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			To Mum, for your unwavering love, support, mentoring and inspiration over the last forty years. Without you, I wouldn’t be in the position to tell the story of Penny Appeal – because without your influence, it wouldn’t exist. 

			To Hajrah, Aayisha, Abdullah and Ruquiyah. The world is a better place for having each of you. You will forever be my inspiration; I love you all more than anything.
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			I first met Adeem Younis in 2017, at a charity dinner in London. I have many interests and responsibilities in the charity world, and I often meet good-hearted people who, in their own ways, are doing something to improve the world. But there was something unusual about this young man sat next to me, and when he told me that in eight years he’d grown a charity called Penny Appeal into a £20 million-a-year foundation, I paid attention. I know from experience that when you raise that kind of money, you can really begin to make a difference.

			Three years on, I’m now happy to be known as an ambassador for my friend Adeem’s amazing charity, which I’ve witnessed bring about lasting change for countless individuals and families.
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			I’ve visited the sites of Penny Appeal’s incredible programmes, which are breaking the cycle of poverty at every point: supporting orphans, building clean wells, fixing eyesight, feeding the poor and needy, turning up at short notice to deliver vital aid at crisis hotspots. Nor has the growth stopped: in 2019, Penny Appeal topped £30 million in charitable donations. Over the past ten years, it has raised over £100 million.

			This book tells the story of the first ten years of Penny Appeal’s remarkable life. I’m proud to have played a small part in its history, and I’m certainly in for the next stage of its development, as it continues to grow and deliver vital programmes in Asia, the Middle East, Africa and the UK. 

			James Caan CBE, London

		

	
		
			[image: chap-start]
		

	
		

			
				[image: ]
				

			
			Adeem and Dr Bilal on pilgrimage to Makkah, 2018

		

	
		
			I made my fifth pilgrimage to Makkah at the end of December 2018. I have been fortunate to be able to make these trips: there are millions of Muslims all over the world who long to make the pilgrimage, but who will never have the funds to be able to do so. This was my first visit in ten years, and I had particular reasons for wanting to complete the sacred ritual of Umrah, the lesser pilgrimage in the Islamic tradition. Often, I disappear on holiday during the Christmas season, but that year I felt a strong need to make the Umrah. 

			I travelled to Saudi Arabia with my long-standing Penny Appeal colleague and friend, Dr Bilal, and we met up with a group from the US that included Sheikh Hisham Mahmoud, an esteemed scholar of Islam. The first element of Umrah was to wear ihram clothing, which for men consists of two plain white sheets of unstitched cloth. Ihram levels you, strips back all the layers of who you think you are. Prince or pauper, you wear the same two white sheets. We’re all equal before God. 

			The second rite of the Umrah is the Tawaf, the sevenfold walk around the Kaaba – the immense black building at the heart of the sacred Great Mosque – all the while reciting various prayers and supplications. Dr Bilal is a mountain of a man, and I was clinging onto his arm as we circled the building amidst hundreds of thousands of pilgrims that New Year’s Eve. As we walked, according to instruction, I prayed for those I did not know, and for those I did: my family, friends and colleagues. Eventually, I turned my prayers to myself. I knew I was seeking guidance; I knew there was a reason I had wanted to complete Umrah that year.

			I was thirty-eight years old. Twenty years earlier, while still a teenager, I had started my first Internet business above a pizza shop in Wakefield, Northern England. Within a few years, the Muslim-marriage introduction agency I founded, Single Muslim, had made me a wealthy man. Now we were a global marriage-introduction brand, probably the biggest in the world, with three million members. I had won my freedom through an intense work ethic, an entrepreneur’s instinct for picking the right people along the way, an optimist’s willingness to champion talent. I was a successful business owner, but I knew my business could do more.

			Once I had begun to accrue some capital from Single Muslim, and while still a young man, I became increasingly motivated by the desire to support those less fortunate than I in my family’s homeland in Gujar Khan, north-eastern Pakistan. Charity in Islam is considered to be an act of worship, and is an obligation placed upon all believers. As my earnings grew from my entrepreneurial activities, I found myself spending more and more time looking to make my own charitable giving as effective as I could. As I learned more about what my family’s ancestral home in the Gujar Khan region needed, I began to understand that the cycles of poverty I had witnessed there were repeated all over the world. Eventually, it just seemed logical to create a charitable organisation. In 2009, I founded Penny Appeal and became one of its first three trustees.

