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For Ammi and Abbu




Raat yoon dil mein teri khoyi hui yaad aayi


Jaise veerane mein chupke se bahar aa jaye


Jaise sehraon mein hole se chale baad-e-naseem


Jaise beemar ko bevajah qarar aa jaye


Faiz Ahmed Faiz, Nuskha Hae Wafa


Intimacy . . . be it of hatred or of love, can be defined as confident, quasi-immediate translation.


George Steiner, After Babel


Kujh shehr de lok vi zalam san


Kujh sanoon maran da shauq vi si


Munir Niazi, Safar Di Raat
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January


By God, I had planned to keep it to myself and God. But then the sheets speckle red. Blood, like pomegranate jewels, spots the pillowcase.


It’s the night of Kelly’s wedding. The Pacific Northwest has received a flurry of snow, and as I get out of bed to gargle away the metal from my mouth, I wonder how the drops of red will look on the pristine white of the patio. I wonder if the blood means the disease is now severe, even lethal. Mostly, I wonder how much of this is America’s doing.


*


In the morning, I go out to the living room, where Kelly and Ethan are nursing their coffees, clearly hungover. I tell Kelly she has to take me to the doctor. She still has mascara on from last night.


‘Can this wait, Hira?’


I shake my head, tell her it must be today, and my host mother’s face sets into annoyance, which is doubly unfortunate because she and I shared a tender moment last night, the kind of thing that has become a rarity of late. This must not be how she and Ethan planned to spend the first morning of their marriage, but I can’t drive and she is the adult in charge, so this is how it has to be.


In the car ride to the doctor’s, I try to make conversation, telling her I had a great time attending my first American wedding. Kelly loves it when I posit myself as a virgin to America, so that cheers her up a bit. I also mention that I spoke with Ali on the phone after the party.


‘So are you two dating now?’


‘He lives in New York. I’m going back to Pakistan in five months.’


‘Yes, but life is long,’ she says. ‘And you’re smart. I’ll be shocked if you don’t find your way back to America.’


‘You’re assuming I want to.’


See, that’s my problem. Kelly’s doing me a favor by driving me around the day after her wedding. Why can’t I keep my mouth shut?


‘Well,’ she says, frowning. ‘They do say it’s the land of opportunity.’


Kelly lives in rural Oregon, where the state of opportunity is such that I haven’t been able to find an afterschool job in five months. But it’s 2011, America is still king of the world, the cool guy’s in the White House, and Kelly can’t comprehend the rest of the world not clamoring for these shores.


‘I just hope you see your own potential,’ she continues. ‘If you remain in Pakistan, I’ll always worry about your safety.’


Again, it's 2011, and Americans are worried about everyone else’s safety, sated in the knowledge that their nook of the world is far safer than elsewhere, although don’t tell them why that might be. History is what happens in other places. America transcends it. This will all change, but at the time I can merely nod.


‘Leaving home isn’t easy,’ I say, offering my own banality in response to hers.


‘And you’ve already done it at such a young age,’ she replies, upbeat, as we take the Eugene exit. ‘Mark my words, you’ll be back in no time. My mother tells me that the first time she returned to Hamburg, she cried every morning for California.’


‘Did you ever ask her how many times she’s cried for Hamburg?’


Kelly sighs. I am so bloody difficult.


‘She is much happier here.’


I pinch back my tongue and change the subject to the honeymoon. Kelly and Ethan are leaving for Hawaii next week.


But I don’t buy it, that thing she says about her mother. Of course, one can be happy anywhere – certain zip codes help and yet none are necessary – but it is Kelly’s certainty that irks me. Her mother must have done what many emigrants do – create neat narratives for their children, flimsy accounts of one-way movement they then begin to internalize. A lie told often enough becomes the truth. And perhaps these accounts are not lies but simply omissions that elide over how home is forever that other place, the first one to drive you to despair, the lover you took before learning to externalize the deeds of the world. It is the sole landscape of dreams, the only place that will ever convince you that its failings, its bounties, its excesses, and caresses are all your own. After all, where does it end and you begin?


