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To Amelia and Elah.




Glossary


abaya – robe-like dress or cloak


alhamdullilah – all praise and thanks be to Allah


burqa – outer garment covering the body and face, with a mesh grille or window across the eyes


chappals – sandals, usually made of leather


desi – the people and culture of South Asia and their diaspora


dua – prayer


dhoti – a piece of cloth wrapped around the legs and tied at the waist, resembling baggy trousers


dupatta – long shawl-like scarf draped across the head and shoulders


Eid al-Fitr– religious holiday marking the end of Ramadan


Eid al-Adha – religious holiday honouring Ibrahim’s readiness to sacrifice his son


faraa’idh – acts of obligation


gunah – fault, crime, sin, guilt


gunahgar – sinner


hadith – records of events in the life of the Prophet Mohammed


halal – permissible under Islamic law


halawa – form of hair removal known as sugaring


haram – forbidden by Islamic law


hijab – meaning ‘partition’ or ‘curtain’, colloquially used to refer to a scarf that covers the head


hijabi – person who wears the hijab


imam – mosque leader


inshallah – God willing


ittar – essential oil derived from botanicals


jilbab – long, loose outer garment that covers the entire body


kameez – long tunic


kurta – loose collarless shirt falling either above or below the knee


lehenga – full ankle-length skirt worn at formal or ceremonial occasions


mashallah – God has willed it


masjid – mosque


mullah – Islamic cleric; in Pakistani culture often used in a derogatory way to describe religious leaders who manipulate the masses


madrasa – a school that teaches Islamic theology


Muslimah – Muslim woman


nafs – self, soul, consciousness, ego


nikah – marriage contract


niqab – outer garment covering the head and face, but not the eyes


qadi – judge who administers Islamic law


Quran – the central religious text of Islam


Ramadan – the Islamic holy month of fasting


salwar – loose trousers


salwar kameez – general term for a traditional outfit worn by men and women in various styles, comprising the salwar and the kameez


sharia – Islamic law, derived principally from the Quran and the hadith


sherwani – men’s formal coat-like garment


sunnah – social and legal practice, custom and tradition following the example of the Prophet Mohammed


surah – chapter of the Quran, each divided into verses


ummah – community (the idea that all Muslims are of one body)


zakat – a mandatory charitable contribution; the third pillar of Islam




Introduction


In January 2016, the Daily Telegraph reported on a private conversation in which David Cameron said he considered Muslim women to be traditionally submissive.1 The response to his comments was anything but. Photographs of Muslim women holding up placards explaining exactly how they were not #TraditionallySubmissive spread across the internet. These women were everything from ‘war survivor’ to ‘PhD student’, from ‘mother’ to ‘doctor’. As I watched it all unfold online, I realized that I was always hearing things ‘about’ Muslim women. Things ‘about’ who we were and who we were supposed to be and how we were supposed to act.


When was the last time you heard a Muslim woman speak for herself without a filter? Or outside the white gaze? On her own terms? Or outside the narrative built around us by the media and governments? If Muslim women are to progress in society, if Muslim women are to be treated with respect, then it’s so important that we challenge the narrative built around us. It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it? We should be the authors of our narrative and identity; we should be the ones speaking ‘about’ us.


It’s Not About the Burqa brings together Muslim women’s voices. It does not represent the experiences of every Muslim woman or claim to cover every single issue faced by Muslim women. It’s not possible to create that book. But this book is a start, a movement: we Muslim women are reclaiming and rewriting our identity. Here are essays about the hijab* and wavering faith, about love and divorce, about queer identity, about sex, about the twin threats of a disapproving community and a racist country, and about how Islam and feminism go hand in hand. Every essay in this book is unfinished, because each one is the beginning of a very necessary conversation.


By using the word ‘burqa’ on the front cover of this collection of essays, it’s frustrating that even now I’m having to engage with a narrative that Muslim women never created. ‘Burqa’ is a word that has been politicized, and has become synonymous with Muslim female identity: it’s just another element in the narrative written around us by others. By engaging with this narrative I hope to dismantle it from within. Muslim women are more than burqas, more than hijabs, and more than society has allowed us to be until now.


