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Overview
10 Minutes and 38 Seconds in This Strange World" by Elif Shafak plunges into the final moments
of Tequila Leila, a sex worker in Istanbul, as her brain activity persists for ten minutes and
thirty-eight seconds after her heart stops. During this brief, liminal period, Leila's consciousness
revisits pivotal memories from her tumultuous life: her childhood in a conservative Anatolian
town, the trauma that led to her escape, her arrival in the vibrant yet harsh metropolis of
Istanbul, and the formation of deep, unconventional bonds with a group of fellow outcasts.
These fragmented recollections paint a vivid portrait of a life marked by profound loss, resilience,
and an unwavering capacity for love and connection amidst immense adversity.

The novel is a powerful exploration of marginalization, identity, and the enduring strength of
chosen family. Shafak masterfully weaves together Leila's individual story with the broader
tapestry of Turkish society, exposing its hypocrisies, prejudices, and the often-invisible lives of
those pushed to its fringes. Beyond Leila's immediate memories, the narrative expands to follow
her five closest friends—a street sweeper, a transgender woman, a Syrian refugee, a singer, and
a Somali woman—as they embark on a perilous journey to reclaim her body and ensure she
receives a dignified burial. This quest becomes a testament to their unbreakable solidarity and a
poignant critique of a system that denies basic humanity to its most vulnerable. The book
ultimately celebrates the profound impact one life can have, even after death, and the
transformative power of compassion.

Key Takeaways
• Friendship can form the strongest bonds, especially among individuals marginalized by
society.

• Even in death, a person's life and memories hold profound significance and deserve dignity.

• Society often judges individuals based on their circumstances rather than their inherent
worth or character.

• The past, no matter how painful, profoundly shapes one's identity and understanding of the
world.
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• Istanbul is portrayed as a city of stark contradictions, offering both freedom and oppression
to its inhabitants.

• The concept of family extends far beyond blood relatives to encompass chosen connections
and communities.

• Resilience and the human spirit's capacity for hope can endure even in the face of extreme
adversity.

Chapter Summaries
The First Minute: Memories of Water

Leila's consciousness immediately after death recalls her earliest memories, particularly the
scent of cardamom coffee and the traumatic incident at the well in her childhood village of Van.
These initial flashes reveal the innocence lost and the seeds of her future struggles, laying the
groundwork for understanding her journey to Istanbul.

The Fifth Minute: Escape to Istanbul

Leila remembers her desperate flight from her oppressive family home after suffering abuse
from her uncle. Her journey to Istanbul, a city she initially perceives as a beacon of freedom and
opportunity, is fraught with danger and exploitation, marking her transition from a naive girl to a
survivor in a harsh world.

The Tenth Minute: The Brothel and Beyond

Leila's memories focus on her life in the brothel, the "House of Sorrows," where she found a
strange kind of community among other sex workers. She recalls the complexities of her
relationships with pimps, clients, and fellow women, highlighting the resilience and dark humor
required to navigate such a life.

Sinan: The Street Sweeper

The narrative shifts to introduce Sinan, a kind-hearted street sweeper and one of Leila's most
loyal friends. His own story of poverty and societal neglect is revealed, showing how he found
solace and purpose in his friendship with Leila, who saw beyond his humble circumstances.

Nalan: The Transgender Woman

Nalan's background as a transgender woman, ostracized by her family and society, is explored.
Her courage and vulnerability, along with her deep bond with Leila, illustrate the powerful
support system they built for each other against a backdrop of prejudice and misunderstanding
in Istanbul.

Zaynab: The Refugee
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Zaynab, a Syrian refugee who lost her family and home, finds a new sense of belonging with Leila
and her friends. Her story highlights the plight of displaced individuals and the universal human
need for connection, demonstrating how shared hardship can forge unbreakable bonds.

Humeyra: The Singer

Humeyra, a talented singer who dreams of a different life, is introduced. Her struggles with an
abusive husband and her pursuit of artistic freedom are intertwined with her friendship with
Leila, who encourages her aspirations and offers unwavering support.

Jameelah: The Somali Woman

Jameelah, a Somali woman who arrived in Istanbul seeking a better life, shares her unique
perspective on displacement and cultural adaptation. Her quiet strength and resilience, nurtured
by her friendship with Leila, underscore the diverse experiences of marginalization within the
city.

