
        
            
                
            
        

    
  [image: Three Phases of Life]


	Surfing in Pakistan

	اکستان میں سرفنگ

	Sana Nasim and Caleb Powell

	
  The following first appeared in these publications:

	“Bibi Tells a Lie” by Sana Nasim. First published in Pleiades, Volume 43, Issue2, Fall 2023. Copyright © 2025 by Sana Nasim. Reprinted by permission of Sana Nasim.

	“The Sialkot Literary Experiment” by Caleb Powell and Sana Nasim. First published in the Seneca Review, Volume 47/2, Fall, 2017. Copyright © 2025 by Sana Nasim and Caleb Powell. Reprinted by permission of Sana Nasim and Caleb Powell.

	“Circumcision” by Caleb Powell. First published in Whiskey Island Magazine, Issue 65, February 2015. Copyright © 2025 by Caleb Powell. Reprinted by permission of Caleb Powell.

	Excerpt from the screenplay of I Think You’re Totally Wrong: A Quarrel by David Shields and Caleb Powell, 2015. Copyright © 2025 by David Shields and Caleb Powell. Reprinted by permission of David Shields and Caleb Powell.

	“Yin Dao” by Caleb Powell. First published in Dark Sky Magazine, January 2011. Copyright © 2025 by Caleb Powell. Reprinted by permission of Caleb Powell.

	“Miss Ang Has a Very Comfortable Life” in Caleb Powell. First published in Post Road #19. Fall 2010. Copyright © 2025 by Caleb Powell. Reprinted by permission of Caleb Powell.


	Copyright © 2025 by Sana Nasim and Caleb Powell

	All rights reserved.

	No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, except for the purpose of review and/or reference, without explicit permission in writing from the publisher.

	Cover artwork © 2025 by Sana Nasim

	Cover artwork design © 2025 by Niki Lenhart

	nikilen-designs.com

	Published by Paper Angel Press

	paperangelpress.com

	ISBN 978-1-964952-85-7 (EPUB)

	First Edition

	10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

	
  [image: Close to Nature]

	
  Dedications

	From Sana Nasim

	I dedicate this book to my dear mother, Najam un Nisa, (January 1, 1960 – November 18, 2021). Her support, guidance, and love inspired me to pursue my dreams. Though she may not be here to hold this book in her hands, I know that her spirit and legacy live on through its pages. I hope this work would have made her proud, and I wish she could have seen the realization of my aspirations. I miss her dearly. Her influence and love continue to shape me. This book is a testament to her enduring impact on my life, and I hope this book honors her memory in some small way.

	From Caleb Powell

	To my wife, Terry, and our three daughters, Ava, Gia, and Kaya.

	
  Authors’ Note

	The two authors conducted their dialogue over direct messages on social media and transcriptions from Skype. Stories sent between Sana to Caleb have been edited for clarity, as well as transcriptions, but their messages retain the original uncorrected communications.

	
 “No religion is higher than humanity.”

	– Abdul Sattar Edhi

	“When the streams of ideals that flow from the East and the West mingle their murmur in some profound harmony of meaning it delights my soul.”

	– Rabindranath Tagore

	surf: 1. to ride the surf 2. to scan the offerings of (such as television or the Internet) for something of interest

	– Merriam-Webster

	
  “we must bring

	our own light

	to the

	darkness.

	nobody is going

	to do it

	for us.”

	– Charles Bukowski

	
Introduction

	In 2011, I collaborated with my former writing teacher, antagonist, critic, and comrade, David Shields. Shields saw me as a romantic buffoon who sacrificed art for life experience, he the opposite. The result of this dichotomy became I Think You’re Totally Wrong: A Quarrel, published by Knopf and made into a low budget independent film where Shields and I played ourselves. Throughout our project, Shields needled me as a “failed artist” due, in part, to how I prioritized life and he art. Yet this premise, that I sacrificed art to live, not wholly accurate.

	In 1996, I began teaching English overseas, continued for eight years, and discovered the joys of culture, travel, foreign languages, and parallel translations (reading one work simultaneously in more than one language). I never considered these pursuits sacrifices; they would, one day, enhance art. But the writer must prioritize work to the point of obsession, and I had produced little.