We are not asking for permission any more. We are taking up space. We’ve listened to a lot of people talking about who Muslim women are without actually hearing Muslim women. So now, we are speaking. And now, it’s your turn to listen.


Mariam Khan




1 ‘David Cameron: More Muslim women should “learn English” to help tackle extremism’, Daily Telegraph (17 January 2016), https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/terrorism-in-the-uk/12104556/David-Cameron-More-Muslim-women-should-learn-English-to-help-tackle-extremism.html



  



Too Loud, Swears Too Much and Goes Too Far


Mona Eltahawy


A young Muslim woman wrote to me recently to tell me she had reviewed my book, Headscarves and Hymens: Why the Middle East Needs a Sexual Revolution, which I published in 2015. In the book, I take a look at women’s rights in the Middle East and North Africa in the wake of the ‘Arab Spring’ revolutions in the region. Like much of my work, it critiques misogyny in my culture and faith background, and calls for social and sexual revolutions alongside the political revolutions of the Arab Spring in order to liberate women from all forms of oppression.


I clicked on the link the young woman sent and read that for a long time she had been scared to read my writing because she had heard that ‘Mona Eltahawy is too loud, swears too much and goes too far.’


‘Too loud, swears too much and goes too far.’


What a great book title that would make, I thought!


I understood that those descriptors had all been meant as insults. I knew that they were meant as warning signs intended to stop other readers from coming closer. And I knew that for many people they worked. But I took them as compliments.


‘Too loud, swears too much and goes too far’ sounded just about right. I was proud!


Women are supposed to be ‘less than’, not ‘too much’. Women are meant to be quiet, modest, humble, polite, nice, well behaved, aware of the red lines. They are supposed to tread softly and within their limits.


Patriarchy demands that of all women, but the more women fall within intersections of oppression, the more they are expected to live by those demands, and Muslim women are especially vulnerable to what I call a trifecta of oppressions: misogyny (faced by all women), racism (faced by women of colour) and Islamophobia (faced by Muslims).


Muslim women are caught between a rock – an Islamophobic and racist right wing that is eager to demonize Muslim men, and to that end misuses our words and the ways we resist misogyny within our Muslim communities – and a hard place: our Muslim communities that are eager to defend Muslim men, and to that end try to silence us and shut down the ways we resist misogyny. Both the rock and the hard place are more concerned with each other than they are with Muslim women. They speak over our heads – literally and figuratively. Our bodies – what parts of them are covered or uncovered, for example – are proxy battlefields in their endless arguments. It matters little what we women think because ultimately, both the rock and the hard place agree on and are enabled by patriarchy.


Which is why I am proud to be described as ‘too loud, swears too much and goes too far’. When a woman is ‘too much’, she is essentially uncontrollable and unashamed. That makes her dangerous.


I am especially proud that those attributes are used to describe my writing. One of my literary heroes is queer Chicana poet, writer and feminist theorist Gloria Anzaldúa. In her 1981 essay ‘Speaking in Tongues: A Letter to 3rd World Women Writers’, Anzaldúa explains the importance of writing:




Writing is dangerous because we are afraid of what the writing reveals: the fears, the angers, the strengths of a woman under a triple or quadruple oppression. Yet in that very act lies our survival because a woman who writes has power. And a woman with power is feared.1





I believe the role of the writer is to tell society what it pretends it does not know. The racist, right-wing Islamophobes conveniently ignore – pretend not to know – that misogyny is not exclusive to Muslim men. The Muslim communities that accuse Muslim women who expose misogyny of ‘making us look bad’ pretend not to know that Muslim men who abuse or assault Muslim women do a sterling job of ‘making us look bad’ all on their own.


