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For my parents

Yasmin Khan and Riyaz Talkhani






Prologue


I was four when I ran away from home for the second time. The first time, a police officer found me and brought me home, along with a big packet of crisps and a softie ice cream. I do not know how he figured out where I lived or whom I belonged to. I did not speak a word of Arabic and had no sense of direction. I think he must have had some help from the building caretakers in the area. The second time, the ordeal lasted much longer.

We lived in an apartment building in Jeddah at the time and Mama opened the door to drop something off at our neighbours’, the ones who lived in a flat opposite ours. I saw my chance and slipped out from behind her. There were four flats on each floor and the building had a caretaker. In Saudi Arabia, a caretaker is called a haris, which roughly translates from Arabic to ‘lion’ or ‘guardian’. Every apartment building in Jeddah that we lived in had a haris. A wall and a main gate surrounded our building and the front porch was a safe place to play in. 

It was a hot afternoon and when I reached the main entrance of the building, my feet faltered. On the chair by the door, the haris was sitting with a cap over his face. Maybe he was sleeping. I decided to risk it and took a few steps towards the gate. Just when I thought I had managed my escape, an arm caught me by the wrist and pulled me back. I screamed. The haris laughed. He asked me something in Arabic. I replied in Urdu. I felt understood when I explained how I was leaving home because my parents did not love me any more, that they loved my younger brother Raiyan a lot more. He nodded sympathetically and patted the granite step beside his chair. I sat down.

Mama and Raiyan were a couple of floors above and Papa was at work. I missed the people who surrounded me in India. Jeddah felt lonely. Time passed in silence and I got bored. The azaan (usually heard from the minaret of a mosque) filled the silence with its call for the afternoon prayer. The haris stood up and asked me to follow him. He knocked on the door of a flat on the ground floor of the building. A man opened the door and they exchanged greetings. The flight of stairs leading up to Mama and Raiyan was beside this man’s door.

I decided it was time to go back home. But the haris had different plans. When I tried to pull away, his grip tightened around my wrist and he pulled me inside the flat with him. Once inside, I noticed the flat was nothing like ours. There was a smell to this space I will never forget. A mix of burned meat, body odour and qahwa, an Arabic coffee infused with cardamom. The sofa faced away from the main door and the windows were plastered with black sheets, making it impossible to tell whether it was night or day. The men served themselves qahwa and the haris offered me something to eat; I cannot remember if it was a biscuit or a packet of crisps. I refused the offer.

I wanted to be let out but was not sure how to ask the men to unlock the door for me. When the haris patted the sofa beside him, I did not move. I hoped that by staying close to the door, I could communicate my need to pass through it. While the men continued speaking, I considered throwing a tantrum, but something warned me to not make these men angry. 

I do not remember much from those years in that apartment building, but the floor plan of this stranger’s house is imprinted in my memory. Whenever I come across that stale smell I remember the fear I felt that day and how the minutes stretched ahead of me. I remained silent and did not voice my desire to escape. 

After what felt like hours, there was a knock on the door. It was loud and incessant. The men were not expecting anyone. They stood up and the haris came to the door while I stayed close, waiting for the right moment to escape from behind him. It was our neighbour, the one who lived opposite us. I need not have worried about making my escape because she was there for me. She shouted at the haris for his irresponsible behaviour. The haris shrugged his shoulders and let me pass. I ran into our neighbour’s arms. She took me upstairs to where Mama was standing by our open front door, crying. I could not wait to be in her arms, to feel safe again. When I saw her, I slid out of my neighbour’s arms and ran towards Mama. But before I could get too far, the neighbour grabbed me and slapped me across the face. ‘Never run away from home,’ she scolded. ‘Do you know how worried your mother was?’ she asked. Mama watched in silence.

Mama’s silence was a big part of my early years and this silence cost us both. This book, too, is as much about Mama’s silences as it is about my words, and the lingering discordance this caused. 

It is this discordance that I write about here and it is this discordance that has driven me and shaped me, the inability to look away, to ignore, to forget, to be mollified, and to believe that nothing out of the ordinary has happened, is happening.






Part One


Sirsi, Honnavar and Jeddah





One of my earliest childhood memories is of Mama shielding her thoughts and memories from me. Despite her best efforts, I managed to steal from Mama three stories about my birth that are dear to me. The first story is about my uncle, Mama’s eldest brother. She once told me about how he woke up before dawn every morning, filled a thermos with a hot drink and took a short cut through the fields to get to the hospital where Mama was recovering from my birth. He stayed with her for a while each morning, making sure she had everything she needed before heading to the bank where he worked as a clerk.

Though she mentioned it in her retelling, I have forgotten what it was that he brought her in that thermos and I am too afraid to ask. Memories are precarious by nature and I am scared that Mama might take this story back from me, deny it ever happened, tell me I am misremembering.