*


The doctor is a lean man with suspiciously white teeth who asks me to repeat my name.


‘I want to get it right,’ he insists, and I smile as if I haven’t heard that a hundred times already. I tell him about the cough that sits like a nail in my throat, the fever that comes and goes, the fatigue that burrows into my body each afternoon. He nods.


‘How long have you had the cough?’


‘Three months.’


He raises his eyebrows.


‘And you’re just seeing someone now?’


‘I thought it was a winter cold.’


He shakes his head in disappointment, typing away at his computer.


‘Also,’ I begin, because it is no longer a thing I can keep to myself and God. ‘I coughed up blood last night.’


The doctor swivels in his chair to face me.


‘Blood?’


Kelly looks up from her phone.


‘You didn’t tell me that, Hira.’


‘I just saw it this morning.’


‘Do you have night chills?’ the doctor asks.


‘Yes.’


‘Productive cough?’


‘Productive?’


‘Is there phlegm?’


‘Yes.’


He glances down at my file.


‘It says here you are from . . . Pakistan?’


I nod.


‘How long have you been in America?’


‘Five months.’


‘Were you sick while you were in Pakistan?’


Not exactly, is the answer.


‘No,’ I tell the doctor, my eyes falling to the faint scar on my arm.


He writes down some tests, looking grim. I take the elevator to the lab, where the nurse asks me to cough vigorously into a tube. Then she ties a tourniquet around my arm and feels for a promising vein. I look away towards the window, which overlooks low-lying buildings flanked by fir. Spencer Butte sits in the distance under a blanket of snow. When I arrived in Oregon last summer, evenings would linger forever, the sky full of pink promise even at dinnertime. Now, it is not yet four but the sun has already grown meek, leaving behind the unmistakable blue of dusk. Perhaps this is the only thing common between here and home – the cruelty of a January evening.


‘The nurse will call tomorrow. Let’s hope for the best,’ the doctor says when I return to his office, looking very much like he is hoping for no such thing.


Kelly is quiet in the car. I wonder if I should call Ali when I get home. What will he say? That I shouldn’t assume the worst, let the tests come back, it might not be what I think it is – the sort of stuff people say to buy time to react to someone else’s misery.


As for my parents, I decide I’ll wait till the next day. After the nurse has called and confirmed what I already sense is true, and I have thanked her and she has hung up, I will not put down the receiver but instead dial that +92 home. And I will tell my parents, with the certainty of iron, that I’m terribly sick, and it’s their fault.




I


I had wanted to go. Of course, I had wanted to go. Not desperately, passionately, like the Hollywood foreigner’s yearning for America, like the Third Worlder’s slobbering. Mostly, I had wanted to leave. At sixteen, I was tired of limits, aghast that life could be so small. Tired of those same girls I had known all my life, girls who called their periods their ‘visitors,’ girls who opened their legs to a waxing lady each month so they would have no hair ‘down there’ by the time they got married, girls who wore their piety and innocence like goddamn medals to be polished every night before bedtime.


I got along with them just fine, was even voted class monitor once. And there were days, winter days when we all stood together inside the 11CT classroom because it alone had a gas heater that worked, pulled at the sleeves of our royal blue uniform coats, and rubbed each other’s frozen fingers. We begged Rasheed Chacha at the gate to let us buy Kashmiri chai from the cart outside, and he’d tell us no, hadn’t he been over this, he couldn’t let us roam outside. Please, Chacha, what did it take of you, we’d say, and if the day was especially cold, he’d shake his head and let us go, knowing we’d bring back a cup for him. Those among us who didn’t get money for the canteen shared a cup with a friend. ‘Tum piyo, nahi yar, tum lo,’ we insisted, offering each other the prize at the bottom. Pinkened almonds and pistachios. These were the days I didn’t want to leave, when I wished to stay forever in that huddle of silly girls, who only sought of the world reasons to laugh or to cry, who were always looking to fall in love, who didn’t know, didn’t desire to know, how powerful and clever and beautiful they were, who had already decided on the low, petty ceilings of their limits.


