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This book is dedicated to all the mothers who taught me their
ways in the kitchen: Ami, Zuby Aunty, Nani Amma, Lilly, and my
mothers-in-law, both current and, yes, even the ex.


It is also dedicated to Abu, my rock through literally thick and thin,
and to Irfan, my partner in fatty and fitness pursuits for
the past sixteen years.


Finally, it is dedicated to all those who have spent their lives being
judged—and judging themselves—for their weight, who have struggled
between deprivation and depravity, and who deserve like anyone else to
live an abundant life full of great food.









Damned if you do, damned if you don’t.
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One


Doodh, Dhai, Makhan: Milk, Yogurt, Butter


She swears the first time she saw him was on their wedding night. Her family had tried to show her his picture, but she turned away from it, resigned to her inescapable future. What was the point when she had no choice but to marry him?


That’s how the legend goes, legend precisely because while everyone who knows my mother has heard the story hundreds of times, it could be completely made up. She’s like that, and if it makes for a good story, it gets repeated until it’s canon.


Back to the wedding though.


Khalida Khanum Ghauri, intimidating in name and presence, my Ami, was a singularly independent woman in 1970s Lahore, Pakistan. At the age of twenty-six, when the marriage proposal came to her, she was the headmistress of the Lahore Girls College, a position she had held for half a decade at that point. No one becomes a headmistress at the tender age of twenty, in charge of overseeing much more senior staff and faculty, unless they’re a force to be reckoned with.


Few were as formidable as Ami. She was tall and slender, but big-boned like her father and his sisters: broad shoulders, large hands and feet, a frame just begging to be filled out. Her jet-black hair hung straight down to her waist in a tightly knit braid. She had large almond eyes over a delicate, sharp nose, and perfect bow lips that were almost permanently pressed into a sober, and sobering, line.


She was not one for nonsense. All six of her younger siblings knew it, and so did her parents. She barely mixed with the family, claiming the sole bedroom on the second floor for herself. Every morning her birdlike mother delivered a tray of breakfast before the headmistress left for work in a horse-drawn tanga, a covered buggy reserved for her commute. Every morning she got an egg fried in pure ghee, a luxury no other sibling was afforded.


In the evening, when she returned home, she retired to her room, where a dinner tray was brought to her—usually a choice piece of meat in a rich, brown broth, with rice saved from that night’s supper and covered with a lace doily. Meat that, again, not everyone in the large family was given.


Still, she felt suffocated, not just by the six siblings who were constantly present, but by the countless other relatives who rotated through their home in a continuous stream, including distant relations who would camp out for months in the already cramped quarters.


Ami both valued her independence and had developed a distaste for the institution of marriage itself, seeing women she knew—aunts, cousins, friends, and even her own mother—lose their identity and freedom in a morass of in-laws and squealing babies.


And for that reason, Khalida had rejected every marriage proposal sent her way since she had come of marriageable age.


Her stubborn refusals filled her parents with trepidation, as they considered how to approach her with my father’s proposal.


But this time, things were different.


Nana Abu, my maternal grandfather, a towering, barrel-chested deputy superintendent of police, was sick. Years of indulging in syrupy sweets had done a number on him, but even raging diabetes wasn’t enough to convince him to clean up his eating habits. He had lived pleasing his palate, and would die doing so, too.


Nana Abu had been recently released from the hospital and was convalescing at home, but the writing was on the wall. If his eldest daughter didn’t accept this marriage proposal, he would likely die without seeing any of his children married.


He called Khalida to his bedside. She listened as he told her she couldn’t say no to this proposal, not this time. At twenty-six, she was virtually a spinster. The proposals, which once came fast and frequent, had nearly sputtered out. She had run out of time because he had run out of time. There were pictures of the prospective groom, he said, if she wanted to see. She quietly walked away, but this time without refusing the proposal.


That was her grudging acquiescence.


There was little to celebrate as far as Ami was concerned. What she knew didn’t fill her with any excitement or joy. Her groom-to-be was thirty-two years old, a widower, and he came from a large middle-class Punjabi family on the other side of town.


Punjabis, she sniffed. She couldn’t believe she was going to be married into Punjabis.


Sure, she had been born and raised in Lahore, the heart of Punjab province, but that was only because in 1946 her family, like many other Muslims, had left Delhi after rumblings of the Partition of India were beginning to grow. They made it into what would become Pakistan right before Ami was born, in January 1947, eight months before the border was drawn.


By that point, the British imperial project in India had lasted nearly two hundred years, beginning with the British East India Company, a trading company, seizing massive parts of the subcontinent thanks to its own private army. The company competed with the Dutch and Portuguese to strip India of natural resources, harvesting and selling her spices, cotton, silk, tea, indigo dye, and other goods, and grew so prosperous they eventually controlled half of the entire world’s trade.


After a hundred years, and in the face of an uprising by Indian soldiers in that private army, control of the company was transferred to the Crown, thus beginning the era of the British Raj in the subcontinent. In 1876 Queen Victoria was declared the Empress of India, and a decade later the Indian National Congress emerged, in opposition to the colonial rulers.


The call for independence grew over the next six decades, and under the leadership of inspirational political leaders such as Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru, and Muhammad Ali Jinnah, it eventually became reality. But another call ran parallel to the call for independence from Great Britain: a demand for partition and thus the creation of a sovereign nation for Muslims, who comprised 20 percent of the Indian population. In 1940 Jinnah, the leader of the Muslim League party, delivered a resounding two-hour speech that came to be known as the “Pakistan Resolution.” It eventually became clear to the British that a transition to independence for India couldn’t be achieved without the creation of Pakistan as well.


And so the last British viceroy of India, Lord Louis Mountbatten, a highly celebrated and decorated navy commander, was tasked with splitting the motherland in two and overseeing the transition to independence by June of 1948.


But he didn’t want to take that long.


Mountbatten, fearful of rising violence, accelerated the independence plan, calling for it to be executed within six months. Three months after he landed in India, a proposed border, the Radcliffe Line, was drawn between what would be the two new nations, initiating what became historically known as the Partition.


The line cut through existing provinces, towns, and villages, and triggered horrifying violence among Hindus, Sikhs, and Muslims, and when independence was declared for both nations in August of that year, the largest cross-border migration in history took place.


Over 14 million people moved from one side of the new border to the other, and at least a million died during the migration, casualties of horrific communal violence across the region. All hands were bloody—Muslim, Hindu, and Sikh—as Hindus and Sikhs left Pakistan for India, replaced by Muslims who emigrated from cities across mostly northern India.


My mother’s family had seen the inevitable and decided not to wait until the two nations officially parted ways to leave Delhi. Before the bloody riots began, they moved to the ancient city of Lahore, in the province of Punjab, which was eventually split between India and Pakistan. They were already settled in their new home when, in August of 1947, independence was declared, and consequently none of the family fell victim to the ensuing violence.


Lahore was an unusual choice for Delhiites to move to; many had crossed right through Punjab and chosen urbane Karachi as their new home. But Ami’s family had to settle where her father was now stationed.


