[PETER ALTER]: Sounds good. Alright. Thank you. This is this interview is being conducted on March 19, 2024, by me, Peter Alter, on behalf of the National Indo American Museum. Excuse me. If you could please state and spell your name.

[NISAR NAIMI]: Nisar Naimi. Okay. N I S A R. Last name, N A I M I.

[PA]: Excuse me. Where were you born?

[NN]: Elk Grove Village here in Chicago.

[PA]: Okay. And what year were you born in?

[NN]: 1982.

[PA]: Okay. Could you start by telling us a little bit about your birth family, your siblings, and your mom and dad?

[NN]: Oh, wow. We're a big family. So we have two sets of twins in our family. Well, I my parents actually migrated here in 1982.

My sisters were born in 1977. Twins. I have a sister that's in the middle, born in 1980, and then my brother and I were twins. So two sets of twins, 1982. And, yeah, we grew up, in all honesty, the all-American family. My father was a mechanical engineer, worked for the same company for over 50 years. And my mother was a teacher. She taught preschool and first grade. And she did that for about 30 years. Yeah.

Grew up in the northwest suburbs, went to public school out there, grade school, junior high, high school, had a great sense of community, both South Asian and non-South Asian. And yeah, I don't think we ever realized the color of our skin literally in that sense, like, till very recently when Trump, you know, became president and people would say stuff. But we grew up in a bubble. We were, grew up in suburbia. I think I'd like to say my parents, again, we grew up with the all-American dream and never had any and never encountered any issues, not to the extent of, like, that concerned us, at least, and had a good South Asian and not South Asian community. Friends, circle of friends, my parents' friends, always around us.

[PA]: Okay. So you said your parents came here in 1972.

[NN]: Yeah.

[PA]: And could you talk a little bit about that insofar as you've been told? Where they came from?

[NN]: Yeah. So both migrated from India. My father's side is from Turkey originally. And he went to school in Delhi. And then my mom's side is originally from Bangalore, but they moved during her teenage years to Hyderabad

Okay. And, my mom's brother and my father went to school together, engineering school. And so that's how my father was connected to my mom. They got married and then, moved here in 1972. And they lived right at where MCC is on Elston and in Florence. They lived right at, where Ashland and Elston cross. That was her first apartment. Oh my gosh! All these stories are coming back.

I mean, my mom didn't know English. Well, she went to British school, but she didn't know the etiquette, I guess, of when she moved here, of how to communicate and what to do. And so I remember her telling us stories of she would open the cabinet when my dad would go off to work and they'd be like a box of Rice Krispies, but she had no idea what it was. And so she would put it in a bowl and put like Indian spices on it because she didn't she that's all she knew.  But no. They lived there. And then eventually, I wanna say right around 1977 when my sisters were born, they moved to Arlington Heights.

[PA]: Okay.

[NN]: And lived there. We lived we were they were there till 1985, and then they moved to Inverness where we grew up the bulk of our lives. So the suburbs are for us was everything. I know raising two sets of twins for them was quite the challenge, But yeah.

[PA]: So your twin is also, a boy? Okay.

[NN]: So my sisters are identical twins. Okay. Two girls. Sister in the middle, not a twin. Okay. And then my brother and I are identical twins.

[PA]: Yeah. So your you mentioned your father was an engineer. 

[NN]:  Mechanical engineer.

[PA]: Okay. Where did he work?

[NN]: Skilled manufacturing.

[PA]: Okay.

[NN]: His boss, Jim Greinke, at that time had sponsored his visa. So my dad had came here came here prior to 1972. I he was I think he was here for a few months. He met Jim Greinke. Jim Greinke sponsored his Visa. That's how my dad came over. And then, he worked at the same company and, you know, I remember going to other company picnics every year.

It was huge. My dad was maintain his friendships and his relationships all throughout that. But the interesting thing is a lot of his coworkers were also foreign. They were either South Asian or they were European. 

And I think that's what kept them pretty close together. But no. My father was part of quality control over there. And, yeah, he worked the--he left the house every day for close to 50 years at 4:30 in the morning and came home at 5 o'clock every day. Monday through Friday.

[PA]: That's a long work day. 

[NN]: Long work day. Yeah. Long work day.

[PA]: And your mom, was an educator for 30 years.

[NN]: Yeah. Yeah. For she so she used to work at, Montessori Learning Center in Hoffman Estates. Which was a small preschool and then eventually grew pretty big, and then they had a first grade. In between when we were in our grade school years, my mom actually took time off and was a lunch mom at the school so she could be spending more time with us.

But my mom was always, you know--We also grew up in that quintessential family, of my dad had a little bit of the Middle Eastern--like, what he said was it.  And so my mom, you know, was the housewife. She took care of the house stuff. She took care of all of our schooling, all of our projects, and chaperoning, and all that stuff. And my dad took care of really bringing the bread over in that regard.

[PA]: Right. Right. You talked about, growing up in a South Asian community and other kinds of communities. What was it, like growing up in the South Asian community for you as a young person?

[NN]: There was definitely a lot--compared to now, there was a sense of community. I think for I'm sure I speak for a lot of people. There was a strong, effort to retain whatever culture and, religion as well. Because I think they both blend together, as much as possible without losing it.

And so, I mean, my parents there was a huge community. My parents knew a lot of people. My parents were known to throw big parties. And so that's how we I mean, we grew up in that. We grew up in that society, like, that community of constantly every weekend, you know, being at someone's house or them coming over to our place.

I think as we got older, my parents became a lot more--not that they weren't involved, but they were much more involved in Sunday school and, the religious ISNS in Rolling Meadows. My dad was a cofounder. He was on the board of directors for probably about 6 years, 7 years. And so we spent all of our weekends there--Sunday school, major religious holidays, cultural fests and fairs and bazaars and everything.

I mean, that was a huge part of our lives. Yeah. I mean, I also remember my mom having friends coming over, you know, to teach her how to make certain types of foods. Or, you know, there was a good friend of my mom's good friend who started one of the first, halal markets in the suburbs.

[PA]: Oh, wow.

[NN]: Yeah. And so, you know, I remember my parents would go there, you know, after we my sisters would be in charge of taking care of us. But my parents would go there to help them stock the shelves and put things together. It was just a community. Right? So yeah.

[PA]: Amazing. So you mentioned Sunday school.  So for people, who listen to this recording in the future

[NN]: Yeah.

[PA]: Christians will assume a certain kind of thing, but if you could tell us what Sunday school meant to you. And, and, before you do that, could you tell us ISNS, what that acronym stands for?

[NN]: Islamic Society of Northwest Suburbs 

[PA]: Okay. 

[NN]: In Rolling Meadows.

[PA]: Alright.

[NN]: We went to Sunday school there. Sunday, it was it's your typical you learn religion. You learn the Quran. You learned, the history of the religion. 

And then we would have, you know, competitions of recitation of Arabic and all that. It's interesting because we have, you know, I'm still in touch with friends from back in the day and none of us like to go. Every one of us hated going and to the point where we probably almost despised it because we were going to school during the week and then we were forced to go on the weekends.  But some of the best relationships and honestly through the relationships that we created there, that's helped me stay in touch with my community as well.

But my dad sponsored the first, the first, Muslim priest for that, that, mosque. And so, again, we were very heavily--he stayed at our house for, you know, a few months before he got a place of his own. So we were always very heavily involved in all that. My dad sponsored his wife and her kids. So, yeah, it was a big role.

[PA]: And, so you talked about, South Asian community, faith community. How about going to school? What was that like for you?