The second story is a fact. My name was Aisha before it was Zeba. It was Mama’s wish to have a daughter named Aisha. After my birth, when Mama revealed my name to the rest of the family, her mother-in-law, my dadi, told Mama that I would grow up to be mentally unstable like another Aisha known to the family. Mama decided not to risk it and changed my name to Zeba. Growing up, I thought of Aisha as an invisible twin. She was the prettier one, she had great hair, she wore beautiful dresses, and she was Mama’s favourite. Often I would wonder what life would be like if I was her.

A year ago, when I brought up this story and asked Mama the identity of the original Aisha, she was aghast. ‘Do not write about that,’ she exclaimed. When I pushed for details, she minimised the story and said that her elder sister was keen to name me Zeba. Mama said that the moment it became clear that I could not be Aisha, her sister came forward with the suggestion and I was renamed immediately. Her retelling didn’t explain why I couldn’t be named Aisha.

‘You were Aisha only for a few moments, and for the azaan,’ Mama assured me. It is an Islamic practice to whisper the azaan, the call to prayer, into the newborn’s ears soon after birth. During the first azaan that a Muslim baby hears, they are addressed by their name. While Mama was keen for me to forget my alter ego, all I could think was that my first azaan was not mine.

The third story involves my mother’s mother, my nani. Apparently as a newborn, I could not stop looking around me. Nani watched me follow the voices in the hospital room when I was just a couple of days old. When Nani noticed the way I was following the damp patterns on the ceiling, she told Mama that one day I would travel the world, that I had a curiosity about me that was unusual. Mama told me this story when I was a child and Nani repeated it when I told her I was going to the UK for my master’s. ‘I always knew you were meant for great things,’ she said in Urdu, when I told her about my scholarship. I remember feeling relieved when Nani narrated the story exactly as Mama had. I was not ready to lose another memory to my family’s inability to recollect. 

These stories were rare and trickled down to me over the years, with much effort from my end. Growing up, when I asked Mama about her life before marriage, I got nothing from her. When I asked her how her newly married life was, I got a blank stare. When I asked her how she knew that Papa was the one for her, she scolded me for asking offensive questions. Once I asked her how long she was in labour for with me. She said ‘too long’ and left the room in a huff.

She had similar reactions when I asked about her own childhood; she never gave anything away and was quick to cut Papa short when he tried to fill in the blanks for me. My parents’ families are related. This meant that they had a few shared memories from their childhood. Over the years, and despite Mama’s best efforts, Papa let slip stories about Mama’s epic tantrums, her special way of terrorising her elder brothers (Papa once walked in on a seven-year-old Mama pinning one brother to the wall) and her reputation for being the most beautiful girl in her college. This last story involved a blue dress, but it is only recently that Mama indulged the retelling. The last time I was home, I asked to hear the story again. Papa obliged. The most beautiful blue dress that made her stand out from all the other girls in Sirsi. Instead of asking him to stop, she wistfully recollected the shade of blue. Aquamarine. It caught the sun and shimmered lightly when she moved. Papa concurred. The style was unique too, an anarkali cut which was new to Sirsi. There was no dress like it. Soon after she bought the dress, other girls in her college had similar dresses made for themselves. A trendsetter, my Mama. 

Mama comes from a small town in the South Indian state of Karnataka called Sirsi. It is a beautiful town, surrounded by forest. During my early years, we visited India every summer and spent most of our two-month break in Honnavar, my father’s hometown.

Every year, Mama spent a week or two with her parents in Sirsi. I enjoyed watching Mama turn into the youngest child of the family. Watching her brothers get her favourite sweets for her and her mother, my nani, cooking her childhood meals. Mama loves peanuts and her brothers always remembered to pick up a packet of freshly roasted ones on his way from the bank. After dinner, we all sat on the living-room floor and spread newspapers around us. This was to catch the shells. The elders poured little hills of peanuts in front of each child. We then spent the evening chatting in front of the TV and conquering our individual hills. Fights would break out when I tried to steal from my brother or my younger cousins. 

Sirsi and Honnavar are around three hours away from each other by road. The road trip meant driving through the Western Ghats, the lush mountains that spread across the southwestern coast of India. The Western Ghats are a UNESCO World Heritage Site and the views are breathtaking, with misty skies and endless green expanses. Streams and waterfalls add beauty to the landscape. Driving through the Ghats means winding roads with sharp turns through hills and valleys.

As a child, I looked forward to these car journeys between Honnavar and Sirsi. The Ghats are home to a thriving wildlife, including snakes and predatory cats. I remember seeing snakes slither across the road, but others in the family have seen tigers, leopards and Indian bison. The winding roads are lined by forests on either side and as we visited India in the monsoon season, it usually rained on these road trips.