Lahore was their new, permanent home, but they were muhajir: immigrants from cosmopolitan centers of culture, now in the land of agricultural, folksy Punjabis. The two didn’t even sound remotely alike. The muhajir proudly identified as “Urdu-speaking,” Urdu being the polite, refined language of Mughal cities like Delhi and Lucknow, of classical literature and poetry, of intellectuals and royalty, of etiquette and formality. Urdu was rich, complex, and sophisticated.


Punjabi, on the other hand, sounded to my mother’s ears as unrefined as she believed the Punjabi people, whether Hindu, Sikh, or Muslim, themselves were. Punjabi was guttural and bouncy, with pointed, yelpy inflections. It was the language of the farmer, of the villager, of rabble-rousers and milk sellers and sleazy young men catcalling on the street. There was no shaking the tonality of it, and even when Punjabis spoke Urdu, they mangled the pronunciation with that unmistakable accent. There was, maybe, some sweetness to the informality of it, to how it made even strangers feel familiar; nonetheless, it was low-class. To her, that is.


When the Partition took place, these two cultures collided. Those new Urdu-speaking Muslim arrivals were, and would always be, outsiders, muhajirs.


Urdu-speaking muhajirs.


This culture clash hasn’t smoothed over with the passage of time. From media to politics to entertainment to communal affairs to neighborhoods and families, the divide and sometimes outright distrust, disdain, and dislike, remains.


As do the stereotypes.


Punjabis—rural, uneducated, loud, and uncouth.


Muhajirs—stingy, elitist, untrustworthy, and snobby.


Believe me, with family from both sides, I’ve heard it all.


And at that time, Ami was hearing a lot more of it, from giggling cousins to aunts and uncles teasing her about marrying a Punjabi man. The entire family had been in Lahore for decades by now, and she was often herself mistaken for Punjabi, thanks to her height and build, but once inside the gates of her family home, they poked fun at the “simpletons” they were surrounded by.


And then there was the food.


Here she was, hailing from Delhi, the land of Mughal culinary delights, with dishes developed in royal courts combining spices and seasonings and aromatics from across their vast empire. There were dozens of ways to prepare meat alone—roasted or fried into kababs, goat cooked in delicately aromatic broths, rich beef shanks stewed overnight, minced meat shaped into meatballs stuffed with boiled eggs, hunks of spiced chicken layered with fragrant basmati rice in biryanis. Not like Punjabis, who subsisted on lentils and vegetables and waxed eloquent about their saag and daal as if they were princely dishes instead of village staples.


Farm animals eat like that, she thought.


The final blow to her pride, though, was this: Her groom-to-be, while referred to as Dr. Anwarul Haq Chaudry, was no real doctor at all. He was a veterinarian. Which meant he spent his days around large, fetid farm animals, knee deep in their manure, arm deep inside heaving, birthing beasts, his profession as undignified as his clientele. She could only imagine how he must smell when he returned home after work.


Ami wasn’t completely wrong. After all, there wasn’t much of a culture in Pakistan of raising household pets, cats and dogs were mostly street animals living on scraps, often scrawny and starving, despised scavengers not allowed into homes. No one kept pets. People had animals because they needed them. Chickens for meat and eggs, cows and buffalos for milk, but families like hers bought their dairy from shops, and didn’t tie up some poor cow in their courtyard.


Raising animals was the provenance of the uneducated.


What she didn’t know was that while, yes, Dr. Anwarul Haq Chaudry didn’t attend to pampered kittens and poodles, he also wasn’t stuck with farm animals all day. He was the head doctor at the national zoo, and his patients were elephants, bears, and tigers. She had no way of knowing this because she refused to meet him or his family, although a large contingent of his sisters often swung by, irritating her to no end.


Dressed head to toe in colorful burkas, all five of her future sisters-in-law would descend unannounced, causing a flurry of anxiety and activity as her parents, siblings, and cousins scattered to pull together a lavish chai service. That was the custom. One brother would be sent to fetch spicy, freshly fried samosas, while another was dispatched to grab ice-cold bottles of Coca-Cola. Her father would bellow to a servant to rush to the halwai, the sweet maker down the street, and bring back hot, crisp, cloying jalebis, which came in brown bags soaked with warm, sticky syrup.


Ami’s sister, her only sister, a decade younger, would squeeze into the tiny kitchen with their mother, hurriedly putting eggs on to boil, shaping minced meat and lentil patties to fry into shaami kabab, and carefully measuring out spoonfuls of dark, dried loose-leaf tea into a cauldron of water. They had only two small gas burners at their disposal, and getting everything ready quickly meant first ensuring the gas tank wasn’t empty, and then juggling pots and frying pans back and forth so everything came out hot and ready at the same time.


You couldn’t have cold kababs and hot tea, or cold tea and hot eggs. That would be a disaster.


The best china cups and saucers and half-plates would be arranged on trays, and tiny old silver spoons, flecked with black, polished but unwaveringly dull, were fanned out on a small platter.


Ami sat in her room the entire time, listening to the hustle and bustle, knowing how much every visit cost her family in both time and money, how many dishes had to be washed afterward, how the younger siblings and cousins would sit and watch greedily as their guests bit into all the goodies they rarely got to enjoy. It wasn’t that they were poor. They had never gone hungry a single day in their lives. But they weren’t rich either, and there were six huge appetites in the home. Her bearlike father and her five brothers, who grew like weeds, becoming broader and taller by the week, each one easily reaching six feet by the time their adolescence peaked, had appetites that matched their physiques.


One of her youngest brothers, nicknamed Pummy, spent his days occupied with food. From the moment he could walk and figured out where the huge bin of whole wheat flour was kept in the house, he would peek into it several times a day, asking their mother if there was enough to make his rotis. As he grew older, their mother would have to shoo him out of the kitchen, where he hovered around, wanting to help in the cooking, dipping his fingers right into boiling pots of stew to poach bits of meat and vegetables. He was always just a bit chubby, and no number of growth spurts slimmed down his softly rounded belly or saved him from the chiding and teasing.


None of the others were fat, because the kinds of foods that could make a person fat, like the goodies they served the flock of my father’s sisters, rarely made it into their mouths. Sweets and sodas only came into the home to be served immediately to guests. Otherwise, these luxuries were only had at weddings, or holidays.


Or, if there were leftovers. But with these relatives-to-be, there never were. Because the five sisters came with half a dozen or more of their children in tow, and by the time they left, no more than crumbs remained.


From her room upstairs, Ami could just imagine her own little siblings and cousins sitting there politely, hoping against hope something would be left for them, while these other grubby kids gobbled salty boiled eggs and licked syrup from their fingers.


If I’m to believe my mother, whatever was left over would be wrapped up in napkins and hidden into the folds of the sisters’ burkas, leaving nothing behind.


If I’m to believe Ami, which, as I’ve said, is not always completely possible.