There were such days, but by the end, they were getting far and few between.


*


It was the end of May, the day of the last school exam. I stood in front of the mirror, wiping beads of sweat off my chest. I liked how my stomach looked in the early mornings – a concave lowland, before it swelled with the caretaker Aliya’s ghee-laden parathay that turned the entire kitchen redolent with burnt animal fat.


My room was already bright – I had left the windows open at night when the air was cooler. The sun carpeted the floor, forming pools of light by the bed. Science textbooks and sheets of loose-leaf paper, filled with answers to all possible exam questions, were strewn on the floor. During the night, when the fan whirred above, the sheets flapped in the breeze, forcing me to stumble around in the dark for makeshift paperweights. Several mornings in the past month, I had woken up to find odd objects on the floor: a severely dog-eared Jane Eyre, a tattered copy of O Level Biology Past Papers, and once, my dusty copy of the Quran.


After drying off the sweat, I twisted my hair into a braid. My uniform hung by the door, its blue faded from years of daily wear. Putting on the kameez, the school logo embroidered on its front pocket, I thought back to the email Ammi and Abbu had gotten last September.


Dear Parents and Guardians,


In an effort to maintain decency and modesty, we request that students’ uniform tunics not be altered in length or fit. Tunics should not be tight-fitting or shorter than knee-length. We appreciate your cooperation in this regard.


Ammi and Abbu had collectively decided to send me to a girls-only school – Abbu because he thought co-ed was corrosive to adolescent morality, and Ammi because she said girls grew up bolder, louder, and uncaged when not in the shadow of men. Reading the email, they both shook their heads, appalled. I wasn’t the least bit surprised though. It was true that we were looser without boys; at school, we brayed, stomped, spat, and danced as if we were air. But the freedom was always tenuous, a throwaway clause in the overall contract. The hot breath of surveillance was always there.


I remembered the school trip four years ago, when we were so young, still on the brink of blood. A few of the girls had spotted an idle hose lying, snake-like, on the grass in Liaqat Bagh. It was hot, and we took turns drenching each other with the stream, shrieking as the water ran down our backs. Then the supervising teachers saw us.


‘What do you think you’re doing?’ they screeched, circling like vultures. ‘Do you realize that all the gardeners and cleaners can see through your slips?’


All the uncles in their Toyotas could see us too, but that wasn’t the point.


One of the teachers, the spite of the entire world in her eyes, said, ‘That’s what they want, isn’t it? They want to be mod squad. They want the entire world to see them.’


In a few years, that would be exactly what we’d want – in the short walk from school gate to car, in the leaked videos of Eid Milan parties where we danced to Himesh Reshammiya, after the one-second-too-long gazes we shared with tailors and ice cream vendors, we would move like currents in the Jhelum, writhe our backs because we knew the whole world was watching. But that day in the park was before all of that. All we had wanted then was the pleasure of cold water hitting our sweaty arms, the abandon of bodies smelling like the children that we were.


A week after the email was sent to our parents, we all stood in line as Mrs Saleem went around, measuring the distance between the edges of our kameez and our knees with a tape ruler. Several girls bent forward to shrink their torsos, the same way we stood in prayer, diffident and bowed even when upright. Rabia tugged at her shirt, trying to hide the fact that she’d taken her uniform to a tailor the day she got it and asked him to cut four inches off. Four inches, when every inch was political. The cloth clung to her body, dipping around her slender waist and blooming outward as it reached her hips. It ached the rest of us, how good she looked in it. That day, she got a strict warning from Mrs Saleem, after which the teacher turned to me. Seeing my long, baggy kameez, she nodded.


‘Allah approves of this length, ma’am?’ I asked.


She glared at me before moving to the next girl. Later, she took me aside.


‘Arrogance is a terrible look,’ she said. ‘And trust me, our society does not forgive it in young ladies like yourself.’


It’s one of the ways in which older women punish younger ones for what the world has done to them. If it was this way for us, they think, why not for them as well? Not for me, I knew.


