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For Agica, who would have done the same

Thank you to Asma Yasmine Shafi for answering my questions about a girl’s life in Pakistan. Thank you also to my sister, Michelle Antieau, who first told me about the real-life “kid jockeys.” We never know what story might save a life, change a life, or change the world, so we need to keep on telling them.
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DEAR LITTLE BROTHER, YOU WHISPERED when you gave me this pale green book with the blank pages. You didn’t want Uncle Rubel and our mother to hear us talking. I don’t know why. Ami wouldn’t care. But Uncle Rubel? Is he mean to you when I am away? At least he gives us a place to live. I don’t want to speak ill of any of our relations, of course, but I am not certain Baba liked him either. I miss our father so much. Will we ever get used to him being gone, Umar?

I wish you remembered when we lived in the village, before the bad thing happened and we had to move to Karachi. Baba owned a store and was well respected. We had a house. It was small, but I had my own room. At this time of year, you could smell the wildflowers that grew in a small patch near the spring, especially these blue flowers shaped like bells. Ami called them bluebells, and Baba would laugh and ask if she could hear them ringing. Ami had several saris and dupattas then—made from the softest silks, with the most becoming colors. She was much admired, our mother. But then our brother Rahman was accused, and I got hurt. That is not the story you want to hear tonight, though, is it? You wanted me to write stories about my life in Begum Naseem’s house (where I work as a servant) and then read them to you when I visit on my day off.

I will try to do that, little brother. You are only six years old. I know you will not like hearing this, but you are too young for some things. Like the story of how I got hurt—even though you are the only person I have ever let touch the scar on my face. You said, “It looks like the new moon we watch for at the end of Ramadan.” You grinned. “That’s the time when we get to feast and celebrate. Just like I celebrate every time you come home!” And you asked if it hurt. I told you no, but it does hurt. Every time I look in the mirror—which is not often—and I move my dupatta away from my cheek, my heart hurts to see what they did to me.

Why am I talking about this? It must be Uncle Rubel. I do not want to be unkind, Umar, but he reminds me of the men from the village. And that makes me shudder. I don’t like him talking to Ami about money. I give her all my pay, little as it is. It must be enough to pay for you both, plus our brothers send money. Or they used to. I am not certain now what they do.

Anyway, you gave me the little green book and showed me your little red book. I wonder how long it was before he died that Baba packed the books in the bottom of that box where you found them today. Baba had written “Nadira” on the first blank page of my book and “Umar” on the first blank page of your book. “Remember Shahrazad,” he wrote to me in the green book. “Learn wisely,” he wrote to you in the red book. Do you think he knew he was going to die? It was very hard for him to lose everything. I was only thirteen when we left the village. He tried for four years to make our life better here. I think it hurt him that our brothers did not come home to help. Maybe they never realized how bad things had gotten.

I don’t think I will read you everything I write here. I am writing too many sad things, even though I don’t feel sad. Fatima, another servant here, is snoring next to me. I should be sleeping, but I am remembering telling you stories tonight before I left, like Baba used to tell me when I was your age. He taught me to read and write, too. I hope Ami sends you to school and doesn’t listen to Uncle Rubel. You should not be working at your age! Whatever happens, I will make certain you learn to read and write. Fatima found me a pencil to use to write in this little green book. I can hide it in the book and put both in my pocket.

Tonight I told you the story of Shahrazad, the very wise and beautiful woman who saved herself and all the young women of the kingdom. The King was mad with grief because his first wife betrayed him. He would not risk another betrayal, so he took a new wife each night and had the new wife killed each morning. One day, Shahrazad asked her father to put her name forward as the next bride. Her father tried to talk her out of this dangerous course. She told him that she had learned all her lessons well. “Trust me,” she told her father. Her father eventually did as she asked. The King and Shahrazad married.

In the morning, she asked her husband for one last favor. Could she tell her sister a story? He agreed. And she told the story, and it was night again. So he spared her life that night. And she told another story and another. Each night for one thousand and one nights, Shahrazad told a story that saved her life, until the King finally decided she had told enough stories and he allowed her to live. That’s how we got Alf Layla wa-Layla, A Thousand Nights and One Night. Even though Baba says Shahrazad was not a historical person, I believe someone like her existed. Maybe many someones like her.

When Baba first told me this tale, I said, “A King can kill people?”

Baba said, “A King can do anything. But he has someone he must answer to—even if it is his own conscience. Everyone has someone like the King in their lives. Shahrazad was clever. She didn’t wait for her fate. She went to the King and said, ‘Let me tell you a story.’ And she saved her own life. No sense crying and wailing over how terrible your life is. Someone always has it worse. Someone always has it better.”