	After returning to the United States, I married Terry, and we started a family. Simultaneously, I focused on writing as much as I could, but this competed with home life. In the span of five years, we had three daughters. Shields had told me that, after having his first child, his wife wanted a second and he refused because he wanted to write. I wondered if art exists in parenthood, and vice versa. Shields responded with something about focus, dedication, discipline, a fox and a hedgehog and knowing many things or just one. In essence, one must give up something to write. To a degree, he had a point.

	Yet I found time, and this led to a few bylines in literary magazines and the book with Shields. Then, Faiq Lodhi, an editor from The Express Tribune, Pakistan’s partner with The International New York Times, found me somehow and asked (via social media) if I would like to write a blog about an interfaith exchange and prayer service at the Washington Cathedral. I became a contributor and received follower and friend requests from people with ties to Pakistan.

	One, Sana Nasim, contacted me at the end of 2015 when I had just started reading In Cold Blood in parallel translation. She wanted to learn English, and I suggested literary titles to read together. Throughout this journey she revealed herself, her battle with mental health, suicide, and her disability, confronting and navigating toward a deeper understanding of her place in the world. Her struggles pushed me to contemplate and question how I could infuse my life obsessions into art. We both progressed. And to these ends, our relationship produced not only a manuscript, but a friendship.
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  Part I

	The Sialkot Literary Experiment

	سيالكوٹ

	
  The village of Holcomb stands on the high wheat plains of western Kansas, a lonesome area that other Kansans call “out there.”

	In Cold Blood

	Truman Capote

	
1

	In Cold Blood

	A sangre fría

	冷血 – Lěng xuè

	December 24, 2015

	Sana Nasim: Hi

	Caleb Powell: Hi

	Sana: I want to ask a few questions for my online page

	Will you reply?

	Caleb: Yes, of course.

	Merry Christmas, Sana, there are a lot of family events now, but send me the questions and I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.

	December 25, 2015

	Sana: Here are the questions:

	What to think about love care n happiness?

	How can love care n happiness be promoted?

	One message for peace

	December 27, 2015

	Sana: I think you didn’t like my questions

	December 28, 2015

	Caleb: Hi Sana,

	Sorry, the house is full of people and I have spent little time on the Internet. Here are my answers, hope you don’t mind the redundancies and platitudes:

	What do you think about love, care, and happiness?

	Love, whether of nature, family, friends, romantic partners, or humanity, gives meaning and should not be confused with wanting objects and power. That is lust.

	Caring, or charitable thought, is a sub-category of love.

	Happiness differs. We can love and be miserable. I’d say happiness is absence of suffering in the presence of love.

	How can love, care, and happiness be promoted?

	By eliminating or lessening the roots of suffering, for example, poverty, disease, war, and cruelty.

	Increase privilege. Promote opportunities for health, financial stability, loving relationships, education.

	One message for peace:

	“Seek to lessen the suffering of others.”

	Sana: Thank you so much

	Caleb: You’re welcome.

	Sana: Your mini introduction please? 5 or 6 lines

	Caleb: Here’s a link to my page/bio at The Express Tribune. Is that how you found me?

	Sana: Yes

	Caleb: Or use this for intro:

	“Caleb Powell writes for Pakistan’s Express Tribune. He lived in the Middle East and Asia for six years, South America for two, and currently lives in the United States.”

	Good luck.

	Are you in or from Pakistan? U.K.? U.S.? Elsewhere?

	Sana: Pakistan

	Why are you interest in Pakistan?

	Caleb: An editor from The Express Tribune contacted me after he saw something I wrote online. And my interest has grown. Before, I spent eight years teaching English and traveling in Asia, the Middle East, and South America, and by chance even visited Karachi. Also, my grandfather, Jamil Mizrahi, was born in Iran, and my father was born in Lebanon. My addictions are language and travel and I used this opportunity to study Chinese, Portuguese, and Spanish, and go to over forty countries. I live in the Pacific Northwest (U.S.) with my wife and three daughters.

	Sana: Ok

	December 29, 2016

	Sana: Hi. Can you like my Facebook page?