The only saving grace of this family, it seemed to her at this point in time, were the two distinguished elder men—her future father-in-law and her future brother-in-law. The brother-in-law, Dr. Abdul Haq, was impressive and intimidating, standing well over six feet tall (in direct contrast to her intended groom, who was disappointingly just an inch taller than she), with a grand booming voice, always dressed sharply in full three-piece suits and thick black glasses. He was shockingly fair-skinned and could have passed for a firangi, a white man, while her intended was as deeply brown as burnt rice. Most important, Dr. Abdul Haq was a real doctor. Not an animal doctor.


And then there was her prospective father-in-law, half the size of his eldest son, but handsome, proud, elegant. He had lost his wife nearly three decades earlier, when he was only in his forties, and was left with seven children to raise by himself, the youngest only eight years old. He never remarried, a fact that was nearly impossible to believe, given his circumstances. Most men with his means and with the monumental child-rearing task he faced would have quickly remarried, if for no other reason than to have help managing the household.


Ami respected the fact that he had not.


What annoyed her was the fact that he was the reason she was getting saddled with this relationship. Her father-in-law had noticed the attractive, no-nonsense woman pull up to the Girls College every morning like clockwork in the horse-drawn buggy and had asked around about her. When he learned she was single and in her late twenties, he decided she would be a perfect match for his youngest son, now thirty-three years old.


His son had been married years before, but not long after their wedding, the young woman had passed away from an illness shrouded in mystery. She had become weaker and weaker over months and finally had returned to her own family home to be cared for. She never returned, dying at her mother’s home. She had been pregnant, and the baby died with her.


Dead four years now, there was nothing left to remember her by. Not even a photograph. It was well past time for his son to remarry. And Khalida was the bride he had been seeking for his son.


Like Ami’s family, Abu’s family also survived the Partition without losing any loved ones. When India had begun rumbling with talk of being split along religious lines, refugees had begun fleeing riots and landing in camps along what was to become the border. At the time, Abu’s older brother, Abdul, was finishing up medical school in Lahore and, like other young doctors, traveled to the camps to help take care of the hundreds of thousands of people who were cramming together, sick from hunger and disease, exhausted from travel and fear.


After over a year of service, months after the Partition had become official and Pakistan had been born, he was asked by the camp’s United Nations administrators if there was anything they could do for him, to repay him for his endless labor. He said yes. He asked that they help get his family safely to the new nation.


Abu, who was seven at the time, and his five older sisters and mother were alone in Hoshiarpur, Punjab, without the protection of Abu’s father, who was stationed as a regional postmaster up north, in Azad Kashmir. This part of Punjab was to remain in India and some of their relatives had already left to cross the border into Lahore, but Abu’s family couldn’t risk the journey by themselves.


Trains were still crossing the border both ways, but passengers didn’t always arrive safely. At times, “ghost trains” would pull into the station, full of the dead, mutilated bodies of migrants. Violent mobs set out to terrorize, kill, and loot those who were now seen as enemies as they tried to flee to a new home. Trains full of the dead bodies of Hindus and Sikhs leaving Pakistan arrived in stations in India, and trains full of the bloodied bodies of Muslims fleeing India arrived in stations in Pakistan.


The UN officials who granted my uncle the favor that would change our destiny forever booked an entire train carriage for his family and sent along four armed guards to escort them to Lahore, all the way to the house Dr. Abdul Haq had secured. Not long after, safe passage was arranged for my grandfather as well, and they reunited in the new nation, in their newly adopted city of Lahore. They had left one side of the Punjab border for the other and were never considered muhajir. They were Punjabi and remained Punjabi.


Little did Ami or Abu know that they would grow up just miles from each other, both families having joined the millions that started life over with whatever they could carry with them, leaving behind living family and friends, buried ancestors, ancestral homes, and histories.


In August 1973, after the wedding, Ami moved into Abu’s home, not far from her own. The trek took her ten minutes, from Sham Nagar to Sant Nagar, both older, quiet neighborhoods in the suburbs of Lahore. It was a joint family home, which is as common now as it was back then. While daughters were expected to marry and move out, sons never did. Their wives joined their family and became a part of it. They raised their children in the presence of grandparents, took care of their husbands’ parents as they aged, and then, when the elders passed, themselves became heads of the household. A very convenient circle of life. It was a rational system that gave support to both young families and aging parents, that built in a sense of responsibility and duty to care for one another, to rely on each other. It was mutually assured survival, even if it was not always comfortable.


Especially because no matter how many sons were in the family, they would all end up sharing a house that itself couldn’t grow any larger than the land it sat on.


My mother was lucky she had only one brother-in-law, who had only one son with his wife of twenty years. The older Dr. Haq and his small family occupied the top floor of the home, which had a sitting room, kitchen, bathroom, and three bedrooms. My parents were given the lower floor of the house, which had a bathroom and two large bedrooms.


One of those bedrooms belonged to Dada Abu, my paternal grandfather, and he was a deeply fair-minded man. While traditionally the daughters-in-law who joined a family were expected to take on household duties, Khalida was a working woman and no one made demands that she stop working outside the home after marriage. Yet she did still have to be responsible for at least taking care of her husband, if not the rest of the household. So Dada Abu came up with a plan. He had a small kitchen made on the lower floor for his new daughter-in-law, and she was expected to cook for herself and her husband there, while upstairs the elder daughter-in-law only took care of her own family’s needs. This way neither was a burden to the other. And between the two women, they would take turns making meals for their father-in-law.


Thus began a two-year unspoken culinary rivalry between my mother and her sister-in-law, a sweet, quiet woman who was decades older, decades she had spent mostly hunched over a stove.


I knew her as Taya Amma, “taya” being the title of a father’s older brother, and “amma,” meaning “mother.” Her relationship to me, and my siblings, was as a mother elder, and from the remaining memories I have of her, she lived up to the title. Taya Amma was the daughter of a high-ranking military officer, a distant relative of my father’s family, and was raised in relative comfort. Her life was to change drastically with her marriage to Dr. Haq, my Taya Abu, who lacked much ability for human warmth and connection. He was serious and straitlaced, and devastated Taya Amma shortly after their marriage by telling her that he was in love with another woman. He had met and promised to marry this woman well before his father had arranged his marriage without even asking him. And he was a man of his word.


Taya Abu married Taya Amma under pressure from his father, but religious law allowed him to take up to four wives, though it was a practice unheard of in his family. He would be the first, and last, in his family to be married to more than one woman at a time.


When Taya Abu fulfilled his promise to marry the woman he loved, both his father and my father stopped speaking to him—they abhorred the practice of polygamy—and refused to allow the other woman anywhere near the shared home.


Taya Abu thought marrying both women would absolve him of his guilt and make everyone happy. In reality his solution made everyone miserable. Taya Abu knew the price and condition of polygamy, and the reason most men avoided it was that every wife had to be treated equally and equitably, as literally as possible. One couldn’t be favored over the other in any way, in time spent together, in financial support, or in affection. Taya Abu was exacting in this obligation, and spent one day at one wife’s home, and the other day at the other wife’s home, his time divided equally.