‘I’ll see that for myself, ma’am,’ I said, holding her gaze until she looked away.


*


Mrs Saleem was invigilating that day’s exam, so I rushed down to breakfast after changing. I read only the front page of the paper, dark with the headline announcing that ninety-four Ahmadis had been killed in an attack in Lahore. I looked up at Abbu, the most single-minded diner I have ever met, who had just finished his toast and was meticulously picking at the crumbs with a sticky finger.


‘Did you read this?’ I asked, holding up the page, worrying how I would explain things like this in America. That’s how sweetly young I was, that I thought Americans knew who Ahmadis were.


Abbu’s forehead creased at the sight of the page.


‘I can’t talk about it,’ he said, and shook his head. ‘It’s too painful.’


Ammi and Abbu did that often. Most news was too sad or too serious to be discussed with me and Faisal. The girls at school had little interest in newspapers – it was the age of newly liberalized TV channels churning out one drama serial after another. I ended up discussing most news articles with my twelve-year-old brother, hoping to indoctrinate him at an early age about the perils of a religiously monolithic country. He nodded along to my words, remembered names and dates, and once got in trouble with Abbu for referring to the local maulvi as an ullu ka patha.


On the way to school, the driver, Uncle Shafiq, drove though the cantonment with little interruption. We cruised past the women’s university, St Paul’s Church that had recently been painted a hideous pink, and the British period Flashman’s Hotel. It was a once-beautiful building, constructed all on one floor so guests didn’t have to climb a single stair. As we drove through the heart of the city, it got busier. Cars were starting to line up by Mall Plaza, where dozens of signs jostled for space on fading white walls.
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Five minutes from school, several cars waited at a green signal. A warden was managing traffic – his shrill whistle emanated in the distance.


‘It’s a route,’ said Uncle Shafiq.


I slumped in the car seat. Politicians or top-brass army officers traveling through the city sometimes insisted that all traffic stop for them and their coterie of vehicles to pass through. Security reasons, they said. It started seven years ago, in 2003, when someone tried blowing up Musharraf on the Chaklala bridge. They didn’t get him, but the rest of us were paying for it since, in fear and lost time.


‘Some bastard’s on his way,’ Uncle Shafiq grumbled. I bit the inside of my mouth to hide my smile. With my parents in the car, Uncle Shafiq said little except to ask Abbu, ‘Where to, saab?’ Around Faisal and me, his words became looser, franker. Now, he turned the steering wheel this way and that, maneuvering through stalled vehicles, squeezing the car into any space he could find. Finally, we saw the cavalcade of military jeeps rush by, some with sirens twirling.


‘They grabbed the land, and now they’re after our streets,’ I said, and Uncle Shafiq nodded with force. Finally, an adult who respected my views on the state of affairs.


I walked into the exam room a minute before it started. Mrs Saleem looked at me with arched eyebrows. ‘Route tha, ma’am,’ I said, knowing how rehearsed that sounded – it was 2010, that was Pindi’s favorite excuse. I sat down in my assigned seat next to Rabia. The exam was O Level Urdu B, an absurdly easy module meant for second-generation speakers in Britain. We had all grown up in Urdu but when, after a year of slogging through Mir, Ghalib, and Altaf Fatima, we revolted against the harder Urdu Literature syllabus, the school acquiesced. Mrs Saleem, who had taught the literature class, was furious, and we thought that was the reason she hated us. Later, I would understand her heartbreak better – being a teacher who thought poetry and prose, Ludhianvi’s ‘Taj Mahal’, bazeecha-e-atfal hai, Iqbal’s ‘Shikwa’, all had something to give to her students, only for them to consider none of it worth their effort. But we were serious science students, many of us aiming for the Aga Khan or King Edward medical schools. No one had time for dead poets. And I suppose it was egalitarian, because the school didn’t mandate English Literature either, and so it was quite possible to graduate from our high school not having read a single novel in either language. It was a travesty even Macaulay hadn’t envisioned.


