

[image: images]





[image: images]





Copyright © 2019 by Raana Mahmood and John Desimone

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Qualcom Designs

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-4224-6

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-4225-3

Printed in the United States of America.





To the Prophet Mohammed, peace be upon him, who teaches his followers to respect women.

And all those men in the entire world, including my father and son, who respect women.





You don’t get frightened of these furious, violent winds, oh Eagle! These blows only to make you fly higher.

—Allama Iqbal, 786





CHAPTER 1

Learning to Say No

I FIRST LEARNED OF THE POWER in the word “no” from Father. I was no more than seven years old, sitting in the drawing room of our home in Karachi on a Sunday morning, doing what I was the best at—reading—when I heard voices in the other room. Two men were at the door of our house; they were insisting that they speak to Father, whose name was Mian Mahmood Ali Chaudhry, about an important matter. He greeted them and invited them into the room where I was reading.

On Sundays, we were all at home. My sister worked in the kitchen helping Mother, who never asked me to help in the kitchen, as if she had a sense of impending doom that something bad would happen to me if I were to be around fire or water. On that particular day, I was engrossed in my favorite book, The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. My brothers were outside playing cricket in the street. Usually, I would be outside too, playing and running with my friends. But earlier, I had brought many books from the Frere Hall library, so I was inside reading.

I loved listening to Father speak about his business. Father never asked me to leave the room when that happened, and now I sat attentively at the far end of the drawing room as he spoke to the two men. Father practiced criminal law, and he often defended men falsely accused of crimes. These men were here to discuss one of his clients, a man who had engaged Father’s services to defend himself against serious accusations. Their voices were low, even friendly. They wanted to convince him to do something. One of the men Father knew already because that man also practiced law. They spoke in familiar tones.

Father was a man of iron will, whom I greatly admired. Father scrutinized his guests with the wary glare of an experienced advocate as I had often seen him do with others. His jaw set, hard as a rock, as he listened. When they were finished, he spoke.

“No, I cannot do that,” Father said without anger; instead, his voice was filled with a determination that he would never acquiesce to their requests. The details of their mission became clear to me as they further presented their arguments. Father was defending a politician against charges of corruption. Father had taken the case only because he believed the man to be innocent. This much I already knew. But these men wanted the fraud charge to stand; they wanted Father to lie in court, or to make his case so weak he could never prevail.

Evil politicians in our government often used false accusations to defame and discredit honest politicians who stood in their way. This way of doing politics was deeply rooted in my country, from top to bottom. Honest people became obstacles to those who unjustly wanted to have their way, so they must be pushed aside.

The men offered Father a large sum of money to prejudice his client’s case, to make sure he did not win. Later, Father told me that the two men offered him more than twelve times what his client had agreed to pay him.

“No, I won’t do that,” he repeated, his voice as firm as ever. He was known as a man of his word. “Don’t you people know that those who give and those who take bribes will go to Jahannum? Now, you must leave my house.”

One of the men laughed brusquely. “Ha Ch. Sahib, you don’t look like a religious person. You have no beard, you wear Western clothes, but you talk about religion.”

“Islam is in my heart,” Father said. “I don’t need to pretend.”

Father rose to his feet. He was tall, toned and athletic, clean-shaven, with neatly combed black hair, and the clear brown eyes that could break stone when he stared at you. Even at home, working in his office down the hall, he wore a suit and tie, because neighbors often came over to ask for help.

It is most unusual for a Pakistani to ask a guest to leave his home, particularly in our home, where hospitality was central to our life. Father had said no to these men’s fraudulent scheme, and now there was no more welcome here. At that moment, when Father insisted they leave, I felt a surge of warmth. I was proud of his courage, of his willingness to stand up to corrupt men. Though I was only seven, I understood the strength it must take to say no. I felt as if I stood on a mountaintop, breathing clean, fresh air.

The men left, and Father closed the front door. He strode by me, through the room, and into the kitchen, where Mother prepared our dinner. There was confidence in each of his steps, his shoulders squared and unburdened; his conscience was not burdened.