	Caleb: Where is your page?

	Sana: Here

	Dreams

	Caleb: Liked.

	Sana: Thank you. Your favorite quote?

	Caleb: Voltaire1: Ceux qui vous font croire des absurdités, peuvent vous faire commettre des atrocités.

	Or: Those who can make you believe absurdity, can make you commit atrocity.

	Sana: Any new year massage for kids n parents?

	Caleb: First time I thought it was a typo. A “massage” is like a back rub.

	Sana: Hahaha I meant message

	Actually my English is not very good

	Caleb: No problem. Keep on writing and reading.

	Sana: Thank you God bless you n your family

	Caleb: Same to you.

	January 2, 2016

	Sana: I still am waiting to hear a new year message for children and Dreams. I will post your message on my page

	Caleb: Short and sweet, if that’s okay:

	“Children are the future. Happy New Year!”

	Sana: Same to you

	How can I improve my English?

	Caleb: Read. Read in the language you wish to study. I just started reading Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood2 in parallel translations. Read, write, listen, and speak in English. Find others who also want to learn. Take a class. Are there many people who speak English where you live?

	Sana: Class is too much money

	There is nobody who can speak English

	Caleb: One way is watching TV and movies in English with either English subtitles or the subtitles of a language you understand. Repeat phrases aloud. But without talking every day, immersed, it’s difficult. Do you have friends or family who share your interest?

	Sana: No, I have no friend or family who can communicate in English

	Caleb: Where do you live? In Pakistan, that is.

	Sana: Sialkot3

	Caleb: How many English-speaking foreigners live there?

	Sana: I don’t know

	Caleb: Are you able to travel?

	Sana: Not well, I am a polio4 victim

	It’s difficult to move alone

	Caleb: How serious is your polio? I hope you don’t mind letting me know, but if you don’t feel comfortable, I understand.

	Sana: It’s a “killer” disease. It kills my dreams. Actually, I am struggling from my childhood my left leg is affected due to polio. I limp

	Shahnaz Wazir Ali5: Intensive eradication campaigns such as door-to-door vaccinations only started after 1999 in Pakistan. Before that the vaccine was available, but parents had to take their children to the clinics to get it administered. In March 2001, about 27 million children were vaccinated across the country, in the hope that Pakistan could be virus-free by the end of that year, but that was not to be.

	January 8, 2016

	Caleb: How old are you?

	Sana: 31. Born in 1984

	Caleb: Do you have a job?

	Sana: Yes, I do

	But I face rejections in my life. I am physically unfit. I accept, but when people think I am useless I can’t bear it

	Caleb: Do you have family that helps and supports you?

	Sana: Yes, I have lovely family

	I desire an independent life

	But it’s just a dream

	I am strong

	My back and forth with Sana seemed temporary and separate from my immersion into the three versions in Chinese, Spanish, and English, of In Cold Blood that consumed my evenings. I did not consider that Sana’s life might fit into my obsessions with language, fascinations with Capote’s subject matter, and the impact of his story on the culture and literary traditions within America.

	The 1959 New York Times headline, “Wealthy Farmer, 3 of Family Slain,” transfixed Truman Capote. He had been battling ennui as a writer of fiction and sought to incorporate facts and reality into art. This Midwestern small town tragedy would suffice. William Shawn of The New Yorker backed his idea. Capote asked Nelle Harper Lee6, whose debut novel To Kill a Mockingbird would release the following summer, if she wanted to accompany him to Kansas.

	Harper Lee: “He said it would be a tremendously involved job and would take two people, the crime intrigued him, and I’m intrigued with crime—and, boy, I wanted to go.”7

	January 15, 2016

	Caleb: Do you read/write much?

	Sana: I read

	Caleb: Do you read more in English or Urdu or another language?

	Sana: English and Urdu and Punjabi

	Caleb: How similar are Urdu and Punjabi? What alphabet do they use?

	Sana: Urdu Arabic/Punjabi Gurmukhi

	Accent is change but Urdu and Punjabi similar

	Caleb: What authors/subjects do you like most?

