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And Allah said: I am with the ones whose hearts are torn …


Hadith Qudsi




Prologue: 1990


I remember it all with a vividness that marks the moment as the watershed it would be:


The court was glowing, its wooden surface a golden honey-brown beneath the overhead lights. Along the edges, players huddled with their coaches, and beyond, we were gathered, the clamoring rows upon rows of us, eager for the timeout to end.


Below, I spied the vendor approaching: a burly man, thick around the waist, with a crimson-brown ponytail dropping from beneath the back of his black-and-orange cap, our school colors. “Brats and wieners!” he cried. “Brats and wieners!”


I nodded, raising my hand. He nodded back, stopping three rows down to serve another customer first. I turned to my friends and asked them if they wanted anything.


Beer and bratwurst, each of them said.


“I don’t think he’s got beer, guys,” I replied.


Out on the court, the players were returning to their positions for the last minute of the half. The crowd was getting to its feet.


Below, the vendor made change, then lifted the metal box to his waist and mounted the steps to settle at the edge of our row.


“You have beer?” one of my friends asked.


“Just brats and wieners.”


“So two bratwurst and a beef dog,” I said.


With a clipped nod, he tossed open the cover of his box and reached inside. I waved away my friends’ bills, pulling out my wallet. The vendor handed me three shiny packets, soft and warm to the touch.


“Beef wiener’s on top. That’s nine altogether.”


I handed off the brats, and paid.


Cheers erupted as our side raced down the court, driving to the basket. I unwrapped my packet only to find I wasn’t holding a beef frank, but a marbled, brown-and-white pork bratwurst.


“Guys? Anyone have the beef dog?” I shouted over the crowd’s noise at my friends.


Both shook their heads. They were holding bratwurst as well.


I turned back to the aisle to call out to the vendor when I stopped. What reason did I have anymore not to eat it?


None at all, I thought.


We drove to the basket again, where we were fouled. When the whistle shrieked, the roar was deafening.


I lifted the sausage to my mouth, closed my eyes, and took a bite. My heart raced as I chewed, my mouth filling with a sweet and smoky, lightly pungent taste that seemed utterly remarkable—perhaps all the more so for having been so long forbidden. I felt at once brave and ridiculous. And as I swallowed, an eerie stillness came over me.


I looked up at the ceiling.


It was still there. Not an inch closer to falling in.


After the game, I walked along the campus quad alone, the walkway’s lamps glowing in the mist, white blossoms on a balmy November night. The wet air swirled and blew. I felt alive as I moved. Free along my limbs. Even giddy.


Back at the dorm, I stood before the bathroom mirror. My shoulders looked different. Not huddled, but open. Unburdened. My eyes drew my gaze, and there I saw what I was feeling: something quiet, strong, still.


I felt like I was complete.


I slept soundly that night, held in restful sleep like a baby in a mother’s loving arms. When I finally heard my alarm, it was a quarter of nine. The room was awash in sunlight. It was Thursday, which meant I had Professor Edelstein’s Survey of Islamic History in fifteen minutes. As I slipped into my jeans, I was startled by the bright prickle of new denim against my skin. The previous night’s wonders were apparently still unfolding.


Outside, it was another unseasonably warm and windy day. After hurrying over to the Student Union for a cup of tea, I rushed to Schirmer Hall, Quran tucked under my arm, spilling hot water as I ran. I didn’t like being late for Edelstein’s class. I needed to be certain I would find a place near the back—close to the window he kept cracked open—where I would have the space quietly to reel and contemplate as the diminutive, magnetic Edelstein continued to take his weekly sledgehammer to what still remained of my childhood faith. And there was something else that kept me in the back of the room:


It was where Rachel sat.


Professor Edelstein looked fresh and formal in a variation on his usual pastel medley: an impeccably pressed mauve oxford, topped and tightened at the neck by a rose-pink bow tie, and suspenders matching the auburn shade of newly polished penny loafers.


He greeted me with a warm smile as I entered. “Hey, Hayat.”


“Hi, Professor.”


I wove my way through the desks to the corner where I usually sat, and where lovely Rachel was munching on a cookie.


“Hey.”


“Hey there.”


“How was the game?”


“Good.”


She nodded, the corners of her lips curling coyly upward as she held my gaze. It was looks like this—her bright blue eyes sparkling—that had made me hazard the invitation to the game the night prior. I’d been wanting to ask her out on a date all semester. But when I’d finally gotten up the courage, she’d told me she had to study.


“You want some?” she asked. “It’s oatmeal raisin.”


“Sure.”


She broke off a piece and handed it to me. “You do the reading for today?” she asked.


“Didn’t need to.”


“Why not?”


“I already know the chapters he wanted us to read … by heart.”


“You do?” Rachel’s eyes widened with surprise.


“I grew up memorizing that stuff,” I explained. “It’s a whole production some Muslim kids go through. You memorize the Quran … They call it being a hafiz.”


“Really?” She was impressed.


I shrugged. “Not that I remember much of it anymore. But I happen to remember the chapters he assigned for today …”


At the front of the class, Edelstein started to speak. “I trust you’ve all done your reading,” he began. “It’s not ground we’re going to cover today, but it’s obviously important material. I’d like you guys to keep moving. The Quran can be slow going, and the more of it we get through this semester, the better.” He paused and arranged the papers gathered before him. Rachel offered me the rest of her oatmeal cookie with a whisper: “Wanna finish?”


“Absolutely,” I said, taking it.