The Sirsi home was a real ‘joint’ family, with three generations living under one roof. The house belonged to Mama’s grandfather and eventually her father, my nana. It is the same house my nani moved to as a young bride. It is the house in which she gave birth to four children and where she cared for her ailing in-laws. Nana, my maternal grandfather, is one of six siblings, but only three of them remained in Sirsi. At some point during my early years, there was a dispute between Nana and his brother which led to them building a wall to separate the family. I remember spending time with Mama’s cousins every year and suddenly we stopped seeing them. This lasted for a few years. On our side of the wall lived Nana and Nani, their two sons, their two daughters-in-law, their six grandchildren and Nana’s spinster sister. We call her Phappu.

Phappu had a room of her own near the kitchen, a big space with no windows. I wonder if this was her childhood room. Every inch of the room was hidden under the weight of her possessions. The door to this room remained shut to the children of the house and sometimes Phappu would even lock the door to keep us out. The space was sacred. Even as a child I knew not to cross the threshold without her permission, not out of fear but out of love.

Anytime anyone in the house needed something, we would go to Phappu. If she could not find what we needed in her room (a rare occurrence), she would put on her burka and rush out to get it for us. As a child, I never registered that she was my nana’s sister. When the children spoke to her, we did not use the respectful pronouns reserved for the other elders in the house. Neither did Mama or her siblings. 

I never questioned Phappu’s place there. She was always an integral part of the Sirsi home and our family. It was not until many years later, just before my twenty-first birthday, that I thought to ask the question. It was my first night in Cambridge, where I was about to start my master’s. Papa, as was customary for him, accompanied me on my first trip to this new place. We were in a hotel lobby, unwilling to go out and face the cold January rain. While we waited for the clouds to clear, I broached the subject of our family. I suppose being so many miles away from all the people we loved made it easier to talk about them.

‘Why did Phappu never marry?’ I asked.

‘She did marry,’ Papa responded. 

This was news to me. I sat up straighter, forgetting to lean towards the fireplace. 

‘What happened?’

Her husband died after a year of their marriage. His family failed to mention that he had cancer. Phappu and her family did not find out until after the wedding. Her husband was not involved in this betrayal, apparently. It was the era of arranged marriages and they did not get to speak before their wedding day. 

‘He was good to her,’ Papa said. ‘She loved him and they were happy together. It was her mother-in-law who was the problem.’

‘What happened then?’

‘Nothing really, he passed away a year after they married and she came back home and never left. She didn’t want to remarry.’

I left Papa in the hotel lobby and walked to my dorm. On my first night in my new room, I cried for my Phappu. I cried for her loss and I cried for the silence surrounding it. I wondered if she still thought about her husband and if she thought about how different her life would be were he alive. I wondered if she imagined having her own grandchildren instead of running errands for her brother’s family. 

Nana, my maternal grandfather, is a shopkeeper and there was a lot of joy in that little corner shop. The shop had its own rituals and was set a few feet above street level. Because of this height difference, we sat cross-legged on cushions to remain at eye-level with the customers who stopped by. I waited eagerly for them to order candies, chocolate, fudge, toffees or home-made biscuits by weight so I could use the magnificent scales that sat in the middle of the shop. I enjoyed lifting the weights, how they felt on my palm, and the creaking of the scales. I was quick with my calculations and awaited the pat on the back when I got it right. I loved handing little paper packets of sweets to schoolchildren on their way home.

The shop was run by Nana and his youngest son. They took turns to sit behind the till. After lunch Nana went home for a nap and my uncle allowed me to sit behind the till and play at being a shopkeeper. The till was an antique wooden box with a small slit on the top left corner to drop coins in. If the customer required change, the box was unlocked. The little square under the slit was where all kinds of coins were dropped and when the shop was quiet, the person behind the till got to arrange the coins in the right squares. This was the job I most cherished and I would find excuses to keep opening the box and making sure all the money was still there. 

Papa did not usually stay in Sirsi the whole time we were there. He either dropped us off or joined us for a couple of nights at the end of our trip. One morning, when I was around six years old, I had my breakfast at home and got ready to go to the shop. This was the only walk I was allowed to take on my own, as the route was in full view of all the neighbours who knew who I was and where I was meant to go.

On this particular day, I was talking to myself and taking huge bites from a jam and ghee sandwich my Nani had made especially for this seven-minute walk when I spotted my father at the entrance. This was unexpected. I broke into a run and scrambled over the threshold of the shop, breathless. I was feeling an intense need to introduce him to what I considered my turf. I was so happy to see him. When I ended my monologue and fell to the cushioned floor with a sigh, I thought of all the chocolates I could eat and how happy I was to see Papa. I distinctly remember the joy I felt. When I try to remember a happy memory, this is the first one that comes to mind. Sirsi is full of such beautiful memories. 

