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Aasmah Mir was born and brought up near Glasgow. Her parents emigrated there from Pakistan in the 1960s. As a furiously shy teenager she couldn’t go into a shop to buy anything or speak to anyone. But for the past 20 years she has spoken to complete strangers on the radio, including BBC Radio 5 Live and Radio 4, and won a few awards for it too. Life, eh? She co-presents the Breakfast Show on Times Radio and writes a column for the Sunday Times.









Praise for A Pebble in the Throat


‘A Pebble in The Throat will leave your heart in your mouth. Writing about a culture that values compliance in women and encourages silence, Aasmah Mir's book does the exact opposite. Moving between her and her mother's life, it reveals parts of the Pakistani immigrant experience that are rarely seen on our bookshelves. Aasmah's raw, and honest account of her family life will blow you away!’ Saima Mir


‘Young Aasmah bursts into life in this lovingly evoked portrait of a Scottish childhood, complicated by the challenge to fit in when the shade of your skin seemingly sets you apart. Exuberant warm funny and wise, just like its author’ Mariella Frostrup


‘I loved this book partly because Aasmah Mir has such a good way with detail that she can with conjure Glasgow in the 80s or Pakistan in the 60s so vividly and economically it's like looking at snapshots in a photo album; but what I loved most were the moments when you sense her – and her mother – understanding that the world and their place in it is not what was advertised and they are going to have to work and sometimes fight to secure that place. I found it incredibly moving and it made me think and rethink how the narratives that shape who we are and how we fit in are not givens but negotiations and always up for revision’ The Reverend Richard Coles


‘An exquisite memoir, revealing how the wheels of progress have turned across two generations – but how they have also got very stuck. It is at times heart-breaking and poignant but also so very funny and clever and full of small moments that you want to pause and reread’ Fi Glover


‘I will be thinking of Aasmah's story for a very long time. She writes with such richness of her life, such detail of her time at school and the love for her young brother. This book will resonate with many people no matter that they be Christian or Muslim, British or Pakistani. A treasure of a book’ Fern Britton


‘Full of beauty, wit and inner strength, this unique dual voiced memoir moved me deeply. Aasmah Mir's childhood may have been bittersweet but her writing, like her broadcasting, is pure gold’ Samira Ahmed









About the Book


Two generations, two places and two stories told in unison.


A Pebble in the Throat is an eloquent and often heart-breaking memoir of Aasmah Mir’s childhood growing up in 1970s Glasgow. From a vivacious child to a teenage loner, Aasmah candidly shares the highs and lows of growing up between two cultures – trying to fit in at school and retreating to the safe haven of a home inhabited by her precious but distant little brother and Helen, her family’s Glaswegian guardian angel.


Intricately woven into this coming-of-age story is that of Aasmah’s mother, as we follow her own life as a young girl in 1950s Pakistan to 1960s Scotland and beyond. Both mother and daughter fight, are defeated and triumph in different battles in this sharp and moving story. A Pebble in the Throat is a remarkable memoir about family, identity and finding yourself where you are.









For my mum and dad, who gave us everything.


And for my daughter R, who is my everything.










ONE











Glasgow, Scotland, 1985



From the car to the door of the shop lies a distance of barely a few metres but it feels as long and twisty as the Karakoram Highway and just as perilous. It is May and the air still feels sharp. But there is a softness to the cold that suggests the approach of summer and all that it will never hold.


I sit inside the car searching for kindness in the faces of passers-by. No. No. Maybe. Absolutely not. After a while I start to fret. The ugly clock on the dashboard ticks over to 3:48 p.m.


Twisting at the strap of the school bag on my knees, I press it against the inside of my hand until a raspberry-coloured stain forms. I do this unthinkingly, not intending to cause pain. I open my palms and stare at them as if seeing them for the first time. Bringing the thumb of my right hand up to my mouth, I begin to chew the curve of the nail.


My mother sits in the driver’s seat. She is always waiting for me with an undiminished amount of patience. How long have we been sitting like this? How many times? The same face, the same hair, the same name; I sprang from her body and yet we could not be more different.


The door to the shop opens and two girls tumble out, screeching and shoving sweets in their mouths, elbowing and backing into each other.


‘Fuckin’ shut it Morvern, ya eejit HAHAHAHAAA.’


My heart flips, a coldness starts to build in my stomach. I shrink back in my seat wishing myself invisible. They must not see me. But there’s a flash of blazers and hair and they are gone. I gaze after them – wretched, relieved, envious.


We both know how this is going to go. How it always goes. I break the silence, forcing the air out of my shrinking throat.


‘It looks . . . very . . . busy inside, Mum,’ I say doubtfully, looking out of the car window again. ‘It’ll take . . . ages.’