A few days later, I was again reading. Mother, the beautiful Ridha, always gracious and kind, settled into the kitchen to cook the family’s favorite foods for the evening meal. She did not ask me to help her in the kitchen, though many of my friends were in their mother’s kitchens learning to cook, helping to clean. Father never allowed me to clean the house, to wash the dishes, and Mother did not want me around the fire we used to prepare food. She wouldn’t even let me open the oven door. She insisted that I see to my books and continue my studies. I was the top student in my grade at school.

Guests arrived at our door, and Mother rushed by me. She ushered several women into the living room, where she greeted guests. They were polite and kind. They had brought her gifts—gold necklaces, gold rings, bangles, and bracelets along with other exquisite jewelry. Their laughter was familiar and inviting, and they were friendly and gracious with their gifts. Mother wanted to know why they would bring her such gifts when she did not like to wear any of this.

In reply, they asked a small favor of her. She only needed to persuade Father not to help his most important client with his fraud case. It was a little thing, they said, that Father should help them in this way. These visitors wanted her to influence him, to get Father to understand how beneficial it would be for her family if his client lost his case. They promised that their husbands would refer more cases to Father in the future.

Mother was silent. I surmised she considered how she would respond. In her quiet way, she told them she could not do what they wanted. But they were persistent. They laid out many pieces of gold on the table in front of her. One woman placed a few sparkling pieces in her hands, “Ridha, look here. All this jewelry is made of twenty-two-karat gold.”

There was a firmness in Mother’s voice. “I would never ask my husband to lie about anything. I will never go against what my husband has decided. Please take your gifts and go.”

What she did burned in my memory. Women greatly treasure gold. To wear gold necklaces, bangles, and jewelry in one’s hair and on one’s fingers and toes gave one great prestige. And prestige, like appearance, was critical in our society, which was so fractured by ignorance of the teachings of Islam and illiteracy. Mother was unyielding. Their dresses rustled as they rose. They pulled their dupattas over their heads and readied themselves to leave.

Another tried one last time. “Ridha, your neck is very long and beautiful. Look at this necklace.”

Again, Mother said no.

The women left. The door closed. Later when Father arrived home, my parents talked in the kitchen, alone. Father was unhappy that they approached Mother in his absence and his family was in danger from these people. But I never felt in danger. Instead, I felt safe knowing Father was a man of his word and that Mother stood by him, not budging, even for gold and jewels. My parents were true Muslims who could not be bribed or swayed to shirk their duty, even by influential people.

I was very young when I heard all of these conversations; still, I understood what they meant: we must be strong in the face of those who would try to corrupt us. I admired my parents for their loyalty to each other, to their children, and to their religion. From an early age, it was easy for me to see the difference between what was right and what was wrong. There was never an argument in our home over doing the right thing, or treating another person fairly—Father and Mother expected that of us.

Saying no to evil schemes seemed so simple, something that others around us would see as honorable. What I did not know then was how much trouble saying no would cause me as an adult.

Ridha, my mother, grew up in a village in Toba Tek Singh town in Punjab, near Faisalabad City, which was famous for its cotton and textile industry. Mother was known in the area surrounding Toba Tek for her natural beauty, fair skin, long black hair, and pleasant manners. Even though the community had no electricity or running water, education was an essential part of every child’s upbringing. She was one of eight daughters, and even in her simple clothes, her beauty stood out—tall, slim, and with a warm smile, she attracted a lot of attention.

Because of her beauty and sterling reputation, my father’s mother sought her out for a wife for one of her twelve sons. When Grandmother visited her home, Father was already away at college. Grandmother was so taken with the sixteen-year-old Ridha that she proposed an engagement between her and Father right then.

Grandmother summoned Father home from Karachi, where he attended law school, to meet his future bride. Because of her age, Father waited three years for Ridha to finish school.

Father, one of twelve sons, was tall, as were all the men of his family. They were mostly fair, although some had olive complexions, and they were all educated. My paternal grandfather owned a vast tract of land, and while he easily made a lavish living off his property, he wanted a better life for his sons. He and his hired men labored their entire lives on his farm to provide an education for all twelve of them.

