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    For my grandfather, whose dream of pilgrimage became my guiding star—and for every seeker whose heart longs for the light of devotion.


    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – The Letter and the Loss
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“Indeed, we belong to Allah and to Him we return.” – Qur’an 2:156

––––––––
[image: ]


Adam Khalil had never heard silence quite like this.

Not in the muted moments before his alarm clock rang. Not in the lonely corridors of high school after the last bell. Not even in the middle of the night when the city of Chicago seemed to hold its breath under a blanket of snow.

This silence was different.

This one was louder.

He sat cross-legged on the carpet of his grandfather’s room, back leaning against the wall, the scent of sandalwood and musk still clinging to the air like a memory unwilling to leave. The late afternoon sun spilled across the patterned prayer rug Dada Abu had used every day, its threads fraying at the edges from decades of sujood.

Adam reached for the Qur’an resting on the low wooden stand, its cover slightly worn, and pulled it toward him. It had belonged to Dada Abu. His name was written in neat Urdu script on the first page: Abdul Hameed Khalil, 1954.

Adam didn’t open it.

He just stared at it.

Three days ago, they had buried him.

Three days ago, Adam had stood at the side of his grandfather’s grave as soil hit the earth with rhythmic finality.

And nothing had felt real since.

Grief wasn’t new to Adam. But this grief—this was different. Dada Abu hadn’t just been a grandfather. He had been his confidant, his weekend walking buddy, the man who’d taught him how to pray, how to polish shoes, how to spot constellations in the city sky.

When Adam was little, Dada Abu would let him climb into his lap after Maghrib and ask question after question about Allah. “Is He bigger than the sky?” “Can He hear me in my head?” “What if I forget to say thank you?”

And Dada would smile every time and say, “Allah is always near. Even when you forget Him, He remembers you.”

But Adam hadn’t felt close to Allah in a long time.

High school had made everything louder, messier, and more complicated. His parents were constantly working. His schedule was packed. His prayers had become rushed, or sometimes missed altogether.

But Dada never stopped praying.

Even when the cancer spread.

Even when the chemo drained his voice.

Even when he knew he was dying.

His whisper never stopped: “Alhamdulillah... Alhamdulillah...”

Adam clenched his jaw.

Why did Allah take him?

Why now?

Why so quietly?
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The front door creaked open, and Adam heard his mother call out.

He didn’t move.

“Adam beta,” she said gently, peeking into the room. “You’ve been in here a long time.”

He looked up, eyes tired. “I’m okay.”

She entered, holding a white envelope in her hand. Her eyes were still red from the funeral. She sat beside him on the carpet.

“This came for you.”

He stared at the envelope. His name was printed on it in soft gold ink.

Adam Khalil

c/o Abdul Hameed Khalil Estate

There was no return address.

He hesitated, then took it and opened the seal.

Inside was a letter on parchment-like paper, printed in elegant script.

In the name of Allah, the Most Merciful, the Most Compassionate

Dear Adam Khalil,

We offer our condolences on the passing of your grandfather, Abdul Hameed Khalil, a beloved member of our international Hajj community.

As part of our foundation’s annual initiative, we are honored to sponsor a young person nominated in the name of a deceased Hajj veteran.

Your grandfather, who completed Hajj in 1981, had expressed his hope to return with his grandson one day.

In his memory and through the donations of anonymous benefactors, we would like to sponsor your complete Hajj journey this year, including travel, accommodations, and guidance.

May this pilgrimage bring you peace and clarity. May it honor his memory, and more importantly, awaken your own.

With prayers,

The Noor Foundation

Adam stared at the page.

His heart thudded once.

Then again.

“What... is this?” he whispered.

His mother wiped a tear from her cheek. “Your grandfather spoke to them last year. He never told me. Maybe he didn’t want to pressure you.”

Adam shook his head. “I can’t... I’m not even religious enough. Why would I go to Hajj?”

“He wanted this for you.”

“I don’t want to go just because he wanted it. It’s too much. I’m not ready.”

She reached over and placed a hand on his.

“Grief feels like drowning, Adam. But sometimes, Allah throws us a rope. Even if we don’t think we deserve it.”

That night, Adam couldn’t sleep.

The letter sat on his desk, casting a soft shadow under the moonlight.

He stared at the ceiling, headphones in his ears, Qur’anic recitation playing softly—Surah Al-Baqarah, Dada’s favorite.

“Indeed, we belong to Allah and to Him we return.”

His eyes burned.

He didn’t feel ready.

He didn’t even feel worthy.

But he missed Dada more than he’d ever missed anyone.

And maybe—just maybe—this was the beginning of something bigger than grief.
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Chapter 2 – Reluctant Departure
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“And it may be that you dislike a thing which is good for you...” – Qur’an 2:216

––––––––
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“Adam, you’re not going to hide behind your hoodie and headphones for the rest of the summer.”

His mother’s voice echoed across the kitchen as she placed a plate of toast and eggs in front of him.

Adam didn’t lift his gaze from the screen. He was scrolling through a soccer video, but he wasn’t really watching. Just pretending.

“I’m not hiding,” he muttered.

“You’ve been inside all week.”

“It’s only June. I can stay inside if I want.”

“You need to start packing.”

He blinked.

“What?”

She looked at him pointedly. “For Hajj.”

Adam dropped the phone onto the table with a clatter.

“I told you I’m not going.”

The words had more bite than he intended, but he didn’t take them back.

His mother stood across from him, arms crossed, exhaustion plain on her face—not just from the past week of mourning, but from holding everything together for too long. Her scarf was slipping slightly, a coffee stain darkened the cuff of her blouse, and yet, she looked as composed as always.

“You don’t get to refuse a gift like this,” she said softly. “Not when it came with so many du‘ās.”

“I’m not ready!” Adam snapped. “Do you know what people do on Hajj? Do you even realize how spiritually heavy it is?”

“I’ve performed Hajj,” she replied evenly. “I know exactly what it is.”

“Well, good for you. Maybe you were ready. I’m not.”

Her eyes darkened, but she didn’t raise her voice.

“Adam... you think Dada wasn’t aware of how far you felt from your faith? He still believed in your heart. And he asked for this. Not to burden you—but to guide you.”

“I’m not going just because he wanted it. He’s gone.”

The silence that followed hit like a slap.

She didn’t flinch. Just picked up her mug and sipped slowly.

“I know you’re angry,” she said. “I know this grief has you twisted in knots. But don’t confuse resistance with clarity. Sometimes the thing that shakes us is the thing that saves us.”

Adam stood up, pacing. “This whole thing is too much. The ihram, the rituals... being in a crowd with millions of people. I can barely stand Jumu‘ah prayer in a full masjid. What makes you think I can survive Mecca?”

“You won’t go alone.”

He froze. “What do you mean?”

She hesitated.

“I spoke to Uncle Tariq.”

Adam groaned. “No. No way.”

“He’s agreed to accompany you. As your mahram. As your guardian.”

“I’d rather go with a stranger,” Adam muttered.

Her voice sharpened. “He is your father’s brother.”

“And he’s impossible.”

“He’s disciplined.”

“He’s joyless.”

“He’s devout.”

“He’s judgmental!”

Adam grabbed his plate and dumped the contents in the
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