	Sana: I like to read about life happiness n hope. Ishfaq Ahmed, Wasif Ali Wasif, Umaira Ahmad

	Caleb: Has their work been translated to English?

	Sana: I don’t know

	January 17, 2016

	Sana: Hi

	Are you there?

	Caleb: My daughters were using the computer. My sister, Sarah, lives in Saudi Arabia, she met and married a Norwegian petroleum engineer while she lived in Louisiana, and he got a job there. She just finished teaching them from her home in Saudi. They use Skype and electronic piano software.

	Sana: Do you have Skype id?

	Can I call you?

	Caleb: (I turn on my camera, Sana does not) Yes. Hold on. This is Kaya.

	Sana: Hi, Kaya.

	Caleb: Kaya, say something.

	Kaya: Hi.

	Sana: How old are you?

	Kaya: Six.

	Sana: So cute.

	Kaya has no idea. She looks at a screen with an image of a flower and hears a voice.

	January 18, 2016

	Caleb: What do you think of this?

	Express Tribune, Jan. 13, 2016: “A suicide bomber blew himself up outside a polio vaccination centre in Quetta on Wednesday, killing at least 15 people, mainly police, officials said.”

	Sana: I don’t think so it’s true

	Caleb: What do you mean, “I don’t think so it’s true?” Do you think the attack happened?

	Sana: I don’t know if it’s true

	Caleb: Here’s another link from The Express Tribune a year ago: “4 killed, 3 injured in attack on polio team near Quetta.”

	Sana: I think media is playing a negative role in society

	January 20, 2016

	Sana: Can you teach me English please?

	Every night, as I took my three versions of In Cold Blood in bed with a pen and dictionaries and turned pages so as not to bother my wife, I thought of my struggles to learn languages, and Sana’s desire to improve her English.

	I missed my students and life overseas, the navigation of culture, and contact with others from places far and near to our roots. Yet the domestic routine of fatherhood and family had different rewards, and did not preclude study or, with help from the Internet, global interaction.

	Parallel translations allowed me to return, in a way, overseas, of the study on busses, planes, parks, in my lodgings, and everyday life as I bumbled along, often misunderstood, and lost. Quotidian negotiations, say, bartering over a used bicycle in Taiwan, entirely in Mandarin, left me exhilarated.

	This pursuit cut into the quantity of books I consumed, and before my travels I would start, and usually finish, multiple books a week. But parallel readings of one book could last months of sifting over sentences or paragraphs in Mandarin, cross checking in Spanish, and then English, if I remained confused.

	Capote would spend six years following the community, the arrests, trial, sentence, and the legal process. The hanging of the two murderers, on April 14th, 1965, brought closure and genesis. Five months later The New Yorker began publishing the first chapters. In January of 1966 Random House released In Cold Blood.

	In Cold Blood opens with “The Last to See Them Alive.” One of these “last,” New York Life Insurance representative Bob Johnson, on Friday, November 13th, 1959, sold a $40,000 double indemnity policy to Herbert Clutter of Holcomb, Kansas. Clutter lived with his wife Bonnie on a farm with their youngest two of four children. That Saturday night they were murdered and on Sunday evening Mr. Johnson still held Mr. Clutter’s uncashed check.

	Bob Johnson: Well, it was a delicate situation. It appeared that legally we weren’t obliged to pay. But morally—that was another matter. Naturally, we decided to do the moral thing.

	Bueno, la situación era delicada. Al parecer, legalmenteno estábamos obligados a pagar. Pero moralmente era distinto. Y claro, nos decidimos por lo moral.

	嗯，这件事很微妙，很棘手。从法律上看，我们不必赔偿，但道义上是另一码事。当然，我们决定按照道义办

	The Spanish translation here contains nine tangible cognates with English: situación, delicada, legalmente, obligados, moralmente, distinto, claro, decidimos, and moral. Eleven if you consider the less obvious pagar (to pay) and estábamos (been in a state of, deriving from estar).

	The relation of English and Spanish to Chinese parallels that of Urdu and Punjabi to English, and my study of language to Sana’s.

	January 25, 2016

	Sana: How can we find our purpose of life?