The Friends' Pact

After Leila's death, her five friends learn of her undignified burial in the Cemetery of the
Companionless. United by grief and a fierce loyalty, they make a solemn pact to retrieve her body
and give her a proper, respectful farewell, defying societal norms and bureaucratic indifference.

The Final Journey

The friends embark on a perilous and emotionally charged journey across Istanbul to locate and
retrieve Leila's body. Their quest is fraught with challenges, forcing them to confront their own
fears, prejudices, and the harsh realities of their city, ultimately solidifying their bond.

Themes
• Friendship and chosen family

• Marginalization and prejudice

• Memory and trauma

• Identity and belonging

• Dignity in death

• Istanbul as a character

Frequently Asked Questions
What is 10 minutes and 38 seconds in this strange world about?

The book tells the story of Tequila Leila, a sex worker in Istanbul, whose brain remains active for
10 minutes and 38 seconds after her death. During this time, she relives key memories from her



https://booksummaryai.com/country/en/10-minutes-and-38-seconds-in-this-strange-world Page 4

life, from a traumatic childhood in rural Turkey to her complex existence in Istanbul and the deep
bonds she formed with a group of marginalized friends.

Is 10 minutes and 38 seconds in this strange world worth reading?

Yes, it is widely considered a powerful and moving novel. Readers praise its lyrical prose, its
empathetic portrayal of marginalized characters, and its profound exploration of themes like
friendship, memory, and the search for dignity. It offers a unique perspective on Turkish society
and the human condition.

How does 10 minutes and 38 seconds in this strange world end?

Spoiler: After Leila's brain activity ceases, her body is unceremoniously buried in the Cemetery of
the Companionless. Her five closest friends, upon learning of her fate, embark on a dangerous
and determined quest to retrieve her body and give her a proper, dignified burial, ultimately
succeeding in their act of profound loyalty and love.

Who should read 10 minutes and 38 seconds in this strange world?

This book is ideal for readers who appreciate literary fiction with strong social commentary,
complex characters, and a non-linear narrative. It will appeal to those interested in stories about
marginalized communities, the power of friendship, and Turkish culture. Readers who enjoy
authors like Khaled Hosseini or Orhan Pamuk might also find it compelling.

How long does it take to read 10 minutes and 38 seconds in this strange world?

On average, it takes approximately 6 to 7 hours to read "10 Minutes and 38 Seconds in This
Strange World" at a typical reading speed of 250 words per minute.

Best Quotes
“Memory is a net, and every time you pull it in, it brings with it a different catch.”

This line, likely from Leila's internal monologue, highlights the subjective and fluid nature of
memory. It suggests that our past is not fixed but reinterpreted with each recollection, shaping
our understanding of ourselves and our experiences. It's central to the book's structure, which is
built on Leila's fragmented memories.

“The human brain, it turned out, was a far more complex and mysterious organ than
anyone had ever imagined.”

The Mind

This quote underscores the scientific premise of the book – the 10 minutes and 38 seconds of
brain activity after clinical death. It sets the stage for Leila's journey through her memories,
emphasizing the profound and often inexplicable workings of the mind even beyond what is
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conventionally understood as life.

“They were the water family, bound not by blood, but by the currents of life.”

The Body

This powerful phrase describes Leila's chosen family – her loyal friends who stand by her. It
emphasizes that true kinship transcends biological ties, forged instead through shared
experiences, mutual support, and deep emotional connection, especially for those marginalized
by society who find solace in each other.

“Istanbul was a city of two halves, a city of contradictions, a city that could be both cruel
and kind.”

This quote encapsulates the multifaceted portrayal of Istanbul in the novel. It reflects the city's
dual nature as a place of vibrant life and harsh realities, offering both refuge and danger, beauty
and decay, mirroring the complex experiences of its inhabitants, especially those on its fringes.

“The Cemetery of the Companionless. A place for those who had no one, or whom no one
wanted.”

The Body

This line introduces a crucial symbolic location in the book, representing the ultimate
marginalization and societal rejection. It highlights the plight of individuals like Leila, who, even
in death, are denied dignity and a proper resting place, underscoring the novel's themes of social
injustice and the search for belonging.

“There are two kinds of people in this world: those who have a home and those who don't.”

This quote reflects a core theme of belonging and displacement that runs through Leila's life and
the lives of her friends. It speaks to the fundamental human need for a safe haven and identity,
and the profound vulnerability of those who are denied it, often forced to create their own sense
of home and family.

Questions & Answers
What is the significance of the title "10 Minutes 38 Seconds in This Strange World"?