At ten, Mrs Saleem announced that we could open the leaflets. Scanning the paper, I felt the entire class breathe a sigh of relief. The questions were simple, many of them taken, without change, from previous exams.


Write a 150-word essay on the importance of friendship.


Write 200 words on the need for environmental conservation.


Rabia and I shook our heads at each other. Just how much we were being shortchanged in our education would become evident only in retrospect, but even then, the exam felt insultingly easy. By eleven, we were all done, shuffling in our chairs. I read through my answers twice, wondering whether to go out into the heat or keep sitting in the classroom, where they had recently installed air-conditioning. The remote control, still wrapped in plastic, rested in Mrs Saleem’s hands; every now and then she pressed buttons to adjust the temperature on the dial. 22. 24. 23. 19. I looked out the window, where the sun pounded the concrete. Someone clicked her Picasso pen in and out until Mrs Saleem told her she’d take it away. Rabia exhaled loudly, then stood up and handed in her sheets of paper. After that, more girls got up. I took one last look at my answers and then put them on top of the pile on Mrs Saleem’s desk. I almost gave her a smile, then remembered that I was done with her patronizing ways forever. Instead, I nodded and walked out, towards freedom, into a summer leading to America.


*


Some of us headed to the school canteen, with its steel walls painted over in Coca Cola red. Over the past four years, whenever I had money, I would leave Aliya’s dry sandwiches uneaten in the lunchbox and pay twenty rupees for a piping-hot samosa set on a bed of chickpeas. Today, Rabia insisted it was her treat, telling the canteen lady to make generous plates for all five of us.


‘Aunty, it’s the last time we’re eating your chaat. Full plates, please, not like the past four years.’


The older woman, a muslin scarf wrapped tightly around her head, wordlessly made the plates and put them on the metal counter.


‘One hundred,’ she said.


‘You’ll make us pay even today, Aunty?’ Maryam asked, shaking her head. The woman started back blankly, and Maryam stifled a laugh. Rabia paid and we took our plates to an empty classroom, where the bulletin boards were plastered with exam schedules and verses from the Quran. Those verses were a hazard and a half – sometimes the fan shook them off the wall and they landed on the ground, making the teachers rush over to retrieve them while gasping, whispering to Allah for forgiveness. Some of the girls had adopted the performance too – it was pure, blustery performance – picking up the cardboard and kissing it repetitively to atone for the blasphemy of God’s words touching the earth, when the real blasphemy was the assumption that God gave a damn.


‘I’ll miss this place,’ Maryam said, as we sat down on the green metal chairs.


‘We’ll all be together next year too,’ Rabia pointed out.


In the fall, most girls were moving to a newer building of the same school, where they would complete the last two years of high school. There was a rumor that the new place had slick whiteboards instead of the chalkboards that left us snowy each time we dusted them. It even had Wi-Fi. We had spent the past few years begging for access to the one computer with internet each time we had to research something for class. Knowledge was jealously guarded at the school, and even when we were allowed, the computer instructor kept her beady eyes on the screen. Did she really think we relied on a school computer to educate ourselves on the illicit, when there was the Oxford Dictionary, the Urban Dictionary, Choka and Chhaka dial-up cards, older sisters, gyno aunties, and most of all, our own sly little mouths, whispering about every goddamn thing under the sun?


‘Well, almost all of us will be together,’ Rabia continued, puncturing samosa crust with a fork. ‘When are you leaving, Hira?’


‘In two months, end of July,’ I replied.


‘You’ll have a great time,’ she said, her mouth curved in a smile that was half genuine at best. ‘The States are so much fun.’


I had vacillated on what to call it ever since I got the acceptance letter – US, USA, or America. I had read that the latter offended South Americans; a columnist in the newspaper called the term ‘provincial.’ People like Rabia, who had visited several times, always called it ‘the States.’


‘It must be very expensive for your parents,’ she noted. ‘I’m surprised they can afford it.’


‘It’s fully funded.’


I had told her this before.


‘Oh, nice. Where have they placed you?’


