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    For every young heart called to a journey they don't yet understand—
May you walk it with courage, question with honesty,
and return with a soul awakened.
And to my grandmother,
whose faith carried me farther than any plane ever could.
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Chapter 1 – The Letter from Makkah
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“And proclaim to the people the Hajj...”

— *Qur’an 22:27
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Yasmin Khalil was scrolling through her phone when the world shifted.

Not with a bang. Not with a screen notification. But with a letter.

An actual, paper letter—unfolded carefully at the kitchen table, the edges slightly creased, the seal of the London Islamic Community Trust embossed in gold.

Her father’s hands shook as he read it aloud.

“Dear Mr. and Mrs. Khalil,

It brings us immense joy to inform you that your submission to the ‘Path of Pilgrimage’ youth reflection contest has been selected from over 2,000 applicants nationwide...”

Yasmin looked up from her phone just in time to see her mother gasp and press a hand to her chest. Her father continued reading, his voice trembling with reverence and disbelief:

“...as recipients of a fully-sponsored Hajj trip for two participants: one youth and one elder chaperone, from your household...”

Yasmin blinked.

Her eyes snapped up, phone forgotten, as her father looked at her—his face radiant with emotion.

“You’ve been chosen, Yasmin,” he said softly. “You... and your grandmother.”

She froze.

The air in the kitchen suddenly felt thick.

“Me?” she echoed. “As in... *me me*?”

“Yes,” her mother said, eyes glistening. “Your father submitted that essay you wrote for the youth halaqah—the one about the five pillars and identity? They loved it.”

Yasmin’s mouth fell open. “That was just a school thing! I didn’t even write it seriously. I mean, I... tried, but...” Her voice trailed off.

Her grandmother, seated at the corner with her tasbih beads gently moving between her fingers, looked up and smiled. A quiet, knowing smile that Yasmin had seen before—one that meant something far deeper was happening than she could yet understand.

“You have been invited,” Nani said gently. “And you don’t turn away an invitation from Allah.”

It was early June.

Amina’s mind had been on other things: summer internships, her social media follower count, her TikTok skincare routine, and the backpacking trip her friend Raya had been planning across southern Spain.

Hajj was not on her list.

And certainly not spending two weeks in the desert heat, wrapped in layers of cloth, surrounded by people speaking a dozen languages, with no Wi-Fi, no makeup, no AC, and no Instagram updates.

The idea of spiritual reward felt abstract—far removed from the pulse of the life she was building for herself. She wasn’t against Hajj. She just hadn’t imagined herself doing it at seventeen.

After the letter, the house shifted into preparation mode.

Her father called the imam.

Her mother phoned their family doctor for vaccinations.

Her grandmother began folding her abaya with reverence, whispering duʿāʾ between each careful movement.

But Yasmin?

Yasmin stood still in the center of it all.

Like a guest who had shown up at the wrong gathering.

Like someone unsure if she belonged.
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“Are you not happy?” her grandmother asked that evening, gently closing the Qur’an after maghrib prayer.

Yasmin paused. “I don’t know what I feel.”

Nani nodded as if that were the truest thing ever said.

“You don’t need to feel ready,” she said. “You only need to feel willing. Allah prepares the rest.”

Yasmin didn’t reply.
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Later that night, alone in her room, she opened the email confirmation from the Hajj coordinator.

It listed everything: travel dates, what to pack, expected temperatures, spiritual preparation classes, and group meeting locations in Jeddah and Makkah.

A large bolded header read:

“The Hajj is not a trip. It is a return.”

Yasmin closed the email.

What was she returning to, anyway?

She wasn’t running from anything. Not really.

Except maybe the growing ache in her chest that sometimes surfaced when the noise of her life quieted.

A silence she couldn’t name.

The next morning, she posted a photo on Instagram: a latte and the Qur’an beside it.

She captioned it:

“Surprising news: I’m going to Hajj. Still processing. Pray for me, I guess?”

She added a heart emoji. A sparkle. A crescent moon.

The comments poured in.

“Omg what?? That’s huge!!”

“Incredible! MashaAllah!”