			In ten years, Penny Appeal had raised over £100 million, and had delivered food and aid to needy people in over fifty countries. We’d never been a conventional charity. From Day One, we used my entrepreneurial instinct – and the commercial marketing techniques I’d sweated for years at Single Muslim to perfect – to create the most efficient machine possible for honouring the charitable obligations of Islam. We were digitally savvy, and early adopters of online fundraising; we staged record-breaking TV fundraising marathons; toured films, music and stand-up comedy around the UK as a way of getting face-to-face with our Muslim donors and requesting their donations; generated hundreds of local jobs, including a huge telephone sales operation covering massive office floorspace. We never followed any charity formula: we deployed marketing and communication skills to reach out to young millennials who used cutting-edge social media, as well as older and wealthier donors. We did all this so that we could deliver as much charitable work as possible. 
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              SingleMuslim.com success story, Alam and Safiyyah with Adeem, 2007

            

			By the time I found myself praying that New Year’s Eve in Makkah, Penny Appeal’s Feed Our World programme had delivered a staggering 7.5 million meals to beneficiaries around the globe. We had provided aid to over 1.7 million people suffering after unexpected tragedies, from the earthquake in Haiti to the terrible fire at Grenfell Tower in London. We had put over 50,000 orphan children through education, given care sponsorships to 7,000 elderly people and ensured the supply of 3 billion glasses of clean water to people living in rural poverty around the world. In ten years, we had become one of the most significant Muslim charities in the UK, and had completely changed the way British Muslims thought about charitable giving.

			We always wanted to be bigger and better, so that we could help as many people as possible. That was what drove us, obsessed us. In the ten years leading up to the formation of Penny Appeal in 2009, I had worked night and day to build Single Muslim into the world’s most successful online marriage agency, and in doing so I had learned from hard, tough experience how to operate more effectively than anyone else in the online world. I’d brought those skills into the new charity, ruffling more than a few feathers by using my hard-earned commercial knowledge to develop better ways of communicating with Muslim donors than all the charities that had gone before me. I used my commercial income to incubate Penny Appeal, to give it the breathing space it needed to grow. None of it had been easy. For a kid from a very poor family in Wakefield, I’d had to fight for every inch of success I achieved. That made me passionately protective of the charity I’d founded, and determined to see it continue growing, so that it could reach more and more needy people everywhere.

			Now, as I trembled in prayer, I asked God to guide me through the next steps I had to take. I needed clarity on a crucial question: did Penny Appeal need me anymore? After ten years, we had a staff of over 100, working under a chief executive I’d appointed four years earlier. It was a slick, professional charity that, with every passing year, raised more money and helped more people. I had passed on all I had learned about online marketing, TV advertising, staging live events, maintaining the loyalty of donors through smart communication. I had personally supported the charity financially for years, but now it was quite capable of standing on its own two feet. 

			“We always wanted to be bigger and better, so that we could help as many people as possible. That was what drove us, obsessed us.” 

			Was it time now for me to step back, focus once more on my private business and let my many gifted, talented and incredibly hard-working colleagues take the charity forward into a new era of success and expansion? I had never taken a salary from Penny Appeal, and had worked as an unpaid trustee for ten years; maybe the time was right for me to plunge fully back into my commercial business. I’m an entrepreneur; I’m a very demanding person to work for. I’ve overcome a lot of very big challenges in my life, and I probably don’t realise how much I expect of other people. So should I let others now steer the charity into the future? Had I done all I could do? 

			I’m not a man to wear his heart on his sleeve. Until recently, I presented quite an enigmatic face to the people around me, never really letting anyone in close enough to find out what I was thinking. As much as I inspired people to achieve the best of which they were capable, I also mystified them. What makes Adeem tick? I knew that question was on many people’s lips, but I never gave anyone the satisfaction of knowing the answer. That’s just how God made me, is what I thought. And now, deep in prayer that night in Makkah, I sought His guidance. I couldn’t turn to anyone I knew for advice; that wasn’t how I conducted myself. But I needed to know how to move forward. I sought help.