It wasn’t like he was home much anyway, his days busy in his medical clinic and hospital, and at night he and Taya Amma slept in separate beds. That was partly because of the nature of their relationship, and partly because Taya Amma weighed over 300 pounds.


She had not always been this heavy, of course, but I imagine the weight came on over the many lonely years she spent confined mostly to the top level of that house, raising her son, Rehman. He was as handsome and strapping as his father, and just as serious and brooding. In the oppressive silence of the house, Rehman was her lifeline, and she was his. They shared a fearful respect of Dr. Haq, and mostly stayed out of his way.


Because of her weight, standing for long periods of time was impossible for Taya Amma. So a special stove was built on the floor of the kitchen, and there she sat, perched on a large woven footstool, for hours and hours a day. That was her throne, the headquarters from where she ordered around the house help, where she could look out of a small stone window into the garden and catch a glimpse of sky, and maybe a breeze. Everything she needed for her cooking—mixing bowls and spoons, a wooden mortar and pestle, a chimta (long steel tongs to flip rotis), even a sil wata (a large stone slab used to grind meat and masalas by hand)—were placed within her reach so she never had to stand up.


In the mornings she prepared the same breakfast daily for “Doctor Sahib,” as she called her husband. Two fried eggs, two slices of buttered toast, and hot chai. He was not one for Pakistani-style breakfasts of spicy omelets and ghee-fried parathas, the tastier, layered flatbread sibling of the roti. Once Taya Abu left for work, the fruit and vegetable hawkers began making their rounds of the neighborhoods, and their offerings determined what would be cooked that day. Taya Amma would lean out of her second-story window and inspect the baskets perched precariously on bicycles or creaky wooden carts.


“What’s good today? How much?” she asked, like all the neighborhood wives. Once a deal was struck, she would send down one of the help to fetch the okra or sweet peas or spinach or mustard greens or whatever was in season.


And then she would crouch again carefully on the stool, ready to prep. Doctor Sahib loved sweet peas, fried lightly with some salt and pepper, so at least a few times a week, on the days he was with her, she bought and shelled them fresh for his dinner. She first had to get lunch prepared, packed, and sent to the clinic by noon, so it arrived hot and fresh, along with a thermos of chai. Once that was taken care of, she turned her attention to dinner, sending the house help to pick up only what she needed for that night’s meal. A few pounds of meat, some sprigs of cilantro, a small bag of garlic and ginger, and a handful of tiny, heat-packed green chilies, enough for exactly one dish, because there was no fridge.


The very idea of cold-storing fresh ingredients or leftover food was anathema. Who wanted to cook meat and vegetables that had been sitting around for days, weeks even? The flavor and quality of meat that had just been slaughtered, of vegetables and fruits just picked that morning, couldn’t be compromised. And leftovers? Well, there was always someone needy passing by who would welcome a meal.


Preparing and serving these three meals to the three men in the house—her husband, son, and father-in-law—was Taya Amma’s singular purpose every day, whether or not she wanted it to be. When my mother moved into the house, finally, after twenty years, Taya Amma had something new to occupy her time. New blood in that old stone house was exciting to everyone, and Taya Amma finally had someone to chat with in the evenings and weekends, someone to share family gossip with, and someone to share the duty of feeding her father-in-law with. She was eager to see if this working professional woman could even cook.


And Khalida was eager to prove that she absolutely could.


Ami made great show of differentiating her cooking from what her new family was used to. She brought the flavors of Delhi to this household of simple Punjabi eaters, and she reveled in their praise. Meat, she thought, was something that was simply beyond the ability of Punjabi women to handle. They chucked dozens of spices at it, stewed it in tons of oil and onions, the flavors heavy and greasy. There was no delicacy in their cooking, it was just solid and hearty. But my mother could take a pound of stringy, tough goat and create a light, aromatic shorba from it, coaxing all the flavors from the bone out into a broth that began with a base of browned onions and stewed tomatoes seasoned with cumin and black cardamom and clove and garlic and ginger. You could pick up a bowl of it and drink it down, or pour it over fluffy white rice, or soak chunks of roti in it.


The first time Ami made it and served it to Dada Abu, he paused after putting a shorba-soaked morsel of roti in his mouth, slowly licking his fingers. Then he called out in his huge voice to his elder daughter-in-law, who leaned over the second-floor rail, peering into the verandah below.


“Come here!” he bellowed. “Eat this! This, THIS is how you make a shorba!”


Ami smugly sent a bowl of it upstairs, happy to prove her domestic skills and stake her claim as one who was culinarily superior to these simple people.


This went on with dish after dish for the first year.


And then, I came along.


•••


While my father’s five sisters had, between them, dozens of children, the Chaudry house in Sant Nagar had only seen one grandchild, Rehman, raised in it. There had been too many years since bottles and diapers and infant cries had filled up the space, and when Ami announced she was pregnant, the entire house buzzed with anticipation.


Dada Abu, full of excitement and pride, was going to ensure his daughter-in-law had the healthiest pregnancy possible by making certain she was as well nourished as possible.


Within days, a glossy black buffalo stood in a corner of the yard, tied to a stake, quietly munching on stacks of greens and hay. A servant was tasked to milk her as the sun rose, boil the milk, and deliver a tall brass glass, steamy and brimming, to my mother. She was to drink one glass each morning before work, and one glass every evening after dinner.


There was a reason Dada Abu bought a buffalo and not a cow. Cow milk couldn’t hold a candle to buffalo milk, which left any vessel that contained it slick and greasy. Buffalo milk has twice the fat content of cow milk, twice as many calories, and a good deal more protein. A cup of pure, unadulterated buffalo milk forms a thick layer of cream after being boiled, and even after the cream is removed, there will remain globs of oil floating on top.


Not everyone can stomach the heaviness of it, or the fatty, rich, unmistakably buffalo-scented aroma. It made my mother nauseous, but she held her nose and chugged it down. How could she refuse when an entire living beast had been purchased just for her? Every drop of fatty goodness was captured from that milk. The cream was skimmed off, to be churned into butter or spread straight onto toast sprinkled with sugar. Buckets every week were turned into tangy, thick yogurt, which was then whipped into lassi, both salty and sweet.


My mother’s tall, lanky framed filled out, and by the end of the pregnancy she was shaped, approximately, like her sizeable father. Unfortunately, he didn’t live to see it. While he was able to witness his eldest get married, he never got to meet any of his grandchildren. He died a few months before I was born, but at least he learned I was coming. More important, it brought him a lot of relief knowing that my mother, who he half suspected would eventually refuse all the labors of marriage and return home, was now irrevocably tied to the relationship.


Not long after he passed away, my mother had an extraordinary vision about her father. Or rather, he visited her in a dream, as she tells it. In the dream, he gave her a gleaming silver bowl that shone like the moon, shone so bright you could barely look at it. That bowl, he said, was a symbol of the daughter she was going to have.