“Today, I’d like to share some of the recent work a couple of my colleagues in Germany are doing. I wasn’t able to offer you any readings on their work, because it’s very much happening right now. It’s at the very forefront of Islamic scholarship …” Edelstein paused again, now making eye contact with the Muslim-born students in the class—there were three of us—and added cautiously, “And what I have to share may come as a shock to some of you.”


So began his lecture on the Sanaa manuscripts.


In 1972, while restoring an ancient mosque in Sanaa, Yemen, a group of workers busy overhauling the original roof found a stash of parchments and damaged books buried in the rafters. It was a grave of sorts, the kind that Muslims—forbidden from burning the Quran—use to respectfully discard damaged or worn-out copies of the holy book. The workers packed the manuscripts into potato sacks, and they were locked away until one of Edelstein’s close friends—a colleague—was approached some seven years later to take a look at the documents. What he discovered was unprecedented: The parchment pages dated back to Islam’s first two centuries, fragments of the oldest Qurans in existence. What was shocking, Edelstein told us, was that there were aberrations and deviations from the standard Quran that Muslims had been using for more than a thousand years. In short, Edelstein claimed, his German colleague was about to show the world that the bedrock Muslim belief in the Quran as the direct, unchanged, eternal word of God was a fiction. Muslims weren’t going to be spared the fate of Christians and Jews over the past three centuries of scholarship: the Quran, like the Bible, would prove to be the historical document common sense dictated it had to be.


Up in the front row, one of the students—Ahmad, a Muslim—interrupted Edelstein’s lecture, raising his hand angrily.


Edelstein paused. “Yes, Ahmad?”


“Why has your friend not published his findings yet?” Ahmad barked.


Edelstein held Ahmad’s gaze for a moment before replying. And when he did, his tone was conciliatory. “My colleague is concerned about continued access to the texts if they were to make these findings known to the Yemeni authorities. They’re preparing a series of articles, but are ensuring that they’ve had enough time to go through all fourteen thousand pages carefully, just in case they never get to see the documents again.”


Now Ahmad’s voice bellowed, red and bitter: “And why exactly would they be barred from seeing them again?”


There was silence. The classroom was thick with tension.


“There’s no need to get upset, Ahmad. We can talk about this like scholars …”


“Scholars! What scholars make claims without documented findings? Huh?!”


“I understand this is some controversial stuff … but there’s no need—”


Ahmad cut him off. “It’s not controversial, Pro-fess-or,” he said, spitting the middle syllable back at Edelstein with disgust. “It’s incendiary.” Ahmad bolted up from his desk, books in hand. “In-sult-ing and in-cen-diary!” he shouted. After a look at Sahar—the usually reticent Malaysian girl sitting to his left, her head lowered as she scratched nervously on her pad—and then another look, back at me, Ahmad stormed out of the room.


“Anyone else want to leave?” Edelstein asked, clearly affected. After a short pause, Sahar quietly gathered her things, got up, and walked out.


“That leaves you, Hayat.”


“Nothing to worry about, Professor. I’m a true and tried Mutazalite.”


Edelstein’s face brightened with a smile. “Bless your heart.”


After class, I stood and stretched, surprised again at how nimble and awake I felt.


“Where you headed?” Rachel asked.


“To the Union.”


“Wanna walk? I’m going to the library.”


“Sure,” I said.


Outside, as we strolled beneath the shedding ash trees that lined the path to the library, Rachel remarked how surprised she was at Ahmad and Sahar walking out.


“Don’t be,” I said. “Saying less than that could get you killed in some circles.” She looked skeptical. “Look at Rushdie,” I said. The fatwa was only a year old, an event still fresh in everyone’s mind.


Rachel shook her head. “I don’t understand these things … So what did you mean by what you said to Edelstein?”


“About being a Mutazalite?”


“Yeah.”


“A school of Muslims that don’t believe in the Quran as the eternal word of God. But I was joking. I’m not a Mutazalite. They died off a thousand years ago.”


She nodded. We walked a few paces. “How did you feel about the lecture?” she asked.


“What’s to feel? The truth is the truth. Better to know it than not to.”


“Absolutely,” she said, studying me, “but it doesn’t mean you can’t have feelings about it, right?” Her question was softly put. There was tenderness in it.


“Honestly? It makes me feel free.”


She nodded. And we walked awhile in silence.


“Do you mind if I ask you a personal question?” I finally asked.


“That depends.”


“On?”


“What you want to know.”


“Did you really have to study last night, or were you just saying that?”


Rachel laughed, her lips parting to reveal her small square teeth. She really was lovely. “I have an organic chemistry exam tomorrow, I told you that. That’s why I’m going to the library now.” She stopped and put her hand on my arm. “But I promise I’ll go with you to the next game … Okay?”


My heart surged with sudden joy. “Okay,” I said with a cough.


When we got to the library’s steps, I had the urge to tell her what had happened to me the night before. “Can I ask you another personal question?”


“Shoot.”


“Do you believe in God?”


For a moment, Rachel looked startled. And then she shrugged. “No. At least not the guy-in-the-sky type thing.”


“Since when?”


“Since ever, I guess. My mom was an atheist, so I don’t think I ever took it that seriously. I mean, my dad made us go to temple sometimes—Rosh Hashanah and stuff—but even then, my mom would spend the whole way there and back complaining.”


“So you don’t know what it’s like to lose your faith.”


“Not really.”


I nodded. “It’s freeing. So freeing. It’s the most freeing thing that’s ever happened to me … You asked me how I feel about the lecture? Hearing Edelstein talk about the Quran as just a book, a book like any other, makes me feel like going out to celebrate.”


“Sounds like fun,” she said, smiling. “If you wait ’til tomorrow, we can celebrate together …”


“Sounds like a plan.”