As a feminist, a Muslim and a woman of colour, I am inspired and strengthened by Black American author and civil rights activist Toni Cade Bambara, who told an interviewer in 1982: ‘As a cultural worker who belongs to an oppressed people, my job is to make revolution irresistible.’2


I have thought long and hard about what an irresistible revolution looks like. For something to be irresistible, I believe it must be a combination of exciting and dangerous – it must entice and frighten. I first came across the word ‘feminism’ on the bookshelves of my university library in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. My Egyptian family had moved to Saudi Arabia when I was fifteen years old, after almost eight years of living in first London and then Glasgow. Life for fifteen-year-old girls, dangling between girlhood and womanhood, is hard enough anywhere in the world. I fell into a deep depression soon after we moved to Jeddah. I might not have heard the word ‘feminism’ yet, but I knew that the way women and girls were treated in Saudi Arabia was wrong and that this was not the Islam I was taught, nor did it represent the home I was raised in. My Egyptian Muslim parents met in medical school and both got scholarships to study for a PhD in medicine in London. They raised my brother and me as the equals we were and with the lesson that education and knowledge were the most important things in life.


When I was nineteen, I finally found, among the books and journals in the library of the university I attended in Jeddah, the word – feminism – that would give me a way to fight back. Feminism saved my mind. There was no women’s or gender studies department at the university, so I imagined a renegade librarian or professor had put those books and journals there. Those feminist books were written by women of my cultural and faith backgrounds; women like the Egyptian feminist author and medical doctor Nawal El Saadawi and the Moroccan feminist sociologist Fatema Mernissi, as well as feminists from other parts of the world.


Those books were irresistible. And they terrified me. So much so that I would pick them up, read a few pages, put them down in fear and walk away, only to be drawn back again the next day. I was terrified because I knew on a visceral level that those books – that feminism – would unravel something that I needed, something that would change me forever.


Those books and that feminism were the start of my revolution.


What does such a revolution look like?


A revolution is ‘too loud’: it defies, disobeys and disrupts patriarchy.


The revolution ‘swears too much’: it tells racists and Islamophobes to fuck off and that you will never ally with them, and it tells misogynists – our men and other men – to fuck off and that you will not shut up.


Revolutions ‘go too far’: if your community is ready for you, then you are too late. You must challenge your community. You must throw down the gauntlet of freedom to your community and dare it to accept. Revolutions are by nature uncomfortable. They are meant to discombobulate. How else would the status quo be overthrown? Revolutions rattle the privileged and discomfort the complacent. They are never about the comfortable majority. Rather, it is always the minority, especially those who are caught by the intersection of multiple oppressions, who instigate and inspire.


Who decides who is ‘too loud, swears too much and goes too far’? It is usually the ‘community’. While that word and concept can provide a sense of solidarity and strength in the face of racism, Islamophobia and other bigotries, it is imperative to ask who speaks for the ‘community’ and whose interests that community serves.


Too often, ‘community’ is synonymous with men, and too often those self-appointed male leaders are the ones who determine what is ‘too far’. In fact, the word and concept ‘community’ is much like the word and concept ‘culture’: for example, a popular way to rein in people – read ‘women’ – is to tell them that they must not oppose a behaviour or way of being because it is part of the ‘culture’ or what the ‘community’ wants. Who determined that it was culture and who speaks for the community? Men and men. That is the simple answer. The more complicated answer is men and men and a system – patriarchy – that enables and protects them at the same time as it socializes women to internalize the dictates of patriarchy and to accept them as culture and as community. If women created culture and community, we would not be accused of ‘going too far’.


To be a Muslim woman in the so-called West, where Muslims live as a minority, often beleaguered and subjected to the violence of racism and bigotry, is to stand in the middle point of a see-saw, engaged in a perilous balancing act of telling the rock of racist Islamophobes and the hard place of the community to fuck off, all the while trying not to fall off. I believe in the power of profanity and so I demand that we tell the powers that sit on either side of that see-saw to fuck off. Profanity – especially delivered by women – is a powerful way to transgress the red lines of politeness and niceness that the patriarchy – shared by the rock and the hard place – demands of us as women. I say fuck because I am not supposed to. I say fuck because I believe that the crimes of racism, bigotry and misogyny – enabled and protected by patriarchy – are more profane than swear words. I say fuck because there is nothing civil about racists, Islamophobes and misogynists arguing over my body as if I did not exist.