Mama too was a happy person in Sirsi. She was carefree, and motherhood did not turn into its usual performance. She teased me and played with me. She indulged my endless questions and did not worry about mealtimes because she knew that I looked forward to eating with my cousins. At her parents’ house, no one was judging her or waiting for her to fail. There was no anxiety or unrest surrounding Mama in Sirsi. She stayed in her childhood room for that week and sometimes caught up with old friends. The children all slept in the living room, our mattresses rolled out next to each other, making bedtime a lively affair with stories from our grandmother. 

Sirsi was just one small part of our yearly trip to India. Most of the holiday we stayed in Honnavar, and in the early 2000s, when Dada, my paternal grandfather, was appointed Chairman of the Karnataka Minorities Development Corporation (KMDC), we spent more time in their government flat in Bangalore. The KMDC’s aim was to serve the disadvantaged minorities in the state of Karnataka, and this was Dada’s second career, after years of being a successful lawyer in Honnavar. 

Our summer breaks usually lasted a little over two months, from June to August each year. I do not remember a single school holiday when we were not in India. Even when we went on family vacations to other countries, Papa always made sure that we ended these trips in India. The rest of the year, we stayed in Jeddah.

As a child, my curiosity knew no bounds. I did not care for the age-appropriate animated movies my parents bought on VHS for me and my brother. I was more interested in the Indian TV shows that my parents watched in the evenings. I focused on the adults around me and I was always listening in, trying to put things together, trying to figure out their intentions. The Indian soap operas of that time focused heavily on the conflict between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law. I watched avidly as the women battled it out at home and manipulated the men of the family to take sides. It was the woman’s job to make a place for herself in her angry husband’s heart, to win the trust of her indifferent father-in-law and become friends with her sister-in-law. All this while not letting her spirit be crushed repeatedly by her mother-in-law. Some shows even had a ‘vamp’.

The vamp was particularly interesting to me. She was the woman in love with the protagonist’s husband. This character was usually introduced as a plot device to unite the daughter-in-law and mother-in-law. Sometimes she was brought in by the mother-in-law herself, as revenge against the woman who ‘stole’ her son from her. You could tell a vamp by her makeup and the special soundtrack that played every time she was on-screen. She was the homewrecker, unmarried herself but interested in other women’s husbands. She looked like the only one having any fun in life. I figured early on that the best way to avoid the hassles of adulthood was to remain unmarried. Safe in this knowledge, I continued watching women suffer on-screen and off-screen.

These shows also set fashion trends in India and people watched them as much for the latest styles in clothes, jewellery and makeup as for the story. A recurring plot device was killing the main character and then bringing them back post-plastic surgery but not revealing their identity for months. My favourite game was to try to guess which dead person the new character was. These soap operas were a crash course in storytelling and I loved the dramatic turns they took almost every week. 

Off-screen, I noticed similar trends but on a less dramatic (and glamorous) scale. I was obsessed with Mama’s every move and watched her like a hawk, almost as though someone set me up to do just this. From a young age, even before my conscious memories emerged, I apparently wanted to know everything about Mama. My curiosity scared her and it’s probably what caused her to remain guarded around me throughout my childhood.

While Papa encouraged and indulged my curiosity, Mama tried her best to protect herself from my prying nature. She censored herself around me and warned others to do the same. She would point discreetly in my direction and whisper ‘antenna’ so they would know not to blurt out anything sensitive in my presence. Even when I did a great job of pretending to mind my own business, my face buried in a book, she knew. 

My eavesdropping was so legendary that Mama and Papa had to speak in Kannada with each other to keep things from me. Kannada is one of the languages of Karnataka. The language does not share similarities with either Urdu or English (the two languages I speak). However, my observations were so keen that I could often figure out exactly what they were discussing.

My brother exploited my talent often. When our parents spoke to each other in Kannada, he would turn to me and ask, ‘Kya baat kar rahen, didi?’ What are they saying? I would then loudly ‘translate’ and watch Mama’s expressions. From her silent reactions, I could tell if I was right or wrong. If I was right, I turned to Raiyan and smiled. If I was wrong, I shook my head at my brother, gestured at him to wait, and continued listening.

The more Mama protected her thoughts and words, the more I wanted them to be revealed. Papa remembers my obsession with Mama. I knew I was an attention-seeking child and assumed that I troubled both my parents equally. But in a recent conversation Papa clarified that my strong, almost possessive streak was only reserved for Mama. That it was only her attention I craved, even before I could speak. Apparently, I needed to know at all times her location in relation to mine. I made it difficult for her to socialise at gatherings by climbing over her intricate Indian dresses, perhaps damaging them in the process, and placing my face inches away from hers, making it impossible for her to see anyone but me.