Rachel lingered on the step above me just long enough for the thought to occur. And when it did, I didn’t question it. I leaned in and touched my lips to hers.


Her mouth pressed against mine. I felt her hand against the back of my head, the tip of her tongue gently grazing the tip of my own.


All at once, she pulled away. She turned and hopped up the steps, then stopped at the door and shot me a quick look. “Wish me luck on my exam,” she said.


“Good luck,” I said.


When she was gone, I lingered, in a daze, barely able to believe my good fortune.


That night, after a day of classes and an evening of Ping-Pong at the Union, I was sitting in bed, trying to study, but thinking only of Rachel … when the phone rang. It was Mother.


“She’s gone, behta.”


I was quiet. I knew, of course, who she was talking about. A month earlier she and I had gone to Kansas City to visit Mina—not only my mother’s lifelong best friend, but the person who’d had, perhaps, the greatest influence on my life—as she lay in a hospital bed, her insides ravaged with cancer.


“Did you hear me, Hayat?” Mother said.


“It’s probably better, isn’t it, Mom? I mean, she’s not in pain anymore.”


“But she’s gone, Hayat,” Mother moaned. “She’s gone …”


I listened quietly as she cried. And then I consoled her.


Mother didn’t ask me that night how I felt about Mina’s passing, which was just as well. I probably wouldn’t have told her what I was really feeling. Even the confession I had made to Mina while she lay on what turned out to be her deathbed, even that hadn’t been enough to assuage the guilt I’d been carrying since I was twelve. If I was reluctant to share how aggrieved I was with my mother, it was because my grief was not only for Mina, but for myself as well.


Now that she was gone, how could I ever repair the harm I’d done?


The following evening, Rachel and I sat side by side at a pizzeria counter, our dinner before a movie. I didn’t tell her about Mina, but somehow, she sensed something was wrong. She asked me if I was all right. I told her I was. She insisted. “You sure, Hayat?” she asked. She was looking at me with a tenderness I couldn’t fathom. “Thought you wanted to celebrate,” she said with a smile.


“Well … after I left you yesterday, I got some bad news.”


“What?”


“My aunt died. She was like … a second mother to me.”


“Oh God. I’m so sorry.”


All at once, my throat was searing. I was on the verge of tears.


“Sorry,” I said, looking away.


Feeling her hand on my arm, I heard her voice: “You don’t have to talk about it …”


I looked back and nodded.


The movie was a comedy. It distracted me. Toward the end, Rachel pushed herself up against my side, and we held hands for a while. Afterwards, she invited me back to her room, where she lit candles and played me a song on the guitar that she’d written. It was something longing and plaintive about lost love. Only three days ago, I couldn’t have imagined myself being so lucky. And yet I couldn’t push away thoughts of Mina.


When Rachel finished her song, I told her it was wonderful.


She could tell my mind was elsewhere.


“Still thinking about your aunt, aren’t you?”


“Is it that obvious?”


She shrugged and smiled. “It’s okay,” she said, setting her guitar aside. “My grandma was really important to me like that. I went through a lot when she died.”


“But the thing is, it’s not just that she died … it’s that I had something to do with it.” I didn’t even realize I’d said it until I was almost finished with the sentence.


Rachel looked at me, puzzled, folds appearing along her forehead.


“What happened?” she asked.


“You don’t know me very well … I mean, of course you don’t. It’s just … I don’t think you realize how I grew up.”


“I’m not following you, Hayat.”


“You’re Jewish, right?”


“Yeah? So?”


“You may not like me very much if I tell you what happened …”


She shifted in her place, her back straightening. She looked away.


You barely know her, I thought. What are you trying to prove?


“Maybe I should leave,” I said.


She didn’t reply.


I didn’t move. The fact was, I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to stay. I wanted to tell her.


We sat in silence for a long moment, and then Rachel reached out to touch my hand.


“Tell me,” she said.




BOOK ONE


Paradise Lost




1


Mina


Long before I knew Mina, I knew her story.


It was a tale Mother told so many times: How her best friend, gifted and gorgeous—something of a genius, as Mother saw it—had been frustrated at every turn, her development derailed by the small-mindedness of her family, her robust will checked by a culture that made no place for a woman. I heard about the grades Mina skipped and the classes she topped, though always somewhat to the chagrin of parents more concerned with her eventual nuptials than her report card. I heard about all the boys who loved her, and how—when she was twelve—she, too, fell in love, only to have her nose broken by her father’s fist when he found a note from her sweetheart tucked into her math book. I heard about her nervous breakdowns and her troubles with food and, of course, about the trove of poems her mother set alight in the living room fireplace one night during an argument about whether or not Mina would be allowed to go to college to become a writer.


Perhaps it was that I heard it all so often without knowing the woman myself, but for the longest time, Mina Ali and her gifts and travails were like the persistent smell of curry in our halls and our rooms: an ever-presence in my life of which I made little note.


And then, one summer afternoon when I was eight, I saw a picture of her. As Mother unfolded Mina’s latest letter from Pakistan, a palm-sized color glossy tumbled out. “That’s your auntie Mina, kurban,” Mother said as I picked it up. “Look how beautiful she is.”


Beautiful, indeed.


The picture showed a striking woman sitting on a wicker chair before a background of green leaves and orange flowers. Most of her perfectly black hair was covered with a pale pink scarf, and both her hair and scarf framed an utterly arresting face: cheekbones highly drawn—gently accentuated with a touch of blush—oval eyes, and a small, pointed nose perched above a pair of ample lips. Her features defined a perfect harmony, promising something sheltering, something tender, but not only. For there was an intensity in her eyes that belied this intimation of maternal comfort, or at least complicated it: those eyes were black and filled with piercing light, as if her vision had long been sharpened against the grindstone of some nameless inner pain. And though she was smiling, her smile was more one concealed than offered and, like her eyes, hinted at something mysterious and elusive, something you wanted to know.