The revolution is to jump off the see-saw as a first act of transgression on the path to being ‘too loud’, swearing ‘too much’ and going ‘too far’. It is exhausting, it can be lonely and it will surely gain you the ire of all sides, but it is imperative to make that jump. Refuse to play with either side of that see-saw. In my work, I make it clear that I will never ally myself with the racist Islamophobes against my community, and I let my community know that I will never shut up about its misogyny. I have been accused of giving ammunition to the racist Islamophobes by calling out the misogyny of men of my community, but those misogynist men of my community are never accused of providing plenty of fodder for those racist Islamophobes to use against us. And I skewer the misogyny, as well as the racism and Islamophobia of the right wing. They will never be my friends and I will forever be the enemy of patriarchy, whichever language it speaks or god it worships.


We must jump off that see-saw because neither of its sides cares about us. We must jump into a space we have created, and from which we can launch a revolution against misogyny, racism, Islamophobia and all forms of bigotry. We must create that space for ourselves. So important is the black bisexual poet and activist June Jordan to me that I have tattooed one of her verses onto my arm: We are the ones we have been waiting for.


We are the revolution. Be too loud. Swear too much. Go too far.




1  In Cherríe Moraga and Gloria E. Anzaldúa (eds), This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (London, 1981)


2  Thabiti Lewis (ed.), ‘An Interview with Toni Cade Bambara: Kay Bonetti’ in Conversations with Toni Cade Bambara (Jackson, Mississippi, 2012)







Immodesty is the Best Policy


Coco Khan


I


When I arrive at the community centre, there are already people clad in loose-fitting pastel colours stretching their limbs, shaking out the tension. The occasional ‘om’ punctures the gentle hum of the overhead fan. I recognize most of the faces – unsurprising, given that this yoga class is part of my job’s new wellness programme, and the people I work with are very ‘yoga’ (they self-define as ‘eco’, and have names like Orlando and Bruschetta).


The yoga teacher, a pint-size French lady named Aubrey, approaches me. She has a sleeve tattoo and meticulously pedicured toes. I look at them enviously, thinking of my own unloved feet which receive no attention apart from the odd complaint from my boyfriend, yowling in the night when I unwittingly claw him in bed (‘it’s like sleeping with a snoring falcon,’ he’ll say). Aubrey even has a toe ring. Show-off.


‘What is that?’ Aubrey says, pointing to the orange roll of foam I’m holding.


‘It’s a mat. We were meant to bring our own, right?’


‘Why does it have “Blacks” written on it?’


‘Oh erm, it’s a camping mat.’ She stares at me with an expression I read as disdain but could be pity. ‘It’s just temporary, my new one is on order.’


Aubrey returns to her spot at the front of the class and I find a space next to June from accounts. ‘I just, I didn’t want to buy a new one,’ I explain to her, ‘until I knew yoga was for me. They’re not cheap.’


Of course, I do know yoga is for me; it has to be. I need this. Life feels static and exercise brings growth; they say it makes you a better person. Yoga especially. Health and wellbeing, I repeat to myself, my little mantra. It has a nice rhythm to it. Health and wellbeing. I might not have done much in the way of physical fitness but this feels right. I am Indian. Yoga runs through my blood, it’s as natural to me as my vitamin D deficiency.


OK, so maybe not Indian, Indian; I’m Pakistani, but still, we’re similar – same blood, same food, same traditions, hundreds of years living side by side in Punjab. Seventy years of partition couldn’t have erased that, right? Yoga is for me, I’m sure of it.


I’ve not dressed properly and am still pulling off my socks when the class begins – inhale, one-two-three-four, exhale, one-two-three-four – and I hurry to unfurl my mat, taking the short end of it where I stand, and letting the rest fall to the floor.


‘Fuck,’ I say on reflex, louder than I’d like. The last time I used this mat was at a music festival, the debris of which has now been released from the roll, scattering across the floor: scrunched-up Rizla papers, loose tobacco, the odd twig.