My grandfather sent each of his sons to school to nearby Faisalabad, and then on to either Lahore or Karachi for boarding school. My father also studied at the prestigious Aligarh University in Shimla, India. He was forced to leave after the partition, so he came to Karachi and completed his degree at the Sindh Muslim Law College. One of my uncles became a doctor, two were engineers, and several, like Father, became attorneys.

Father’s oldest brother, Uncle Shafi, settled in Karachi where he became a prominent labor lawyer. He was instrumental in passing our current labor laws. Father’s youngest and second oldest brother, who married Mother’s oldest sister, both decided to live with my grandparents in their village.

Father and Mother were married when she was nineteen and he was twenty-six. At that point, Father had a legal practice already established in Karachi. The very next year my brother was born, then I came along two years later, delighting my father.

Father was pleased his second child was a daughter. In our culture, it wasn’t unusual for a man to divorce his wife when she gave birth to a daughter. But not my father. He always showered me with affection and attention, at times more than my brothers, and even pampered me. When I was born, he distributed Ladhu, the customary sweets, in our neighborhood and to the family. He arranged a party for the traditional Gurhty ceremony of placing honey in an infant’s mouth, and for the religious ceremony of reciting of the Azan in the newborn’s ear. As my parents waited for the respectable person they had invited to perform the ritual, a girl entered our house, took up the bowl of honey, and put a dab in my mouth. Mother was stunned this uninvited girl would do such a thing. The guests gasped.

The story behind the Gurhty ceremony is that the qualities and fate of the one who places the honey in the mouth of the infant is transferred to the child. This girl from the neighborhood, Laila, was a college student who had married for love, without her parents’ consent. Her husband was a classmate who was the son of a prominent politician of Lahore. After a few months of marriage, she became pregnant, and her husband disappeared. And now because of her unsavory reputation, no one would have anything to do with her, except my parents, who were always kind to her.

No one knew what she was thinking, barging into the ceremony the way she did, but this incident became an omen to my mother, a portent of what lay ahead for me. For a long time afterward, our neighbors kept asking Mother why she didn’t stop the girl. Mother always took a deep breath of sorrow when asked that question. She did not have an answer.

Shortly after that incident occurred, Mother’s bad dreams began. In them, she saw visions of me drowning in the sea; I shouted and screamed for help that never arrived. Other times, I was trapped in a burning fire, and no one came to my rescue. These dreams reoccurred consistently, frightening her. Though she wasn’t superstitious like so many others, she began to believe them.

I didn’t learn about Mother’s dreams until I was in class two. From my earliest memories, she never allowed me around fire or water out of this dark fear that stalked her dreams. She encouraged me to stay by myself, not to talk to strangers, and not to make too many friends. She feared the people I met could be a danger to me.

With all of her admonitions, I became introspective, studious, and a voracious reader. I visited the library every few days, bringing home armloads of books. I developed an imaginary world, which was fueled by my constant reading. Mine was a happy life, full of characters, adventures, mysteries, and wonderful parents who doted on me. Books became my world.

Throughout my childhood, Mother refused to let me bathe or shower alone, fearing the vision of her dream of me drowning in the sea would come true in our own home. I often joked with her, “Ammi, how can I drown in my own house?”

Consequently, I never learned to swim as a child.

In spite of my Mother’s fears, I was a lively child, friendly with all my schoolmates. I spent my school day laughing and playing with my friends. But I could not have anyone over after school. I always returned home by myself. I felt surrounded by kind and friendly people, but I was always alone. My favorite companion was my imaginary world.

At the time I didn’t understand her preoccupation with my studies. I thought her instructions to focus on reading was the result of my precociousness as a student. None of her fears stymied my enthusiasm for life. My days were busy with school, and learning, and having fun with my siblings.