			We walked around and around the Kaaba. It’s said that we move counterclockwise, mimicking angels doing the same overhead, so that our hearts incline towards the centre, yearning to return to their Creator. I looked up towards the clock face that towers over the Great Mosque like an exaggerated version of London’s Big Ben. The minute hand was just closing on the twelve. The year 2018 came to an end that very moment, and we entered 2019. In every other major city of the world, that moment would have sparked a cacophony of celebrations and fireworks, but this was not like any other city. The mesmerising buzz of pilgrims continued from one moment to the next, each of us immersed in our worship, some crying, some smiling, some being pushed in wheelchairs and others almost jogging. Every type of human being was present: old, young, black, brown, white and every shade in between. All were focused on God; nothing else was important. I turned to Dr Bilal and wished him Happy New Year. Around us, other pilgrims began to do the same. It was a moment I shall never forget.

			The following day, after we had undergone the traditional blade shave of our hair, which symbolises renewal, we spent several hours with Sheikh Mahmoud in our hotel room close by. He spoke to us with great wisdom and authority about the history of the Great Mosque, the people who built it and the truths it represented. As he explained to us with such eloquence and knowledge, I reflected on the people he was describing from over 1,400 years ago, and began to understand the significance of their legacy. As I did that, I wondered: what legacy shall we leave? What will we be able to point to at the righteous hour and say: This is what I did?

			I had reached a crossroads, and didn’t know which way to turn. I felt powerless in the face of the decisions I was grappling with. But God is the greatest of planners. All we need to do is to accept His will. I received an answer to my prayer that very same year in an entirely unexpected, absolutely shocking way, just months after we all walked slowly, patiently and humbly around the Kaaba. I hope you don’t mind if I tell you the story.

			“Now, as I trembled in prayer, I asked God to guide me through the next steps I had to take. I needed clarity on a crucial question: did Penny Appeal need me anymore?”
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			Penny Appeal was born inside the mind of a child on a street in Wakefield, Northern England, in 1988. 

			I’m six years old and I’ve spent the last few weeks visiting my dad in hospital, in his bed surrounded by flowers, religious elders, bottles of the blessed Zamzam water from Makkah, the heavy smell of attar. I’m not really sure what’s wrong with Dad, but each time I visit him I pick some daffodils from our front garden; Mum will take them from me and put them in another vase beside his bed.

			Dad’s from the same Gujar Khan area in north-eastern Pakistan as Mum’s family – the same region from which more than half of all British Pakistanis originated. Dad came from a tiny village called Roohan, even now an hour’s uncomfortable car journey from Mum’s village, Hathia Dhamial. They were teenagers when they married in 1979; now Dad’s just thirty-two years old, and he’s been lying in this hospital bed in Wakefield for what seems like forever to me.

			Pakistanis from Gujar Khan started settling in Britain in the 1940s, transferring their workmanship on British merchant navy ships to the industrial needs of the growing British economy. The mill chimneys of the industrial North attracted immigrant workers from a largely rural region of Pakistan, where there was little experience of urban living. These enterprising people brought traditional Muslim values of hard work, family life, respect for faith and determination to prosper. They left behind a land of arid and uneven pastures, where education was often unknown, and life was harsh. When the government of the young Islamic Republic of Pakistan decided to construct the huge Mangla Dam in 1966, vast areas of farmland in the district were submerged, and over 110,000 people were displaced. Many were given work permits for Britain; the booming ’60s British economy was short on workers to fuel its hunger.

			Mum and Dad were firmly part of this Pakistani diaspora, relocated from the high, barren plateaus and deep, narrow valleys of the land bordering Kashmir and the Himalayas to the puffing chimneys and winding streets of the industrial North of England. Families from my parents’ region settled in and around Bradford, Wakefield and, 100 miles down south, Birmingham and the Black Country. They had family in the same street, and cousins not far away in Bradford and Manchester, and continued the daily pattern of life in Pakistan, rising early, working all hours, attending prayers at the mosque. The community was tightly knit, separated from their new fellow citizens by their brown skin and, often, their lack of English. The men tended to be more gregarious, working alongside white men at the mill and in the factories, although that gregariousness ended when their English colleagues piled into the pubs and clubs after work; my dad and the other teetotal Pakistanis headed home to family. The women remained indoors much of the time, cooking and looking after children, sometimes never learning the difficult new language at all. 

			 Why’s Dad in hospital? 

			My dad is tall and good-looking; he’s the centre of the community in our street in Wakefield. He works at the mill less than half a mile from our house, and has passed the exams to get his taxi badge. He’s got Mum and me and my two younger sisters. We’ve got my uncle, Mum’s brother, in the house next door, and another uncle three doors down. 

			What’s he doing in that bed? Why isn’t he at home with me and the family, like all the other dads?