[NN]: Going to school I mean, again, we went to public school. So going to school like, we it was like any other, kid in that regard. It's interesting because in our, all five of us kids, no one could pronounce our names properly.  And years later, we all talked about this, but for some reason, we never corrected them.

Whatever they enunciated or whatever they pronounce, we just kept it like that. And it wasn't until we all got into college and, you know, we're like, "Wait a minute. That's not even our name. Why are people are calling us this?" But no.

We just didn't we didn't care for it. But my parents had us involved or encouraged us to be involved in sports, in band, in, debate class. Like, we did it all. We did it all.

I don't think I became comfortable being part of like the MSA or the Muslim Student Association or the South Asian clubs until I was in college. Not sure why. I think at that point we were probably, you know, your typical teenagers running away from your cultural trying to trying to be removed from everything. 

I don't think I ever fully own that until I got into college. And I went to college at Loyola University which had a great South Asian community. I remember this be like a huge debate with my parents because my parents said, "No. You can't. You need to live at home and then you'll commute to work or you'll commute to college."

And I was like, "How is this gonna happen?" And so when I finally convinced them and I was living on campus, I was homesick for like three weeks. And, you know, they weren't too far away. They're, you know, 40 minutes away. But, being close to Devon Avenue and then the large South Asian community that like, I think I forced myself to then get into the South Asian clubs and MSA and all that because I felt so homesick. And that was my one way of, you know, staying in touch with my house, my home, what I was familiar with. So-- 

[PA]: Interesting. Thank you. So public school, and that was primarily in Inverness, or maybe Arlington?

[NN]: So we were at the border of Inverness and Hoffman Estates. So we went to, actually, we went to Armstrong, Neil Armstrong School for grade school, Jane Addams High or Junior High, and then Hoffman Estates High School. And all five of us went to the same schools, graduated from the same schools.

Okay. So, you know, they all knew my mom.  My mom used to give them boxes of chocolates every time she needed to have a conversation or parent teacher conferences. But they all knew us. They knew our family. They knew my parents.  I should take they knew my mom. I don't think any of them had ever met my father.

[PA]: Oh, okay.

[NN]: Yeah. He was never part of the school life.

[PA]: And you're so, your identical twin sisters, they're the older set of twins.

[NN]: Yeah. And when were they born? 1977.

[PA]: Okay. Alright.

[NN]: So born in 1977. Interestingly enough, my parents, when they turned 18, my parents for some reason went a very cultural route and for them it was like, "Okay you're 18 time you get married." Both my sisters had arranged marriages. 

My parents regretted it after it happened  Because there was challenges. And then never the three of us that were left, my middle sister and my brother and I never brought it up or forced it upon us or anything like that just because of the challenges that they went through with this.  But, yeah, my sisters graduated six months early senior year. And then we went to India, and they got married.

[PA]: Okay. 

[NN]: Both of them got married probably about four months apart  When they were 18.

[PA]: Okay. So and, I just heard something that I didn't realize. So two twins then a sister in the middle.

[NN]: So older twin sisters  A sister in the middle. And then my brother and I

[PA]: And then you and your brother.

[PA]: Alright. Okay. Excellent. Alright. So, what year did you graduate Hoffman Estates High School?

[NN]: 2000.

[PA]: Okay. Alright.

[NN]: 2001. Class of 01. 2001.

[PA]: And I and I've met lots of folks who are South Asian and Muslim who go to Loyola, as you mentioned. How did you happen to pick Loyola? And you mentioned a little bit of your experiences there, but what was Loyola like for you?

[NN]: I took--so I ended up getting a fast-track application to Loyola.

[PA]: Okay.

[NN]: And so, and I got in and I was a great student. Once I went to college, I was, you know, the first year I kind of rebelled. I decided Loyola because they had a good pre-med program. So I was studying to become a doctor. And my dad was not for it. He wanted me to become a physician, but he was not okay with me going to Loyola. Cost was a big decision there. Private school, you know, higher tuition.

And so my dad didn't--he paid two months the first two months of tuition, but the rest of it, I was all in school loans

[PA]: Yeah.

[NN]: Which I'm paying still today. Almost done. But I think the biggest thing for me was this when I went to do my tour and everything like that, the sense of community more than anything. And I was fascinated with learning about different, world religions.

Theology was a big thing for me. Philosophy was a big thing for me. And I found that to be the right fit. So it was between Loyola and it was between, Duke in North Carolina.

And I got accepted to both, but I ended up going the Loyola route.

[PA]: Okay.

[NN]: And I there was also a little bit of, you know, mom's emotional guilt of, like, "Oh, you can't!" You know. I was the youngest. I grew up very close to my mom.  I mean, so, you know, when she would say no, I took it seriously.

[PA]: Okay. Okay. So, what did you end up studying at Loyola?

[NN]: So did my pre-med. Hated it.  When I was--so I my, I have a major in theology and a minor in philosophy. And, I started doing a master's program, for Aramaic Arabic. We were transcribing scriptures from the pyramids. And so I was working with a professor there. And then, you know, life happened. My brother passed away.

And so then, you know, I just stopped. But as I was working, or as I was at Loyola, I was doing, a work study program at the Indo American Center, as a tutor. And through that, the ED at that time, Crissalla, I met, another woman named Sabrina Hans, who was one of the first event planners in the US in general based here in Chicago. Okay. And so it started off as like, let's work her event for New Year's, get in for free.

And then I started doing a lot more events with her. And actually ended up working with her for 11 years before I launched my own company. So yeah. Yeah. Indo American Center was, a big stepping stone. I learned a lot through the Indo American Center. So I started off as their, a tutor, then eventually became their youth services, director for Chicago through Chicago for the six schools in West Ridge.

[PA]: Oh, okay.

[NN]: And so we would kick start after school programs there and then do a tutoring program over at the Indo American Center. Also worked in conjunction with the senior program, because we would do a lot of field trips and stuff together. But, yeah, really, really fascinating time doing all that stuff. So, I mean, I we did stuff at the Chicago History Museum, took them for trips, did group programs and everything. So, yeah, I did a lot of that.

[PA]: So, just for listeners in the future who aren't familiar with the Indo American Center, could you tell me a little bit about what that organization is?

[NN]: Yeah. Yeah. So it's a community center, a non-profit community center that offers various programs, but the main ones at that time potentially now are immigration services. So everything from spousal visas to, you know, permanent residency, green cards and all that stuff. So they help you fulfill those applications.

And also, give free pro bono, legal services in that regard. There was also ESL, English as a second language, classes there. There's also a seniors' program where they would provide a free meal and activities throughout the day that you would do as a community. Okay. And then, there was a children's program, after school tutoring.

And then, we partnered up with the, After School Matters as well. And I think that was it. Eventually, we ended up also doing meals that were delivered to people's house, and that evolved. But my portion of it was heavily involved with, the City of Chicago Youth Services.

[PA]: Okay. And what, what drew you to youth services in particular with a background in theology? 

[NN]: No. I don't think there was any, because I was a tutor there  It just evolved into That because I was looking for a full time job at because I was paying for my tuition on my own. 

And so it just kind of evolved there. I realized--I think I started working with Sabrina the second year of so my sophomore year of college. I knew then that the medical field was not for me. I was doing it for my parents, to be honest with you. 

But I yeah. It I don't think any of those had a correlation. It just kind of evolved into the youth program. It went really well for that, part, but, yeah, I did I led that division for probably about four years.