Rahat, my younger brother, was my best friend and confidant. We talked about everything, and we were always ready for adventure. Together, we would jump from high roofs and trees to test our strength. My younger brother Rashik was the one I loved the most of my seven siblings. I happily looked after them for mother. My sister Pinky loved me very much.

Many evenings around the dinner table, I was so absorbed in an imaginary world of a story that I continued reading through the entire meal. Often I would forget to eat my dinner. Father would remind me to eat. My siblings weren’t so generous, often ribbing me, trying to break my attention. But it didn’t matter how much noise they made; I kept my focus on the book.

After my father successfully defended that politician against the fraud charges, he decided not to take criminal cases any longer. He started taking civil cases, but then his clients began emotionally blackmailing him to avoid paying his fees. Sometimes, they sent their wives and children to my mother, telling her their reasons why they could not pay their fees. They did not want to pay his charges, and he concluded that many of his clients could not be trusted.

He then took up patent and trademark law, and quickly became a preeminent attorney in his field, working with many international clients who wanted to do business in Pakistan. Once he secured the trademark for a Russian client for tanks and a rifle.

On occasion, he let me accompany him to court. I remember one time in particular. The judge adjourned the noisy courtroom with his command, “Order, order.” When everyone settled down, he heard the case of an old woman seeking justice. It was apparent she was very poor. When he decided in her favor, she began laughing and crying simultaneously from happiness. I remember thinking I should become a judge who could give a fair outcome to people seeking justice. That would be a noble life, one worth working hard to reach. But to become a judge, I would first need to become a lawyer.

I told Father that I wanted to become a lawyer like him. He said that to practice the law, I would have to deal with cruel and criminal people, many who are not reputable. I should not have to do that my entire life. Instead, he encouraged me to study hard. My uncles, who often visited our home, told me I was smart enough to practice medicine if that was what I chose. To treat the needy is also a noble cause.

I decided that I wanted to help people get well and live long, prosperous lives, so I chose to study medicine. That meant I had to be top in my class, and make the best marks to be accepted into medical college. I applied myself with extreme determination, in the same way that the boys fought and competed on the pitch. Schoolwork came easily to me. I wanted to understand the world around me. So I read everything I could find. If I could absorb the world through the written page, I would have as a child.

My father kept a salwar kameez in his office so he could go directly to Friday prayers at the mosque every week. Since girls did not attend the mosque to pray and learn the Quran, we were sent to a Maulvi’s (imam’s) house to learn our religion. We were taught to recite the Quran in Arabic, which none of us understood. Our native language was Urdu. But still, we memorized and recited, especially during Ramadan, when I, like every Muslim, tried to pray namaz five times a day, and I recited the whole Quran seven times in one month during my childhood. After so many recitations, my natural curiosity took over. What were these words we recited? What did they mean? What was written in the Quran? Why could not we read them in our native language?

After years of rote repetition, I became unsatisfied. So I saved my pocket money and on my own purchased a copy of the Quran in Urdu, along with the six-volume set of tafseers (interpretations) by Maulana Syed Abul A’la Maududi, the great expositor of the Quran. He was one of the notable men in Pakistan who supported creating the Islamic Republic of Pakistan during Zia-ul-Haq’s presidency.

I wasn’t more than eleven years old when I began reading the tafseers and the Quran in my own language. It took me many months to get through his translation of the Quran and to read all Maududi’s tafseers.

Over those months, I learned that the Quran granted many rights equally to both men and women. Along with those rights, it required many duties.

Our responsibilities toward God are called Haqooq Allah. They are to believe in one God, pray five times a day, to fast during the month of Ramadan, and to perform Hajj in Mecca.

And likewise, we have as many responsibilities toward others, called Haqooq ul Ibad. As Muslims, we were to care for one’s family, our neighbors, and those in our community—no one was to go hungry if we could help them. In all our dealings with others—our relationships, our business, our marriage, and at the time of a divorce—we are to always practice respect and honesty and seek guidance from the Quran.