When I was a bit older, I remember Mama telling me that I could never see her happy when I was a child. I think she was referring to how I reacted to her socialising with family and friends. This hurt, especially because I had no memories of what she was accusing me of. I nurtured this hurt tenderly and carefully throughout my years at home. I felt misunderstood by Mama and unable to defend my intentions, especially because I had no memory of these incidents. I felt as though Mama was being unreasonable and I expected her to forgive me because she was the adult. Many years later, after I had left home, Mama told me that she was too self-conscious as a new mother and that every innocent action of mine embarrassed her when around other people. She apologised without apologising, by retelling the stories in a way that was more kind to me than the previous versions. She admitted that it was heartening to be loved so deeply by her firstborn.

It was easier to follow Mama around as a child because we had a traditional home set-up: Mama stayed home to take care of us, while Papa went out to work. He worked in the power division of a large company and it fascinated me that this company was older than Saudi Arabia. I later learned that the company was not founded by one of the desert tribes that became part of Saudi Arabia but by a family in the neighbouring country of Bahrain. Papa has been with the same company since 1996.

Mama managed the household, starting her day an hour before everyone else. She cooked for us, did our laundry, kept a clean house and made sure we completed our homework. During my early years, the more Mama cooked, the less I ate. Mama still shudders at the memories of my eating habits. When I was a baby, Mama fed me double the specified amount of food and these mealtimes often ended with me throwing up in my highchair. I have no memory of this, but Papa once nonchalantly mentioned two details from this time that struck me as odd. One, the fact that Mama overfed me. The second that she took it personally when I did not eat my food.

As if to add insult to injury, I would eat when others fed me. I wonder if it was body memory that made me wary of Mama’s attempts to feed me as I grew into a toddler. I cannot imagine how it must feel to be obsessively fed long after you are full. Mothers in my community face unique pressures to conform to the ‘correct’ way of raising a child. There are too many people waiting in the wings to point out their mistakes. Mama was all of twenty-three when I was born and of a susceptible nature.

When I was around four years old, one of Papa’s colleagues’ wife told Mama that I should be scared into eating. Apparently, her own daughter used to be a fussy eater, but not any more. At this point, Mama was desperate for any help she could get. The woman told Mama to switch on the gas stove and heat a stainless steel spoon on the fire. The key was to make sure that I was watching. Mama followed the instructions. 

She sat me down on a chair by the kitchen door. She switched on the stove. She picked up a spoon and held it to the flames. ‘Look, Zeba,’ she said. ‘This is a hot spoon and if you do not eat everything on your plate, I will burn your skin and it will hurt.’ I am not sure if she actually said any of this but the threat was effectively communicated to me.

There are two sides to this story and I cannot always tell which fragments are mine and which belong to Mama’s memory. I do not remember the flames or the spoon. I do not remember her walking towards me with this heated spoon. However, I do remember a layer of black soot on the spoon. I remember both my wrists locked in Mama’s hand and I remember my need to get away from her. Then I remember a layer of spoon-shaped skin blackening and tearing away from my thigh. I do not remember if I finished everything on my plate that day.

Whenever we revisit the story, Mama is always sorry that it happened. She insists that she never intended to hurt me. That the trick was meant to scare me. That fear was all she was trying to elicit. I remember wiggling; I remember causing Mama to lose her balance. I remember us both crying. 

What I had forgotten, though, was how I waited all day for Papa to return from work and followed him to his bedroom where he was changing out of his office clothes. While he rummaged in the cupboard, I perched up on the edge of the bed, lifted my oversized t-shirt and said, ‘Look what Mama did to me today.’ Mama was not around, so I know this is not her memory that I have made mine. I know I was tattling because when Papa asked me if I was in pain, I distinctly remember not feeling any pain in the moment but deciding to lie about it anyway. I remember making this choice. I told him I was in a lot of pain and pulled at the dead skin to show him the full damage.

Though I have discussed the events of that day with Mama, we have never discussed the consequences of my tattling on her. In fact, I was reminded of my act only recently when Mama shared an anecdote about her friend who lived in fear of her mother-in-law, who treated her like a servant. One day, after hours of cooking and cleaning and with her mother-in-law away on a family engagement, Mama’s friend decided to watch TV. This was not something she would dare to do in the presence of her in-laws.

Just as she settled on the couch, her four-year-old son walked in. He saw what his mother was doing and he recognised immediately that she was doing something she shouldn’t be. ‘Wait till I tell Dadi, you will be in so much trouble,’ he said, while his mother scrambled to switch off the TV. 

Immediately the memory of my tattling on Mama came back to me. I was struck by how children discern power dynamics. Up until then, I believed that my fraught relationship with Mama was because of how she policed me. But I think it had something to do with both of us policing each other. That is the beauty of the patriarchy, I suppose; the ones being policed are the ones policing.