[PA]: Wow. And, so you said you were connected to the six schools in Westridge. So, the students you were working with, could you talk about them a little bit?

[NN]: Yeah. It was they were all public schools.  That being said, a lot of the bulk of the students that we were working with were immigrant. 

Potentially immigrants, potentially first-generation Americans, low income. And so our job was to go in and find students that were of higher, class levels and as volunteers to then be tutors, just like we were at the Indo American Center and put programs into place. So we would bring in school supply. We through our grants, we would be giving bring in school supplies. We would bring in, you know, if they had certain field trips that we were planning on the transportation and help facilitate that.

But, ultimately, it was the older volunteers that were running the show on a day-to-day basis.  We were just managing that. And then we would take the reports of attendance, the programs they were running, and then we would then put that into formal paperwork and submit it to the city of Chicago.

I probably did my visits with these students once every two weeks. The students that came to the Indo American Center, we've, I definitely found them--I found the parents get really attached to me, and I found the kids getting attached to you, but I found the parents most attached to me. I think there was also this, you know, I grew up American, but I also had the respect for the culture and respect for my elders. And I think they appreciated that because oftentimes, you know, I think they didn't really have the services or weren't giving them respect that they probably, you know, deserved. And, you know, we all made sure that that was priority.

So great, built great connections. I'm still in touch with some of them. I still get emails with some of them and, you know, their kids are graduating college or, yeah. It's it was a great community.

[PA]: And, what drew you away from medicine towards, theology and scriptural Aramaic? Oh, wow.

[NN]: It was it's so the history portion of this, I mean, I've always been fascinated by it. I've always been fascinated by it. I do consider my I mean, we grew up Muslim. I do consider myself a Muslim. I do consider myself more spiritual than anything.

And so I think, you know, that was a part of it, but I think the biggest factor I had an amazing professor. He was, he was Middle Eastern, Professor Hussein. And he was he also was an immigrant, but his stories and the way he taught, you know, Islamic studies and theology with a passion. You know, you they always say that there's one professor, one teacher that's gonna really affect your life. He was the one for me.

I think he also was, he understood the struggle that I was going through. A lot of us at that time were going through in terms of having, you know, parents that migrated here and certain things that they wanted to keep very cultural and, like, you know, "Come home every weekend" or you, you know, "You don't go out." So there was that constant struggle, and we would voice it out to him because he we had that comfortable relationship. And I think he was he allowed it to become a healthy balance of, you know, helping us understand where my parents were coming from versus what we were trying to figure out, I guess, at that time.

[PA]: Wow.

[NN]: But it was a nice bridge, you know, and yeah. He was a, he was a powerful professor of that regard.

[PA]: Alright. Well, thank you. And just kinda following up on something you just said. What was that like for you, you know, being born in the US and your mom and dad from other countries? And how did how was that for you growing up?

[NN]: Yeah. You know, I we like I said, we didn't really have a challenge. I remember maybe once. I remember a handful of times that we would have friends come over to study and my mom would be cooking and the house smelled like Indian food.

And we'd be like, "Open the windows," you know? Like, you're like, "What it smells horrible in here." But our friends were really accepting of everything. They didn't they never came in and said anything.

It was us who were a little bit more conscious about things. And I think because we were 1st generation American born, I think there was a little bit of our generation. I don't want to say embarrassed, but we struggled with it. We struggled with it because it wasn't our culture wasn't so prevalent. It wasn't so known.

And I think we wanted to, to some degree, keep it a secret, or maybe felt embarrassed by it. I don't know. But we used to have, you know, my, we used to have friends that were boys and girls come over. I distinctly remember my best friend who was a girl. You know, my parents hadn't met her, but, my parents never allowed us to go in the same room together and never allowed us to do that.

So there was always cultural things. But growing up, you know, I honestly feel like we had a all-American--for the most part--all-American childhood and upbringing. Birthday parties, barbecues, picnics, you know, road trips. We did it all. 

Although the road trips were interesting because you know, we never got to stop at McDonald's or my mom made a Tiffin. We all had to eat from there. Never were happy about it. But no, I mean, we took vacations every summer. My dad made it a point. We traveled to the different states.

Yeah. We had a we had a great upbringing. We had a great upbringing. And, you know, now we all reflect back on it. And we lived in beautiful homes and had a safe neighborhoods. Like, we never, you know, never had any issues. 

That being said, you know, of course, you know, my mom--I'm sure, do you I'm sure you remember the times of, like, Zayra and Venture?

[PA]: Yes. 

[NN]:  And, like, all our shopping. Like, that's where we were, you know. And we only got to shop for clothes at the beginning of the school year.

We had to get everything then and all our school supplies and everything had to go through the year. But, yeah, my, you know, my parents were I wouldn't say frugal. They were responsible about it. Of course, we never got to go to McDonald's.

It was a special treat if we ever got to go to McDonald's. But, there is definitely a sense of, like, we have to respect where the how and where the money is coming from.  Because my dad was going to you know, he'd be up at 4:30 going to work and coming back at 5. And so we were it was very much ingrained to us.

Like, you respect, you know, the money and you respect food and you're grateful for it and there's no, you know, no ifs, ands, or buts about that. My mom was, you know, I'm sure again, everyone says that my mom was an amazing cook. I grew up very close to my mom my brother grew up very close to my father just you know with raising twins and them having to share the responsibilities. I grew up--my mom--every Sunday I wanna say for like six years straight 6 o'clock in the morning, banging the pots and pans and made all five of us stand in the kitchen and taught us all how to cook, whether we liked it or not, because my mom was like it doesn't matter if you're a boy or girl, you're learning. I myself, and one of my sisters probably more so me, I, to me it was, I was mesmerized. I mean to me it was just an art and just the whole process of it.

My mom had a very big--my mom was known to be, you know, a really good cook and people, you know, would comment about it. And I was always fascinated about that. And so that's one of my mom's gifts that I've always cherished. 

[PA]: Wow. 

[NN]: So I'm I love cooking. It's my therapy. I wish I got more time to do it, but, you know, I love it. It's one of the gifts my mom passed on to me that I will forever cherish.

[PA]: So it sounds like food drew you and your mom together. What other kinds of things drew you and your mom together?

[NN]: Food was a big thing. I was a little bit of a an introvert.  And because, you know, we also grew up in that mentality of, like, my dad had the final say. My mom, she had a say, but not as prevalent as my dad for sure. And so, you know, because I was quiet, mom was oftentimes quiet. We were just drawn to each other. We would share a lot. 

I would talk I would you know, my mom would go to for her, teaching classes that she did, she would have to go to Harper College Community College to take training classes and everything. And I remember staying up until 11, you know, PM or midnight waiting for her to come home, which, you know, for a kid in the 2nd or 3rd grade, you can't be up past 8. But I would wait for her because, you know, it was mom.

Right? But, yeah, I you know, I just appreciated my like, again, I appreciated then. I appreciate it far more now. My mom navigated five kids on her own, two sets of twins. Not easy. But she never missed, like our parent teacher conferences, never missed our school performances, never missed my brother's track and field or my track and field, you know, games. My, my dad never made it, but my mom was always there. 

And so we all have a we all have an attachment to mom. I probably have the strongest one, just because, you know, to me it was like mom was like mom was a hero. Like, you know? Yeah. 

[PA]: Okay. So as I understand kind of the flow of your life that, it sounds like the your job at the Indo American Center was kind of your first out of out of Loyola. Is that right?