When I read this, it impressed me that religion was not about the words we speak, but the duties we kept, and it had a solution to every problem if we had a strong faith in God. The tafseers opened the doors to a whole new world to my young mind. I stood in awe of our simple and beautiful religion. Most of the time religious personalities presented Islam as so difficult to learn and practice that it produced fear in people. But after reading the tafseers, I did not fear Islam. I loved it.

Education for both girls and boys is the first rule of Islam. The first message from God to Prophet Mohammad by Gabriel was “Read.” This has been interpreted to demonstrate how essential education is, and so children were to be educated equally.

Additionally, as stated in the Quran killing is haram—forbidden. Killing even one innocent person means killing all humanity. Rape and extramarital relations are also haram according to our religion. So I was surprised to learn as an adolescent that infidelity and rape were common occurrences. I read about them in the newspaper and media reports. It seemed to my child’s mind that these crimes were continually increasing.

The Quran also taught something important about forgiveness: it is required to ask forgiveness. Before one’s death, to be accepted into heaven, a person has to ask forgiveness from the people they had harmed. If someone dies without asking for forgiveness, Allah will not forgive them after death. This made me think of all the killing that went on in the name of God, both in my own country and abroad.

After my study of the Quran, I became convinced, even at my young age, that most Muslims only knew about their duties toward God and did not practice their responsibilities toward others. All the killing and hurting people in the name of Allah is not from the Quran.

I was always surprised to see those who were considered good Muslims because they kept a beard and attended the mosque in their shalwar kameez to show off their devotion to prayer in the Masjids (mosques). Their thoughts, tongue, mind, eyes, and everything else were corrupt. They were dishonest, unkind to orphans, cruel to their wives and children, greedy for materialistic things, and power hungry. What kind of Muslims were they?

I often spoke to Father about what I learned. He was impressed with my knowledge of the Quran, and he frequently asked me questions about Islam and the meaning of the Quran. I was always glad to “teach” him, but I felt he knew it already.

One day, I was sitting on the stairs outside of the main gate of our house with my little sister. I must have been about nine, and my sister four. A businessman who owned a printing shop across the street from our house, stopped to speak to me. I recognized him immediately as the owner of the shop, who came to our neighborhood occasionally in his big expensive car to manage his printing press. He was much older than my father, fat and ugly, but well dressed.

He stopped his big shiny car at the corner of the street. After he finished his business in his shop, he approached me.

“I would like to take you for a ride.” He flashed his expensive watch full of diamonds as if he could entice me to ride with him because of his fancy jewelry. What a show-off, I remember thinking.

“Come here; I want to give you this Rolex watch with diamonds if you go with me for a ride.”

I stayed seated on the steps with my sister. “Uncle, I don’t like watches. My father always takes me in his car to see movies at the Capri Cinema and to the Perl Continental Hotel for brunch. I don’t need to go anywhere with you.”

He kept insisting, so I stood to go inside. “Let me ask my father.”

He suddenly had a confused look on his face, and quickly rushed toward his car. Inside the house, I told my father what the man had said to me. Father strode outside a stormy look in his eyes. The man had already started his car. Before he could pull away, Father stuck his hand in the car window and held the steering wheel to stop him from leaving.

“What are you saying to my daughter?”

“I just wanted to take her—”

Father cut him off. Speaking firmly but calmly, he said. “I don’t want to see you again in this neighborhood—ever.”

The next day that man moved his printing press out of our neighborhood, and we never saw him again.





CHAPTER 2

Magic Spells

MOTHER’S ADMONITIONS WERE CONSTANT. SHE wanted me to stay to myself, never to allow myself to become too close to any friend, except for my siblings. Left to myself much of the time, I dwelled in a world of imagination from detective stories, historical novels, Reader’s Digest, the Quran, and just about any other book I could get my hands on, even if I did not understand its content. All of these ideas and characters and stories ran through my thoughts, giving me a strong sense, if an utterly romantic one, of how my world should operate. All this reading and intellectual discovery imbued me with the courage think on my own, to speak on my own, and to be my own person.