Rabia’s family flew every summer to visit relatives in New York or London, returning each August with Times Square magnets and British biscuits in colorful metal tins. At home, Ammi now used one of those tins as a jewelry box.


‘Oregon,’ I said. ‘It’s a really pretty state on the West Coast.’


‘Hmm, never heard of it.’


Rabia could knock the breath out of me with how deftly she turned the tide in conversations. Throughout that past month, with the exams coming up, she called me daily after school, asking for exam papers, comforting me by saying we would both do just fine. But we were young and hungry in a place full of young and hungry people, so anytime one of us did do fine – like when I got the US scholarship – it felt like a betrayal.


I didn’t know this back then, but no one in the world would ever be as much like me as Rabia and the other girls I was leaving behind. No matter what we did or where we fled to, whether we had babies at twenty or became surgeons at thirty, we were all shaped by the dawn and dusk of the Potohar, its parched gullies and ridges, the tyranny of Pindi winters, chaat samosay, naan kabab, the gravel of the morning assembly loudspeaker, the acridity of the chemistry lab, but above all the knowledge that we were all in it together – that giddy, intractable project of not being an adult.


But right then, with Rabia making me feel small like she often did, I was eager to leave them all behind.


*


I had received the acceptance letter two months ago in March, when the air was still mild. The interview had gone well, mostly because the organizers put me and four other finalists in a room and asked us questions that required little besides common sense.


‘What if someone invites you to jihad during your year abroad in America?’


We were dorky aspirants to the upper class and couldn’t tell ass from elbow, New York from Nevada – no one was going to be inviting us to jihad. One of the applicants, perhaps to stand out, said he would try to reason with the person and hear his point of view. The rest of us gave each other looks of mixed horror and satisfaction, knowing we were down to four contenders. Only in retrospect did I see how odd it was of the interviewers, all middle-aged Islamabad professionals, to ask that question of sixteen-year-olds, to see exactly how we tripped over it.


The envelope had arrived all the way from D.C., the address of the US State Department printed on the top left.


‘Must be important news,’ the delivery man had said, amused, as I caught my breath. I waited until his motorbike took off to rip open the seam. My feet were bare against the dusty patio; it hadn’t rained in a while.


15th March 2010


Dear Hira Amjad,


We are pleased to inform you that you have been selected to participate in a ten-month study exchange program in the United States of America. The program is fully funded by the Department of State and includes the cost of travel, housing, and a monthly stipend of $150. In the upcoming weeks, you will receive more information on host family placement from your Country Coordinator.


That next afternoon, my family went to Majeed Huts at Quaid-e-Azam University to celebrate. We ate dal fry and chicken pervezi. Abbu wiped his hands with leftover naan, and Ammi pinched her nose with disgust, digging inside her handbag for a paper napkin.


‘Are you really going to let her go?’ Faisal asked, and I thought that was bold of him. My parents preferred to talk around things and rarely about them. Ammi opened and closed her mouth. Abbu furrowed his forehead, the way he did when he was about to say something profound. I loved hearing Abbu say profound things – I even wrote them down in my notebook from time to time – but sometimes they served to obfuscate conversation and provide him a way out of clear answers.


Sure enough, he asked, ‘Beta, don’t you remember what Hazrat Muhammad said?’


We got so much Islam at school, at home, on TV, we pretty much only remembered what Hazrat Muhammad said.


‘“Seek knowledge,”’ Abbu quoted. ‘“Even if it takes you as far as China.”’


Looking back, I can see how insufficient that explanation was, and I wonder if my parents themselves bought it. Yes, knowledge for the sake of knowledge was admirable. Yes, ours was a religion that encouraged exploration; Tariq didn’t conquer Andalusia by staying home. But we were sitting on the campus where my father had arrived when he left the village, the place where he had become fluent in English and heard of Marx and student unions, but also where he had honed himself to apply for the civil service job that would be his way out of economic precarity, his passport to the rest of the country, the rest of the world. More than likely, it was that desire to move further up the rungs of class, the forever promise of progress, and the conviction that this progress equated to westward movement, that made my parents decide that sending their young daughter across two oceans was a good idea.