[NN]: Yeah. During Loyola. So it was my it was my first official job. I had we start I started working when I was 12 years old, delivering newspapers. Because again, there was a level of respect.

Like if you earn money, this is going to go to get you get what you want at that point for delivering newspapers. But no, my parents, all, all five of us right around 12 years old, we, we had those odds and end jobs that you had a work permit for.  And we deliver newspapers at, like, 6 in the morning before going to school. And then I remember working at a dry cleaner for a little while during the summertime, but Indo American center was my official job.

And I was there for about six years. And then went full time into event planning. So I never went to medical school. Just wasn't my didn't, didn't work out that way. When I was doing event planning, I know my parents looked at it as, "Well this isn't a real job. And if it is a job, it's not a man's job." And I at that time was also struggling with my sexual identity. But I love the creative, the creative aspect of it. I love the fact that I was, you know, my job wasn't the same every day. And the interesting thing, years later my dad had mentioned this to me.

My, you know, my parents threw great parties. My dad was all about detail. And my dad mentioned, you know, once he fully accepted things and you know, we had open communication. But he was like, "You got it from me. Like I know like I see you know me in you."

So again, I also I love staying in touch with my culture. So Sabrina did primarily South Asian events and weddings. And so, you know, I went into that full time with her for about 11 years. But I it was a part of my culture that I didn't get to experience a lot. And, you know, it was exciting. It was big. It was a production. It was and so for, you know, I was making good money for a college student. And so it was it turned out to be it. And here we are 22 years later.

[PA]: 22 years. Wow. Well, you mentioned at a point in your life struggling with your sexuality. Could you start to talk about that a little bit, please?

[NN]: Yeah. I think I think I always knew. I think I always knew. Probably as young as 4 or 5 years old.

I knew in the back of my head it wasn't it wasn't the right thing, I guess, culturally, socially, and I knew it. I actually used to be married to a woman. I got married in my sophomore year of college. She was in New York. I was in Chicago. We were family friends. 

It started because my brother was dating someone and then he wanted to get married. And then he mentioned it to my parents, and I was like, "Alright well maybe I should get married." And it was kind of my excuse and my way of telling myself I'm not gay. I actually never I always envisioned myself coming out to my parents after I had met someone and once I had built a home. I thought that was, that would be an easier way for them to see, okay, I'm living a normal, so to speak, life.

Actually, my brother and I got in a fight once and then he went home and outed me to my parents. And it wasn't good. And my parents, you know, had me--I was in college, my parents had me come over for the weekend. 

And, it was basically--I had mentally gone prepared knowing that my parents weren't gonna accept it. I had mentally gone in not holding them at fault for that because I understood that they grew up in a time when it just wasn't okay. It wasn't accepted. They didn't know much about it, religiously, culturally. And so, you know, my dad was extremely angry. And at that time, had said, "You either get help from a psychiatrist, or you're no longer part of the house."

And so, you know, I believed in it and I had just started I met Jeff at that time. It was very early stages. And, you know, I was so close to my mom and I knew. And I think there was a part of me that was a little upset at my mom, because I always, even till today, feel like my mom knew. But because of her circumstances and being in a marriage where she really didn't have a say, I don't think she could really voice it.

And so my mom had to take my father's side and so then--yeah I didn't I didn't talk to my father for seven years. 

[PA]:Wow. 

[NN]: I would go back home when my father wasn't home. My mom would still call me every day and, you know, all that. But my father and I didn't talk for seven years. My brother and I didn't talk for seven years. I pretty much just cut it off and I was in touch with my mom and my sisters every so often. And then in 2013, no, 2011, Jeff and I got married. But before I got married, I, I called my mom and I had mentioned it to her and she gave her blessings. I wasn't allowed to tell my dad.

This is right when marriage had become legal in the US. And so, you know, we went to Hawaii. We had our ceremony there. But, I had just right around when Jeff and I were getting married, I had also actively started coming out to my friends, my extended friends. And I didn't necessarily hide it from the community.

And then I got for a while, I had a good amount of people who were South Asian, but also primarily Muslim, that were approaching me in terms of like, "How did you do this? What's like, what was your story? Like, what can we do?" It was eye opening. It was scary because then I truly understood like, what peop--other people in my position were going through.

And in all honesty, as hurt as I was because of, you know, where I was with my parents and all that, I actually realized that I was in a better place than they were. Because some of these people, they were had just migrated. They didn't have anyone here. Or it was a matter of, you know, "I can't be this because then my life is over." It was really interesting. It was really interesting. 

I, I'd like to say I'm pretty confident in seeing that I was one of the first South Asians to actively come out here in the Chicagoland area, without hiding it. At a time, even still now. I mean, now I feel like it's normalized now. I don't I don't hear--I don't have to--I actively had to hide it for a while.

I wouldn't go out and introduce Jeff as my husband by any means. I wasn't allowed to show my brother-in-laws--my sisters have got married--my brother-in-laws and all that stuff weren't-- If they came over to our house, I had to take photos down of us hugging each other or any sort of that touching or intimacy or anything like that. I wasn't allowed to do that for a long time. And it's probably been in like the last five years where now I'm like, "Okay, this is my life, Take or leave it."

But my dad didn't accept it. So my father passed away in 2021. And the last two years--he and I weren't, we didn't grow up close. My brother and him were, he, were close. 

My dad had bad anger. And so I was always scared. You know, I was I was close to mom because of that as well. And so we never had a relationship. It wasn't until the last two years of his life where he came to my house. He spent time here. He had a conversation with Jeff. You know, he had meals here. He was here for two days straight. And at that time, he fully accepted things the way they were. 

And gave his blessings. And yeah. Before he passed, I think one of the most profound things he had mentioned to me that he was proud because he felt like my marriage was probably more of a marriage than anyone else's, any other kids in our family. So, yeah, I guess it went back to that whole thing. The initial notion I had that I wasn't gonna come out to my parents until they saw the life that I built, because of what I was putting at risk. 

But yeah. Jeff is probably the, in our family, probably the most cherished son-in-law. My mom's very close to him. She adores him. My sisters do. My brother-in-laws do. So now it's, you know, we don't hide it from anybody. It was a, it was a tough road. 

I, I didn't know anyone else who was gay. I had no other example, or anything to talk to. So it created a big rift between my brother and I. But, you know, everything happened for a reason. Yeah.

[PA]: So that those, seven years that you were cut off from your brother and your dad? What was that like, for you?

[NN]: Tough. I had an apartment in Rogers Park. I was going to school. So I was paying for my apartment, going to school full time, paying for my tuition, my groceries. I mean, there's days that I did not have food in my kitchen and didn't eat.

Or, you know, I would my mom would whenever I go visit her, she would send make food and send it back with me. And I knew that I wasn't gonna have money because I had to pay rent and my books and gas and all that. So I would divvy up the meals that she would give me over the course of 9 days or whatever. Because I just didn't have food.

Yeah. t was tough. It was tough. I built a lot of resentment. Because I didn't understand at that time, like, why I had to go through something different. And my brother, who's my twin, his tuition was being paid for. My parents, I mean, my dad never complained about anything. But I was on my own. 

So it was rough. I think my family became the people that I had met in in at the Indo American Center, to be honest with you. You know, I became close to the ED. I became close to the assistant director and the other volunteers and other work study people that were there. And that's why I stayed there for so long because there was a sense of comfort. It was a sense of familiarity. And eventually my mom came to work over there because I think she saw that in me. And then and I would because I would always share, you know, my experiences with her.