“Girl you better vlog this.”

She smiled at her screen.

But it didn’t quite reach her eyes.

Packing was another ordeal.

Her grandmother moved with purpose and serenity, rolling her prayer rug into her suitcase, tucking small jars of black seed oil beside her shawls.

Yasmin, meanwhile, stood in front of her closet feeling completely unsure of what to bring.

Would she need dresses?

How many hijabs?

Could she sneak in her BB cream?

“Take what is comfortable,” her grandmother said one afternoon, noticing her hesitation. “But also take what makes your soul feel clean.”

Yasmin nodded, unsure what that meant.

She packed both—her modest black abaya and her favorite tinted lip balm.

Just in case.

The night before they were to depart, the imam of their mosque came to visit.

He sat in their living room, sipping chai, and said, “You may think Hajj is about reaching Makkah. But it starts the moment you say yes. The journey begins long before the plane lifts.”

Yasmin sat cross-legged, pretending to be absorbed in her tea.

But the imam’s next words struck her still.

“Allah chooses His guests. You’ve been invited, Yasmin. That’s no small thing.”

She looked up.

“I didn’t ask to go,” she said before she could stop herself.

“No,” he said with a smile. “But maybe your soul did.”

At the airport, Yasmin wore her black hoodie over her travel abaya and kept her head low.

The Hajj group bustled around them—men in white, women in soft-colored hijabs, all buzzing with emotion. Some wept. Some smiled. Some recited *Labbaik Allahumma labbaik* under their breath already.

Yasmin held her passport in one hand, her phone in the other, and tried not to look overwhelmed.

“Breathe,” Nani whispered beside her.

“I am,” Yasmin lied.

On the flight, as others dozed or recited duʿāʾ, Yasmin stared at the screen embedded in the seat in front of her.

The map showed their flight slowly crossing over Europe.

One blinking dot headed toward the land of prayer and pilgrimage.

She clicked over to the Qur’an audio section.

Pressed Surah Hajj.

And listened.

The verse came clearly through the tiny speakers:

“And proclaim to the people the Hajj...”

The voice paused, then continued in English:

“...they will come to you on foot and on every lean camel; they will come from every distant pass...”

Yasmin closed her eyes.

For the first time, a flutter of realization brushed her ribs.

This was real.

She wasn’t going to scroll past it.

She was entering it.

She turned to look at her grandmother.

Eyes closed. Lips moving in silent remembrance. Hands open in her lap like a child asking for a gift.

And suddenly, Yasmin felt very, very young.

And very, very small.

In the best possible way.

Like she was being held—by something greater.

By an invitation she hadn’t expected.

But maybe...

Just maybe...

Had needed all along.
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Chapter 2 – The Weight of White Cloth
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“Hajj is \[during] well-known months, so whoever has made Hajj obligatory upon himself therein—let there be no sexual relations and no disobedience and no disputing during Hajj...”

— Qur’an 2:197

Yasmin Khalil had never walked into a store and felt like her soul was underdressed.

Until she stepped into Al-Nur Islamic Outfitters.

The shop was tucked between a halal butchery and a calligraphy studio in East London, and though she had passed it countless times, she’d never ventured inside. To her, it had always looked a bit too serious, with long white garments in the windows and mannequins wearing niqabs that seemed to stare right through you.

But today, she entered holding her grandmother’s hand.

Inside, it smelled of oud and starch.

Shelves were stacked with unscented soaps, small black Qur’ans with velvet covers, tawaf sandals, and drawstring backpacks embroidered with golden thread. Every corner felt deliberate—less like retail and more like preparation.

Yasmin tried to act casual.

But she felt like she was stepping onto sacred ground.

Nani walked ahead with confidence, her steps sure and light. She greeted the owner, a gentle-faced man with a silver beard and an eager smile.

“You’ve come for ihram?” he asked kindly.

Nani nodded. “For both of us. And essentials for the journey.”

He nodded and gestured toward the back. “May Allah accept it from you.”

Yasmin tried not to flinch. Everyone kept saying things like that— “May Allah accept.” It felt like a test had already
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