I’ve heard the story of the bowl hundreds of times, not in a “I knew you were going to be extraordinary and dazzling when you were born” way, but more like a “you’re supposed to be extraordinary and dazzling, I’m waiting” kind of way. High expectations for a newborn, and I didn’t immediately disappoint. My mother says (and, yes, I’ve decided to believe her on this one) that nurses told her I was one of the most beautiful babies they’d ever seen. I was rosy and plump but didn’t look like the average newborn. My face wasn’t all swollen, nose flattened, eyes squeezed shut from the pressure of delivery. I looked, she said, like my features had been hand carved. Nose pointed and delicate, large almond eyes like her own, and tiny bow-shaped mouth.


The disappointment took a few more days to arrive, when I was struck with jaundice. My creamy rosy skin began to yellow and the whites of my huge eyes turned a hideous, blood-streaked gold. I raged with fever, nothing the nurses did was helping, and my mother was certain I wouldn’t make it.


When Taya Abu learned what was happening to his newborn niece, he was livid with the doctors and nurses at the hospital. He ordered that we be discharged and brought immediately home, where he had blocks of ice delivered. He put down towels on the ice and laid me there, completely naked, until the fever subsided.


My mother is convinced that if he hadn’t done that, I wouldn’t have survived. She’s also convinced that the fever not only burned me up on the inside, but also burned up my wheatish skin and pink cheeks, leaving me looking as brown as if I had been left in the oven too long. There is an argument to be made that my carob-colored father’s DNA has something to do with my skin tone, but my mother refuses to believe it. Besides, her brother-in-law told her not to worry, that by the time I turned sixteen my skin tone would return to its original fairness, a promise she banked on until I turned sixteen and nothing changed.


Well, at least I was still alive.


Alive, but now dark and scrawny.


The scrawny part, they weren’t so worried about. But the dark part could haunt me for the rest of my life. The minute I was born, like other little girls from that generation and earlier ones, the score sheet of my future marriageability had gone live.


Now firmly in the dark-skinned camp, I had already lost a lot of ground.


It was the evil eye that got me, my mother was sure of it. That gaggle of sisters-in-law had all come to the hospital to quietly peer at me, size me up for one of their dozens of sons (cousin marriage is a thing on the subcontinent, for better or worse), and also pass judgment on my mother’s womb.


The sighs were deep and heavy. A daughter. Their younger brother’s first child was a girl. It wasn’t the end of the world, but a first-born son was just so much more desirable. A son would grow up to take care of his parents, but a girl would be raised and basically just given away to another family. A son would bring home a wife, and the wife’s dowry. A daughter meant you had to establish a dowry and give it away in order to marry her off.


Sons relieved you of burdens, and daughters brought them on. When you’ve been raised to believe that this is just how it is, it’s natural to keep passing it on. My mother, however, broke the mold ever so slightly. True, she married and didn’t take care of her parents financially, but she did work outside the home, unlike any of her husband’s sisters. She wasn’t a burden to anyone, financially or otherwise. And she wasn’t about to raise a daughter who would be, either.


Still, she looked at my deep caramel skin and knew, twenty years down the line, it could be a problem for me, because that’s just how it is. Fair skin was premium, something she knew from personal experience, because between her and her own much-younger sister, she was the darker one, and no one had ever failed to point it out.


Not to worry. Dada Abu had the fix. Dada Abu was not only the postmaster director of the region but was also an amateur hakim, having learned the practice of traditional, naturopathic medicine from his own father, who had been a well-known professional hakim.


Luckily, just like for scrawniness, there was nothing like doodh, dhai, and makhan—milk, yogurt, and butter, the trifecta of dairy products core to the Punjabi diet—to bring health, vitality, and glowing fair skin to babies and adults alike. Everyone knows you are what you eat. Lots of tomatoes mean rosy cheeks. Walnuts, which look like a brain, will make your mind sharper. Drink your tea bitter and dark? You’ll end up the same color as it. And if you want bright, creamy skin, consume lots of light-colored dairy products, or as would-be-brides do to prepare for their wedding, just rub fatty cream directly onto your face.


And so, reenter the buffalo.


Dada Abu ordered my mother to give me bottles of fresh, full-cream buffalo milk day and night in lieu of the powdered baby formula the hospital had sent her home with. Ami had had every intention of breastfeeding during the pregnancy, but then had gotten caught up in the health campaign across the region to replace breastfeeding with formula. Breast milk, her doctors and nurses explained to her using fancy charts and showing her articles in English, could pass on illnesses from mother to child. But formula was specially created just for children, clean and pure, with all the vitamins and minerals needed to help children grow healthy, smart, and strong.


Besides, breastfeeding was for the poor and uneducated. Upper-class women, especially women in the US and Europe, only gave their babies formula now, which had the added advantage of keeping their breasts firm and perky and their schedules free. No more uncivilized bulging breasts, leaking milk through bras and shirts. After all, women were not cows meant to be milked, were they?


The propaganda worked, not just on my mother, but across the region. It was, we know now, a global scheme engineered by Nestlé to get mothers hooked on formula and to give up breastfeeding. Mothers were taught the risks of breastfeeding and discharged from hospitals armed with sample boxes of formula and baby bottles, ready to rear their children like their wealthy, wondrous, Western counterparts who had already bought into the marketing.


But when my grandfather examined the ingredient list on the back of the Nestlé tin can, he flung it across the room. “What is this nonsense?” Dada Abu raged. This was not milk from a living creature. Not from a goat or cow or buffalo or sheep. It was dead milk, made from dead, fake ingredients. And no way was his granddaughter going to be drinking this trash.


If Ami didn’t want to breastfeed, fine. That was her decision alone. But I would get the next best thing to her milk—buffalo milk—and I would drink it day and night as long as Dada Abu had his way.


But he didn’t have it for long, because shortly after I was born, my parents’ entire world changed.


Ami knew that, like many of his friends and colleagues, Abu had applied for an American visa. In the 1970s America was opening its doors to professionals from around the world, having scrapped the previous national origin laws that favored immigrants from Europe. In 1965 the new Immigration and Nationality Act was passed, and immigration to America was no longer based on your race or national origin. Now it was based on your merit, on the skills you were able to bring to the most prosperous nation in the world to meet their labor and professional demands.


One of those demands was for veterinary doctors, and it wasn’t that there weren’t enough veterinarians to service millions of beloved American cats and dogs. Rather, the government needed the veterinarians to fill hundreds of roles in the US Department of Agriculture, and that’s where dozens of my father’s school buddies had ended up.


There were plenty of reasons Abu wanted to go to the US, but the slow exodus of his veterinarian friends was an influential one. Abu was always a social creature and cherished his pals, much to the chagrin of my mother. He had too many of them and spent too much time with them, as far as she was concerned. Friends were a waste of time, there were much more important things in life that needed attention, like religion and charity. This tug of war has lasted nearly fifty years now, but Ami has never been able to get Abu to shake his companions.


Dr. Emmanuel Gulab is one of those friends, and his relationship with my father stretched back to their school days and their time together in veterinary college. Uncle Emmanuel got his visa before my father and emigrated to the US with his wife, Sheila, not long after Ami and Abu had gotten married. And as soon as Uncle Emmanuel got his green card, he submitted an affidavit of support for my father’s visa. In every sense, if it weren’t for this couple, we probably would have never have made it America.