And then eventually, she wanted to join. And so I would drive back, I would drive home every morning, despite living in Rogers Park, pick her up. Wow. She would be with me at the Indo American Center. The crazy thing is at that time so they took her in as a volunteer.

My mom at that time was I think she was struggling with, you know, "The kids have left, like who am I? And like what am I leaving behind?" And so, I actually never told my mom. Even to this day, I haven't told her. My mom is a vol--like, technically in the book she was a volunteer. So I actually lied to her and told her she was an employee and I would give her half my salary. Because it just made her so happy. And so, that was over two or three years she did that.

And man, she drew into a completely different person. She was empowered, you could tell she had a confidence. She had gotten to be really good friends with the assistant director over there, Susan. And, she was able to communicate a lot that she wasn't able to communicate at home. And I think people understood her in a way. Yeah.

She was she was really happy. She was really happy in those years over there. And it was probably the best time of my life working there because I had mom there when, you know, mom worked in a different department than I did. But, you know, we went home together. I would drive back and drop her off in Schaumburg and then drive all the way back to Rogers Park for three years actually, every day.

But Indo American center, for sure, it was probably my--it was a, it was a grounding spot for me. It was it was a source of family when I didn't have that with, you know, my parents.

[PA]: And you mentioned, I think, that you knew you were gay from the time you were about 4 or 5.  So please talk a little bit about what that was like through, like, elementary, middle, high school, and then into college.

[NN]: It was always a--it was there was a notion there, but I never I never acted upon anything. But I you just had that gut instinct that "I'm not like the rest of the, you know, the other kids." We grew up my dad always grew up talking about like, "Okay, one day you should, we one day you guys have to get married." And, you know, we had the birds and the bees conversation and all that stuff. But I always in my head struggled with, there's something that's disconnected here. And so, you know, through--I can't say that my sexuality affected me in any sort of way through my grade school years or junior high.

I did, I dated a few girls in high school, but in my head I was safe because I wasn't gonna go beyond, like, we go out for dinner or we go out, you know, we go to see a movie.  You know, we my parents were particular about, like, no sex before marriage and all that stuff, and so that never happened. When I finally decided to get married, it was again, it was it was a, I knew, a disguise of what reality was. And I was married for four years.

I went back and forth to New York, towards the last year of my marriage. I know, my marriage ended because I wasn't giving it time. And I at that time, I was really struggling with my sexuality. Trying to figure things out. I knew in my head that whatever decision I'd made, was not the right one.

And so, you know, the mar--it ended. It was it wasn't ugly in the sense that, you know, we didn't we didn't have property to split or children or anything like that. But it was emotionally hard. Because at that, like with that and everything else that I'd been through on my own, I just had to figure it out. 

I remember my mom, you know, I don't know if she was upset at herself or hurt at the fact that I was getting a divorce. But my mom, again, she didn't say, never asked me about it. Never asked me if I was okay or anything like that. So, and dad was like, "You ended it, your problem. I'm I have nothing to do with it." And so even with my sisters, when they got married when they were young, they knew. Like, if they're married and something goes wrong, they need--like, they chose that over coming back home. 

Because we there was that cultural thing with my dad was like, "No. Once you're married, that is your home. You don't come back here. Divorce is not something that happens in our family." And so, yeah, there was always, there was that-- All five of us, my brother was closer, so he was able to work through it. But the rest of the four of us, because of that Middle Eastern anger, we were deathly afraid of dad, when he was upset. But when he was there, present, it was it was fine. 

But mom was the go-to growing up. Mom was definitely the go-to. Mom was the one who was, you know, keeping up with our school lives and our social lives and all that stuff. Mom was the go-to.

[PA]: And so that's kind of, looking at your relationship with your dad. How about your brother? I mean, you're twins and what was that like?

[NN]: You know, we, man, this is a tough one. This is an emotional one for me because my brother passed away a few years ago.  We had a pretty rocky relationship growing up. My brother knew early on. I had communicated it in multiple different ways that I wasn't straight, right? I didn't feel the way I thought I should feel. 

He was, my brother grew up as your quintessential, like, like boy. Sports, basketball, you know, didn't follow the rules. He came home late from whatever. And I was the nerd. I grew up studying. I did my homework on time. And then I if I didn't want to go out, I was relaxing with mom, or like writing down her recipes that she would, you know, tell us. That was just the way things were. 

And so when my brother and I got into arguments, it was heated. It was pretty passionate because I think there's an underlying jealousy of what he had with my father and that I wanted. And then, yeah, we grew older. We had at the time that we had gotten he had gotten married I had gotten married 2000, what is it? 4-ish? We had gotten to be closer than ever at that time. And then when I got divorced, there was some distance that was created there because he didn't agree with it. And then yeah. And then 2013 no, 2011, he passed away. And then yeah.

[PA]: You mentioned your husband, Jeff. How did you two meet?

[NN]: So we actually met on an online dating site.  I had I was it was probably two, a year after I had divorced my ex-wife.  I was living in in Wicker Park planning weddings and I had--We met on a dating site, but we never we never met in person.

He was in here in Chicago. I was there in Wicker Park. I was working through my own stuff. My best friend from junior high and high school who was a girl, who my parents met, she and I lived together in Wicker Park. And, Yeah, we, we met on the site and then eventually graduated to back in those days, it was like Yahoo Messenger and AOL AIM. And so we talked through that over the course of two years on and off. It was never anything regular. And then, yeah. Two years later, we were chatting.

I had clients that were abroad, and I was up late at night chatting with them and, and he happened to message, and we had a great conversation and then, we met the next day after so. Everything--it was interesting because we started talking on April 18th, didn't meet over the course of two years, and I actually met him in person on April 18th.

I met him and there was this, from the beginning, there's always this respect for the culture. Like, first, that I was from a different culture. And this is the first time that I had gone out and done something on my own in the sense that I met someone. I was dating someone fully. 

And so I was freaked out. I was in a world that I'd never been in. I it I didn't fully understand why this person was interested in me. And I think a lot of that was also because I just felt ashamed. And so he was probably one of the first people to respect me for my culture, respect me for who I am, and built up that confidence. And I also think a big factor was the amount of respect he showed my family. That was a big thing for me. 

We dated for two years and then got married in 2013. 2013? And, yeah, we've been married for now 11 years. So 2012, we got married. Yeah. He's--you know, my mom always says that he is probably more Indian and probably more Muslim than anyone else in my family because of the level of respect he shows, and because of, like, all the traditions that you would expect, you know, us who are in that culture to follow, he probably does it with more honesty than we do. 

My dad, I think my dad was very taken aback when he met Jeff and had the conversation with him. I don't think he was expecting that. My, my, my dad was automatically like "AIDS, HIV AIDS, you're gonna catch it. And, this man is out to get your money and whatever else you have." And I'm like, "What do I have?" I like, I'm sitting here, I'm talking to you for the first time after seven years. I don't have anything on my name," you know? But he was dead against it.

But when he actually took the time to, you know, talk to him years later, it was a complete 180. And there was definitely a level of respect.  Definitely a level of respect. So yeah. Yeah. 

Jeff has been a part of--through of course, you know, our relationship, but he's been a part of my business, full on. He's been a part of, you know, the community that we've now created, South Asian, non-South Asian, our circle of friends. He's been there every step of the way. And, yeah, the to me, the one thing that really stood out was his the level of respect he had for religion, for my culture. You know, it was never about, you know, making me into someone I'm not. So--

[PA]: As an event planner, did you plan an elaborate wedding for you and Jeff, or? 