Mother posted the photo on our refrigerator door, pinned in place by the same rainbow-shaped finger magnets that also affixed my school lunch menu. (This was the menu Mother consulted each night before school to see if pork was being served the following day—and if, therefore, I’d be needing a bag lunch—and which I consulted each school morning hoping to find my favorite, beef lasagna, listed among the day’s offerings.) For two years, then, barely a day went by without at least a casual glance at that photograph of Mina. And there were more than a few occasions when, finishing my glass of morning milk, or munching on string cheese after school, I lingered over it, staring at her likeness as I sometimes did at the surface of the pond at Worth Park on summer afternoons: doing my best to catch a glimpse of what was hidden in the depths.


It was a remarkable photograph, and—as I was to discover from Mina herself a couple of years later—it had an equally remarkable history. Mina’s parents, counting on their daughter’s beauty to attract a lucrative match, brought in a fashion photographer to take pictures of her, and the photo in question was the one that would make its way—through a matchmaker—into the hands of Hamed Suhail, the only son of a wealthy Karachi family.


Hamed fell in love with Mina the moment he saw it.


The Suhails showed up at the Ali home a week and a half later, and by the end of their meeting, the fathers had shaken hands on their children’s betrothal. Mother always claimed that Mina didn’t dislike Hamed, and that Mina always said she could have found happiness with him. If not for Irshad, Hamed’s mother.


After the wedding, Mina moved south to Karachi to live with her in-laws, and the problems between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law began the first night Mina was there. Irshad came into her bedroom holding a string of plump, pomegranate-colored stones, a garnet necklace and family heirloom which—Irshad explained—had been handed down from mother to daughter for five generations. Herself daughterless, Irshad had always imagined she would bestow these, the only family jewels, on the wife of her only son someday.


“Try it on,” Irshad urged, warmly.


Mina did. And as they both stared into the mirror, Mina couldn’t help but notice the silvery thinning of Irshad’s eyes. She recognized the envy.


“You shouldn’t, Ammi,” Mina said, pulling the stones from her neck.


“I shouldn’t what?”


“I don’t know … I mean, it’s so beautiful … are you sure you want to give it to me?”


“I’m not giving it to you yet,” Irshad replied, abruptly. “I just wanted to see how it looked.”


Bruised by Irshad’s sudden shift, Mina handed the necklace back to her mother-in-law. Irshad took it and, without another word, walked out of the room.


So Irshad’s enmity began. First came the snide comments offered under her breath, or in passing: about how headstrong the “new girl” was; how she ate hunched over her plate like a servant; or how, as Irshad put it, Mina looked like a “mouse.” Soon to follow were changes to the household routine intended to make Mina’s life more difficult: servants sent up to clean Mina’s room when she was still asleep; the expunging from the family menu of the foods Mina most enjoyed; the continued flurry of mean-spirited remarks, though now no longer offered sotto voce. Mina did all she could to appease and placate her mother-in-law. But this only stoked Irshad’s suspicions. For as Mina tried to ply Irshad with submissiveness, the elder woman felt the change of tack, and read it as evidence of a cunning nature. Irshad now started rumors about her daughter-in-law’s “wandering eyes” and “thieving hands.” She warned her son to keep Mina away from the male staff, and warned her staff to keep their valuables under lock and key. (Neither Hamed nor his father—both terrified of Irshad—did anything to address the growing conflict.) And when the pleasure of verbal abuse wore thin, Irshad resorted to the physical. Now she slapped Mina, for leaving her dirty clothes strewn around her bedroom, or talking out of turn in front of guests. On one occasion, hearing an insult in a comment Mina made about dinner not being as spicy as usual, Irshad grabbed her daughter-in-law by the hair and dragged her from the dinner table to throw her out into the hallway.


Fourteen months into this growing nightmare, Mina conceived. To escape the abuse and bring her pregnancy to term in peace, she returned north to her family home, in the Punjab. There, three weeks early, unaccompanied by her husband—who would not join her for fear of suffering his mother’s wrath—Mina gave birth to a boy. And as she lay in the hospital bed exhausted from her daylong labor, a man in a long dark coat appeared at the doorway just moments after her mother left the room to fetch a cup of tea from the canteen. He stepped inside, inquiring if she was Amina Suhail née Ali.


“I am,” Mina replied.


The man approached her bedside, an envelope in hand. “Your husband has divorced you. Enclosed are the papers that make this divorce official. He has written in his own hand—you will recognize the writing—that he divorces you, he divorces you, and he divorces you. As you well know, Mrs. Suhail—I mean, Ms. Ali—this is what the law requires.” He laid the envelope across her belly, gently. “You have just given birth to Hamed Suhail’s son. He has chosen the name Imran for the boy. Imran will stay with you until the age of seven, at which point Mr. Hamed Suhail has the right to full, undisputed custody.” The lawyer took a step back, but he wasn’t finished. Mina squinted at him in disbelief. “All that I have shared with you is in accordance with the law as it stands, this date of June 15, 1976, in the land of Pakistan, and you are entitled to a custody trial by law, but I would advise you to understand, Mrs. Suhail—I mean, Ms. Ali—that any fight will be a useless one for you, and will simply cost your family resources it does not have.”


Then the lawyer turned and walked out.