Every time I hear my voice it surprises and infuriates me. It sounds pathetic. This is not who I am supposed to be; who I was born to be.


Out of the corner of my eye I see my mother’s chin dip slightly. The silence envelops us.


‘I don’t really need the magazine. Let’s just go home.’


I try to sound breezy. I want this to end. But I hear her sigh, so softly that it disappears like thin smoke from the candles on a birthday cake. Disappointment sketches its name in the air.


‘Don’t worry beti. I’ll get it. I’ll leave the keys in.’


The door slams, the keys dance in the ignition and she is gone. I hold my breath, my eyes following her. But the Karakoram Highway holds no fear for my mother. She walks along the pavement with a quick, efficient stride; the narrow, treacherous path widens and flattens with every step. She is in a hurry, there are so many things to do and a life to lead. She pushes the door of the newsagents and disappears inside.


I click on the radio switching from Radio 1 to Radio Clyde and back again searching for the right song. The one with the perfect amount of sweetness or saltiness; the one that tastes just right. I want to let its sugariness explode on my tongue before it turns to thorns in my throat; to gulp down its salty water then let the liquid slowly flood my lungs. I want to leave this place and to plunge headfirst into it at the same time.


I think about the chocolate bar she will buy me along with my magazine. I have a ridiculously sweet tooth, always ready to splinter a Highland Toffee on my soft molars or chew furiously on a Mars Bar. Thin paper bags of boiled sweets grow damp in my blazer pockets as the rain soaks into me. I bolt my lunch and dinner and immediately start to crave the vanilla heights of caramel and cocoa. I dump huge spoonfuls of sugar on to Frosties; I eat bread and jam like it’s nothing; I rub Polos on to my teeth at night in bed because they taste of mint so must essentially be toothpaste. I am so obsessed by sweet things that I take to stealing small change from my father’s vast suit pockets to fund my habit and hasten the rotting of my teeth. Once my mother took radical steps to wean me off sweet things; now she connives in my addiction.


And I receive my hit gratefully. Because sweet is simple. A slice of apple pie is forever buttery and chewy and sticks to your teeth in a pleasing way. A square of iced gingerbread always lies like a snow-topped castle on a moat of technicolour custard. Food like that leaves your tongue sweet and your mood high; it never turns to ashes in your mouth.


My mother is coming back. This time I can see her face. She looks preoccupied; something is twisting like a fish in her head. But as soon as she spots me she smiles in her compact way. She waves the magazine and some chocolate and punches the air in triumph. I’ve seen that gesture many times before. She did it when my little brother finally started walking at the age of three, motoring his chubby legs across the grass, his rosy tongue sticking out with the effort. She did it when I won the one hundred metres at Sports Day, her chin dipping into her chest, the wind blowing the curls into her soft face.


My mother, my champion, my betrayer.


She pulls open the door and puts the magazine and the chocolate on my lap and turns the key. Folding her body forward she checks her rear-view mirror for traffic. It took my mother three attempts to pass her driving test, her tiny feet getting tangled in the ends of her sari as she tried to locate the clutch.


Soon we’re speeding along the Great Western Road. The radio is up high and occasionally I pass a Malteser to her and she eats it off her palm as if she is checking a curry for salt. I eat mine from between my forefinger and thumb because that is how you should eat in this country.


In this car in this perfect moment I feel almost happy. Here I can pretend that it never happened. My mother and I could drive and drive until we reach some sunny place where everyone’s face is open and smiling; where people don’t whisper poison in your ear while you wait to cross the road or queue for your lunch in the canteen. If we keep going it would just be the two of us. If we keep going, I’d never have to go to school again and she would promise to never ever leave me again.










Gujranwala, Pakistan, 1965



I lock eyes with Maqsooda before I let the plate fall from a height. It shatters and lies in five hideous pieces on the floor.


The noise finally sends home the family sitting in the drawing room before they have even had a chance to complain that the tea was not quite hot enough, the samosas a bit too oily or the laddoos not sufficiently round. They are already thrusting their feet back into their shoes and gathering their veils around them when I pop my head around the door. On top of all the swearing and the incident with the tea this really is too much. They hurry out of the house and into the street in appalled silence.


My brother Khalid had already done the detective work. He had slipped into the university and sat in on one of Iqbal’s lectures. Without even a pen he had lolled at the back with his hands in his pockets and waited, unchallenged and entitled, my father’s sole male heir. He already had low expectations but when Iqbal appeared, Khalid sat forward and blinked slowly. No, this man really wouldn’t do. A ‘dry roti’ – no oil, too much flour – he chuckled to himself. He left after just five minutes, the door slamming monstrously behind him.