There were a considerable number of Indian men working at Papa’s office and our families met socially at weekends. During my childhood, many of these gatherings took place at our homes – the culture of meeting at restaurants did not start until I was a teenager. The brunt of cooking for these endless parties fell on Mama and there was a time when we hosted over twenty families, sometimes more. Looking back, it feels as though Mama spent her twenties and thirties cooking for people she did not know. 

The parties were not simple affairs. Mama made at least ten dishes and in large quantities. A detail that differed from parties hosted by other families was the fact that Mama never ate with the guests. She always had dinner after everyone had left and most of the dishes were washed and dried. She would then pile her plate with some leftovers and sit alone in the living room with the TV on. We were not allowed to watch TV at mealtimes, but this was the only exception.

At these parties, the food was served buffet style on the dining table. The men helped themselves first and moved to the main living room. The women helped themselves after the men and children and they usually stayed confined to the second, smaller living room. When we had too many people, the women spilled out into our bedrooms too. I enjoyed these parties as it gave me a chance to play with other children. I loved the food and I loved it when the guests praised Mama’s cooking and she accepted the compliments with shy nods. She seemed truly happy in those moments, but I could never forget the anxiety and stress she exuded in the hours leading up to these parties.

On the morning of one of these gatherings, Mama caught her finger in a hand mixer and there was blood everywhere. Raiyan and I ran out of our rooms when we heard her cry out. We found her in the kitchen, amidst an array of pots. I panicked but Raiyan took over. He was barely eight years old. He told me to call Papa while he held Mama’s hand and walked her out of the kitchen. I had never seen Mama in pain before. I dialled Papa’s number and asked him to come home. When I found Raiyan and Mama again, they were in her bedroom; Mama was sitting on the bed, Raiyan standing beside her. He had found some cotton and bandages and was trying to blot the heavy blood flow. I stood by the door, feeling helpless.

Mama pulled her hand away from Raiyan’s grip and fell back on the bed, her body convulsing. I do not remember anything else from that day except that the party went on as planned, sans one dish. That evening I watched Mama even more closely than usual. I could not believe that just a few hours ago this elegant, beautifully made up woman was wailing and withering. It was the first of many times that I was in absolute awe of her ability to perform the role that society had forced upon her. I still feel a sharp sting when I ask myself why the party was not cancelled that day. 

Raiyan and I went to the same school in Jeddah, but never met on campus because our school was segregated based on the gender binary. Mama woke me up at 6 a.m. and got me ready for school. At 7 a.m. Papa woke up. At 8 a.m. it was Raiyan’s turn to wake up. The boys and girls sections of our school had their own separate buildings and resources, but they shared the fleet of school buses, almost 100 of them. I think this was the main reason for the different start times. The bus that collected me every morning was the same bus that came to pick up Raiyan a couple of hours later. 

During the day, Mama stayed home to cook lunch and dinner, tidy the house, tackle laundry and catch up on sleep when needed. This was brought up often in conversations within the community: how lucky women are to be home all day and sleep as much as they want to. The efforts that went into single-handedly raising children and keeping a good home without the privilege of free mobility was never acknowledged during my childhood. There were many instances of husbands not wanting their wives to work while remarking on how lucky their wives were to not have to work. One of my favourite teachers resigned midway through the academic year because her husband demanded that she do so. We knew each other socially and I once overheard him complaining that all his wife did was talk on the phone, watch TV or sleep when he was hard at work in the office. It made me so angry to see that in private he was controlling his wife’s actions and in public he was deriding her for her inaction.

I came home from school at 2 p.m. every day. When Raiyan was in nursery, he was home by noon and waited for me to get back from school before eating his lunch. Once he graduated to primary school, I did not see him until 4 p.m. 

Papa came home around 6 p.m. or later, almost always tired from the day’s slog. He then took us out to our appointments or errands.

When I was five, Mama, Raiyan and I spent the better part of the year in Honnavar while Papa remained in Jeddah. I think this was for financial reasons. When I asked Papa about this recently, he said he wanted to do something nice for his parents by giving them time with their grandchildren.

The year I spent in Honnavar as a child was a beautiful one. The house itself was a thing of dreams, with many rooms, dark hallways, dusty attics and fully stuffed pantries. My father and his four brothers were born in this house. My paternal grandmother, Dadi, ran the household with the help of Saju Khala (a woman who had worked with the family since my father was a young boy), Shakila (a young girl whose parents sent her to work for my family with the understanding that my grandparents would take responsibility for her marriage when she came of age) and Francis, our driver. There were others who came and went; memorable among them were Tasneem, Samiyya, Salma and Bibi. 