Before you went to sleep tonight, Umar, you said, “I want to see the moon.”

“But we have no window,” I said.

You gently pulled my scarf away until you could see my scar. I leaned down, and you kissed it. I will never have a husband, and I will probably always be a servant in a household like this one, but I have the best brother in the world. Your breath on my cheek—on my scar—felt like the breath of Allah.

You said, “Promise you will never leave me.”

“I promise,” I said. “Promise you will never leave me.”

“Never,” you said.

Good night, sweet brother. Dream of the two of us flying on a magic carpet, will you? We are flying far far from here.

Your loving sister, Nadira
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SOMEDAY I WILL BRING YOU to this place where I work, Umar. It is so big, and Begum Naseem and her husband, Tariq Saleem, and their children don’t seem to notice how big it is. At first I sometimes got lost, but after three years I know it well. Do you remember when I came here to work? It was two years before Baba died. We needed the income, and our parents became certain then of what I already knew: They would not find a husband for me.

Umar, you would hardly believe all that the three children here are blessed with. They have their own rooms, each with a bathroom, television set, and telephone. The boy has a computer. I’m not sure exactly what it does, but I often hear his mother complain, “Duri spends too much time on that computer. What does he see on that screen?” I have stood looking at the screen, which is like a television, and I have seen nothing. When Duri just touches it, the screen brightens. I have tried that when he is not at home, but it remains dark.

They are very proud of their son, naturally, and his two sisters spoil him. The eldest, Noor, is getting married soon. We are already preparing for the wedding feasts. Today I helped Cook. They call her Cook, as though she has no name, but when I asked her what her name was, she frowned and said, “Cook.” So I call her that too. She has lived with this family a long while.

Did Baba ever tell you his father worked here before he came to live with us? Our grandfather was Begum Naseem’s gardener. She says he was very good.

“He talked to the plants and the earth,” Begum Naseem told me. “Sometimes he even argued with them.” She laughed. “And the gardens were always beautiful. He lived in that tiny house in back.”

“The one where all the garden tools are now?” I asked.

“Yes, but he had it fixed up nicely. He’d have tea out there. Plus his bed and some books. Your grandmother had died many years before. Then he retired and went to live with you. Do you remember him?”

“Yes,” I told her. “He lived only a few years after he moved in with us. He was always trying to teach me and my mother the names of flowers. We weren’t very good at remembering them. My father used to say I had a way with animals just like my grandfather had a way with plants.”

I did not tell her that my skill was not much use any longer, since I never really encounter animals here, except the dead ones in the market. We owned a cow when we lived in the village. She liked me. Sometimes when I walked alone in the hills, the wild animals did not run away from me. I wonder if that would still be true?

But never mind about all that. I was saying I worked with Cook today. More and more I have been helping Cook with the meals. I like cooking much better than cleaning. I can smell the jasmine flowers from outside the kitchen window while I am rinsing the lentils for dal. I close my eyes and breathe deeply and imagine twining the flowers together to wear as a necklace I can smell all day long! I put seeds on the windowsill and sometimes a small bird or two will fly in and take them.

Cook often says something like, “Pay attention to your work! Quickly! Pick the stones out of the lentils.”

Cook is very old. She worked in the household of Begum Naseem’s mother’s mother! She remembers when Begum Naseem’s mother was born. She talks to herself all the time, and lately she says she is going to live with her granddaughter out in the country.

We made tea for Begum Naseem’s friends this afternoon. They were awaiting the arrival of the choori woman. I was looking forward to seeing all the beautiful bangles. It was the birthday of one of the women, so Begum Naseem asked the choori wali to bring extra bangles.

While Cook sat and drank tea and rested her “old wrinkled soles,” I made samosas and pakoras. I do not want to be disrespectful, but Ami is a much better cook than Cook. When Baba had the store in the village, Ami used to prepare delicious meals. No one could make pulao like she could. She knew exactly when to buy produce so that it tasted fresh off the vine or out of the ground. And her biryani! It is still good, as you know, but it used to be so much better when we lived in the village.

Cook’s samosas and pakoras are too spicy; when she told me how much chili powder to put in, I sprinkled in less. Her halwa is too sweet. Ami says, “Too much hot and too much sweet is the disguise of a bad cook.” Not that Cook is bad. She is just tired. She let me make the masala chai all by myself because she knows Begum Naseem likes the way I prepare it. All the women like my masala chai so much that I am usually allowed to sit off to the side while the choori wali shows her goods.