	Caleb: That’s abstract. My meaning would be different than yours. Some people look to religion. Why don’t you answer?

	Sana: Actually, I have no purpose in my life

	Caleb: Why?

	Sana: I don’t know

	Caleb: What do you do every day?

	Sana: I am a teacher

	Caleb: What subject?

	Sana: Everything. I am pre-school teacher

	Caleb: Do you like your job?

	Sana: Yes

	I love kids

	Caleb: That’s a purpose.

	Sana: I don’t think so

	Caleb: What do you want in life, then?

	Sana: I want to travel. An independent life. I want to paint

	Caleb: That’s a purpose.

	Sana: It is a dream

	February 1, 2016

	Sana: Caleb

	There is a gathering at my home but I am in my room

	Everyone is asking my mom

	“Where is Sana the polio victim?”

	Alas my introduction is this

	February 2, 2016

	Sana: Are you a glass half full or half empty?

	Caleb: Both and neither.

	Sana: You are whole and empty?

	Caleb: The “half a glass” trope sometimes produces useful clichés and metaphors.

	Sana: I am empty

	February 8, 2016

	Sana: I am trying to write something about my childhood and hope to express my feelings in words

	Caleb: Give it a shot.

	February 9, 2016

	Sana: Caleb I wonder how to use could, would, should

	Caleb: “Should” often is imperative, namely, it implies an obligation. It’s not as strong as “must,” and often precedes a condition with consequence. I.e., “You should study if you want to pass the class.” …

	In the following from In Cold Blood, the Spanish version translates the modal auxiliary “would” but the Chinese does not, thus Agent Nye’s question does not exist in the Chinese translation.

	In Cold Blood, Special Agent Harold Nye (to Richard Hickock)8: I guess you realize we wouldn’t have come all the way to Nevada just to chat with a couple of two-bit check chiselers … Would we, Dick?

	… ¿No te parece, Dick?

	February 10, 2016

	Caleb: Hi Sana,

	I will help your English.

	Teaching, at its best, is a mutually beneficial experience. I want to learn from you, to understand your life, polio, Sialkot, Pakistan, through your everyday experiences. Tell me about you, help me understand your culture, and in the process you will, hopefully, improve your English.

	What do you think?

	February 12, 2016

	Sana: Caleb, a short story about childhood.

	I was a quiet person and always avoided gatherings if I attended any (marriages, birthdays, etc.). Mostly people asked, “Hey, Sana, what’s wrong with your leg?” My eyes looked at my dad, asking him to hold my hand, and he did.

	Kids with special needs want attention, love, and care, but our society gives them pain. In my childhood nobody encouraged me to face reality, to accept.

	One day I asked myself, “If you die, who cares?”

	I was confused. I asked my sister for the first time, “Can I play with you?”

	She said, “Why not?”

	Nobody should force a person to stay positive. It’s your own way of thinking that can face negativity.

	Life is so short. Ups and downs are part of life. For peace of mind we should forgive people for their rudeness and forget their harsh words.

	February 16, 2016

	Caleb: Nice start. Keep writing, please, and I will offer help/suggestions. Also, I think you should read in English.

	Sana: Suggest to me some books I should read

	It’s a great idea

	Caleb: To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee, The Razor’s Edge by W. Somerset Maugham, and Song of Solomon by Toni Morrison.

	February 17, 2016

	Sana: How to find books, sorry to disturb, I am trying to download

	Caleb: I’ll mail them. Physical books have value as art, as objects. You can hold them. In the margins you can take notes and translate words and sentences. You can put them in your shelf and gaze at the titles like you stare at a Gauguin, call me old fashioned.

	I’ll need your address.

	Sana: Address:

	Sana Nasim / …District / Sialkot, Pakistan

	February 18, 2016

	Sana: I want to work for special kids but I need resources to help them. Sometimes I arrange a few events for children. On my first event we visited a special institute and did some art work on the walls of that institute. We decorated their classrooms to see smiles on their faces. I tried to talk to a deaf child and he answered me in signs.

	I think these children need extra care and special education which can help them to live an independent life.