*


Not that they didn’t have doubts. Once, I had overheard them in their bedroom.


‘I keep thinking we’ll lose her.’


It was Ammi, sounding almost embarrassed of herself. Emotions are a nuisance to my mother.


‘She’s so headstrong,’ Abbu had replied. He had said that several times to my face, but always as a reprimand, not with the pride I then heard in his voice. ‘Too strong, if anything. That country will do nothing to her.’


‘Mrs Imtiaz called the other day,’ Ammi continued, as if Abbu had not spoken. ‘She said the road to America is one-way. Whoever goes there gets consumed by it.’


There was silence, long enough to tell me that the conversation had ended for the time being and would now percolate separately inside their minds. I could tell it wasn’t the first time they were talking about it, and it wouldn’t be the last. I tiptoed around them for the next few days, dreading that they would sit me down and tell me that they had changed their mind, putting an end to my big break, my adventure, before it began. But they stuck to their decision, arranging for my medical check-up and asking around for the best dollar exchange rates. Abbu even tried to get me a quicker appointment for the visa, knowing the Americans were notorious for unexplained delays, but the woman who picked up the phone snorted and hung up. It turned out the power of Pakistani civil servants did not extend to the thick, grey walls of Islamabad’s most guarded embassy.




II


‘So, have you talked to your host family yet?’


The girl was speaking to me. I shook my head wordlessly, trying to discourage conversation.


It was June, and all sixty selected students were on our way to Karachi for an orientation aimed at preparing us for America. Everyone from northern Punjab was on the same flight, including Zahra, who was now sitting next to me and detailing the hour-long conversation she had with her host mother the previous night. Her long purple earrings swayed as she talked.


‘They live in New Jersey,’ she said. ‘Near New York.’


Another girl sitting in the middle aisle turned towards us, clearly impressed. Every family member of mine had asked how far Oregon was from New York, the one city they all knew of from the screaming headlines of 2001.


‘The best thing is,’ Zahra continued. ‘They’re Muslims.’


‘Mashallah, so lucky!’ The other girl joined in, unable to contain her envy. Her accent was that of the smaller Punjabi cities, a baby-pink scarf wrapped tightly around her head.


Two years before, I had taken on the scarf as well, a white one with crochet edges, pushing it down my temples to cover all wisps of hair before I went to school. Ammi covered her hair only in bazars flooded with men, flinging the dupatta off as soon as she got back to the car. Her contract with it was strictly social, the dupatta often thin and sheer. She draped it in what Faisal and I called the PTV style, after our favorite newscaster who covered her head just enough to follow guidelines but not too much that she would be rendered unattractive for prime time. The first day I went down for breakfast wearing the scarf, Ammi stared but said nothing. At the end of the week, she came up to my room after I returned from school. I stood by the mirror, unclasping the safety pin that held the cloth together. I loved doing that, letting my hair fall out at the end of the day, surprising even myself with the cascade that hid below.


‘Why have you started wearing that?’ she asked.


I didn’t have a great answer. The hijab was accruing some cachet at school. The sporty head girl wore it, and the Islamiyat teacher had taken to making us clap for every new hijabi in class. There were wider factors at play – the Farhat Hashmization of the new middle class, the commodification of trendy Islamic attire – but these weren’t things my fourteen-year-old mind could grapple with.


‘I want to be a good Muslim,’ I told Ammi.


‘There are more attractive ways of being a good Muslim,’ she said.


Abbu, on the other hand, nodded with appreciation when he saw me in the scarf, because for months he had been pointing out every young family friend who covered her hair. ‘Doesn’t Ameer’s daughter look so sweet in the scarf, Hira?’ Ours was never a propaganda household. Ammi and Abbu parented in uneven ways, often sending out contradictory messages about faith and practice and leaving it to Faisal and me to reconcile them as we saw fit.