The house was in a walled compound, roughly 17,000 square feet in size, with the house taking up one-fifth of the land. The rest of the land was taken up by an abandoned wooden shed and a guesthouse which was sometimes rented out. During my father’s childhood, the shed housed a buffalo. There was also a chicken pen and every morning someone would retrieve warm eggs for breakfast. We shared this outdoor space with a Dalmatian dog named Tiger. There were many coconut trees surrounding the house and flowers in the front garden and fruit trees in the backyard. My favourite tree to climb was the water apple tree by the back door. Regardless of where I am in the world, every time I smell jasmine I am taken back to Honnavar and helping Dadi water the garden. I was the only one allowed to pluck the flowers, which I either presented to Dadi or asked to have pinned to my hair.

Raiyan started speaking when he was three, but his words were incomprehensible for a while longer. During this time, I became Raiyan’s official translator. Every time he spoke, I would repeat what he meant. He was happy with my interpretations and never refuted them, even if I was not entirely correct. In fact, he got into the habit, even as a young adult, of turning to me and saying, ‘Haina, didi?’ (Am I right, sister?) whenever he spoke at length.

Like me, Raiyan also ran away from home when he was little. While this habit was slapped out of me, nothing seemed to work on him. In Honnavar, there were too many open doors and not enough ways to confine him. Sometimes neighbours found him in the fish market by the Sharavathi River and brought him home. Another time a lorry driver found him in the middle of the road. Once Saju Khala’s daughter-in-law found him in her backyard and waited for my family to come and fetch him. That day Raiyan came back home with kohl around his eyes, a ritual that was meant to ward off evil eye. 

Raiyan’s habit of running away caused a lot of worry. Dada bought metres of thick rubber strips to tie around the back and front gates of the house to stop Raiyan from escaping. The adults struggled with this contraption and most visitors took to shouting out to us for help with getting in and out. Ironically, it stopped everyone except Raiyan, who climbed the gates and jumped to the other side instead. Everyone in the house was alert and kept an eye on Raiyan. Even Tiger joined in and took to barking loudly every time Raiyan got close to either of the gates. The panic surrounding his escapes seeped into my consciousness too and often I would dream about losing my brother and him growing up with the fisherwomen and forgetting all about me. To do my bit to stop him from running away, I took to spending more time playing with him and keeping him entertained with stories.

I was an avid storyteller from a young age and though I had many listeners in Honnavar, Raiyan was the most enthusiastic of them all. He just could not get enough of my stories and would always ask, ‘Phir kya hua, Didi?’ What happened next? He asked this with such earnestness and missed the jokes so often that I did not have the heart to tell him that the story was long over and now I was simply making up things so as not to disappoint him.

This storytelling was also encouraged by Dadi, my paternal grandmother. In Honnavar we had a large swing in the main entrance of the house. I liked to sit on it with her and Raiyan and tell them stories about flying fishes and warrior princesses. When I got stuck, Dadi would ask questions that would help me develop my story and take it to different realms. I would hold tight to the chains locking the swing to the ceiling and sit beside Dadi while Raiyan hung from the other corner and listened with his mouth open. I enjoyed this attention and sought it often. 

I also remember owning a fancy umbrella hat that I liked to wear to school when it rained. It was exactly like an umbrella (mine was rainbow-coloured) but instead of a stick to hold it, there was a tight headband which meant I was protected from the rain while remaining hands-free. I showed off my hands-free-ness as much as I could when I had the umbrella hat on, gesturing wildly and talking loudly all the way to school and back.

Saju Khala and Raiyan came to drop me off, with Tiger following a few steps behind us. I was embarrassed by this entourage and every few minutes I turned back and tried to shoo Tiger away. He waited for a little while and then continued following us. I also tried to leave Raiyan at home but he was always ready before me and waited by the gate to drop me off. It was impossible to get out of the house without him noticing. He came again at lunchtime with the driver or Shakila.

My uncle’s wedding is my last memory of that time in Honnavar. The entire family descended on us and the house was no longer just my playground. I don’t remember much from the wedding celebrations themselves, but I do remember accompanying the women in my family to ‘see girls’ for my uncle in the months leading up to this wedding. As arranged marriages are prevalent in my community, the culture of visiting a potential bride’s home to ‘see’ her is common practice. My family would have seen several girls, but this is the only one I remember. On the day of the visit, someone told me that we were going to my future auntie’s house. I was excited. When we arrived, she was nowhere in sight. I remember my family getting impatient. I willed her to come down the stairs; I worried her tardiness would be held against her.