Our mother and father differed slightly on how to brew masala chai. Baba liked to boil it. Ami thought boiling bruised the essence of the tea.

Ami showed me her way; I remember it well because she repeated the steps and the story many times.

As she put a pot of water over the heat for chai, she said, “Masala chai has been with us for thousands of years. They say the King protected the recipe as one of his most cherished treasures. This was because it had magical and medicinal properties.”

She crushed a couple of cardamom pods, whole cloves, and a cinnamon stick and dropped them into the water, along with black tea leaves. The concoction simmered for a bit. Then our mother poured it all into the teakettle and let it steep. “The King’s servants prepared buckets and buckets of masala chai for his subjects every day. He was a good king, you see. His people were renowned for their good health and longevity.”

Then Ami put fresh whole milk into the teakettle along with some sugar or honey. She poured the whole concoction back into the pan, then into the teakettle again. After a moment she poured it from the kettle into waiting cups. “I have heard it said that the first masala chai made from the original recipe could cure any ailment and would help you live a long and healthy life,” she said. The recipe was eventually stolen from the King. What the thieves didn’t know was that the King had changed the recipe just slightly, so their masala chai was not the real masala chai. To this day, that is why nearly everyone changes the recipe they know a bit—they are trying to brew the King’s original masala chai. Maybe someday you will figure it out, daughter.” And then she handed me a cup of masala chai.

Umar, someday Ami and I will teach you how to prepare masala chai. Today I served Begum Naseem, Noor, and their friends masala chai, samosas, pakoras, and halwa.

“I love your tea, Nadira,” Noor said. “It’s always just the right blend of milk and sweetener.”

“And these samosas! Usually I can’t eat samosas because they are so hot,” another woman said. “Yours are wonderful!”

I was glad Cook was not in the room to hear these praises. She might have thought they were veiled criticisms of her cooking. The bangle woman came in soon after. You would have been amazed at her baskets of bangles. I have never seen so many different colors! The women kept slipping (or pushing) on bangle after bangle: orange, blue, maroon, red, purple, gold. Noor danced around the room with her arms covered in bangles, her hair laced with jasmine.

“I have such big hands,” one of the women said. Each woman always wants to be the one who can wear the smallest bangle, which would mean they have the smallest hands.

“Oh, why do you bring us such small bangles?” Begum Naseem asked. “We are old women with fat hands.”

“She is not speaking for me!” one of the women said, snatching the tiny bangle and trying to push her hand through it. She could not, so Noor tried. She failed too. Then the next woman and the next one.

“I know who can wear it,” Noor said, running over to me. Before I could stop her, she slipped the bangle up over my hand. “Just like a baby’s hand,” she said, holding my fingers in hers for a moment. “She is the tiniest of us all. I envy your hands, Nadira. There, keep the bangle. It looks good on you.”

I smiled. Out of the corner of my vision, I saw Begum Naseem shaking her head at Noor. I quickly slipped off the gold bangle and gave it back to her. I pulled my scarf closer to my face, and then I picked up the nearly empty halwa tray as an excuse to leave the room.

“Noor,” I heard her mother say as I walked down the hall, “how can you be so insensitive?”

“I was just showing everyone how beautiful and tiny her hands are,” Noor said.

I went to the empty kitchen and put more halwa on the plate. I could not wear one bangle. No one wore one bangle. But even two arms covered in bangles would not hide the scar on my face—even though my dupatta did a good job of it. I walked to the sink, turned on the water, and washed my hands.

Our mother’s bangles were the one thing we had not sold when we moved to Karachi. After our father died, Ami took off all her bangles, as widows often do, and she smashed them. She broke each and every one into pieces. “There, my life is over,” she said. “Now everyone knows it.”

I took a deep breath and went back into the room full of women. I put the plate of halwa on the table and then sat back on the floor away from them.

“Did you hear they rescued four more children who had been used as camel kids?” one woman asked as she pushed on several bangles and then shook them off again.

“Did they steal the children or did their parents sell them?” Begum Naseem asked.

“What kind of parents would sell their children to ride camels for some Sheikh?” Noor asked.

“A very poor parent,” Begum Naseem answered. “Poverty is a stick some parents cannot spare their children.”

“Three of these children didn’t even know their real names,” the woman said, “or who their parents are. What their language was. They all had had broken bones. All four were under the age of ten and had been working as camel riders for years.”

Noor shook her head. “The things people do for entertainment.”
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