Uncle Emmanuel and Aunty Sheila first had a son. Then a daughter, when my future best friend, Shubnum, was born in the United States in January of 1974. Six months later I was born, on the other side of the world in Lahore, Pakistan. Almost immediately after I arrived, Abu’s visa was approved.


You would think getting the visa was the hard part, but it wasn’t even close. Leaving the father that raised him alone, the sisters and nieces and nephews, the streets and shops and neighbors he grew up with, the grave where his mother was buried—these were the emotionally painful costs of emigrating. His brother could take care of their elderly father, but leaving meant abdicating his own duty toward him.


And yet a place that seemed like a fantasy, the greatest land of opportunity that ever existed, beckoned. Everything he knew about America came from the movies, everything. Clean roads, high-rise buildings, perfectly planned suburbs, prosperity and abundance, adventures and excitement. That was what America stood for. If he stayed in Lahore, where he was already at the top of his field as a university lecturer and the head doctor at the national zoo, there was nowhere for his career to advance to.


But in America, people had pets. Everyone had dogs, it seemed. And they loved their pets, they treated them better than people in Pakistan treated family. They spent money on their cats and dogs, and veterinarians were respected and wealthy.


He couldn’t say no, especially not now, with a wife and daughter, a family that he wanted to give a better life to. But unless his father gave permission, he wouldn’t go. And he made that clear to my mother, so together they went to him and asked for his blessing. Dada Abu gave it, telling his son he was doing the right thing.


A few months later, my father sold his scooter, my mother sold a few pieces of their furniture, and they raised enough money for a single one-way ticket to America, with $500 to spare. That ticket would be for my father, who would get a job, get a place to live, and then send for us. My mother couldn’t wait. After a lifetime surrounded by relatives at every turn, finally she would be able to have her own life, far from anyone who had any say over it.


By the time Abu could afford our two airfares ten months later, Ami had sold or given away everything she couldn’t fit into two suitcases, handed over her work responsibilities to the new headmistress of the Girls College, gifted whatever amount she could to the help, and visited every relative at least once to say her goodbyes.


We were a long way from home, but there was already a family of friends waiting for us in Northern Virginia, where my father had rented a small apartment in an immigrant neighborhood. They were surrounded by Pakistanis, Indians, West Africans, Arabs, Latinos, people from places they had only ever heard about. Uncle Emmanuel and Aunty Sheila were the only faces my mother knew, and they welcomed us in the new apartment with food, some housewares, and clothing their own daughter, Shubnum, had outgrown.


Shubnum was six months older than me, already walking, and bright, rosy, and chubby, in contrast to me: dried out from days of explosive diarrhea that plagued me the entire trip over, a big set of eyes looking out of a tiny little face as I crawled to keep up with her.


How, my mother asked Aunty Sheila, could she get me looking like Shubnum? Like the fat-cheeked NIDO baby on the infant formula cans back home?


Aunty Sheila, a nurse, looked me over and told me she knew just the thing. Here, in America, they sell a product called half-and-half, she told her. It was even richer than buffalo milk and would chub me up in no time.


Now, there is no way to know exactly where the wires crossed in this communication, but this exchange would end up haunting me for the rest of my life. Years later Aunty Sheila would swear she told my mother to add two teaspoons of half-and-half to my bottles, while my mother swore she’d told her to give me two full bottles of half-and-half a day.


Which is what she did. For the next few months, I grew larger by the week, as Ami plied me with one of the fattiest, creamiest dairy products one could drink through a bottle, a whopping 12 percent fat, almost three times that of whole milk. Beyond the half-and-half, I also chugged four, five, six bottles of whole milk throughout the day and night, some of which Ami would line up inside my crib at night, only to find them thrown across the room in the morning, sucked dry.


The teeth were also starting to come in, little razors pushing up through my baby gums, reducing me to tears and screams. Ami was away far from her own mother and aunts and cousins, the women who would normally help a new mother through the tough times. In Virginia she only had a couple of people she could ask advice from. They told Ami to give me something frozen to gnaw on to reduce the irritation and numb the pain. What, thought Ami, could she give me that was big enough to hold, wouldn’t choke me, could be easily frozen, and wouldn’t hurt my gums?


The answer came to her as she made breakfast one morning. Butter. Sticks of it. It was the perfect size for my grubby little hands, it would gradually melt in my mouth so there wasn’t any fear of asphyxiation, and of course, if there was anything in the world healthier for babies than milk and ghee, it was butter!


You won’t believe me when I tell you this, but as God is my witness, I can still taste the salty, cold butter in my mouth melting into heavenly pools. You have to wonder exactly how many sticks of butter I consumed to leave such an indelible mark on my memory. “Too many” is the only right answer.


The change couldn’t have been gradual, I was consuming thousands of calories a day in dairy products alone. I very quickly out-chubbed Shubnum, who was at our place every day because my mother had begun babysitting her—Ami’s very first job in America. We spent hours together in the little one-bedroom apartment and napped in the same playpen. I was on the slower side, but Shubnum’s little legs moved like lightening. More than once while Ami was catching a quick shower, Shubnum managed to climb out of the playpen, strip off her diaper, waddle over to the front door, and escape out of the apartment half naked.


Ami still remembers finding Shubnum outside of the playpen, trying to pull me out and over, so I could run off with her. From the start, Shubnum and I were each other’s ride-and-dies, and the sisterhood that started in diapers turned into a lifelong best friendship. But it was only in the early months of our friendship that she was the plump one. Once the tables turned and I took the title, it stayed that way permanently.


That’s because the land of milk and honey gave and gave, and I wasn’t the only one expanding like our horizons. Never could my parents have conceived of a country where you could get an entire meal, greasy, hot, and ready, without ever even having to get out of the car. They were overwhelmed by the supermarkets, the fast food, the restaurants, the thousands of kinds of snacks and sodas and juices and desserts, all cheap and easily available. They’d never seen this many kinds of cookies and chips, cereals and breads. Prepackaged meat that you didn’t have to go to pick up every day from the local butcher? Rows and rows of fruit and vegetables, from around the world, both in season and out of season, all in one place?


The sheer abundance was a promise fulfilled. By the time we flew back to see the family and loved ones my parents desperately missed, all three of us looked like “before” pictures in weight-loss stories, and no one in Pakistan would let them forget it.
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Two


Pakoray, Shakory


The story about what happened the first time we visited Pakistan a couple of years after having moved to the United States has been related so many times, it is now both legend and canon. I was two years old and clocked in, according to the lore, at fifty pounds. I refuse to believe this isn’t an exaggeration but at this point it’s too late. I’m stuck with that data point.


My mother emerged exhausted and disheveled from the belly of the Pakistan International Airlines plane, the airline of choice for all Pakistanis, thanks to their generous portions of greasy, masala-smeared chicken biryani. I clung to my pregnant mother, hapless white wool tights struggling to keep my thighs restrained, my arms twisted desperately around her neck as she negotiated a diaper bag, an oversized purse, massive international-size suitcases, and a large brown child through customs and immigration.