	On my 2nd event I offered them a special deal, “take candy and give me a smile.” I arranged a drawing party in whichI gave them color pages n colors.

	They made very beautiful drawings. I love to spend my time with these children.

	February 18, 2016

	Caleb: Do you remember when I posted the article about the attack on a polio clinic in Quetta?

	You responded, “I think media is playing a negative role in society.”

	I’ve thought about this for a while. You have polio. So, I’m not sure what you meant. Shouldn’t media cover this?

	Sana: I don’t know who attacked the polio team

	I live in Punjab n here people are so conscious about their children

	They welcome polio team to vaccinate their kids

	In some areas people are not educated so they don’t have awareness about vaccination

	They need awareness

	February 19, 2016

	Sana: During my events I realized that these children live a very tough life. They have schools in which they feel themselves equal but these schools lack facilities. Their teachers teach them how to read and write but not a purpose of life. It’s nasty when parents introduce their special children with grief. I think family support can give them confidence and purpose.

	I met a deaf boy. His name was Asadullah and he was trying to play with other children. Everyone was calling to him, “Hey deaf boy! Hey deaf boy!”

	But he was deaf.

	Nobody called him by his name. How can we teach our society to givethem respect? In Pakistan there are many institutes which are working for children with special needs but all are useless I think.

	Caleb thank you so much for your help

	February 20, 2016

	Sana: I have no fun.

	Caleb: Why not?

	Sana: APS

	Caleb: The Army Public School massacre?9

	Sana: They killed 132 children

	I think evil is everywhere

	“We targeted the school because the Army targets our families. We want them to feel our pain.”10

	February 21, 2016

	Sana: When I talk to you I make sentences in my mind to speak

	It’s my weakness to not speak English

	I need your help

	I know you have a busy life

	February 22, 2016

	Caleb: Do you remember when I posted the article about the attack on a polio clinic in Quetta?

	You responded, “I think media is playing a negative role in society.”

	I’ve thought about this for a while. You have polio. So, I’m not sure what you meant. Shouldn’t media cover this?

	Sana: I don’t know who attacked the polio team

	I live in Punjab n here people are so conscious about their children

	They welcome polio team to vaccinate their kids

	In some areas people are not educated so they don’t have awareness

	About vaccination

	They need awareness

	February 24, 2016

	Sana: Today I am thinking about our biggest enemy. Fear. I was observing a 1 year old child. Humans are by birth fearless but society learn them how to be afraid of things and people

	Kids don’t fear of things and people

	They can grab snake n eat it without fear

	They can touch the switch, they can play with fire, they can stay many hours in dark rooms

	They can go outside without any plan and they are happy

	My point is humans are by birth fearless

	Problems start when they fear things and people

	I watched many videos of motivational speaker. They were successful because they were fearless like kids

	I don’t know if you will get my point or not

	Caleb: You “teach” someone and “learn” from someone/thing.

	To learn is to be taught.

	“Fear” can be a noun or a verb, while “afraid” is an adjective.

	“Society teaches children to fear.”

	“Children learn fear.”

	“The children are afraid.”

	Interesting points, but it’s natural to be afraid. Fear isn’t necessarily an enemy. To fear falling keeps one cautious when climbing, to fear drowning pushes a person to learn to swim, to fear speaking publicly motivates a person to prepare and rehearse. Courage, and I’m stealing an aphorism, is not the absence of fear but the ability to master fear.

	Sana: But Caleb kids do not afraid anything

	Caleb: “Kids are not afraid of anything.”

	Sana: Kids are not afraid of anything

	Caleb: True, some don’t fear. But fear has a value. My wife told me her father made her fear strangers. When she was ten, a man asked her to get into his van so he could take her for an ice cream. Fear made her run away.

	February 25, 2016

	Caleb: Hi Sana,

	Thanks for writing about working with special kids. I’m mailing the books today.

	March 4, 2016

	Sana: Over thinking can kill a person

	Caleb: Perhaps, but under thinking can also kill a person.

	In Cold Blood, Perry Smith to Capote: “I didn’t want to harm the man. I thought he was a very nice gentleman. Soft-spoken. I thought so right up to the moment I cut his throat.”
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