Mina cried for days and nights and weeks to follow. Yet, devastated as she was by Hamed’s brutality—and terrified by his menacing promise to take her son away someday—when she stared down into her infant’s eyes, she nevertheless cooed to him with the name that her now-ex-husband had chosen without her:


She called the boy Imran.


I first heard that Mother wanted to bring Mina to America in the winter of 1981. I was ten. The hostages in Iran had just come home, and American flags were burning on the nightly news. It was a Saturday afternoon, teatime, and my parents were sitting across from each other at the kitchen table, silently sipping from their cups. I was sitting at the other end, my back to the glass of milk Mother had set before me. I was watching a half dozen flies butting at the window overlooking the backyard.


“You know, kurban, your Mina-auntie might be coming to stay with us,” Mother finally said. “Kurban?”


I turned to her. “When?” I asked.


“The sooner, the better. Her family is driving her crazy back home. And that boy needs to get out of the country … or his father will take him. The truth is, they both need to get out.”


Mother paused, glancing over at Father. He was thumbing through a fishing magazine, oblivious.


I looked back at the flies, buzzing blackly along the cold glass.


“All these flies! Where are they coming from?!” Mother suddenly shouted out. “And there’s so many of them up in the attic! God only knows how they got up there!”


Father looked up from his magazine, annoyed. “You say that like we haven’t heard it, like it’s the first time you’re saying it. It’s not the first time. I’m dealing with it.”


“I wasn’t talking to you, Naveed.”


“Then who are you talking to?” Father asked, sharply. “Because the only other person here is the boy, and I don’t know what he has to do with it.”


Mother stared at him, her face blank. Father’s hazel-green eyes glared coldly back at her. Then he buried himself again in his fishing magazine.


Mother got up from the table and went to the fridge. “It’s not going to be easy, kurban. Even if we could arrange it, who knows if her parents will let her come. Sometimes I wonder if they just want to keep her around so they have someone to torture. You know what her father did? He sold her books! Can you imagine? Mina without her books!”


Mother glanced at Father, then looked at me, expectant. I knew she wanted me to say something, but I didn’t know what to say.


“Why did he sell her books?” I finally asked.


“Because he thinks books are the reason for the divorce. Books encouraged her fast mouth … that’s what he always said about her intelligence. ‘All it does is give her a fast mouth …’” Mother sneaked another glance at Father.


He just shifted in place, turning a page in his magazine.


Mother grunted as she pulled a pitcher from the fridge. “Hayat, her intelligence has been the curse of her life. When a Muslim woman is too smart, she pays the price for it. And she pays the price not in money, behta, but in abuse.” Mother paused, waiting for Father to react. He didn’t. “You know what Freud said, behta? That brilliant man?”


I didn’t know much more about Freud than that Mother liked to tell me what he said from time to time. “He said silence kills. If you don’t talk about things … you get all screwed up inside.” She stole another look at Father.


Now he looked up, but not because of anything she’d said. He threw back his head and emptied the rest of his tea into his mouth. Mother slammed the fridge door shut behind him. Father set down the teacup and turned another page.


“I’m telling you these things because today you are my behta, my child … but one day you’ll be a man. And these are things you should know …”


I looked back at the window, behind which a scarlet sun was setting beneath tufts of purple-pink clouds hanging about the horizon like clumps of cotton candy. The flies were still stabbing at the glass.


“They are so annoying. Where are they coming from?” Mother complained again as she poured.


Again, silence. Until I finally heard Father’s voice behind me: “Here.”


I turned to find him holding out the rolled-up magazine toward me. “Kill them and get it over with.”


“Don’t make him do that,” Mother said in an odd, pleading tone. “You do it, Naveed.”


Father didn’t budge, still pointing the magazine at me.


I took it and turned to the window. Aiming, I swatted. The glass shook. One fly fell; the others sputtered frantically. It took me a dozen more blows to get them all. When I was finished, I looked down, where the flies lay dead on the kitchen linoleum.


“Good job,” Father said, taking the magazine back. Standing, he tore the cover off and crumpled it, sticking the ball into his empty cup of tea. Then he walked out.


Mother dumped her unfinished glass of water in the sink. “Next time, you don’t do what he says,” she hissed at me. “You do what I say.”


My parents’ marriage was difficult almost from the start. They’d met and fallen in love in Lahore, while they were both in college, Mother studying psychology, Father completing medical school. They married, and Father—who topped his medical class—was offered a spot in a program that brought him to Wisconsin to train as a neurologist. Mother left school to join him—it was always her great regret that she didn’t wait to finish her degree—ending up far from home, in Milwaukee’s rural westerly suburbs, a stone’s throw from dairy country, where the landscape was flat as a table and covered for months with snow. It was a place she didn’t understand. And she was with a man who started cheating on her almost as soon as they arrived in America. In short, by the time I was ten, she’d been miserable for years.


A week or so after the episode with the flies, I awoke in my bed in the middle of the night, not sure if I was dreaming. My room glowed and pulsed with a flickering orange light. Outside, people were shouting. The roar of an engine seemed to shake the air. I got up from bed and went to the window. Through a veil of swirling flakes, I made out a chaotic sight: a car in flames, and beyond it, two bright beams of light through which figures in black came and went. It took me a moment to realize it was a fire truck. The firemen were scattered about the flames, pulling at a white hose. All at once, there was a loud hissing sound, and the white hose stiffened along uneven joints, spewing an unruly, milky foam.


I still wasn’t sure if I was dreaming.