I dressed like my own person, too. Mother always stitched beautiful frocks for me. I did not like the standard prints because they were too familiar. I enjoyed different patterns, rather than the typical ones worn by most girls. I preferred geometrical prints, stripes, and checks in vibrant, but not outlandish, shades. Mother perused the foreign fashion magazines and sewed frocks that were trendy in the West. I kept my hair short with bangs that covered my forehead. In general, I enjoyed standing out and being different by wearing modern clothes.

I remember one day, I was eight years old, when an elderly man, whom we called Mama (mother’s brother), who usually walked my siblings and me to school, was too sick to help us. He had lost both hands during the fighting when Pakistan was partitioned from India, and so his primary job each day was to escort the neighborhood children to school. Because he could not walk us to school that day, I set off on my own. I passed Sind Muslim Law College, where father had studied law, when a car slowed down beside me as I walked. Several of my friends were in the car, and one of the girl’s fathers drove. He asked me to get in, and said he would drive me to school.

I knew all the girls in the car, but still, I did not want to join them. I could make my own way to school. I did not need a ride. I thanked the man and told him I would rather walk.

“Thank you, Uncle, but this is the way I walk to school every day.”

He continued to drive very slowly beside me on the road. Again, he asked me to get into the car. I thanked him and kept walking. The girls leered at me, smug looks on their faces, but I refused to be part of their drama. He followed along for another few blocks and then sped on his way.

A few evenings later, I overheard Father telling Mother how a father of one of my school friends had approached him at the mosque. He had related the incident on the way to school to Father and said. “Ch. Sahib, your daughter has a strong ego. She would not get in the car.”

Father responded, “No. It is self-respect.”

Father’s voice was filled with pride as he related the story to Mother. “She is like me,” Father said in front of me. “Yes, and like me,” Mother added and hugged me.

When I was twelve, Sharif, my father’s cousin, visited us from my father’s village. He was roughly dressed, ordinary-looking, and almost eighteen years older than me. Because of my parents’ reputation for hospitality, we often entertained relatives from Punjab. Sharif visited us regularly during that year, and paid particular attention to me. One day my mother told me that Sharif had asked my parents to marry me. From my expression, she knew I did not like his proposal. She told me not to worry. Father already turned him down. My father had told him that I planned to become a doctor and would not marry for many years. Besides, he was not a compatible match for me in any aspect.

Sharif was furious, my Mother told me. He was very upset when Father told him to leave.

Days later, I learned from Father that Sharif had stormed over to my Uncle Hamid’s house, and begged him to convince Father. Uncle told him again about my desire to become a doctor. Sharif would not stop his arguing, so Uncle removed his shoe and began beating Sharif over the back and head.

Uncle told Sharif, “If Brother Mahmood has refused you, how dare you come to me?” It is a great insult to be slapped with another man’s shoe.

I did not think much of Sharif after that, since I was secure in Father’s protection. Only later did I learn that sometimes women are forced to marry, even if they don’t want to. Father would never allow that of me. But some men, if they do not get their way, will lash out in anger to obtain by force, by conspiracy, or by magic, what they cannot attain by asking. It is regrettable that many women’s lives are ruined this way.

Later, Sharif sent me a message through relatives that he would make great effort to force me to live alone. Since his proposal had been rejected, no one would be allowed to marry me—ever. As shocking as this attitude was to bear, I realized much later that it is very hard on some men’s egos to experience rejection, so they must find a way to strike back.

I thought nothing of his threats. In those days, I had so much to look forward to, and marrying an unsuitable man was something Father would never allow. Above all, I wanted a marriage like Mother and Father had, one arranged, but not forced; one bound together in love, where two walk side by side, supporting each other’s strengths and passions. That, I thought as a child, would be the greatest happiness.

As much as I loved reading, I also had a passion for drawing and painting. I constantly drew sketches of anyone who happened to be in sight. I saw myself as an artist. Father did not encourage that ambition; he never allowed me to study painting or to take up any other hobby that took away from my schoolwork. He wanted me to focus on my grades so I could get into medical school. But that never diminished my desire to paint, and when I reached high school, I talked Mother into interceding for me. After many requests, Father finally allowed me to join the Arts Council, a local college that offered a variety of art classes. But I could only attend after I had completed my intermediate college examinations.