Please, no baggies, please, I pray internally as I lay my mat on top of the debris and hope no one saw. Was that June giving me the side-eye? Inhale, one-two-three-four, exhale, one-two-three-four.


Into the sequence Aubrey launches, muttering the odd Sanskrit word, but mostly just speaking to fill the silence. She goes too fast. Just when I think I’ve understood what I’m meant to do, craning my neck to see if I’m right (and of course I’m not, not even near – how can anyone’s foot get there?) she’s moved on to the next position. I can feel the stress rising in my body.


Aubrey comes over every so often, to pull my hips back, or to bring me a prop, which I take sheepishly. I look around at my peers, heaving in unison and barely trembling. Even Fat Frank from sales looks like a swan.


I push on for as long as I can – head down, leg up, hold – but after the third fall I give up and lie flat on my back. Aubrey appears, leaning over me, her soft hair falling from her headband.


‘I’m going now anyway,’ I say, before she can speak.


II


Funny. Growing up I don’t remember anyone talking much about health. Not to me at least. Maybe it did happen. But memories are one of those things. You think all your memories are yours alone, but often they are given by others: versions of events repeated by family, scenes stolen from a movie watched half-sleeping, dreams willed into existence. I want to say that everything that follows here are my memories but I’m not sure. I’m not sure whose they are, or if they indeed ever belonged to anyone. In the end I’m not sure it matters. Sometimes all we know of families are the myths we are told and the fragile heaviness we carry inside, the sound of snapping in the ear.


But I remember the aunties. They liked to gather around and compare notes on minor ailments as a leisurely pastime; an opportunity to flaunt their martyrdom and indulge in a touch of the Bollywood melodrama they enjoyed so much. The sweet spot was having a condition that was in no way chronic or serious (that would be a mood killer) but still involved substantial effort to power through. And the more unnecessary that effort was, the better.


For example, when Auntie Zakiya sprained her ankle after tumbling off her high heels, you still found her the next day hobbling around the desi shops, ankle wrapped above her salwar for maximum visibility, telling anyone who’d listen how she simply had to come out and get the materials for her daughter’s wedding as planned (even though the wedding wasn’t for months and the shopping could definitely be done another day). Auntie Zakiya dined out on that sprain for months. ‘What a woman!’ people would say, ‘such a devoted mother,’ while other wives smiled through gritted teeth, hoping that the next fall Auntie Zakiya had wouldn’t be quite so harmless.


But to us girls, no one talked about health. Rather they talked to us about bodies, flesh. How much of it was on show, where it was shown, to whom it was shown. They talked about the colour of it, the volume of it, the texture of it, and how it looked in photos to be passed around potential suitors.


These days, I don’t give a shit about how my body looks, only how it functions. I inherited this apathy towards beauty from my mother. Although, unlike me – with a Body Mass Index which rises with inflation, and a down of dark hair covering every single inch of skin – my mum didn’t have to try to be beautiful. She was blessed with measurements to match Marilyn’s, and with her face of perfect symmetry turned heads in whichever room she was in.


It was strange to witness the power she had over men, or at least what I thought was power. Single parenthood isn’t renowned for its childcare options and so, by default, I was constantly at her side. Inseparable. I was there for every errand, every tedious wait at the pharmacy, every sly put-down from the assessor at the benefits office, every redundancy threat from her supervisor (‘your kid being in hospital ain’t my problem, love, either come in right now, or don’t bother coming back’).


And everywhere, there’d be a man, a man with a glint in his eyes.


Mum had won the body lottery. She was a princess whose beauty was worthy of folklore. Radiant Rabia, they called her. I prayed for a fraction of her charm. But for her it was a curse that followed her around, making her skin crawl, filling her veins with fear and paranoia.


She could never enjoy the attention. She was always wondering why they looked. Was it because they knew about the bad thing, the terrible thing she had done?