The title refers to the scientifically observed phenomenon that the human brain remains active
for a short period after clinical death. In the novel, this is the exact duration of Tequila Leila's
consciousness after her murder. During these minutes, her mind rapidly cycles through her most
vivid memories, triggered by sensory inputs, allowing the reader to experience her entire life
story from childhood trauma to her chosen family in Istanbul. It frames the entire narrative as a
journey through a dying mind.
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Who is Tequila Leila, and what is her background?

Tequila Leila is the protagonist, a sex worker in Istanbul who is murdered at the beginning of the
novel. Born in a small village near Van, she experienced a traumatic childhood marked by abuse
and societal expectations. She ran away to Istanbul as a teenager, where she eventually became
a prostitute. Despite her difficult life, she is portrayed as resilient, compassionate, and fiercely
loyal, forming deep bonds with a diverse group of marginalized friends who become her "water
family."

What is the "water family," and who are its members?

The "water family" is the term Leila uses for her closest friends, a diverse group of marginalized
individuals in Istanbul who have formed a bond stronger than blood. Its members include Sinan,
her childhood friend and first love; Nalan, a transgender woman; Zaynab, a fellow sex worker;
Jameelah, a Somali refugee; and Humeyra, an abused wife. They represent a chosen family,
providing each other with unwavering support, love, and a sense of belonging in a society that
often rejects them.

How is Istanbul portrayed in the novel?

Istanbul is depicted as a complex, contradictory character itself – a vibrant, ancient city that is
simultaneously beautiful and brutal. It offers both refuge and danger, a place where dreams can
be pursued but also shattered. Shafak highlights the city's underbelly, focusing on its
marginalized communities, its bustling streets, its smells, sounds, and tastes, making it a sensory
backdrop to Leila's memories and her friends' struggles. It's a city of both immense history and
stark modernity.

What is the "Cemetery of the Companionless," and why is it important?

The "Cemetery of the Companionless" is a real-life concept and a symbolic location in the novel,
designated for individuals who die without identification, family, or anyone to claim their body. It
represents the ultimate societal rejection and lack of dignity in death. For Leila, being buried
there signifies her complete erasure. Her friends' desperate quest to retrieve her body from this
cemetery underscores their love for her and their fight to grant her a respectful burial.

What themes does Elif Shafak explore in this book?

Elif Shafak explores profound themes including memory, identity, trauma, friendship, and the
meaning of family. The novel delves into the lives of marginalized individuals in Istanbul,
examining issues of gender, sexuality, prostitution, and social injustice. It questions societal
norms, highlights the resilience of the human spirit, and emphasizes the power of chosen
kinship. Ultimately, it's a meditation on life, death, and the enduring impact of human connection
and dignity.

How does the novel use the concept of memory?
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Memory is central to the novel's structure and meaning. During Leila's 10 minutes and 38
seconds of brain activity, her memories are triggered by sensory inputs, forming the narrative of
her life. These recollections are not linear but rather a mosaic of experiences, revealing how the
past shapes identity and how trauma can linger. The book suggests that memory is fluid,
subjective, and essential to understanding who we are, even in the face of death.

What challenges do Leila's friends face in the second part of the book?

In the second part, "The Body," Leila's friends face immense challenges in their quest to retrieve
her body from the Cemetery of the Companionless. They navigate bureaucratic hurdles, societal
prejudice against their marginalized identities, and the practical difficulties of identifying and
claiming a body without official documentation or family ties. Their journey is fraught with
danger, requiring courage, resourcefulness, and unwavering loyalty to overcome obstacles and
honor Leila's memory.

What is the significance of the "Island of the Companionless"?

The "Island of the Companionless" is a fictional, symbolic destination where Leila's friends
ultimately bury her. It represents a sanctuary for those rejected by mainstream society, a place
where marginalized souls can find dignity and peace in death, surrounded by their chosen
family. It stands in stark contrast to the dehumanizing Cemetery of the Companionless,
symbolizing hope, acceptance, and the triumph of love and solidarity over societal prejudice and
injustice.

How does the book address issues of gender and sexuality?

The novel powerfully addresses issues of gender and sexuality through its diverse cast of
characters, particularly Nalan, a transgender woman, and Leila, a sex worker. It explores the
prejudices and violence faced by those who defy traditional gender roles or engage in
stigmatized professions. Shafak highlights the strength and resilience of these individuals,
advocating for acceptance, challenging societal norms, and celebrating the fluidity and diversity
of human identity and expression.