			Now I’m walking up our street. Suddenly there are cars parked everywhere, and the front garden is filled with shoes. When I go in the house there’s a coffin in the hallway and all you can hear are Asian women wailing. Everyone’s hugging me and kissing me, and I find myself stuck in this crowd of people. Then one of my aunties looks at me and starts screaming. She looks up at the ceiling and wails:

			“What have you done, God! What have you done! Why have you done this, why have you done this!” She grabs hold of me. “What is he going to do? Tell me, God, what is he going to do? What’s going to happen to him now?” 

			“At that moment, I decide that the little boy who is the centre of all that hysterical attention isn’t me.”

			I am gathered up by someone else, but still my auntie is screaming: “You’ve taken him away, you’ve taken him away .... They’ve got nothing now, they’ve got nothing .... What will happen to the boy?”

			The only thing I can think of doing is to pretend that this isn’t happening. What does she mean, what am I going to do? Have I done something wrong? What does Auntie mean, what’s going to happen to me? I don’t want anything to happen to me.

			At that moment, I decide that the little boy who is the centre of all that hysterical attention isn’t me. My dad hasn’t died of cancer. I live in Wakefield, knock conkers off the tree with my friend Billy, chase pretty Karen around the schoolyard. I put the memory of that day away in a box. I lock it and throw the key over my shoulder.

			A couple of months later, I’m in a classroom surrounded by boys, and they’re laughing. One of them is reading out the surnames from the class register on the teacher’s desk. He goes through them, one at a time. Then when he gets to mine, he shouts:

			“‘Deceased’! Adeem’s dad’s name is ‘Deceased’!”
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              Adeem with his dad, aged 5 

            

			The school had written the word next to my dad’s name in the register.

			Then the teacher comes in, tells everyone to sit down and says, “Class, you need to understand that Adeem’s father is deceased, meaning that he’s dead.” 

			I’m thinking, no he’s not, my dad’s not dead. I say it out loud:

			“Guys, you got it wrong. My dad’s not dead. My dad’s not dead.”

			 [image: ]

			And so the front door to our house in Wakefield, where my mum still lives, became a border. Once I’d crossed that border, I was back home with my family, with the knowledge that Dad had died, having to get used to uncles and aunties visiting, placing their hands on my head in pity, slipping a coin in my pocket, leaving me a hand-me-down toy they’d brought from their own homes. 

			On the other side of the front door was a world where no one had to know that I didn’t have a dad, where I didn’t have to fear what might happen to me because I’d lost one of my parents. I kept strict control of that border, never letting my white friends in: they would never know my secret. I policed my own childhood and kept my vigilance going for at least another twenty-five years.

			Soon after Dad’s passing, my babaji (grandfather), my mum’s dad, came to live with us. Grandad was a veteran of the British Army, a man with huge generosity of spirit, rigid discipline and endless compassion and wisdom. I had my own bed in the corner of the room we shared, and every morning he would look over to check that I had made my bed, cleaned my shoes, ironed my shirt. Grandad prayed five times a day; nothing would get in the way of his daily prayers. He smoked for Britain, but that was before he moved in with us. Nowadays the only thing he smoked was the nebuliser face mask he had to wear four times a day to help him breathe. 

			He was a philosophical man, full of practical wisdom. Once I asked him why some members of our family didn’t talk to others. He said: “Adeem, we are all children of Adam and Eve; in some ways, we are all family. So if we all had to go to each other’s houses for birthdays and celebrations, imagine what it would be like; we would all have to talk to everyone … we’d never get anything done.” That made perfect sense to me. 

			Grandad became a source of comfort and security. Even in my twenties, as I began to build my own business, I would come back and sit beside him, telling him what I was doing. He would try and make sense of it all, nod his head thoughtfully, put his hand on my arm. I knew he couldn’t really understand the new digital age I was telling him about, but it was crucial that he was there for me to tell him anyway.

			Of course, the most important influence in my life – then as now – was Mum. She had three children to support single-handedly, and wasn’t even thirty-five years old. When she left Pakistan at the age of nineteen, she couldn’t read or write English. To this day, I am still humbled by what she achieved, how she looked after my two sisters and me, sustained our family within the community in Wakefield, taught us how to conduct ourselves. She is the most remarkable person I have ever known.