It wasn’t her arranged marriage that was the problem, though that was far from perfect. Her husband had won her hand with tall tales of England and his status in it. She arrived in England a well-educated woman from an influential family, already holding a diploma from the finest art school in Pakistan but with dreams of further education, sophisticated conversation, and all the latest white goods in the kitchen.


Instead she found herself in cramped social housing in a mostly Asian suburb of East London, her dreams of the world shrunk to the four walls she lived between, with only two new infants for company.


Her husband’s first wife had been English, and the English wife taught him all the important English things: how to flambé a Christmas pudding; what defines a good Scotch; and the importance of keeping up appearances when inside you are broken.


But while his first marriage didn’t last, his fantasy of the elite did. He’d demand that my mother wear make-up, put rollers in her hair, and only wear a mid-length skirt, never trousers. If he was with his friends he’d call her into the room and ask her questions about art before sending her off to make chai. He wanted his peers to envy him for his wonderful, modern wife. But should one of them show it, he’d fly into a jealous rage, banning her from anything but a salwar kameez, and telling her whose name was on the lease. He liked to remind her that she was dependent on him in every way.


And then one day, she had had enough. She decided to leave.


But like I said, it wasn’t the marriage that was the problem. Nor the divorce. Controversial as it was in the eighties, divorce is halal and even her family back home were surprised she’d put up with him for so long.


My mother adapted to divorced life quickly. She found new friends, mainly other single mums (Kerry, Chantelle, Khadija), as her old ones – the Pakistani Stepford wives – began to distance themselves. They were suspicious of her. After all, could they trust a divorced woman in a room with their husbands? And she did notice a shift in how the husbands treated her; how they moved a little closer, how they looked at her with leering, entitled, hungry eyes. She was glad to put all that behind her.


And then there was the new man, the secret new man, Irfan, who was kind, ambitious and funny. She loved him so deeply he would still appear in her dreams decades later. Irfan. She thought Irfan was just like her, a lost soul stuck in an arranged marriage that hadn’t played out as he’d hoped. He said he loved her, and was going to leave his wife.


But when the bad thing, the terrible thing happened, the walls started to close in. She’d fallen pregnant with a daughter: me. Irfan needed to make a choice and he did. He chose his wife. Friends, even some family, told Mum to get rid of the baby, using words like ‘disgrace’ and ‘shame’. She refused.


Now it was impossible to escape the feeling of being watched, gossiped about, hated, as a pastime for bored housewives drinking tea.


‘Did you know she paints . . . nudes?!’ they’d mutter when Mum would emerge from the evening life-drawing class at the college. ‘Dirty,’ they’d say in hushed tones as she walked past.


‘Well, she is a whore, and I am a married man!’ Irfan would tell our neighbours when they asked if it was true, about him and her, and the newborn. ‘The child isn’t mine. Who are you going to believe?’ he’d say. ‘Me, or her? She is hardly respectable.


Mum tried her best not to let the black mark placed upon our family suffocate me, and for the most part she was successful. I just assumed the Asian families disliked us for the same reasons the white ones did: we were poor.


As far as I knew she was a ‘typical’ Pakistani mum. She was suitably disapproving of my own ‘improper’ behaviour – the drinking, the boys, my total disregard for sound economic choices, and how I’d recoil at the thought of children – but never gave me enough grief for it to make a meaningful difference to my behaviour. Perhaps she had a quiet sympathy. Perhaps she had more important things to think about. Or perhaps I simply remember it wrong.


Even so, I learned a very important lesson. Respectability is an exclusive club, and once you’re out, you’re out.


III


Today (#snowflake), I am talking at a pace just shy of ranting about modesty culture to Mum, who has said she regrets not doing more exercise when she was younger. ‘I’m paying the price for it now,’ she says, rubbing her bad knee.


I say I feel the same, that I too wish I’d done more sport at school, and I tell her about the yoga class. I describe my view from the floor, sprawled out and gasping for breath while Fat Frank – who isn’t even fat, and presumably earned the name from the Napa ’98 holiday he’s always shouting about – peacefully holds tree pose in a clinging T-shirt whose slogan reads ‘Blink if you want me’. He is so daft I genuinely wonder how he is alive. Mum grimaces.