When she finally made her way to the living room, she was dressed in a bright yellow salwar kurta with a matching scarf draped over her head. She walked with her face down and sat primly across from us. I saw the women in my family look at each other and crinkle their noses. I don’t know how long this lasted, but soon the girl was excused and she went to the kitchen. ‘Bohut kali hai,’ they said. She is too dark. Dadi handed me some money and asked me to give it to the bride who wouldn’t be my auntie. When I found her in the kitchen, she was laughing with her head back. I remember this because I think it was the first time I saw a woman laugh so openly. When I handed her the money, she patted my head and went back to talking to her sisters. I noticed that her colour was the same as mine. Did this mean I was kali too? This is the earliest memory I have of not being beautiful enough. I was five years old. 

I have no memories of Mama from these months in Honnavar.

After coming back to Jeddah, I was enrolled in the Indian school where I studied for the next ten years, from 1996 to 2006. I was expecting to return to the old flat but during our absence, Papa had moved us to a two-bed flat in a compound of sorts, six buildings surrounded by a common wall. It was not a conventional compound as the gates were never shut and there was no security. There were two caretakers in charge of the six buildings. Most of the tenants in these buildings were Indian families with children my age. Though the flat was bigger than the previous one and there were opportunities to go out and play in the afternoon, it was still a change from the big house and garden in Honnavar. 

I imagine Mama’s life changed drastically too. She was in charge of her family again. The household chores kept Mama busy, but they also limited her interaction with the outside world. When I returned from school, Mama asked me to tell her about my day. She didn’t accept grunts and shrugs as appropriate responses and often I ended up relaying my entire day to her in detail. Through my stories, Mama became invested in the lives of the people I met at school and this daily exercise made me observe the people around me more keenly. 

In Jeddah, Raiyan continued to find ways to escape, though he never went too far. On his first day of school, while Papa was unlocking the car, Raiyan hopped on the bus that had stopped to pick up the other students from the neighbourhood. By the time Papa realised where he was, the bus was already on its way. Papa had to drive behind the bus, following its meandering route all the way to school so he could get Raiyan registered and take him to his new class.

Papa had vertical metal grills drilled into the window frames to discourage Raiyan from jumping out. One afternoon Mama entered her bedroom to find Raiyan hanging outside the window, using the grills as monkey bars, his trademark grin plastered on his face. ‘Enjoying the wind,’ he later explained to me. The same day a blacksmith came and welded lopsided horizontal grills across the original grills.

Our living area was the bedroom I shared with Raiyan. It was a large space with a double bed, two sofas, a big black desk that Papa built for us, a wardrobe that I shared with Raiyan and a TV in the corner. We ate our dinners on the floor in this room and then spent time there as a family until bedtime. The formal living room was reserved for hosting guests.

Sometimes Raiyan and I dared to switch on the TV at night but most channels were unavailable that late. In the day, my parents made us watch BBC World News to help us improve our English. We were encouraged to look up unfamiliar words in a tattered copy of The Chambers Dictionary. When we were bored of the BBC, we pretended to be news reporters ourselves, and in tight-lipped accents repeated the gossip from the compound to each other and sometimes to Mama as she laughed helplessly. The only time we watched in silence was when Princess Diana died. I cried, Raiyan kept going close to the TV and Papa had to keep pulling him back.

The news channels kept showing the car crash scene on a loop and we could not look away. For a long while after her death, every time we drove through an underpass near the centre of Jeddah, Raiyan would sit up straight and declare that this was where Princess Diana died. In our family, we still refer to it as the Princess Diana underpass.

At some weekends we went to Azziziyah, a South Asian area. My school was located in this area and most of my classmates lived nearby too. Though we moved homes every few years and we visited this area often, my parents never chose to live there. When I was younger, I was fascinated by this place and wanted to be closer to my friends. To feel like I was in India when I was not, was a good feeling. The women there seemed to share a little more freedom than other expat women because of the community they had built together and the familiarity that they had with each other. Azziziyah was also the only place where I understood the language spoken around me. It was less isolating, and I had a chance to watch other families exist and compare them to mine.

Even though I had a deep love for the city I considered my hometown, there was a general sense that I was not welcome in Jeddah because of my South Asian heritage. I felt this in the stares and sometimes in the way we were called ‘Hindi’, the Arabic word for Indian. When we moved to our first expat compound, I was fourteen and mistaken for a childminder. The Asian women, especially from Indonesia and the Philippines, came to Saudi Arabia to be domestic helpers and the local news was peppered with stories of assaults against these women. The working-class immigrant men did not have it any better.

I remember witnessing a car accident in which a Saudi man drove into a South Asian’s car when he changed lanes on the roundabout. It was a minor accident and it was the Saudi’s fault. Instead of apologising, he stormed out of his car, pulled the South Asian out of his seat and banged the poor man’s head repeatedly on the car’s doorframe. No one came to his rescue and I did not even wonder why Papa did not stop to help. We all knew our precarious place in this country of plenty. Being immigrants in a place where Asians were treated like second-class citizens was an integral part of my childhood.
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