			Early on, Mum began taking in sewing, doing piecework for garment manufacturers in town. Regularly, there would be piles of clothing in our house; we all learned how to sew buttons, insert zips, attach pockets to the backs of jeans. With piecework, faulty workmanship didn’t get paid, so we kids had it drilled in us that we needed to be careful and diligent to ensure that all the clothes were accepted by the supplier for the rate of 2p per piece. Before long, Mum opened up her own market stall, selling her own products. Later, she had the incredible bravery to open up her own shop just off Brook Street, in the centre of Wakefield.
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              Adeem with his grandad, aged 13 

            

			I’ve since discovered how much of a role model Mum became for Asian women in Wakefield, how they watched and learned from this young widow with three children, who never thought twice about seizing every opportunity to provide for her family. Although it wasn’t considered becoming in the community for women to do so, she even learned how to drive, and scraped together the money to buy a beat-up old Nissan Micra that she used to drive us to school and take us to our extracurricular activities.

			I knew even then how unusual it was for a mum to be doing all the things she did, but that didn’t stop me from asking her to drop me round the corner from school every morning, so that my friends wouldn’t see my mother behind the wheel of an old Micra. I didn’t want anyone to know a thing about our family; I wouldn’t let the outside world peep through the crack of our front door. In retrospect, of course, everyone did know. Mum couldn’t afford to buy new school clothes for us, so we used to go to the Yorkshire Purchasing Organisation, which gave them to low-income families for free. They were the lowest-budget clothes you could get: squeaky plastic raincoats, rough hairy socks. You could tell a “YPO kid” a mile off.

			The terrible drama of that day at our house in 1987 also made me realise that I would have to earn money. I couldn’t let Mum take on all the burden, and Grandad was too old and weakened by the cigarettes that would eventually kill him. From the age of eight, I was thus always on the lookout for ways to make money, which I’d bring home to Mum for her to allocate. At school, the poor kids used to get free meal vouchers. You were made to stand over to one side from the other students while you waited for your food: you were in the queue of poor kids, kids who didn’t have a dad. The tokens were worth £1.50, so I used to sell mine to other greedy kids for a discounted price of 90p, and spend some of that on a smaller lunch. That way I got the double benefit of bringing home a bit of cash for Mum, and also avoided being paraded in front of all the others as a poor, fatherless child.

			“Those pennies I’d earn as a cheeky ten-year-old, pinching discarded tennis rackets out of skips, would return almost twenty years later in the very name and concept of Penny Appeal.”

			There were countless ways you could make a few pennies in Wakefield back then. My mate Billy and I discovered that the local Slazenger factory would chuck away tennis rackets that had developed faults during manufacture. We saw them sticking out of big skips. One night we climbed into a skip the size of a house to grab as many as we could hold with our skinny arms. Then we took them down to the market and offered them to traders, who were happy to have some budget items to offload. 

			I did paper rounds, stacked shelves at the local corner shop, manned market stalls, delivered milk early in the morning; I did anything I could to bring money into the house. Although I was just a child, I knew it was my responsibility. Mum never once made me feel like I had to do that; it was all of my own doing. Even so, she welcomed the extra income.

			As I write this, I realise how far back the seeds of Penny Appeal go. The trauma of my dad’s passing, combined with my determination not to reveal it or its impact to the world outside our front door, stayed with me for many, many years. Only recently have I been able to speak of it. But it worked away inside me, so that when I reached the age of eighteen and began making trips on my own to our family’s village in north-eastern Pakistan, I found myself involved in the stories of the village orphans, found it impossible not to want to do something to help them. Yet even as I began to explore what I might be able to do, I still didn’t admit the motivation to myself.

			And those pennies I’d earn as a cheeky ten-year-old, pinching discarded tennis rackets out of skips, would return almost twenty years later in the very name and concept of Penny Appeal. I handed over every penny I made to Mum, who used them to increase the safety and security of our family. Small change, big difference.
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			Wakefield in the late 1980s and early 1990s was a different place than it is now. Let me describe a scene to you:

			I was maybe twelve years old. I’d left school early, as I wasn’t feeling well. It was a sunny day and I suddenly felt sick, so I hopped up on a wall to take a breath. The wall bordered the front garden of a terraced house. As soon as I’d sat down, I heard a little girl’s voice call out behind me:

			“Mummy! Mummy! There’s a Paki sitting on our wall!”

			I turned around and saw a little white girl, no more than five years old, staring at me from the open window of a ground-floor room. 

			And I actually looked around, wondering where this “Paki” she was talking about was sitting. 

			Then it struck home. She was talking about me.