“Get back in bed,” I heard behind me. I turned to see Mother in the doorway, her eyes—like the car outside—ablaze. “One of your father’s white bitches set fire to his Mercedes.” She approached, coming to stand alongside me. Together, we watched the firefighters douse the flames. It didn’t take long. Almost at once, the fire was out, and the car’s wet, windowless carcass was giving off weak smoke.


Mother turned to me, her eyes still gleaming, though the room was now dark. “That’s why I always tell you, behta … Don’t end up with a white woman.”


She led me back to bed and tucked me in with a kiss. When she was gone, I got up and went back to the window. I spied Father’s tall, hulking form marching through the falling snow. He led the firefighters into the house. I crawled back into bed and fell asleep to the murmur of men’s voices drifting up the stairs.


All night, I dreamt of fire.


The next morning, when I came down for breakfast, Father wasn’t there.


“Where’s Dad?” I asked.


“Work,” Mother replied. “Had to take my car,” she added with a satisfied grin as she brought two plates of parathas and eggs to the table.


“Parathas?” I asked. She usually only made parathas on the weekends.


“Eat, sweetie. I know it’s your favorite.”


Mother sat down across from me, tearing a piece of the ghee-soaked fried bread I so loved, and used it to poke at her egg and release the yolk. “Another of his white prostitutes decided she was sick of his promises,” Mother began. “God only knows what he promised this one. He gets drunk and runs his mouth, and probably doesn’t remember a thing he says.” Using the piece of paratha, she took a scoopful of the running yolk into her mouth and started to chew. “That’s why we don’t drink, kurban, because it impairs you. It makes you foolish.” Drops of viscous yellow-orange dotted the edges of her lips as she chewed and spoke. “Give a Muslim man a drink and watch him run after white women like a crazed fool!”


I’d been hearing about Father’s mistresses since the night Mother dragged me through the streets of Milwaukee as a five-year-old, searching for Father, who we eventually found at the apartment of a woman he worked with at the hospital; I waited in the stairwell as she and Father shouted at each other on the upstairs landing. Throughout my childhood, Mother spared me little detail about her troubles with Father. And at ten, I already knew myself well enough to know that if I listened too closely to what she said, my blood would start to boil.


I kept my head down, hoping she would lose interest, but that was unlikely. She was buoyant that morning. Even her appearance—usually unkempt, her round face increasingly drawn and gaunt from bitterness, her thin brown hair often tousled well into the evening as if she’d just risen from bed—was different. She’d showered and dressed for the day as if she actually planned to leave the house. “But now he has a chance to do the right thing,” she said, breaking off another piece of paratha. “Now he’ll have the chance to help someone in need. Your Mina-auntie needs someone to help her and that boy … I just lose sleep every night thinking about what she’s going through. The boy is already four. They have to be thinking now about how to get out. Or it will be too late.” She took another bite and chewed, shaking her head. “You don’t humiliate your wife and child in front of the world without consequence. He’s not sure about this, he’s not sure about that. Now he doesn’t have a choice. She’s coming and he’s not going to stop it. After last night, he owes me.”


“Mom, I’m gonna miss my bus.”


She looked up at the clock. “You have time. Five minutes. Finish your breakfast.”


“I’m not hungry. I have to pack my bag. My homework.”


“Finish your juice.”


I got up from the table and gulped down the rest of my orange juice. Before I could leave, Mother reached out and drew me to her. “Meri-jaan, remember: The secret of a happy life is respect. Respect for yourself and respect for others. That’s what I learned from my father, behta, who you didn’t know … and he was a wise man. You could almost say he wasn’t really even a Muslim man. He was more like a Jew.”


“I have to get my bag ready, Mom,” I whined.


“Okay, okay,” she sighed. I kissed her on the cheek, then ran off to my room to pack my things for school.




2


A Still, Small Voice


Mother was right. After the episode with Father’s car, she would have no trouble getting him to go along with her plan to bring Mina to Milwaukee. Now it was only Mina’s parents who needed convincing. Mother spent hours on the phone with Rafiq and Rabia Ali, assuring them that their daughter would be well looked after. She would have a place to stay as long as she needed to rebuild her life, and Mother promised to care for Imran, her son, like her own child. But it turned out the assurances Mina’s middle-class parents really wanted had more to do with their daughter’s honor than with her lodgings. For even Western-leaning Muslims like the Alis—Mina’s mother was a huge Elvis fan, and her father an avid consumer of Marlboros and Zane Grey—thought of America not primarily as a land of abundance and opportunity, but of sin, where souls went to be corrupted by the very liberty that so intoxicated the world’s imagination. For people like Mina’s parents, there was no more emblematic image of America’s spiritual corruption than that of the American woman, eager to shed her clothes in front of strangers, emboldened by freedom to cultivate her lust for pleasure and profit. That their daughter might become one of these was the only thing the Alis wished to avoid at all costs.


Or almost at all costs, as Father would put it at dinner one night.


“It’s a double standard,” Mother complained, as Father and I munched on chicken karahi. “Rafiq wants his sons to come here, but not his daughter. It doesn’t matter if they run around with white women, but God forbid she’s found looking at a white man.”


“The sons?” Father asked.


“It’s the only reason he’ll even consider it. If she comes, then she can sponsor her younger brothers.”


Father smiled wryly. “So Rafiq is trying to figure out if the cash his sons will make him when they get to America is worth the price of turning their daughter into a whore …”


I didn’t know what the word meant, but before I could ask, Mother leaped in. “Do you think you’re funny? Such a word in front of your own child?”


Father glanced over at me. “The sooner he knows the way the world really works, the better.”


Mother turned to me. “Cover your ears,” she said.


“What?”


“I said cover your ears.”


“Mom …”


“Do it, Hayat.”