But my father was adamant. He had given his word and there was to be no going back. Iqbal would be a strong match. His family was solid, he was highly educated and not a businessman, just as I had stipulated he must not be. There was not a whiff of scandal or deceit around him – not like the last one. But I did not want to marry this dry-sounding man whose world only extended to the city limits of Gujranwala; whose sleepy eyes as described by my brother promised neither love nor adventure; whose family seemed a collection of thin eyebrows and even thinner hearts.


I slam the tea tray down on the table – a bit harder than I had meant to. The saucers leap and dance and my mother jumps in her chair.


‘Hey auntie, how many sugars?’ I ask loudly.


The woman looks aghast. Her eyebrows travel to the middle of her huge forehead, which is caked in white powder. She readjusts her shawl around her body.


‘How many . . . ?’ She looks at my mother for guidance, her voice drying up in her throat.


‘Sugars. How many do you take?’ I am brandishing the spoon in my hand, my head casually cocked to one side as if I were serving her in a roadside dabba.


‘I . . . I . . . three?’


‘Three? My God! Do you want to die?’


My mother shifts in her seat. Out in the street a hawker is selling matches, his voice rising and falling in a hopeless crescendo.


‘Here, just have one. It’s better for your figure,’ I decide.


I swish the spoon around briskly and thrust the cup at her which she takes in two shaky hands.


Her sour-faced daughter who has not spoken once cannot shift her gaze from me, slowly calculating whom she will tell first about this creature, this jungli. She narrows her eyes and moistens her thin lips. I hand a cup to my mother, our eyes not meeting. Then I walk back to the kitchen without a backwards glance, my hips swinging, my sandals flip-flopping loudly, adjusting my tumbling dupatta as I go.


Maqsooda is clanging pots as I reach the kitchen. I raise an eyebrow at her and issue a few curses in her direction. Then she passes the plate to me silently, stands well back and watches with her huge beautiful eyes as I dash it to the floor.


Days pass and my father grows puzzled as to why there has been no word from the Maliks. He pivots from confusion to humiliation then anger. But he is too proud to ask. After two weeks have passed they and their unsuitable son are never mentioned again.


*


Eight months later, I am awakened by my brother’s voice.


‘Baby! Oh – baby! Get up!’


It is just 6 o’clock. I am rubbing the sleep from my eyes and trying to pat down my hair when the door opens and my older sister Naz bundles in.


‘Quick, you have to go downstairs. Khalid says he needs to take your photo!’


‘My photo? Why?’


‘For the rishta. They need a picture. But you have to go now.’


‘I need to comb my hair at least, wash my face. I’ve just woken–’


‘Baby! No time for that. Come – now!’ thunders my brother from downstairs. He must have woken the whole of Gujranwala. He has most certainly disturbed our buffalo in the field next door.


I slowly descend the stairs desperately trying to smooth my hair. My sister Koukab and I have the tightest, curliest hair in the family. No amount of massaging sunflower oil into it makes any difference. In the morning it looks as if we have been electrocuted.


‘Come on, why can’t I even wash my face?’ I protest, walking into the living room. ‘This is silly. I look half-asleep!’


But my brother is already impatiently gesturing to the chair opposite him. I notice a bored-looking man with a camera standing silently so I sit down huffily and as I look up he releases the shutter. Before I can ask for another they are striding out of the room, out of the front door and into the street, carrying with them the sleepy photograph that will send me to a city thousands of miles away whose name I have neither heard nor uttered before.










TWO











Baljaffray, Scotland, 1976



My little brother has disappeared. One minute he was in the back garden playing with my Sindy dolls, methodically placing them upright in his old pram; the next my mother is shouting for him, the panic rising in her voice. My mother is always shouting for one of us – she starts at the eldest or youngest and lists us all until she gets to the right one – but my brother is only three and has just begun to walk. The pram has gone too; the Sindy dolls lie on the grass, their limbs sticking out at odd angles. We stare at each other wondering which one of us should have been watching him; then we start to search nearby, our steps quickening, his name echoing around the estate.


‘Imran? Imraaaan? Immi?’


Our house sits at the top of a hill – brand new, identikit, the colour of nothing – a cardboard box that has been blown there and settled, disgruntled, biding its time. Everything is new. When we moved here the tarmac on the streets was so new it looked like treacle, the road markings had not yet been etched on to the sticky black road. The man who painted them one sunny morning shouted and shook his fist as my dad absent-mindedly drove over them, ruining his fresh lines and stamping white tyre tracks where they should not have been for years to come.