			Racism was endemic in Wakefield when I was growing up. There were certain streets you didn’t walk down, for fear of being spat at or attacked. You’d be careful walking past the Working Men’s Club a few hundred yards from our house when last orders had been called, because the middle-aged white men spilling out into the street would often launch into a terrifying volley of verbal abuse as soon as they caught sight of you. I took karate lessons at the martial arts place near our home, and soon learned to defend myself. I learned how to look after myself – skinny little Paki though I was.

			The sense of being “other” manifested itself in so many ways. One Saturday night, after I’d left school for college, I discovered that some students I believed were my close friends were all going to a barbecue. Everyone but me had been invited. I asked one of my friends why. 

			“We didn’t think you’d enjoy it, Adeem. We know, you guys don’t drink, do you?”

			I resisted that ghetto mentality. Despite everything, I went through my childhood genuinely feeling that I could be friends with anyone. I didn’t see it as making a point; I just like people, and enjoy meeting them. I’ve always been like that: no one was ever too poor or too rich for me to speak to. If I could have a hot dinner for every time I’ve been described as “naive”, I’d be a lot tubbier than I am now. But that naivety, if that’s what it is, somehow insulated me from the racism that ran so deep in Northern industrial towns. When it did make some kind of impact on me, I was always surprised, because Wakefield was and still is my home. I’m a Northerner; I speak like a Northerner, I think like a Northerner, I drink flipping tea like a Northerner. I could have left Wakefield years ago, moved to London, emigrated to Silicon Valley to seek my fortune. But then I’d have become rootless, adrift. Life only really makes sense to me if I know I’ve still just got time to get to the Tesco in Stanley Road to buy some full-fat milk on the way home after another day at work. 

			So I grew up with racism. Yet I refused to let it either identify me, or scar me. That’s been another of the fundamental principles of Penny Appeal: we’re a British Muslim charity, and to my mind, both words have equal weight. I’m proud of my country, proud of being British, of being a Yorkshireman. Early on in our history, we introduced the notion that for every pound we spend abroad, we’ll spend a pound at home. We still strive for that. When floods devastated Cumbria in 2015, Penny Appeal was one of the first organisations on the scene. In 2017, our people were at the dreadful Grenfell Tower fire within hours. Our Team Orange volunteers provide food to homeless people all over Britain, and we have specially trained practitioners on hand seven days a week to listen to and guide people who are suffering from domestic abuse.

			 I don’t want it to seem unusual that a Muslim charity should allocate so much of its donation to non-Muslim recipients here at home. To me, that’s just what communities do: we look after each other. And we British are a community, no matter how much politics may divide us. The racism of my childhood in Wakefield is no longer the obvious and frequently violent problem it once was. It hasn’t disappeared, but we’re removing the barriers that alienate us – and I’m proud to be part of that change.

			Faith was always an important part of our household. As I’ve said, Grandad prayed five times daily. He was often too poorly to make it to the mosque, but would encourage me to do so. Everyone in our family – all our uncles and aunties in the street – would attend prayers at the mosque. As a religion, a guiding force, Islam has always made sense to me. I have never had moments of doubt that its teaching provides a practical framework for life. Love your neighbour; help those who are less fortunate than you; give a little, but give regularly; even a smile is charity.

			At the same time, growing up in the circumstances I did, I often found myself questioning some interpretations of the faith by elders at the mosque. I remember being told: Adeem, a true Muslim will always read the Qur’an in Arabic. But I’m English, I’d say. I won’t understand it if I read it in Arabic. If I read the Qur’an in translation, I’ll understand it, and I’ll be able to implement its teachings more effectively. The men at our mosque were mainly taxi drivers or factory workers, the majority of them from the Mirpur region of Pakistan. Doesn’t Allah appeal to others, I’d ask? Where are all the other Muslims? 

			Mum saved up enough money to send me on my first Umrah when I reached eighteen. In Makkah, I was amazed to find myself amongst Chinese people, black people, white people – all of them Muslims, all making the pilgrimage together, sharing and caring in a beautiful, peaceful way of true sincerity and brotherhood. When I got back to Wakefield, I found another mosque in the city attended by women, blacks, whites, Egyptians, Somalis. This environment seemed more natural to me, and I started going to that mosque while Mum, Grandad and the rest of the family continued to go to the other. Even today, in Wakefield, someone will come up to me and say, Adeem, you should grow your beard longer; you should wear a cap in the mosque. I’m forty years old, and someone’s telling me to grow my beard longer!