No one thought to bring a stroller, and while we had put humans on the moon by then, putting wheels on luggage hadn’t yet occurred to anyone.


By the time Ami and I made it out, a good ninety sweaty minutes after landing, relatives from both sides of my family had grown weary. They had arrived bearing boxes of sweets and tinsel garlands, but as they waited in the sweltering heat, the tinsel went limp and the sweets softened into fudgy masses. Ami finally emerged and approached the melee, throwing down all the bags she had dragged from the baggage area. I still hung like a Christmas ornament around her poor neck.


Dada Abu, sprightly and fit even in his eighties, came toward us, gleaming in a bright white kurta and turban, cane swinging purposefully. But then his brow furrowed and his blue eyes narrowed with concern as he appraised his daughter-in-law and this unrecognizable child. The last time my grandfather saw me I was an acceptably chubby ten-month-old infant, but today he beheld his worst nightmare—an undeniably and alarmingly fat little girl.


My mother bent over, prying my sticky arms loose, and deposited me before him. Dada Abu handed her his cane and bent down to pick up the only child of his beloved youngest son. He brought me up slowly to his chest, bending backward to keep his balance, and then put me right back down murmuring “balle balle balle balle.” At two years old, I was too damn heavy for him.


He then uttered the words my mother has since reminded me of a million times.


“What have you done to her?”


Dr. Abdul Haq appraised my girth carefully and turned his gaze to my well-fattened mother. They had seen pictures my father sent in the past couple of years, pictures in which his once-athletic frame had morphed into a classic desi dad bod—scrawny legs, and pants hitched under a paunchy gut. Clearly, this was a family affair. They had all looked perfectly fine when they left for America, what on earth had happened?


Ami tried to explain that there was just too much food in America, that it was easier and cheaper (and tastier) to grab burgers and fried chicken than slave over a stove, that finding desi spices and ingredients and goat meat and properly cut chicken was nearly impossible. And then there was this American family, a really kind family with four kids that lived on the same floor of their apartment building, and they had become obsessed with the chubby Pakistani toddler down the hall. Every chance the kids got after school, they would ferry me to their apartment, where we shared cake, cookies, chips, Cheetos, all the amazing American snack food my parents almost never brought into the house. In one faded photo I’m seated at their table wearing a tent-like dress, an entire towel tied around my neck, as I tuck into a hunk of cake.


These Americans, they were always eating. Snacking was, to my parents, a uniquely American phenomenon. In Pakistan, there were fairly set times to eat—breakfast, lunch, teatime, and dinner. But the kids in this white American family ate snacks all day, and now their snacks showed on me, too.


Taya Amma, who had helped raise me from the time I was born, murmured, “Goodness, she is shaped just like her father, isn’t she,” as she bathed me. A poorly disguised insult as far as my mother was concerned, especially coming from a woman of Taya Amma’s size. But Ami knew the rule that married women could expand all they wanted to, having babies can do that to a woman, but unmarried girls had no business being fat. And an overweight girl toddler was one big red flag pointing to future unmarriageability.


Ami was happy to lay the blame on her husband, it wasn’t her fault she had to sew veritable tents for their daughter because nothing would fit her. It was all Anwar’s fault, he was a foodie before foodies were even a thing, he loved to try every restaurant, loved to spend hours feasting with friends, and lavished his little girl with fast food.


But if Abu’s family sent out subtle signals of discomfort with the new shape of things, Ami’s family was another story altogether. They didn’t dare tease Ami, their intimidating elder sister they called Aapi. But this waddling two-year-old, her sheer chub both adorable and troubling, was totally fair game.


“How many Americans has she eaten??”


“She’s a little bahns, our own baby buffalo!”


“Mota aalu pulpula, danda lay kar gir paray!” they sang to me, a song about a rotting fat potato who couldn’t even stand with the help of a stick.


They recognized the abundance of America in every fold of my belly, in every dimple in my soft little mitts. Cleary, life in America was enviably easy. Or so they imagined.


Ami quickly disabused them of that notion. Life in America had its perks, but no one in Pakistan could imagine the amount of labor you had to do yourself, with your own two hands. First, and most tragically, there was no domestic help. If you needed groceries, there was no one to send to the store to fetch them for you. There was no one to make you a cup of tea, or sweep the floors, or clean the bathrooms.


My mother had never cleaned a bathroom in her life, she didn’t even know how it was done when she first arrived on American soil. One of the other Pakistani transplants had to show her. Back home, cleaning bathrooms was a job relegated mostly to poor Pakistani Christians, who came every week to scrub and wash the squatty toilet and carry away human waste in baskets. And now here she was, cleaning toilets like an impoverished Eesai, an indignity Ami never thought she’d ever face.


Not that she had anything against Christians. After all, Emmanuel and Sheila were Christians, and they were good friends. But they were educated, upwardly mobile Christians. The right kind of Christians. Ami, like other Pakistani Muslims, liked to think they’d left behind the Hindu caste system with the Partition, indeed she felt superior to Hindus for it, but in reality they had just swapped out the players in the system.


Beyond the bathroom, doing laundry was nearly indescribable to her relatives. Every week you had to first hunt fistfuls of change, or go begging for it from neighbors, then haul your clothes to the dank apartment basement, wrestling bottles of detergent and bleach, where if you were lucky a public machine, shared with strangers, all kinds of strangers, strangers with who knows what hygienic practices, would be available. There you had the choice of either sitting for hours as the laundry was washing and drying, or leaving it and checking back periodically, risking your pillow covers and underthings and your husband’s work clothes getting pilfered.


It was positively uncivilized, and Ami couldn’t wait to leave our dirty clothes in a basket in my grandmother’s home so it could be picked up, sorted, washed, pressed, folded, and returned by the only people who should be doing laundry—dhobis. In America, Ami was the dhobi. She was also the helper boy, the maid, the butcher, the cook, and the bathroom cleaner.


At least now, for a few months, she could relax back into what she was used to—and be cared for as she deserved to be, now in the final months of her second pregnancy. She turned me over to her siblings, who happily passed me around, taking turns bathing me, feeding me, and taking me for death-defying rides on the one rickety motorcycle in the household.


Back in Sham Nagar, Ami stayed up late into the night as cousins and aunts and uncles rotated through the house to visit with her, hear all about the land of milk and honey, and if lucky, pick up gifts she had brought from America. Electronics were most coveted, but not many returning immigrants could afford to bring those back. So instead, bottles of shampoo and lotion, sweaters, talcum powder, toothpaste, makeup, shoes, purses, bras, socks, candies, and a hundred other smaller items were dragged across the oceans to be distributed to dozens of relatives. And the very first thing that everyone did was to turn their gift upside-down, inside-out, looking for the Made in America label.