[NN]: No. It was 16 people. We did we went to Hawaii. I was really emotionally distraught because, you know, my faith was a big thing and I wanted to have an Islamic ceremony. 

I was, I was down because no one from my family was there.  I remember calling my mom that morning and, you know, she gave her blessings of course, but, you know, she was like, you're "I can't with your dad" and all that stuff. So we had a pseudo-Islamic ceremony. I mean, I pulled parts of it that I were important to me. Jeff's sister, officiated the ceremony, but again, they were very respectful of, you know, what I wanted.  Everyone was dressed in South Asian attire. Yeah. I mean, we had it.

We had our we had our ceremony curated and, you know, tailored for what we wanted. But yeah, it was, it was a rough day. The interesting thing is, one of my friends here had recommended Kauai and that morning we ended up going to a Hindu temple, like an Asian temple that morning and meditated. And I think I was trying to I was trying to find some sort of ground, because I the fact that I was getting married without my family and the fact that I was getting married to a man, It was a lot. It was a lot.

And then we came back, of course. And I think, you know, again, marriage was had just become legal. We'd come back. We went to the court to get our official certificate, but they didn't have anything in place. And I don't, it wasn't until that point--because we were so frustrated that we couldn't do things the normal way--that for me, my rights as an LGBTQ person in my community really began to mean something.

[PA]: Well, thank you for that. What was important for you to pull in from your Islamic faith into your ceremony in Hawaii, your wedding?

[NN]: So we have we when we in in Islam when you get married, it's a contractual agreement.  But verbalizing that, "Yes, I accept this out of free will"  was important to me.  And same for him.

And, there's a part of it where you also have to state your lineage or where you come from. Your father's, you know, last name and all that stuff. And though my dad and I again didn't have a relationship at that time, it was important to me. It was my way of putting it. It sounds crazy, but in my head I was like, "If I put this out in the wind that I am the son of my father and my mother, then maybe dad will one day accept it. Who knows?" But to me that was it was it was important for me to do that. 

And religiously, because I had been told over and over again that I'm, you know, committing a sin. It's not right. Pulling a portion of that religious aspect of it allowed me some comfort and maybe a little bit of control in that. "You know what? If I do this, maybe God won't be so upset at me. Maybe my marriage won't fail. Maybe my home won't fail." So, yeah, it was my way of kind of, I don't know, rationalizing it or making it make sense.

[PA]:  So, thank you. You, you've talked about your, your family, struggles with your family. And what about the South Asian community? You mentioned folks coming to you. Like, "Please give me advice." What how did other folks react, to you when you came out and got married and--

[NN]: You know, because I came out to my friends, I had a support system. I again, a lot of them, I think, knew.  But no one actively said anything. And I appreciate that because they allowed me to have my journey.

And the biggest thing that I learned for anyone, and it was as upset as I was for my at my brother for outing me, the one thing that I did appreciate was the realization that we all have our journey, and it's not anyone else's right to out that, except for ourselves. And that's one of the things I kept when anyone came to me. I mean, there's we've lived here now for 13, 14 years.

There's a South Asian family down the street, and they have two kids that are struggling with it. And they've come over many times to just talk to me. The interesting thing is their family is very accepting of Jeff and I, but they're not accepting of it in general when it comes to their kids. But they've come to talk to me, but it's always been the same thing. "Like, how do we go about this? What can we do?"

Because there's still there's a lot of stigma related to it. I mean, a good portion of it is religion. But I think there's also the way in the South Asian community, the way LGBTQ people have been presented. You know, I don't it doesn't help.

And so I think things are slowly changing. I think, you know, now years later, it's not just me. I see a lot of South Asian people that are out there. When I first came out, you know, if we went to a bar, if we went out somewhere, there was a lot of people that I knew from the community that would run into me and act like they didn't know me because they were not out. They were they were they were not out of closet. They were not, so to speak. And so when they would see me, it was almost like they were freaking out. "Like, shoot. I'm--someone's seen me." So there was a lot of that.

And then what and then, you know, if I happen to run into them again, or they found my contact information, they would set up, like, we would have, you know, have a coffee or something and just chat about it. But it was it was rough for me because I didn't know what I was doing. It was empowering because, I was maybe helping someone liberate themselves from the stress of it all. So, yeah. I mean, again. 

I'm--I have grown up in and even in my adult years, I've had a really good sense of community. You know, for the longest time, I wouldn't tell people, you know Jeff is on my vendor list, for example, he does hair services. But I wouldn't tell people he was my husband because I didn't want South Asian people to react a certain way. I would take my wedding bands off and, you know, not tell people that I'm gay or anything like that.

And if they were they if they knew that I was married, in their head because I never changed it, I was married to a woman.  I was just too nervous about putting it out there. And it's not until, like, the last five to six years where I started changing that. 

And now anyone in the South Asian community that knows me. And I'd like to say a good portion of the community knows me, knows that it's Jeff and Nisar. Now I it's not like I don't feel any sort of disrespect. It's if someone's asking me how I am, they're asking how Jeff is. So yeah. Yeah.

[PA]: So that's the South Asian community. What about, so we think of different concentric circles, the Muslim community, ISNS.

[NN]: I'll be honest with you. I have stayed away from that community. Not because I directly, experienced anything negative, so to speak, aside from, like, you know, always hearing about that. "It's a sin. You can't do it". I stayed away from it primarily because I never wanted my life decisions to affect my parent, or my sisters at that point.

Because my parents were always like, "Well, you have sisters, they're married. You don't want it to affect their marriages" and all that stuff. So I stayed largely away from the Muslim community. Didn't go to the mosques. Didn't, because I just didn't want my life to affect anybody else.

It's not until well, maybe the last five years where I started getting more involved at the mosque or going to the, you know, the mosque for prayers and stuff like that. And really and I even to this day, I don't necessarily go to the mosque by my parents' house anymore. Because to this day, I still have that notion of, you know, if someone doesn't agree with this, I don't want this to affect my niece's life in the future. Right? And so I go to my mosque here, you know, they've met Jeff.

You know, we've built our community here and, you know, I we feel we feel I feel secure here. You know, I again, you know, I, we're getting to that point in life. My mom, you know, we just hired a caretaker who's also a Muslim for my mom. And the discussion came up with my sister's just a couple of weeks ago. "Hey, do we, do we tell them who Jeff is or what, what relation? Cause he's going to be in and out of the house."

Now, all these years later, now I'm like, "Okay, no." He's, he's put a lot in his family just as much as the, my other brother-in-laws have. And so he deserves the respect to be able to walk in, you know, with his name. He's my husband. I'm his husband. I'm not willing to hide that anymore. And the great thing is my mom and my sisters too are very supportive of it now. My mom is a 100%. She won't she won't hide it anymore.

I think once dad passed away, I think because she had a little bit more freedom, so to speak, she's been a big supporter.

[PA]:  And we've talked about, you've talked about your relationship with your brother and your mom and dad. What about your sisters? How did that evolve for you and them?

[NN]: My middle sister, I will say, she was kinda the black sheep of the family. She broke every rule. She was spoiled rotten. As the twins, we all like we had to share everything. We had rules, you know.

But she, my dad was close to her, but she didn't have rules. And so she broke them all and did everything and anything under the sun that we didn't do. For some reason, the four of us, the twins. But, my sisters have always been very protective of us. You know, it was raising five kids on her own. It was a lot for my mom. It was a lot. Two sets of twins. And so if my mom wasn't working, she was cooking. And she was, you know, managing the house and all that stuff.