			But I understand, now that I’m a little older, how life and faith can be difficult things to balance, particularly when you are struggling to keep afloat. One day I was late home from school, having decided to save bus fare by walking. As I passed through the centre of the city, a girl from my class waved at me, and we walked for five minutes chatting until she headed off in her direction and I continued on my way back home. During that same space of time, someone from my community spotted Adeem Younis with a girl! and reported the fact back to Mum. When I returned home, she asked me why I was so late. I told her I’d decided to save the fare, and she gave me an almighty slap on the face and repeated the question. When I gave the same answer, she hit me again. She accused me of deliberately meeting up with girls and bringing shame upon the family. She hit me once more and sent me to bed. Later that evening, she brought me some food and apologised. “Sometimes,” she said, “it all gets too much for me … but I always want the best for you, and I don’t ever want anyone to say that you weren’t raised properly because you didn’t have a father.”

			Growing up as a Muslim in the North of England can be confusing. Faith is the anchor that holds you fast, but that doesn’t mean you don’t face doubt and confusion in your daily life. It’s the same for everyone. I asked controversial questions, but that’s just part of being alive. I don’t even consider myself to be especially non-traditional; when I visit our Muslim colleagues in the US, Canada and Australia these days, their liberal approach to our faith can often make me feel like the elders at our mosque in Wakefield must have felt when I challenged them!

			I had one other secret, though, one further layer of insecurity that I’d kept hidden from the world, even from my family. Since that day when all the cars were parked in our street and I saw the shoes scattered in our front garden, I knew I wouldn’t have long here. Dad was thirty-three when he died, so it was obvious to me: I only had another twenty-five years or so left. It was inevitable; there was no point talking about it – what good would that do? That was simply the allocation God had given Dad and me. He had His reasons, and I accepted that. I would die young, and the friends I was growing up with would live on for decades, seeing children and grandchildren. Not me. 

			Thirty years later, I find that I’m still here. I have four beautiful children, one more than my dad. I have a successful business, and lead a fantastic global charity. I’ve finally had to accept that I have been wrong about the assumption I made when Dad left us. The only guarantee is that death will come and collect us all one day; early or late, we all have to go. Dad might have passed on his curly hair to me, but I’m starting to understand now that I didn’t need to lock that secret into my heart as a six-year-old boy. Maybe I won’t ever really stop believing it, but at least now I can see the possibility of a future. For most of my life, I never thought I had one.

			When you think like that, when you have such a secret inner conviction, it makes you impatient – not like when you ask the old fellow in front of you at the post office to hurry up, but in the sense of feeling that things need to be achieved as quickly as possible. There is no time to waste: results must be found, whatever it takes. With this mindset, certainty takes hold that if something is wrong, it needs to be fixed, changed, improved, right now. Not “later”, not next week. Now.

			 [image: ]

			I’m twenty-one. One thing that annoys me about the mosque is that there’s no library. Reading is really important to me, and when we young people go to the mosque, there’s nothing to do there. You put your shoes in a horrible old rack; the carpet’s sticky; the toilets are smelly, with smelly towels. It’s a cold space, unappealing, and certainly not motivating in any way. You go in, sit, recite a foreign language; then you go home again. The non-Muslim world out there competes for your attention with nightclubs, casinos, entertainment complexes. And so I think: why can’t there be more to do at the mosque? 

			I make a full-blown presentation to the committee, explaining why they need to have a library there, and a computer, too, so that kids can interact more, watch videos, surf the Internet, learn about stuff. They resist, telling me that a good Muslim doesn’t worry about external stuff like this; good Muslims just have faith. 

			But for me, faith comes precisely from being inspired, seeing what you want to be, all whilst believing in the power of the Unseen because it grips you. Faith comes from the experience of every aspect of our surroundings, but I was losing faith on account of the experience I had at the mosque.

			With such conviction, I persuade them, and later bring in Ben, a carpenter, to make the shelves. But then the committee refuses to pay him, because they say he’s too expensive. So, I take Ben and the chairman of the committee back to my house and sit them down with my grandad. “Grandad,” I say, “this guy needs paying, and they won’t pay him.” Grandad, bless him, supports me, and says: “I’ll pay Ben.” Thus, the committee is shamed into accepting the shelves. 