I wore the scarf for a few months before realizing I violently hated it, detested the way my face looked unanchored by hair, felt ashamed of proclaiming a kind of piety I did not possess. That summer, I joined an evening tuition center with Rabia. The class was co-ed and Rabia always arrived with kajal-lined eyes, her hair brushed into a halo around her head. She also laughed more, and loudly. One day, she called after tuition to tell me about the boy who had asked for her number after class, and I realized that would never happen to me. That killed me. Slowly, I started taking the scarf off, not wearing it to family parties at first, then abandoning it at school. Ammi got Aliya to put it away, but we didn’t talk about it.


On the plane, I turned to look out the window as Zahra happily gave the other girl details of her host family, emigrants from India. They had moved from Hyderabad in the ’80s and lived in a town called Edison. On the phone, she spoke with them in Urdu. I wondered what the point of traveling to America was if you were going to go live with a Muslim family that spoke Urdu. I hadn’t communicated with my host family yet, but I knew enough about them to know all the ways they were different from me. White. Christian. American.


‘They said they’ll have biryani waiting for me in New Jersey,’ Zahra laughed.


‘You can get that when we land in Karachi,’ I said.


The girl in the scarf stared at me with distaste.


*


We spent the next few days at a hotel near the port, built alongside an inlet of the Arabian Sea overrun by mangroves. The smell of salt pervaded the rooms. Each morning, we had breakfast and assembled in the meeting room to learn about the program, which had been set up within a year of September 2001, providing scholarships for high school students from Muslim countries to spend a year in the US. Mr Shahid, the program coordinator, handed out list after list, which we put into neat red folders. There was a list of things to bring, a list of niceties to learn, a list of things to avoid (political debate, tattoos, demanding a paratha for breakfast). He read the last one out loud and peppered in some cautionary tales: the kid who had woken up his host mother before dawn so she could make sehri for his fast; the girl who had refused to clean her own bathroom, saying she never did that back home in Lahore.


‘American moms,’ he said, ‘are not like Pakistani women. They have jobs, and they’ve volunteered to host you. For free – remember that none of these families are being compensated. You should be ready to look after yourselves and do chores.’


Chores were brought up frequently. Americans seemed to do a lot of chores: they mowed lawns, shoveled snow, did laundry each week. Later that day, we had to sit in a circle and say what our favorite and least favorite chores were, and no one came up with anything good. I was one of the few students there who had attended a private school, so my family was likely better off than theirs, but it seemed that all of us had grown up doing little except school and play. The washing and cooking and cleaning – we had our mothers for that, or the women our mothers hired. The whole point of our lives was to not become like them.


*


Mr Shahid had worked for non-profits in Karachi for many years before being offered the role of Country Coordinator by the Americans. He liked visiting D.C. twice a year for events but had no desire to move there.


‘Life is more comfortable here,’ he said over lunch the second day.


‘Too many chores in America, sir?’ Zahra replied, and he let out a loud laugh. He was sitting at our table, having taken a liking to me and Zahra. Middle-aged people have always been my key demographic.


‘You people are young, you can adapt. I’m too old to move to another country. English mein baat karun to lagta hai jhoot bol raha hoon.’


I took out the notebook they had given us – a garish photograph of the Statue of Liberty on its slippery cover – and wrote down what he had said.


‘Speaking in English feels like a lie.’


It was the kind of thing Abbu would say. Ammi’s degree in Anglophone Literature and her job as assistant professor in English kept her fluent. Faisal and I went to English-medium schools, where we were encouraged to always speak in the language, although everyone knew it was social suicide to speak in anything but Urdu outside of a teacher’s earshot – English was too snooty, Punjabi too oily. But it was different with Abbu. He and Mr Shahid were of the same milieu of men, raised and educated in humbler languages only to discover that unless you were a landowner or industrialist, the path to progress was paved with abcd’s. Abbu had learned English only in his twenties, perusing Peter and Jane books for grammar while he dabbled in hashish and leftist politics at university. Not that this hindered his acerbic wit in that third language. When some French civil servants visiting Islamabad pointed out that Europeans had been the ones to bring many spices to the Subcontinent, Abbu listened with deference before adding, ‘Yes, they brought them here and left them here.’
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