What is the role of trauma in Leila's life?

Trauma plays a foundational role in shaping Leila's life. Her childhood is marked by sexual abuse
and the restrictive expectations of her conservative family, leading her to run away. These early
experiences profoundly impact her sense of self, her relationships, and her vulnerability. The
novel explores how trauma can lead to marginalization but also how it can foster resilience and
deep empathy, connecting her to others who have also experienced profound suffering.

How does the author use sensory details in the narrative?

Elif Shafak masterfully uses sensory details to immerse the reader in Leila's memories and the
vibrant world of Istanbul. During Leila's 10 minutes and 38 seconds, specific smells (cardamom,
petrol), tastes (lemon and sugar), sounds (a muezzin's call), and touches trigger vivid
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recollections. This technique not only makes the narrative incredibly evocative but also reinforces
the scientific premise of the story, demonstrating how deeply intertwined our senses are with
memory and emotion.

What is the overall message about human connection and dignity?

The overall message emphasizes the profound importance of human connection and the
inherent dignity of every individual, regardless of their social standing or past. Through Leila's
"water family," the novel illustrates that chosen bonds can be stronger and more life-affirming
than biological ties. It argues that even in death, every person deserves respect and a proper
farewell, highlighting the power of solidarity to reclaim dignity for those society has cast aside.

How does the book's structure contribute to its meaning?

The book's tripartite structure—"The Mind," "The Body," "The Soul"—is crucial. "The Mind" allows
for a non-linear exploration of Leila's memories, revealing her life through her dying
consciousness. "The Body" focuses on her friends' physical struggle to retrieve her corpse,
symbolizing their fight for her dignity. "The Soul" depicts her final journey to a chosen resting
place. This structure mirrors the journey from individual memory to collective action and finally
to spiritual peace.

Spoiler: What happens at the very end of the book?

Spoiler: At the very end, Leila's "water family" successfully retrieves her body from the Cemetery
of the Companionless after overcoming numerous obstacles. They then transport her body to a
remote, unofficial burial ground known as the "Island of the Companionless." There, they give
her a dignified and loving burial, surrounded by her chosen family. The ending is bittersweet,
celebrating the power of friendship and solidarity while acknowledging the harsh realities of
their lives.

How does the book challenge societal norms and prejudices?

The book consistently challenges societal norms by centering its narrative on marginalized
characters—a sex worker, a transgender woman, a refugee, an abused wife—who are often
overlooked or condemned. It exposes the hypocrisy and cruelty of a society that judges and
rejects individuals based on their profession, gender identity, or origin. By portraying these
characters with depth, empathy, and resilience, Shafak forces readers to confront their own
prejudices and reconsider what constitutes a "normal" or "worthy" life.

What does the book suggest about the nature of life and death?

The book suggests that life is a complex tapestry of memories, relationships, and experiences,
profoundly shaped by both joy and trauma. Death, it posits, is not an immediate end but a
process, with consciousness lingering for a brief, significant period. More importantly, it argues
that true death occurs when one is forgotten or denied dignity. The novel ultimately suggests
that the impact of a life, and the love shared within it, can transcend physical death.
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Why did Leila run away from her family in Van?

Leila ran away from her family in Van due to a traumatic and abusive childhood. She was
subjected to sexual abuse by a relative and lived under the oppressive weight of conservative
societal expectations that offered her no escape or justice. Her decision to flee to Istanbul was an
act of survival and a desperate search for freedom, autonomy, and a life where she could define
herself outside the confines of her painful past.

What is the significance of Leila's nickname, "Tequila"?

Leila's nickname, "Tequila," holds multiple layers of significance. It was given to her by her first
pimp, suggesting a connection to alcohol, nightlife, and perhaps a certain sharpness or
intoxicating quality. It also marks her transition from her innocent past to her life as a sex worker
in Istanbul, symbolizing a new, tougher identity she adopted for survival. The name reflects both
the allure and the harsh realities of her chosen profession.

How does the book explore the concept of chosen family versus biological family?

The book profoundly explores the contrast between chosen and biological family. Leila's
biological family in Van is a source of trauma and rejection, forcing her to flee. In Istanbul, she
finds her "water family"—a diverse group of friends who offer unconditional love, support, and
acceptance. This chosen family provides the belonging and dignity her biological family denied
her, demonstrating that true kinship is forged through shared experience and emotional
connection, not merely blood ties.