Reluctantly, I wiped my curry-covered hands and did as I was told, but it didn’t stop me from hearing what she said to him next:


“Use language like that again in his presence, and I will have you thrown out of the house. Thrown out, do you hear me?”


Father waited a moment before replying. “Is that a promise?” he finally said, blankly. Then he looked away with a shrug and went on with his meal.


In the end, whatever the reasoning, Mina’s parents agreed to send her to us. We learned of the news when there was a knock on our door one afternoon. I opened it to find a middle-aged man, rail-thin, with searing blue eyes and a violet-colored birth stain spilling across his nose and right cheek. He held a clipboard in one hand, a thin envelope in the other.


“Shah?”


“Yeah.”


“Telegram,” he said, handing me the envelope.


“What’s that?”


“Cable letter. Could you just sign here?” He pushed the clipboard at me, and I signed my name.


“What kind of name is that, anyway? Shah? You Iranian or something?”


“Pakistani.”


He grunted. It seemed like he wasn’t sure what I was saying. He looked at me now, his head tilted, suspicious. I noticed the thin silver cross dangling from a chain around his neck. “You people hate Americans, too?” he asked.


“No.”


He kept staring, and then he finally nodded. “Okay,” he said, satisfied. He turned and headed off toward the tan car idling in our driveway.


At the kitchen table, Mother tore open the envelope. “Mina’s cable!” she cooed, delightedly.


“What is it, Mom?”


“When they send a message with the cable. From one office to the other. From one side of the world to the other, behta. When I was a child, Hayat, cable was how we sent messages overseas. Now, of course, phone is easier. But cable is still a hundred times cheaper than the phone in Pakistan.” She started to read. “She bought her ticket.”


“What does it say?”


COMING TO AMERICA STOP MAY 13 ARRIVAL CHICAGO STOP BRITISH AIRWAYS


She handed me the gossamer-thin sheet. Everything was printed out in capitals, including the word “stop.”


“Why does it say ‘stop’?”


“Costs more to have punctuation,” Mother said, taking the telegram back. Then she looked up at me, her eyes wide with a sudden idea. “Let’s send her one back!” she said.


“Where?”


“Western Union.”


And so out we went. Mother and I headed for the mall, where we stood at the counter and filled out the form to send a telegram. If the message was ten words or less, it would only cost six dollars. Every word after that was seventy cents. I couldn’t see how Mother was even going to get to ten words considering all she wanted to say was that she’d gotten Mina’s telegram.


CABLE RECEIVED STOP SO EXCITED STOP INSHALLAH


Mother looked at me. “What do you think?”


Sounded fine to me.


As Mother paid at the window, I spied the messenger with the stain across his face in back, milling about. He emerged from the back room and our eyes met.


He nodded. I nodded back.


Mina came in May, just as promised. On our way to the airport to pick her up, we got caught in traffic and arrived just as the plane was supposed to have touched down. Mother was frantic. Father pulled to the curb and Mother yanked me out of the backseat. We ran inside to the airline counter to ask about the flight while Father went to park the car. When the ticket clerk announced the plane had already landed, Mother yelped. Off we went down the terminal hall to Mina’s gate. But when we got there, the lounge was empty. Two stewardesses stood at the gate’s counter, and Mother went over to inquire. That was when I noticed a striking woman standing against the window of another gate lounge farther on. She was small and held a large sleeping child against her body, its arms dangling at her sides like ends of a stole. When Mother returned, I pointed. “Is that her?” I asked.


“Miinnaa!” Mother cried out with joy.


As Mina turned to us, I was surprised. Though she was just as beautiful as the photograph had promised, there was something different about her as well: a confidence, a magnetism.


She smiled and I was struck.


“Bhaj, you made me wonder if I ended up in the wrong city!”


Mother laughed, her eyes welling with sudden tears. She took Mina by the shoulders and looked deeply into her eyes. The confident smile on Mina’s lips now quivered as her own eyes filled with tears. The two women hugged, melting together. Mina’s son—held between them—roused and moaned.


Sniffling, Mother pulled away. She took the boy from Mina’s arms. “Hi there, sweetie …,” she cooed, peering into Imran’s face. “Welcome to America.”


Imran laid his head on Mother’s shoulder, falling back asleep.


Mina wiped her eyes, smiling. “He likes you, bhaj!”


“Everybody likes me.”


“I wouldn’t get too carried away!”


They laughed. Mina turned to me, blurting out in a bright tone: “So this is Hayat! He’s so handsome. Like a movie star!”


Mother rolled her eyes. “And just as spoiled as one, too …”


“You’re going to break some hearts, aren’t you, behta?” She was looking right at me. Again, I felt that surprise. There was something intense and alive about her gaze that the picture had only hinted at. She was dazzling.


“What’s wrong, behta?” she asked, playful, her hand on my head now, caressing my hair. “Cat got your tongue?”


I grinned sheepishly, nodding my reply. The cat had my tongue, indeed.


In our front yard stood three large gnarled trees, old and beautiful. They formed a row, the two trees on the outside leaning in toward the center tree, their tops converging, like three old women—Mother used to say—coming together to share their secrets. Mother had been told they’d been planted too close to the house, that we risked damage to the roof from falling limbs in the event of gale-strength winds, and she’d been advised to have them removed. But Mother loved the trees too much. She and Mina stopped at one of the trunks as Father carried Mina’s bags to the house. I was holding a bag as well, but I stopped to adjust my grip.


Mina was holding Imran—who pretended to be sleeping, but was actually spying on me with one open eye—as she gazed up into the branches. “White oak,” she said.


“Something like that,” Mother replied. “Elm or oak or something.”