We are the first house at the bottom of the street so we gain an extra strip of grass at the side where my dad and brother are always playing cricket. I never understand how such a dull game can elicit so many emotions. They scream and shout in frustration and joy; they grow high-pitched and giggly; they argue over distances and angles I cannot see. They enjoy a secret language that I do not comprehend and which is never fully explained to me, yelling bewildering things like ‘PLUM! PLUM!’ and ‘L-B-W!’ I am always in the field, never trusted to bat or bowl, huffing and puffing up and down steep hills to retrieve the scuffed red ball. Neighbours watch this strange subcontinental sport played by the raucous family of six. Skinny freckly boys pass by clutching footballs in the crook of their arms. Their mouths hang open slackly and they slow down.


‘Whit ye playin’ mister?’ one boy asks my dad, scratching the back of his head like Stan Laurel.


My dad tells him and gives him the cricket ball to hold. He stares at it in wonder, weighing it in his hands like a cannonball before theatrically knocking it against his head.


‘Jeezo . . . That could fuckin’ kill ye, big man!’


*


I find my first best friend at the bottom of my garden. Her name is Heather and our tiny lawns back on to each other. She clocks me one day and ducks under the fence and into my garden before her mum can stop her. She has light brown hair, close-set blue eyes and a crooked smile. We stare into each other’s mouths and nostrils. We torment the neighbourhood cats, fence each other with knitting needles and garden canes and uproot prize blooms to make sickly perfume from their petals. She is never out of my house and I am never out of hers.


The estate sprawls up and over a steep hill; I have a friend in virtually every street. Mary – the upstairs of whose house I never see because she has an open tread staircase that I am too scared to climb for fear of plummeting through the gaps to my death; Jonathan, whose family is Czech and always sound like they are shouting at each other; Claire who eventually emigrates to Canada, making me cry for days.


But I have also made my first enemy. Scamp, a shaggy terrier that looks like the head of a mop. He lives in the next street, patrolling it for errant children with chubby thighs. I try to creep past number 16 but he always spots me and chases me across the busy road at the top of the hill and down the steep bank into the nettles below. I run so fast from him so many times that I become the fastest runner at my primary school. But I still carry a deep fear of him, taking huge diversions to avoid walking past that house. When someone casually mentions that he has been run over by a lorry, I silently rejoice. His tyranny is over; my thighs are safe.


Across the road from our house is the brow of a thick grassy hill that falls away into the burn, a magical place of stepping stones through shallow bubbling water, of shady dens and ropes hung from trees for swinging on and breaking limbs. We spend hours there every day, sharpening sticks, burrowing into the red stony earth, making mud pies, floating makeshift crafts and tossing flowers and leaves into the frothy water. As the light fades, my mother sends a sibling to stand on the bank, arms folded, and tell me to come home for dinner.


As I climb the hill, coated in dust and scratches, I hear the unmistakeable wail of the siren signalling the end of the day for the workers of the big factory in Clydebank. The first time I hear it I am terrified. It starts like a low growl from a wounded animal then becomes a loud unforgiving single note. Even after it ends you can still hear it ringing in your ears. After many years I come to anticipate its familiar mournfulness bookending the day; and when it stops for ever I miss it.


The houses on our street are set so close together that it is impossible to ignore whatever drama is unfolding that day. A dog escapes into someone’s garden and is eating their fat begonias or gnawing at a small child; someone has shot headfirst over their handlebars on to the concrete and knocked their front teeth out; a group of boys is swinging bicycle chains at each other. Sometimes children run down the hill to gawp at the mulletted shirtless boys delivering crates of drinks from the Alpine lorry. The liquid stains our tongues and leaves us hyper. Some girls stare after them long after they have gone, twisting a strand of hair or sucking their thumbs.


But today the drama in our street is that my little brother is nowhere to be found. My sister is dispatched north on her yellow-gold bike. My dad phones my uncle who lives three streets away and can mobilise a few of my many cousins. My older brother ambles off, hands in pockets, towards the burn. My mum and dad tip me into the car and we speed down the hill scanning the pavements and fields, the neighbouring streets and gardens shooting by. My dad’s hand is on my mother’s knee, he is reassuring her in Urdu, telling her not to worry, that they’ll find him. My heart is beating faster through either fear or excitement. I think of Scamp squashed beneath the wheels of a lorry and I am convinced that I am being punished for celebrating his death. I look out of the window, sure that I will spot him – my roommate, my little buddy, my everything – somewhere on these dangerous roads.


