. After 
winter break, I went back to University, in my 
hijab. My classmates were surprised to see the 
´new me,´ but did not comment. Perhaps, they 
had been so familiar with seeing hijabis as 
there were many at the University I attended 
in London. 
     I left the USA a non-hijabi and returned 
that summer, seven months later, as a hijabi. 
I deplore gossip, but some have the habit 
of judging others to make themselves feel 
superior to the rest. It is a tactic in boosting 
their own self-confidence. I think many 
communities have this problem of ´people talk´ 
or ´what will people say?!´ The best part about 
being a hijabi is no longer worrying about 
what people say or think.
     She is newly-married so her in-laws must 
have pressured her into wearing the hijab. She 
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grew up in the USA, not wearing the hijab and 
now, suddenly, she puts it on?! It does not make 
sense.
     I encountered the dread of criticism by, 
surprisingly enough, some Muslim relatives 
and family friends, whereby judgmental 
questions included, ´´Why do you have this 
thing on your head? Did they force you to 
do it?´´ They, being my in-laws and husband; 
thing being my hijab.
     I felt like I was defending myself rather 
than sharing a piece of my most inner self. ´´I 
have always wanted to wear the hijab, but I 
could never get myself to do it until now. I am 
finally mentally ready for it.´´
     The first time I walked down Times 
Square, New York City, as a hijabi, was 
different. I was just walking past a few tourist 
ticket sellers when one of them approached 
me. As a non-hijabi, I was never approached 
by them before. They had unknowingly 
judged me: I am wearing hijab so I could not 
possibly be American. I have also experienced 
both acceptance and discrimination in London 
and Stockholm.
     One day in London, I sat in my usual front 
seat at the top of the double decker bus, where 
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the large windows gave me a panorama 
view of the city. I was reading ´´Mysteries of 
Udolpho´´ which was part of my research for 
my master’s thesis paper on Gothic literature. 
A drunk man came up to me and rudely 
demanded that I scoot over so he could sit in 
the seat next to me. He noticed I was reading 
and mistook my book for the Qur´an.
     ´´That, there, you are reading, is completely 
wrong,´´ he said. The sting of alcohol on his 
breath surrounded me like a thick, heavy fog 
directly out of my Gothic novel.
     ´´You know, I was in Iraq. You know 
what they do to little boys over there?´´ And 
he went on and on about how disgusting 
Muslims were and the things that he 
supposedly had experienced as a first-hand 
witness and soldier. This man must have 
been a war veteran. I felt sorry for him, but 
I was also afraid of him. ´´All Muslims are 
terrorists,´´ were his exact words. I nodded in 
silence the entire time, knowing that a drunk 
racist was capable of doing anything, praying 
that either his stop or mine would come up 
soon.  
     This man rambled on until it was time for 
me to get off the bus. As I got up to leave and 
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excused myself, he replied, ´´Sure, sweetheart,´´ 
and gave me some room. It was as if his mind 
had become a blank slate. And I wonder now 
whether this was because he was sobering 
up whether it was because a non-responsive 
Muslim sat next to him or whether his 
experiences at war had caused him to have 
such mood changes? 
     I moved to Stockholm, Sweden with my 
husband, after our first daughter was born 
in London, in 2012. My husband and I were 
returning from central Stockholm, where 
we had participated in a large demonstration 
against Israel´s control over Palestine. The old 
lady sitting across from us, confronted me 
about the protest pin I wore on my hijab. We 
had tried explaining our reasons for showing 
support for Palestine, while she had yelled at 
us about how wrong we were. My husband 
and I tried to calm her down explaining that 
this was a friendly debate, and we were on a 
train so we should not raise our voices. We 
tolerated her for a half an hour before she 
called us ´´terrorists.´´ That was when, without 
a word, we just got up and changed seats. We 
felt that it was best not to respond, not to meet 
hate with hate.
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      Such experiences of discrimination 
have hurt, but at the same time, they have 
empowered me. I never regret trying to 
reason with the woman, mustering up as much 
patience as we could during the journey with 
her. However, when in the end, she called us 
´´terrorists,´´ we realized that it was time to let 
our conversation rest and to refuse to give the 
woman the kind of response she was probably 
attempting to stir. 
      Not all the world is ignorant. One of 
my best friends from the USA is American. 
Jennifer* Sandle. She had written that there 
were many ignorant people in the world, 
some within her own family. She believed 
in a peaceful, just world, where people such 
as myself were not judged based on how 
we looked, what we chose to wear, or what 
religion we practiced. Jennifer defended me 
every time her family became Islamophobic 
because, she said, she knew me. I recently met 
with her and, despite the media´s constant 
highlight on terrorists with Muslim names, she 
said, “Thank you for showing me what a real 
Muslim is like.´´
     In all of my admiration for my mother 
who became a hijabi years before I did and 
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my personal strife against discrimination, 
there is one more person who inspired me to 
be myself, even if it meant being different. 
My brother has stood out of the crowd most 
of his life. As a child, Ryhan did not walk 
like the other kids and with age, he grew 
more and more dependent on his wheelchair 
until he could no longer walk. He not only 
battled DMD, but also illiteracy, pneumonia, a 
collapsed lung, low self-esteem, and bullies at 
school. Through it all, he displayed incredible 
courage and determination.
     One week he had spent hours practicing 
a ´´Backstreet Boys´´ song to audition for the 
high school talent show. I watched him go 
boldly into the spotlight, in his wheelchair. He 
was humble enough to take the constructive 
criticism as the teacher encouraged him to join 
the school choir and try again for the next 
audition. The following year, Ryhan joined the 
choir and auditioned again for the talent show. 
He made it!
     As soon as Ryhan began high school, I 
noticed he could not read. I was infuriated 
with his teachers because he had been going to 
school all these years and his special education 
teachers had not taught him to read?! 
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Not to mention, Ryhan has a sharp memory. 
He can remember every detail of his first 
meeting with someone from years ago. Taking 
advantage of his sharp memory, I used word 
recognition and phonics to help him battle 
dyslexia and graduate high school. There were 
days he would come home in tears because 
a student had teased him because of his 
disability. My parents and I comforted him, 
explaining that children don´t understand 
certain things so they can be cruel. We 
complimented him on his good character and 
how that made him better than bullies. Such 
experiences were part of why my brother 
developed low self-esteem. Nowadays, as an 
adult, he no longer cowers when people stare 
at his visible disability. Ryhan is not only 
in a wheelchair, but has had a tracheostomi 
due to a collapsed lung. People do stare. It 
is almost an instinctive reaction, no harm is 
meant by it. And it does not bother him. He 
is powerful in the midst of all his physical 
weaknesses. I remember this every time I am 
faced with a challenge. Ryhan is my nudge of 
encouragement.
      I grew up in a home illuminated by 
inspiration. There are seven billion people on 
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earth, each one with their own story to tell, 
each one different in how they look, sound, 
think and dress. Each one an individual. That 
is why I always say that if you believe in 
yourself, then the world will believe in you. 
This was my story of how I came to believe 
in myself enough to embrace the hijab. What 
is your story? Write it down and share it with 
someone. You can even share it with me.

www.rumki.com