“They’re oaks, bhaj. White oaks. You can tell from the leaves.” Mina pointed. “Pink like that in spring. We used to have one at the center of the courtyard at Station School, remember?” Mother’s chin lifted ever so slightly, and her gaze clouded over. “Remember, it had pink leaves like that?” Mina asked.


Mother nodded, moved. “I knew there was a reason I didn’t want to lose them.”


Mina touched the trunk. “Must be a hundred years old.”


“That’s what the tree man said.”


At the front door, Father called out: “Green room, right?”


“Yes, Naveed,” Mother called back. She turned to Mina once he’d disappeared inside. “How many times I’ve told him where you’re staying! And then he asks me again?”


Mina chuckled.


“Go on, kurban,” Mother said to me, “take that bag up to the green room for your auntie.”


“Okay, Mom.”


I hauled the bag along the walkway and into the vestibule. I climbed the steps to the first room along the upstairs hall, which we called the green room for its kelly-green carpet. We could just as well have called it the cartoon room, as its walls were adorned with four human-sized cartoon decals—Goofy, Daffy Duck, Bugs Bunny, and Snow White—that had been there when we bought the house. For weeks before Mina’s arrival, Mother talked about having the carpet replaced and walls repainted to cover up the cartoons. Father said he would take care of it, but never did.


As Mina set her things down on the bed, Mother apologized. “I was going to have it recarpeted. Naveed promised me.”


“But why?”


“The color? It doesn’t give you a headache?”


“It’s fine. I don’t want you to go to the trouble.”


“It’s not trouble. Now that you’re here, we’ll do it together. You can choose the color. And we’ll cover up these stupid cartoons …”


Mina looked over at me. I was standing by the closet with her things. “What do you think, behta?”


Truth be told, I’d always liked the carpet’s color and the cartoons as well. They were an instance of something lively in our otherwise relentlessly somber home. But I had no chance to respond. Mother leaped in, answering for me: “It doesn’t matter what he thinks. What matters is what you think.”


Just then, Imran, Mina’s four-year-old, lumbered groggily into the room from the toilet, his feet inexplicably wet, his shuffling steps leaving a trail of faint, darker prints along the harlequin green shade. He looked up, his eyes widening. His face broke into a sudden smile. He stepped over to the wall, stretched his arms, and pressed himself against Daffy Duck.


Mother and Mina traded looks.


“Or we could just leave it like it is,” Mina said.


Mother nodded. “Now, maybe that would be best.”


Mina and Imran were jet-lagged. They went to bed that afternoon and slept through much of the next two days. It wasn’t until midweek that we all had our first meal together. I got home from school that afternoon to find the house filled with the smells of the Lahori-style lamb chops, homemade naans, and bhindi bhuna. Sitting at the kitchen table with my homework, I watched Mina and Mother cook into the evening, trading tales in Punjabi—which I understood, but didn’t speak—laughing as they went. Mother was so happy. And there was Mina, living and breathing and hovering about at the very fridge where I’d spent almost two years staring at her photograph. There really was something miraculous about it all.


That night, the splendid feast succeeded at putting even Father in a sentimental mood. At the end of the meal, he leaned back in his seat, a soft, satiated light in his eyes. He lifted his glass of lassi toward Mina and her son. “It’s good to have you here,” he said.


Mina held his gaze, the same sly, enticing smile on her face that I recognized from the photograph. “Thank you, Naveed,” she said. “You’re a very generous man.”


Father smarted. “Nonsense,” he demurred. “Anyway, I’m not the one you should thank. It’s Muneer. She would have broken my legs if I didn’t agree to it … But I have to say, I’m glad I did.”


“So now we know,” Mother joked, “the way to your heart is through your stomach.”


He flashed her a mischievous smile. “Among other things,” he said.


Mother blushed, looking away.


Mina looked away, too, over at her son. “Say thank you to your Muneer-auntie and Naveed-uncle.”


“Thank you, Auntie. Thank you, Uncle,” Imran murmured.


“You’re welcome,” Mother caroled.


Father gazed warmly at the boy. “You’re welcome, kurban,” he said.


I looked at Father, confused. Hearing him use that word for Imran stung, like an insect bite on my heart.


“What?” he asked.


“‘Kurban’?” I blurted out. “That’s what you call me.”


“What does it mean?” Imran asked, dully.


“It means the most important thing we have to give,” Mina said, turning to me with a smile. “The sacrifice of our hearts.” She reached out to brush the hair away from my eyes. “You’re my kurban, too,” she intoned, lovingly.


A few weeks into Mina’s stay, I had my first experience of her deeper sense of things, what most called her intelligence, but which I think was actually something closer to a spiritual gift.


She was sitting at the dining table, reading, a shaft of afternoon sunlight draped across her body like a brilliant shawl. I had a clear view of her from my place in the living room adjacent, where I was sitting and brooding over another ice cream social that was about to begin without me.


Each year, on the Thursday of the last week of school, the Lutheran church next door to Mason Elementary—where I was attending fifth grade—transformed its adjoining lawn into a mini-fairground for what it called its annual ice cream social. There were booth games, a merry-go-round, and more than a few ice cream stands. They served turtle sundaes and banana splits and—everyone’s favorite—soft serve in a cone. Mason opened up the gym as well, where, as mothers and sisters and girlfriends in sandals and pastel-colored dresses ate ice cream, boys and their fathers played shirts versus skins in a basketball game everyone talked about for months before it happened. Ever since the second grade, I’d been trying to get Mother to let me go.


“We don’t go to church, Hayat. We’re not Christians. We have to draw the line somewhere.”
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