In that house in a narrow front-facing bedroom I sleep above my little brother on a bunk bed. It squeaks and rocks as he waves his hand in front of his face like a manic pendulum, focusing on something – a pattern, a face, a grid – that none of us ever see. I lean over the edge of the top bunk and hiss at him to stop or I shout for mum. He does this for an hour every night until exhausted he falls asleep, slipping into a more peaceful world where he looks contained, angelic – miles from the torment that pursues him all day. Despite this pantomime every night I still feel as if I am his protector, floating above, warding off the spiteful djinns that gather to plague him. When he eventually falls asleep I lean over again and stare at him. His square head is slightly turned to the side, his mouth open, his little arms lying on either side above his head like he has surrendered to sleep or dozed off while dancing. I take in his long eyelashes, his brown velvety curls, the tiny mouth that is capable of ear-splitting screams, the full cheeks always blotchy with anger, the chubby palms I love to tickle.


‘Round and round the garden, like a teddy bear.’


‘Ahaaa, again!’ he laughs, lifting his little pink chin up to me, his dimples perfectly symmetrical.


My love for him is ridiculous. I want to carry him everywhere, give him his bottle, hold his hand at all times. I want him all for myself and I bribe him to stay with me with whatever I can – a stolen biscuit, a lollipop I had been saving. I cut up a plate of white bread and cheddar cheese and lure him on to the garden swing, where I feed it to him as if he were an invalid or a king or both. He chuckles as I pop the pieces of food into his mouth and our eyes lock fleetingly. I live for that eye contact, of which there is little. He does see me, I think. Then his smile drops like a stone and he wanders off.


His sunny moments are beautiful – he sways on his feet, smiling into the air, his hands in his pockets or in front of his face. He delights in sweet foods and comforting stodge like rice and toast. But he becomes easily frustrated – at invisible things and my suffocating attention. I just want us to be together. My older brother and sister have each other after all. We are a pair too.


One day my mum brings him back from the doctor’s. She places him on the kitchen worktop and gives him a biscuit to cheer him up, his little legs dangling above the red and yellow chequered lino floor. My brother and sister crowd round him, gasping and laughing and pointing. I edge over.


‘What are you looking at?’


They ignore me. I can’t see anything unusual.


‘Mum? Can I see what they were looking at?’


‘It’s nothing, don’t worry.’


I can see from my big brother’s face that it is not nothing.


‘Why can they see but not me? That’s not fair!’


My mum sighs, comes over, unzips my brother’s shorts and I see a little white bandage over his willy, with a tiny dot of blood on it.


‘Oooyah! What’s . . . happened?’ I gasp.


‘He’s been circumcised,’ she says. I have no idea what that means. It’s a big word for such a small spot. But it looks sore. My brother who had been distracted by the Chocolate Digestive, looks down, sees the little red spot and starts to wail again.


*


That ugly house is special. My parents love its newness, the smell of fresh paint and new floors rising to meet their nostrils. Doors and windows close precisely without sticking or squeaking or revealing huge gaps. In the last house Mum had laid the carpets herself and had the blisters to prove it. She bought a roll of rough brown carpet from a basement on Argyle Street, hacked at it with blunt scissors then nailed it to the floor with a hammer, its rough fraying edges rising stubbornly along the skirting boards. Outside, triumphant weeds lined the edges of each grey slab of the footpath that led to the front door. My dad worked for days ripping out the parched stony grass, levelling and hoeing the claggy soil, then sowing new grass seed. A man passing by wearing a hat and smoking a pipe slowed down and stood behind the low garden wall.


‘WEED. ALL.’


My dad stopped to wipe the sweat that had gathered in his generous eyebrows and looked at him.


‘WEED. ALL.’


‘A doll?’


‘NO,’ the man kept shouting, despite being just two metres away, ‘YOU. NEED. WEED. ALL. DO. YOU. UNDERSTAND?’


‘I will weed it all, aye,’ my dad replied, perplexed.


‘NO. YOU. NEED. TO. USE. WEEDOL.’


‘Aye OK, I will. Thank you.’


‘RIGHT YOU ARE.’


And with that he walked off.


But nothing needs to be weeded here nor painted. My mum gets the professionals in to lay thick furry carpets this time. The house has a garage, its lawn is newly laid, the flower beds full of fresh topsoil as soft and dark as muscovado sugar. There is a cloakroom and two bathrooms, one suite is sky blue, the other the colour of overboiled peas. My older brother and sister have a small room each at the back and I share a room with my little brother next to my parents. The walls in our room are orange and a small electric organ stands there with one key inexplicably missing revealing the plastic innards of the machine. There is a blackboard in there too, and I once put a piece of chalk up each nostril and lost one, despite my mum trying to locate it with one of her hairpins. I wept inconsolably when my older brother told me that I would probably die slowly and painfully of chalk poisoning. An MFI wardrobe holds my little brother’s clothes and mine, his tiny shorts and tank tops folded next to my dresses. This is where I often hid stolen biscuits too, sometimes forgetting them for days after, when my mum would pull out clothes for me and a squashed Trio or Breakaway would spring on to the carpet and lie there accusingly. My brother’s collection of trucks and cars lie on the floor and I trip over them every day, after which he cries until his face is even more red, then meticulously re-parks them in razor-sharp lines while humming to himself.