‘I should have encouraged you,’ she says. ‘I just didn’t think of sport as an option for you.


‘That’s toxic modesty!’ I proclaim, in a voice far too loud for indoors, and with a rhythm too close to ‘That’s Amore’. ‘It prevents women playing sport, from being CEOs . . .


As if on cue, Mum’s eyes begin to glaze over. We’ve been through this before. She knows what’s coming: wokeness. Pure, unfiltered, Twitter-fuelled wokeness.


‘Look, I know it’s not just a Muslim thing,’ I continue to an audience of now zero. ‘The notion of modesty is abused by men across the planet – they just give it different names. It winds me up. Why is it always men leading the debate on what’s appropriate or not?’


I can feel the desire to evangelize brewing. I try to fight off the temptation but it’s futile. Nothing feels as good as testifying.


‘Modesty is an instrument of patriarchy, designed to limit women’s agency and keep them in line,’ I say, beaming.


Mum is now checking her phone, rummaging in her bag and then just looking at her own hand – all things seemingly more interesting than me. I press on.


‘Sport is a perfect example. Women are either fully prevented or discouraged from playing because it’s immodest. It’s either too manly and ungainly, or too tempting for the men. Too tempting, everything is too bloody tempting, what happened to self-control? Like it’s our fault they’re creeps! Heaven forbid a woman should have a life outside the house and start getting crazy ideas about independence. Why do you think they didn’t let women drive in Saudi? It’s all connected, Ma!’


‘I agree with you,’ she interrupts, promptly pulling me off my soapbox. ‘But in your case, and me not encouraging you, I didn’t care about your modesty. I just never thought about it.’


‘But maybe you didn’t think of it as an option because toxic modesty narrowed your lens about what life could look like for me,’ I reply in a smart-arse tone, and then am immediately repulsed by myself. Man, I’m such a dick, I think. I really must get off Twitter.


Still, I’m pleased that she was listening. I knew she would be, this is just our merry little dance. We are two halves, yin and yang.


‘You know, modesty isn’t a dirty word,’ she counters. ‘People may abuse it, but to be modest is a good thing. Or do you want everyone to be in porn?’


‘I don’t think the logical next step after questioning modesty is porn, Mum. And anyway, you think everything is porn. You think EastEnders is porn.’


I have to be careful here because if she thinks I’m being flippant or disrespectful then this little dance party of ours will descend into a full-on brawl. I call it ‘the Westerner Freestyle’. That little flourish is Mum’s (solo) pièce de résistance, where she argues that everything I am saying, no matter what it is, is because I am a selfish westerner who knows nothing about anything and she is the wise, selfless easterner, put upon by us kids. It normally ends with her stomping off shouting something about how we’ll all regret it when she’s dead, although this usually only happens when she’s already annoyed about something like me not putting the bins out, which I’ve done today. (Still, who am I to withhold her moment of melodrama? It is her God-given right.)


‘Mum, I know the Quran outlines modesty for all people – men have a hijab too – but you can’t deny that the modesty of a woman is all anyone obsesses about. Look what happened to Afia.’


But first, some context.


Afia is one of the daughters of my Auntie Bushra, who I call Auntie B. Auntie B is not my genetic auntie but she may as well be my mum’s sister, if not just for the duration of their acquaintance. Bushra is one of the Asian wives from the neighbourhood, the only one who stood by Mum when I was born.


As a child I’d play with Auntie B’s kids, whom I loved but whose tall tales could frighten me. The kids were often telling stories of demons and jinn haunting their home, including one who could be summoned by saying its name five times in the mirror (I’d later discover that was actually the plot of the seminal nineties horror movie Candyman).


I know kids will be kids. They’ll say silly things and use words they don’t understand. But I always wondered how much of it they got from Auntie B.


The actions Auntie B undertook because of say, a jinni, were quite spectacular, not to mention the sheer volume of things she defined as haram. She could tour her own home and find fifty haram things. Spices not sealed in airtight containers? Haram! T-shirt with Bart Simpson on a dolphin? The work of Shaitan!