So my sisters were our, they were like our second moms. We didn't grow up in a family of, like, being able to communicate openly with each other. It just culturally wasn't the norm, as well as, you know. I, yeah. I just I don't it would we didn't talk about our feelings. If we had an issue, it was always, you know, dusted on the carpet.

And because my mom didn't have a say because I was so close to her, my mom taught me the same thing. If you have an issue, you don't say anything. You just let it be. So if I ever got in a fight with my brother and I'd come tell my mom, my mom would be like, "Nope. He's like your father. Like, let it go. You don't say anything. Don't fight." Not the best thing because that eventually led to a lot of pent up frustration. But my sisters were they were they were like our second moms, to this day.

So my brother passed away. My mom took it very hard. My, for my mom, it's a South Asian cultural thing. Boys are everything. If you have boys, it's like but my mom, like, adored my brother and I. Not that she didn't with my sister, but there was just this endless connection and love with us. And when my brother passed away, my mom took it very hard. And it's safe to say my mom gave up on life. Also gave up being a mother. I think it was just too much for her, the trauma of it all.

And so my sisters really stepped it up. I think the passing of my brother for sure and then years later the passing of my father and realizing, because of his anger and because of our naiveness, we lost so much time. Really opened up new doors for my sisters and I in terms of what we learned and what we want, how what we want to change for ourselves and our kids. Yeah. They're my best friends.

My sisters are my best friends. Yeah. 

[PA]: Alright. Thank you. Could you talk, now about your event planning business?

[NN]: Yeah. So it started off with me doing events here in Chicago in the Midwest.  We do primarily South Asian weddings, but that being said, we do corporate, social, other events as well. But the primary focus is South Asian weddings.

My logo is n. Often times people associate that with my name, Nisar Nami, but it's actually my brother, Najam and Nisar. Just something personal to me. I, it's a stressful industry.

Right when I launched it, it was right when my right around when my brother had passed away. And my brother was had always encouraged me. "Like, do it. You're good at this." It was a pivotal point for me because I realized at that point that you really don't take any my brother passed away.

He died in an accident, and he drowned in Lake Michigan. But I realized very early on, that you don't take anything with you. And aside from the blessings that you curate, that's it. And so then I made a decision a couple of months later to launch my company and focus on the fact that maybe I'm going to get some sort of blessings out of doing someone's marriage because it's considered so high in our culture. Wow.

I've learned a lot about people. I've learned a lot about the South Asian culture. I've learned it doesn't matter what your background is. Money doesn't buy class. But I've also had some exceptional, exceptional experiences and memories.

And, I I'm I'd like to say my dad's work ethic in the sense that I've never, I've never taken a day off or called in sick, just like my dad. And if I'm committed, I'm fully committed. And, you know, my brother passed away, and the next day I had a wedding, and I went. I did it. And same thing. Years later, my dad passed away, and two days later, I had a wedding. And I did it. 

In hindsight, I don't think that was the healthiest way to go about it, but I again, we were trying to figure out life and never knew how to work through our problems because we just had to accept things the way they were. But going back to the business, we have we've started off in the Chicagoland area, then kinda spread out to the Midwest and then nationwide. Blessed to say that 95% of what we do know is international or outside of the US, in Europe and Asia.

And, yeah, it's been it's been a rewarding experience. It's been a rewarding experience. It's been an eye opening and, you know, it's demanding. But what keeps me going is the fact that my brother's name is on, like, my company, and I would never not wanna deliver. So yeah. Yeah. I love it. I love it.

[PA]: What is it like for you as someone of South Asian descent to focus on so many South Asian weddings? Like, that's your bread and butter.

[NN]: I think a lot of people are surprised when I walk through the door and I'm the planner. I think a lot of people, even in our community here in the beginning, that I was so young, and it was, you know, having a company this big and doing all these big events of the caliber that I was doing. B, it's normally a woman's, you know, field. But I think the main thing was that it's a man and because I wasn't actively telling them that I'm a gay man, they couldn't understand that in their head why a straight Indian man or South Asian man was doing this because that's not the norm. Of course, when I started then coming out to people slowly and when I got comfortable, then it started making sense to them.

But no. You know, I don't think I don't think I encountered challenges except from the first notion when I walked through the door, and whether it was my own community or just the general public, of a little bit of, an arrogance of, like, "Okay. You're a kid. What do you know?"

But, yeah, I learned a lot through Sabrina. I learned a lot through Sabrina that I mean, she was the first pioneer. She taught me how to navigate the South Asian community. Obviously, the cultural different differences of negotiating and, you know, South Asian community works a lot on cash, you know. And so that whole cultural aspect of it, communicating, I've learned, what, four languages through this giant line of job.

I've learned a respect for all the different religions, probably more so than I would have expected. I've learned respect for elders, for sure. It's been interesting to see how the culture and family lives have evolved.  It's also been really interesting to see, and I'm more cognizant of now than I've been, you know, when I first started my company, but it's also very interesting to see those that have money and then there's no in between. There's those that don't have anything. Right? We travel to India. We do events in India, and we're doing these lavish events.

But then to turn around and see the slums at the same time, it's been eye opening. It's been eye opening. There's a little bit of guilt there doing this, you know, all this food and it's going in the garbage, but there's people that have nothing to eat outside. It's eye opening. And so we've done what we can, to give back to the community.

That goal in the future is to eventually, you know, go out there and work with some NGOs and then sponsor. Originally, we were thinking of sponsoring girls, less fortunate girls' marriages. But then when we started that initiative and started looking into it, we've ran into a few challenges with the girls not really having a say. And so then we we've switched that position and we're associating ourselves with NGOs and we'll take a little bit further, to get girls educated. But it's been an amazing experience.

I think the biggest thing that I've really appreciated is the connections we've made. You know, it's a vulnerable part of anyone's life. Education and marriage in the South Asian culture are the two biggest things. That's what our parents worked nonstop for. And so to be a part of it and to somehow retain that culture that's, you know, losing its way, it's magical. I love it. I love it. I love honoring culture. It keeps me grounded.

I love hearing about traditions and cultures from the grandparents and all that. And I it's also nice to with today's generation, to communicate and really teach the today's generation what our culture really is. It's been good.

[PA]: So you, I think I heard you say, you think maybe younger folks are losing their cultural way. 

[NN]: So we find we're definitely seeing so when I we go to India, we definitely see a change of that the community there westernizing a little bit more.  And then holding against us who are first generation or second generation Americans.

The fact that we're retaining that culture to them seems a little bit old school. But, but I also see today's generation, that's here. I think our parents wanted to give us a life better than what they had. So they worked hard. And so now the kids have access to the money and the homes and all that stuff but there's no value for the money.

And certainly the respect that we were taught growing up of respect for elders, respect for our culture, we see that disappearing a lot. So it's sad because you see, you know, culturally you see, you know, these kids outwardly being disrespectful to their parents or not being appreciative of where the money is coming from. I think a lot of it is like social media and the glitz and the glamour of it all has taken over. It's been it's been an interesting and then we've probably seen this shift more so in the last two years, there in India and then over here.

So, yeah. I mean, who knows who's let's see what where do things kind of evolve and go. But if I can do any little bit of carrying that tradition forward and getting those blessings from, you know, the grandmother who's like, "I didn't I didn't realize you can you knew this and you can make this happen." You know, I think it's a--it'll end up being history versus being that tradition that just carries forward. So you know, I again, to me, I hold that very dear to be a part of it.

[PA]: What is it like for you to travel back to India or go to India?