Rarely did they find it. Explaining to loved ones that most of America was made in China, or Bangladesh, or Vietnam was no easy sell, because more often than not they’d go away unconvinced, believing they’d been given a cheap version of the good stuff. The obsession with American-made products wasn’t about the optics of the label, it was about the quality of the actual products themselves. No product available in Pakistan was the same quality as the same product in America and Europe. And so, they came for the almost-American gifts, and stayed for hours of endless cups of chai and the fried spicy things that go with chai—the ubiquitous nimko: a desi trail mix of sorts, comprised of fried, salty lentils mixed with nuts, golden raisins, chili-powdered corn flakes, crispy potato vermicelli noodles, and any one of a dozen other tiny fried varieties of snacks. There would be samosas if they were available fresh from the samosa-wala (no one wants a stale samosa, the fastest way to spend days of regret in the bathroom), or otherwise pakoras, because anyone and everyone could make those at home.


A quick batter of chickpea flour, seasonings, chopped onions, and chilies, dropped in dollops into hot oil, produced irresistible spicy hot dumplings, and new batches brought from the kitchen every five minutes to sop up green chutney were gone in less than half the time.


While Ami caught up with the latest gossip, I toddled around with whomever would play with me. In the mornings she would sleep in and my aunt and Nani Amma, my grandmother, would be up with me, washing my chubby hands and face for a breakfast of fried eggs and buttered toast, which is what they imagined an American child ate. They had their morning chai and paratha as I ate my continental meal on the open veranda that overlooked the courtyard, one of the most charming architectural features of Eastern homes, which is regrettably rarely found in the US. It’s like a Western home turned inside out. Instead of outdoor living space—yards, patios, decks—surrounding a house, the courtyard is outdoor living space in the very center of the home, open to the sky, and surrounded on all sides by rooms that rise in stories, encircling it.


Some parts of a courtyard might be planted, but oftentimes they are paved with concrete or brick, making it easy to sweep and wash clean every day, and furnished with chairs and rugs and mangis, woven beds. They are places where family and friends can gather to share meals and tea, smoke hookah, read a newspaper or listen to the radio, and even sleep, on the nights when it’s too stifling indoors.


It was in that courtyard that my mother often woke to find me being bathed, dripping wet in only my underwear, as one of her younger brothers lathered me up and washed me down with a hose like a farm animal. My thighs stuck together, love handles jiggled, my tummy hung in a soft brown mass over the straining elastic of my undies, and with my stick-straight black hair, from a distance I really did look like Anwar Chaudry shrunk down into a couple of feet.


According to Ami, the uncanny resemblance was only one of an entire list of reasons I should have been a boy, but no worries. There was a new baby on the way.


That summer in Lahore was milder than most Pakistani summers, if you can call temperatures in the high nineties “mild,” and it was a good thing as my mother approached her due date, swelling steadily by the day. As she grew more uncomfortable, the days grew longer and warmer, and the streets began filling up with paper garlands of thousands of Pakistani flags, a stripe of white representing Pakistan’s religious minorities, next to a block of green highlighting a moon and star, colors and symbols of the “Islamic” part of the Islamic Republic.


Pakistan Independence Day was August 14, a day before neighbor and rival India celebrated its independence from British colonialism. The weeks leading up to mid-August in these years were filled with the release of new patriotic songs, flags unfurled from windows and balconies, and on the only television network, the government-operated PTV, homages to the “Father of the Nation” Muhammad Ali Jinnah, blurry black-and-white images from the time of the Partition, and sentimental video collages celebrating the military.


The spirit that swept the young nation, which had seen its most recent war just years earlier, was heady and palpable. Ami had uncles and cousins in the military and had briefly joined a women’s civilian regiment in 1971, receiving rifle training along with her little sister and other girls from the neighborhood. After all, Lahore was just miles from the enemy border, and they intended to be prepared to battle to the end if that border was breached. But one day all their fervor and bravado went out the window when an Indian fighter pilot buzzed them fast and low overhead. The women in training threw down their rifles and ran for shelter, scattering like pigeons as their instructor screamed bloody murder at them. Anyhow, the spirit was still there, and Ami had missed it while in America, so this year she was looking forward to seeing the fireworks and parades, dressing up in green and white, and eating sweets all day.


In the middle of all the excitement, though, on the day the homeland celebrated its twenty-ninth birthday, another patriot entered the scene to declare her independence. Independence from my mother’s womb, that is. On August 14, 1976, my baby sister was born.


The second time, yet another girl, was worse than the first. This time, Ami was reduced to tears when one of her sisters-in-law mournfully looked at the baby and said, “Well, our brother is forever burdened.” Another one tried to reassure her. So what if it was another girl? Sure, unlike Ami she had sons, but she also had half a dozen girls. Not to worry, one day God would give their brother a son, too.


It was enough for Ami to turn her head away from the baby and tell the nurse to take her away, refusing to hold her. Another nurse asked if she wanted to give up the baby for adoption, the nurse more than happy to take home the perfect little girl born with a cap of soft, dark curls. But of course, she couldn’t and wouldn’t do that. Her father-in-law had thundered, “So what if it’s another girl, girls are blessings, the Prophet Muhammad had four girls and no sons!” admonishing his own brood of daughters. She felt better with his support.


They named my little sister Siddrah, after the sacred tree in Paradise, located all the way at the end of the seventh heaven, as far as any human soul is allowed to go, as far as the limit of human knowledge. Beyond this boundary lie all the unknown secrets of the universe, including the secrets of God Himself. Ami loved the name and hoped this time the name would stick. It hadn’t with me.


The name she had chosen for me was Ayesha, after the beloved wife of the Prophet. Ayesha was known for her sharp wit, her compassion, her assertiveness, and her brilliance. Namesakes were important; they could shape a child’s entire personality and even their destiny. Ayesha wasn’t in the cards for me, though. Not long after I was born, a young girl in the neighborhood named Ayesha fell off the roof of her house and died. A bad omen, said Dada Abu.


He renamed me Rabia, after Rābi‘a al-Basri, an eighth-century Iraqi slave-girl who would go on to become the Muslim world’s first female Sufi saint. She was known for her love of God and for her ecstatic poetry, and a miracle: heavenly provisions were sent right to her chambers, where she would stay locked up for days and weeks in worship. Rābi‘a al-Basri was revered not just for being a true mystic and intellectual, the teacher and master of both men and women of her time, but also for her fierce independence from men, preferring the single life. So fierce was she that famed Sufi theoretician ‘Attār of Nishapur described her as being not “a single woman but a hundred men over.”


Sadly I have no chance of ever living up to this namesake, especially not the part about staying locked up in a room awaiting meals from heaven, because for as long as anyone can remember, I’ve always been preoccupied with my next meal, even in childhood. Most kids would be busy playing, oblivious to a table set with tea and snacks, or a buffet laid out at an event, or all the other food offerings when you are either a guest or have guests. Not me. Instead, I was oblivious to the snickers and stares of kids and adults alike when I made a beeline to the food before anyone else could get there. I was the George Costanza of children, pushing myself through bodies to get to the head of the table, where I would stand, my eyes barely peering over the edge, waiting for the moment, the signal, that we could start eating.
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