Mum and she were an unlikely pair. You would think Auntie B would be revolted by my mum but she wasn’t. If anything, I think she admired her. She would tell her friends who scowled at us, almost boastfully: ‘Oh, Rabia is very modern yaar, very cool.’


That’s not to say she didn’t chastise Mum about being single, or being the only woman in the company she worked for (and therefore having to be alone with men), or countless other things my mum would just roll her eyes at, responding playfully with something like ‘you really should get out more’ or ‘you know, I have a great English phrase I want to teach you, it’s called “old wives’ tale” ’.


And of course when Auntie B had a chance, she’d be working to straighten me out too. Once, she woke me from a post-SpongeBob SquarePants nap. ‘Wake up, put this on,’ she said, holding a headscarf out to me. ‘We’re going to mosque.’


I panicked at the piece of cloth held out before me; I’d never worn one before. Afia must have spotted my expression because she volunteered to fix it on my head.


At the mosque, we kids were sent off to a separate area. We had Arabic lessons I couldn’t follow, and then it was time to pray.


‘You’ve prayed before?’ the teacher asked me.


‘Yes,’ I replied. Which was true, sort of. I’d done it before, one to one in my room, cupping my hands, saying ‘bismillah’ and letting my heart do the speaking. But I hadn’t done this. I still remember it, beat by beat. Every second.


I imitate Afia as closely as I can while she performs her preparations, but before I know it she is at her prayer mat at the back, while I’ve been moved to a spare place at the front.


Now the teacher is starting – Allahu Akbar – and I see that everyone has raised their hands. I copy, but then suddenly everyone’s moved into a new position, and again, and again. I’m a few seconds behind everyone no matter what I do, and can feel my heart starting to race. A cold sweat gathers on my brow; the panic is beginning to set in.


I feel eyes burning a hole through me, but when I scan the room looking for . . . what? Posters that explain the next position? An emergency exit? . . . I don’t find any eyes except for Afia’s, which glare at me in an expression I read as disdain but could be pity.


In the car on the way home from Auntie B’s I told my mum about it: that I had tried my best, so why did I feel so ashamed? And then I cried. She pulled the car over in a layby and, grabbing me by the shoulders, said:


‘Never, ever let people make you feel ashamed for who you are. You know what is right and wrong in your heart, and it is your heart that Allah sees, that I see, and that you have to see every day when you look in the mirror. No one has the right to judge you.’


In between sobs I told her that Auntie B said we were gunahgar for not going to mosque.


‘Your auntie cannot read. Did you know that? She is illiterate. She has not read the Quran because she cannot. Everything she knows about it is what she’s been told.’


‘Have you read the Quran?’ I asked her.


‘Of course!’


‘So why don’t you go to mosque?’


I saw something unfamiliar flash across Mum’s face. Was it shock, or rage? I’d said something she’d heard in the mouths of others before, others who spat and cursed and condemned her. She replied with angry speed:


‘In Pakistan I never went to mosque because women never went to mosque and now I’m here and I’m exactly the same but you want to attack me, you want to ask me why I’m not going to the mosque, you want to . . .’


Her voice broke off in a tremble and she turned away from me, staring out of the driver’s side window. It was silent apart from the sound of the cars soaring past. I could tell I had hurt her.


‘You don’t see me criticizing her,’ she finally said. ‘I could criticize her about her lack of charity – the amount of gold she wears! – or how much her husband smokes and drinks and shouts at her, but I wouldn’t.


‘Anyway,’ she sighed, finally turning the ignition on. ‘You shouldn’t cry over things she says. Last week she told me the house is cursed. Do you know why? Because her Henry the Hoover went missing. For two hours. It was under the stairs the whole time.’


Afia was the most incredible dancer. She would watch all the Bollywood films and study the dance scenes closely, then she’d lock herself in her room for what seemed like days, and all you’d know of her being alive would be the sound of the cassette player blaring out.
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