[NN]: So we are actually, planning to move. So we next year we're planning we're moving to Spain and then we will we're also working on getting a place to live in Delhi. Oh man, I love it. My entire family we're all born and raised here, all five of us. But every time we've gone back, we've taken it all in.

We've enjoyed it to its fullest. We have cousins that are still there, who we're still in touch with. I think that's what I appreciate about my parents. They never fully--yes. We grew up in the all American, you know, home and made that all American dream.

But my parents always retained culture and appreciation for it. And I appreciate that they instill that in us. It wasn't until we graduated college and, you know, started getting married that we actually started speaking Urdu, our native language. And so we surprised people even today when they hear us, and they're like, "Well, you actually speak the language." Yeah.

We learned that through, of course, a lot of the Bollywood movies and all that stuff growing up. But, no. I mean, I think in in many different facets, whether it's through religion, through my mom passing that art of cooking and the appreciation for that. And, I think it's also, me being forced to associate myself with my community because I was homesick because I had never left home. And I'm at, you know, Loyola for, the first time living on my own.

I think a lot of those, you know, kind of forced me to get to know my culture, get to appreciate it more. And through these weddings, of course, I mean, yeah. When I go back when we go back to India, we we'd love it. And I, you know, I see my parents you know, my mom's older now. And, and, of course, we've talked to several friends about it.

But, you know, my parents came here to chase the American dream. And I think I think in that process, they lost their true identities as Indian people of Indian origin, because of assimilating and all that stuff. And so now as they're getting older, I can tell there's a loneliness that's setting in because they wanna go back to that familiar, and I don't blame them. That's, you know, it's their home.

And that's also something for me too. You know, my mom if my mom could, I know my mom would move back to India and live, you know, the last few days there. But my mom doesn't, my mom refuses to leave my brother and my father here who are laid to rest. And so, you know, I can tell, even though, you know, we, my mom's regularly in touch with her, her sisters and her brothers, you know, my mom's not used to the cell phone or FaceTiming. And so she doesn't have it as readily available as we do.

And so, you know, I can tell there's a little bit of that. If they could go back, I know they would go back. They would go back. And I know they would be happier there, and I also wanna go back. I don't know. There's a there's a there's a pull there.

[PA]: Gonna draw to a close pretty soon, I think. But, one thing that we haven't touched on, much really, but that came up while we were having lunch, was, kind of what you've know what you noticed, especially as Donald Trump was running for president and then getting elected in terms of, maybe Islamophobia?

[NN]: It wasn't necessarily Islamophobia. It was more the color of my skin. Again, I think maybe once or twice we had been called a Haji growing up in passing.  And we did take it as an insult because the way it was, directed as us at us.

And I don't--I never understood what it fully meant until I grew up. But it wasn't in a threatening way, if that makes sense? But we grew up in a class bubble. We never, my family, any of us, wherever we moved to, we went to, we never experienced discrimination. It wasn't until, you know, Donald Trump was becoming president that I was I was here at the grocery store down the street, and someone said a very derogatory remark to me.

And I was so taken aback by it, that I couldn't get myself to walk. It was, as I was walking in the door, this gentleman said something to me and I couldn't get myself to walk in. So I went back to my car, and I just started crying. It was more me crying because I was so angry, that someone had the audacity to say something like that out loud. And then, you know, when I went to go vote, you know, Jeff was with me, but both of us were getting, you know, he was getting ridiculed because he's with a colored person.

And I was getting ridiculed because I am colored. And so that year I didn't vote. Because it was the, it was just constant, you know. I had also I had to balance out with the fact that, you know, I, my business caters to a lot of the wealthy people. And a lot of those wealthy people were Trump supporters. Tax brackets and all that stuff. 

And so I had to kind of rationalize that too, that I'm, I'm working. I'm working for someone with it's not my belief system. But I learned to separate that. That being said, my clients never disrespected me, and we don't talk about politics and all that stuff.

But it also forced me to kind of figure out what I wanted to do with my life and the direction I wanted to take it. So, 20 years later, you know, I started I'm at that position of picking and choosing my clients and what I wanna be a part of and what stress I want in my life and what I don't. But, yeah. It's, it was, it was eye opening. It was eye opening.

The Islamophobia, like I said, because, you know, I don't I know it's there, but I don't wear a hijab. I don't wear a headscarf ring. I don't wear, you know, the religious of course, I wear my South Asian attire when I'm going to events and stuff like that. But because I don't outwardly project that I'm a Muslim, I don't deny it, but because I don't outwardly project it, I've never had to experience Islamophobia specifically.

But being Indian and being brown, has definitely been--more so now, like I said, than growing up for sure has definitely been an issue. It's also been interesting now because my niece, my sister's daughter, wears the hijab. She's the first person in her family to ever wear it. My parents never forced us to do anything religiously. It was always a choice if you wanna do it, but also, like, look at everything and make a decision, an informed decision.

My niece wears it, and in the beginning, we were all like, "Are you sure you wanna do this? You know, this is, you're gonna have to experience this." And she's done a great job in wearing it gracefully. There's, you know, we have more frequent conversations of like, "Hey, look, we're concerned with what's going on out there. You gotta be safe."

But I think we're also a little bit more set that you know what? Don't we, we don't, we no longer want to compromise our identities anymore. I'm, we're proud to say that we're American Indian. And we're proud to say that we're Muslim. I think we own it.

Yeah. I proudly own it. We've been a part of--I got, I'm fortunate that I have a husband that's, been there right next to me for all the marches, whether it's LGBTQ, whether it's, you know, with what's happening today in today's climate, we're a part of it. And I think there's this growing, notion that you can't not be a part of it, because it is part of our life. And it does affect us or someone we know in some sort of way. And so, yeah, we try to do what we can for, you know, the community and but also ourselves.

[PA]:  Alright. Thank you. That's everything I have unless, there's something you'd like to talk about today about which I didn't ask you.

[NN]: No. You know, I'm lucky. All of us, you know, you we go through life and we, you know, we get upset at our parents and “Why we get to do this? Everyone else got to do this.” It's not until you lose someone or until you, you know, you grow up and mature at a certain point in life where you really understand how hard it was for our parents to navigate life.

You know, we again, as first generation, my sisters and myself, we have support. My parents are here. You know, we all have kids. Raising the kids, my parents are, you know, right there front and center, you know, babysitting or, you know, raising them or, you know, what and any sort of support. My parents didn't have that.

And I think for what's been eye-opening for all of us as we, you know, have our homes and our families is that my parents, yes, they were there. They were on their own. You know, 1970 was there wasn't too many people there. It was, you know, well into the 70s into the 80s where a lot more people started coming in. But my parents also raised two sets of twins, five kids on their own with no help.

And, you know, I'm proud to say that my parents provided the best of the best. We lived in the most beautiful homes. We lived in the best neighborhoods. We drove the best cars. And, you know, we never, we never had to ask. Like, my parents did it all. And so, I think there's a, like, a renewed appreciation for that, but it's also eye opening too because, you know, we're all doing it now. We're all at that point. So if there's anything I can do, it's honor my, what they taught us, honor the culture. And, you know, I'm hoping one day I can take mom back to her home.

Because again, I think, you know, while it was a dream to come here and earn their money, they left home back a long time ago and I think it's, you know, I think it's their comfort place. So that's it. That's all I can say. I'm proud to be my parents' son.

[PA]: Very good.

[NN]: Yeah.

[PA]: Okay. Thank you very much. It's been, wonderful.