There is one square window which opens outwards on to the street. I sit on the ledge, my legs dangling out, nothing to stop me from falling headfirst into the flower beds. In that crow’s nest I enjoy a full view of the vivid city to my right, hazy in sunshine. To my left the street spreads out before me leading up the hill to the path that runs through the whole estate, past my beloved uncle and aunt’s house and finishing at the low brown buildings of my school. The lawns are small and neat, the cars parked in driveways primary-coloured and new. The house directly opposite lay empty for a year until a family of four arrived, their two girls smirking at me in the sunshine. We become friends the next day. Their mum is petite and beautiful and wears peasant blouses and crinkly skirts. Their dad is handsome; he owns many sweaters with deep V-necks and diamond patterns and his eyes leak when he laughs. The girls come to all my birthday parties in velvet maxi dresses, clutching huge presents. And yet I have never seen the inside of their house. Whenever I go to see if they are coming out to play I climb the four steps to their front door and press the bell. Their mum or dad open it and beam at me.


‘Oh, hullo pet – JULIE! JANET! I’ll just go and see where they are. Hold on.’


They push the door to and I wait, listening to the voices inside. I can see warm lights and shapes on the other side of the glass. But I’m dying to see their house, to see what toys they have in their bedrooms. The door opens and out they come, with their mum and dad throwing hats and scarves after them. This happens every time until I ask my mum why I can’t go inside their house when they can come in to mine. She tells me that some people are very ‘houseproud’ which means they don’t want kids making a mess. This makes little sense but it does stop me wondering what is behind their front door. One day as I sit on my window ledge I see a girl who lives a few streets away. She climbs the steps of Julie and Janet’s house, presses the bell and I watch as the door opens and she hops over the magic threshold. The door slams shut heavily and I feel the vibration across the road. I fold up this memory and put it away.


*


It feels as if we have been looking for my little brother for an hour but we find him after fifteen minutes. He is five hundred yards away at the bottom of the steep hill that takes you out of the estate. He has crossed one road to get here and is pushing his buggy along, his little arms stretching up high to grip the handles. He looks too small and vulnerable to be alone in this landscape, the huge apple-green hills rising behind him, the busy dangerous town in front. All the effort has made him hot – his fat cheeks are red and shiny, he is sweating under his navy-blue dungarees and red polo-neck jumper, his curls plastered to his wet forehead. My mother lets out a strange sound when she spots him and leaps out of the car before it has completely come to a stop. He looks surprised and annoyed to be plucked from his great adventure and starts crying. She scoops him up, sits him on her knee and we drive back up the hill in silence. I look at my brother, relieved, not knowing what this calamitous feeling is rising in my throat. I reach between the seats and rub his doughy fingers. He doesn’t even look at me; he just keeps staring out of the window.










Gujranwala, Pakistan, 1958



My mother lies on the charpai, her face turned away, her right forearm hooked over her eyes, shielding them from the amber lamplight. She looks like a broken bird; her arms and legs are thin, her body slight. I gently push my thumbs into the smooth flesh of her shins noticing anew how her skin changes from the colour of thick cream to cinnamon as I reach her tired feet.


I have been massaging my mother’s legs and feet for about half an hour now mostly in silence. She is a small narrow woman but carries on her shoulders the weight of one thousand moustachioed wrestlers and has to lie down several times during the day. In these moments she rarely speaks and if she does it’s a random thought about something that happened last week or last year, a slight that has festered, a wrong that has returned to pluck away at her insides. She often appears to be muttering to herself, chastising someone, whispering indignantly. All day her sighs gather and tumble like an autumn breeze.


As I knead away at her legs the sounds of the house rise and fall around me. The squeak and bang of doors, the thump of rubber flip flops on hard unsympathetic floors, a metal spoon scraping the inside of a pot, the constant instructions issued to the servants and their indignant replies.


‘There are too many people in this house,’ my mother often tells me.


I lose myself in this opportunity to touch my mother; the last time she hugged me may have been when I was an infant. She has the same hairless vitreous skin as me, the same thin face, the same small alert eyes. We share the same short flat eyelashes and eyebrows that will not lie straight. The only difference is our hair. Mine is inexplicably tight and wiry but when I oil it, wash it and brush it a hundred times it is soft and thick and fluffy. My mother’s is thin and defeated and only reaches her shoulders. She has to use a paranda to weave it into an acceptable plait.