			But then they start arguing amongst themselves over which books should be allowed in the library. Four years later, there are no books there. The shelves are used for storing cleaning equipment, mopheads, plastic disposable cups and plates. And the computer? No, that never made it in, either. The committee says that if they brought in a computer, the kids would break it. That’s great, I think. If the kids break the computer, that means they’re using it and learning from it, so we’ll get another one. But no. The whole thing was a farce and a failure.

			I’ve never felt there was the time to waste discussing things like this. There are too many tasks to be completed, and there are not enough hours in the day – or, in my case, as I believed then, enough years in a life. If things can be changed for the better, then they should be changed. Now. If people’s lives can be improved, then action should be taken. Now. 

			That impulse has driven the growth of Penny Appeal, from its first incarnation in 2009. If we know there are people suffering somewhere, and their lives can be improved with financial support, then we need to get that support to them straightaway. If the charity hasn’t got enough money to support them, then it needs to get more money. Now. 

			What’s the most effective way to raise that money? That way? OK, that’s the way we’ll raise it. What’s the most effective and secure way of supporting the recipients on the ground? That way? OK, that’s the way we’ll deliver it. What are you waiting for?

			Penny Appeal has passed many milestones in just ten years. We’ve changed the way British Muslims think about charity. We’ve changed the way the entire charity sector looks at fundraising. We’ve ignored prejudice, refused to saddle ourselves with any ideological baggage, marched to the beat of our own drum – all so our donors and recipients can join together in a meaningful relationship of giving and accepting. That’s the way we change the world for the better. 

			There’s no time to waste. Not a second.
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			“Grandad, look! There’s water coming out!”

			We’re at home in Wakefield. It’s 1992. I am twelve years old. Grandad and I have just returned from my first visit to our home village of Hathia Dhamial in Pakistan. Grandad is chuckling; I’m staring up at him in wonder in our tiny bathroom, watching water coming out of the cold tap in the sink. Then I grab his arm and pull him over towards the toilet. I press the lever, and the water flushes.

			“Look, Grandad! I press that button and the water flows through the toilet!”

			He keeps chuckling, shaking his head. 

			“It’s amazing, Grandad!”

			He pats me on the head.

			“I mean it, Grandad. It’s amazing! It’s thanks to you that we live in a house where water comes out of taps. It’s thanks to you bringing all our family over here to the UK when you did. It’s all down to you.”

			 [image: ]

			I really meant it. That first trip to Pakistan with Grandad opened my eyes. He took me to our village and ancestral home, 50 miles south-east of Islamabad. In Hathia at that time, there was no electricity or gas or running water; there were no roads. We took walks in a jungle and I spent time with other kids, trying to catch butterflies, chasing after goats and looking up at camels, trying to determine how tall they actually were. We visited elderly relatives, and I found myself in houses built of dried mud, where water had to be carried in buckets from a well. The backs of kids my age were bowing under the weight of filled water containers, as they staggered back to these mud houses across dusty brown fields. When you carry water on your back, every drop is precious. We used water only when we needed to, and a lot of thought went into being careful, recycling where possible and not wasting any of it.

			I couldn’t get that idea out of my head. When we returned to Wakefield, I rushed around the house turning taps on and off, shouting at Grandad and Mum. 

			“Look! Look! It’s water!”

			That 1992 trip was the first of many visits to my family’s home, both before and after the formation of Penny Appeal in 2009. To this day there are still millions of homes in the rural areas of north-east Pakistan with no running water; there are still places where the wells are dry or even poisonous. That’s why one of our core campaigns has always been Thirst Relief, providing clean water wells for people all over the world. 

			After that first visit, whenever money allowed, I would return to Hathia Dhamial. None of the Pakistanis I grew up with in Wakefield ever had what our white friends used to call a “holiday”. Getting on a plane to the Costa del Sol, or camping in a tent in Cornwall? We’d have laughed at such notions when I was growing up. The only travelling any of us ever did was to return to our family homes in Pakistan whenever we could, to visit grandparents, aunties and uncles. Often, older family members had the inescapable subject of marriage in the backs of their minds.

			Anyway, even if holidays had been our kind of thing, I was too busy as a teenager to think about going anywhere. I’d spent much of my later school days in the art room, discovering an interest and skill in graphic design. If I’m honest, I was never that motivated by the more academic subjects. I’d find myself daydreaming during Maths and English lessons. My GCSE results were all pretty average – apart from Graphic Design, for which I got an A*. That set me on my path, and in time I received a full grant and a place at Newcastle University to study design. 
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