A massage is my mother’s only indulgence in her physical health or appearance. She doesn’t own any kajal or lipstick; she never changes her hairstyle. The only jewellery she wears are two thick gold bangles, one on each arm. Hameeda Begum is just forty-seven years old but appears twenty years older. Something has sucked the life out of her.


I will do anything for my mother. I am the one whom she asks to massage her feet or to walk up and down on her back, smoothing out the knots and bumps that plague her. She appears at my bedside in the black of night touching my arm and whispering: ‘Baby, baby, I am so thirsty, please can you come with me to get some water?’ I am perhaps eight or nine and in darkness I walk down four flights of stairs with her, shrinking from the shadows that gather in dark corners. I work the hand pump for ten minutes until the water runs cold and clear then I fill two metal cups and hand them to her. I watch as she gulps them down, her throat bulging monstrously, enjoying every last drop and wiping her mouth with the corner of her dupatta. Then she places the cups down and touches my head giving me a thousand sweet blessings.


‘Allah will look after you, may he give you good fortune, many cars, a beautiful house. May he make sure that your handbag is always filled with money . . .’


No servants are allowed to sleep in the house overnight so when my brother returns late, banging on the gate to be let in, she wakes me again and we go and open it. She scolds him for being late but she does it quietly so that my father doesn’t hear.


In that house we are many. Samina the eldest, strong and straight-backed; Khalid, his cheeks low-hanging and fat with the privilege of his sex; Naz – fiery and inconsistent; then me; then Neelam – gentle and quiet; and finally Kaukab the baby. We argue and laugh and conspire; we fuss over clothes and hair and embroidery. My brother seems vexed by our occasional feuds and the heat and light we produce; along with my father he is one of just two men in the house. He is often gruff and spoilt but I know that he loves us unconditionally. A heavy weight hangs on his shoulders: five whole sisters, each to be kept safe, educated, and then married well.


But it is not just the eight of our family that fill the house. Hookum Deen works in our small aluminium factory, pressing the pots and pans, the ladles and trays. He is an efficient, kindly man with dark eyes, a nose like the side of a mountain and a moustache the colour of midnight. He does all sorts of odd jobs too – bringing our hot lunches in tiffin boxes to school every day: a couple of soft chapatis, bhindi gosht or tarka daal and a salad of translucent mouli and carrots as red as bricks. Our friends enviously eye the steaming contents until we share with them.


I am just ten when I am given an unsolicited gift. A long thin rectangle of material to be gathered up, slung over your shoulders and draped over your chest. I soon conclude that the dupatta is the most annoying and impractical thing ever created. It becomes wrapped too tightly round my neck, it trails in the dust or gets caught in the spokes of bicycles. It is so cumbersome and infuriating that I often screw it up into a ball or tie it somewhere while I play my games. I return from school and my mother’s eyes clamp on to me.


‘Where is your dupatta?’


I clutch my neck where it should be.


‘Oh, no!’


Her face is screwed up in despair and anger. She slaps her forehead theatrically.


‘I don’t believe this. Again? How many times now?’


This is a question that on no account should be answered.


‘You’ll have to find it. Think! Where did you leave it?’


I try to remember the point at which I finally lost patience with it.


But my mother is already summoning a servant to go and find Hookum Deen. He appears, wiping his hands on a rag.


‘Jee, Begum saab?’


But when he sees me standing there, he immediately gets on his bicycle. He has had to do this many times. I hop on the back sheepishly, sitting sideways clutching on to the little seat on the rear wheel as he launches us out of the gates and back into the dusty city and the rising afternoon heat. I anxiously scan the side of the road for the white dupatta in case it has flown off and settled in a ditch. I have lost three already; carelessly dropped in the road or left in a tonga, no doubt taken by a girl whose delighted eyes settled upon it. My only hope is that I have left it at school, somewhere safe. We stop outside the gates and I leap off. I run to the backyard and search everywhere for it – checking all the places I have discarded it before: spread on top of a bush, tied to a pole – nothing. I am just about to give up and yield to the wrath of my mother when I see a tiny white dot dancing behind a tree. I run towards it and there it is: my abandoned dupatta tied tightly to a low branch, flapping sternly at me in the afternoon breeze. I clutch it to my chest and run out, waving it at Hookum Deen triumphantly. He says a few words of prayer as I climb back on the bicycle. As we gather speed I raise my hand victoriously and the thin white veil trails behind us in the perfect sky.


Mistri-Jee fixes everything – including the machinery in our aluminium factory where he is the manager. And it is he who drives our black car, my father’s pride and joy. My father calls three of us – me, Naz and Neelam – and we race down the stairs and jump in the back. Mistri-Jee stands in front of the car in a clean, crisp white shalwar turning a handle at the front to make it start, my father in the front passenger seat with his walking stick by his legs. We drive to Nandipur Canal and stare at the murky water, preferring it to the stagnant atmosphere of home.


The money collector is Sharoo, although his reluctant moustache suggests that he is much too young for such an important job. He gathers money from the shopkeepers who have bought pots and pans from us. He always has his shiny black book and pen with him, nervously chewing the top of the pen as he arrives to account for everything to my father. He cycles the two and a half miles into the centre of Gujranwala and back to settle debts, pay our electricity bills and bring back books and stationery for us.


One day he appears before we have even had our breakfast. He rings the bell on his bicycle a few times and we look at each other in surprise. He bundles in noisily, covered in sweat and dust.


‘Bhaji! I’ve seen the results! You have both passed, Masha’allah! And – so have I!’


He does a little dance in the hall and we stare, taking in what he has said.


Like my sister Naz and I, Sharoo has passed his matriculation exams. It’s his third attempt. Because he works every day, he hasn’t been able to study the way we have and has fallen short a few times. He is elated, the first person in his family to pass his matric. For my sister Naz it is also a huge relief. She had been trailing behind and had performed poorly in her preliminary exam. We shared a room and at night when I was studying she would beg me to turn out the light so she could sleep.


‘We’ll study in the morning!’ she would moan. ‘Enough now. Put that light out!’


But I didn’t trust myself to wake up early so I kept going. She would turn dramatically on her side and go to sleep. When her results came out, my father had a sharp word with her and told her she had to do better. So she had reluctantly stayed up with me and it had worked. She got 624 out of 1000.


Meanwhile I had one of the best results in the school and won a scholarship to college but when my father wrote down my marks, he looked at them inscrutably and then leaned back in his chair.


‘780 out of 1000. A decent mark.’


There was a silence; something else was coming.


‘But you know you could have done even better, don’t you?’


I wasn’t sure that I could have but I noticed the ghost of a smile on his face. That was his way of saying well done.


Sharoo’s father Mamma Deena wipes the tears from his eyes as he takes in the news. He is in his sixties and has seven other children. He wears a small turban and dhoti and his white moustache sits more confidently on his face than his son’s does. He walks to the market every day to collect the lamb and chicken. In summer he brings okra, turnip, gourd and long green beans; in winter we have potato, carrots, spinach, peas and cauliflower. When the sun is high we sweeten our mouths with mangoes, melons and plums; as the temperature drops we sprinkle salt and pepper on orange and guava halves. Bananas are scarce. Once my brother went to East Pakistan to play in a football tournament and brought back two dozen. We ate one a day, slowly, silently, savouring the mild sweetness and the strange sticky texture.


On the open fire in the kitchen my mother makes every kind of food – frying the onions to just the right deep colour, getting the balance of ginger, garlic and coriander just right, simmering it and reducing it to the perfect caramel texture. She can make a delicious meal from the blandest vegetable – potatoes, peas, beans – and daal so soft yet intense that you could cry. She marries meat and vegetables together expertly: cauliflower and lamb, chicken and spinach, lamb and okra. Her koftas and eggs are sublime, her mince and gourd indescribable.


The only meal I cannot enjoy fully is murgh shorba. There is no better flavour than that of a fat chicken bred outside and fed on corn. I slurp up the intense soup and do not waste a drop. But I never get a leg; one goes to my father and one to my brother. I make do with a thigh or breast piece. I ask my mother if I will ever be able to have the leg piece and she shakes her head. She tries to convince me to eat the wing but it tastes dry. So I watch and wait for years, wondering if I will ever find out how it tastes. And just when I have given up, my brother goes away on a short trip and the chicken leg appears on my plate. My mum glances at me, her face blank. It is everything I hoped it would be: the meat is light and dark and falls away from the bone when you prod it with your roti. I eat every drop slowly – sinking my teeth into the chicken, sucking up all the smoky and intensely flavoured soup, stripping the bones and crunching them like sugar cane.


Apart from my father, we all eat together sitting on the low wooden stools in the kitchen. It is a quiet and quick interlude. I always feel as if I have eaten something sweet and beautiful; my mother looks as though something bitter has lodged in her throat. I make approving noises but she never looks up; she just continues chewing away at the invisible thing that can never be swallowed. When she makes the chapatis she keeps hers wrapped in a separate cloth. Before she sits down to eat she washes her plate and glass again – both are kept separate from everyone else’s. My mother is never at ease.


*


‘Baby!’


A voice travels up the stairs summoning me and I snap out of my thoughts. My mother motions that I should go and I respectfully smooth my hands over her shins, rub my hands together to signal that I have finished, adjust my dupatta over my chest and in a low voice I say to her: ‘Ummi, come downstairs. Let’s eat.’
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