The Arts Council was only a fifteen-minute walk from our house. I did not enroll as a full-time student, but just took casual evening classes. I was very excited sitting in my first class, waiting for the teacher, Miss Zonera, to arrive, when a good-looking young man about my age came to me and introduced himself.

His name was Furqan. As he talked, it became apparent to me that he was a man of little ambition. His late father had been wealthy, and with that cushion, he did not seem to take anything seriously, even these art classes. He attended them to pass the time, and because he believed he would find a girlfriend. I tried to be pleasant with him, but I made it clear I had no interest in him.

I attended classes for two months, and he continuously tried to get my attention. One time he said he was only trying to protect me from other students. I told him to stop wasting his time; the other students were all very decent.

After a while, he got the message and left me alone—at least in person. He began sending Tavezes to me at home by post. These are magic spells written out on square pieces of paper. Superstitious people in Pakistan use them because they believe magic will get them what they could not otherwise obtain. Mainly they are used as love potions. The sayings written on the cards are supposed to make a person love. To me, using Tavez was a distinct act of desperation on Furqan’s part. What he could not purchase with his father’s money and what he lacked in personality and character, he thought he could make up for through using magic. He honestly thought paying someone to perform these magic spells would make me love him. I could not imagine a person wasting their time on such nonsense. Not all the magic in the world would ever convince me to like him, much less love him.

I thought this was the most stupid behavior imaginable.

Before the end of our classes, he asked me again if my feelings toward him had changed after receiving his letters. I felt sad for him. I told him, “Look, God does not want us to use magic. It is forbidden in Islam; you know that. You can never force someone to love you. I don’t love you, and I will never love you, even if you were born seven times.” I encouraged him to use his time and energy to do something useful, to get an education, and to try to help people.

I didn’t see him again for a long time, and I learned that he had applied and was admitted to a Homeopathic College, and started calling himself Dr. Furqan.

The next month, the results of my Higher Secondary School exams were out, and I learned that I was admitted to the Sindh Medical College in Karachi. A few years before I was accepted in Karachi, a new all-girls medical college had been opened in Nawab Shah. It was founded by Mr. G. Mustafa Jatoi, who was an influential and popular leader of Pakistan People’s Party. Therefore, it was an important school. I was one of the twenty-one students who were transferred from Karachi to Nawab Shah Medical College, and twenty-one Sindhi students were transferred from Nawab Shah to Karachi.

Nawab Shah lay in the heart of Sindh province’s agricultural districts and was an eight-hour train ride from cosmopolitan Karachi. My parents were hesitant to send me that far away on my own. I knew Mother feared something tragic would happen to me, and Father possibly thought I was too innocent to live independently. But I was determined to live with other girls my own age, who were focused on the same goal. So, when my parents told me they didn’t want me to travel so far away from home, I began crying that they had to let me study and live in Nawab Shah. I had to convince them this would be good for me, so I told them if I had to stay in Karachi, I would also attend regular classes at the Arts Council. I did not see this as a threat or manipulating them. My artistic talents were beginning to blossom, and I was thinking about developing them to a professional level.

I told Father that the Principal of the Arts Council, Mr. Masood, had said that I should not go to medical college; instead, I should become a full-time student at the Arts Council. “There is an artist inside you,” he said. “You were born an artist. You need some guidance and training.”

This recognition delighted me. I was beginning to gain some mastery and enjoying it. With Mr. Masood’s encouragement, I started thinking of myself as an artist.

I also told my parents for the first time about the journalist from Mirror magazine who wanted to publish my interview and photos of my paintings to encourage me as an emerging artist. They were astonished to hear that.

Father especially did not like this. Yet he of all of the people in my life understood my determination to reach a goal once I set my mind to something. I believed I could have become an accomplished artist if I applied myself. In the back of my mind, I knew that I could do both—medicine and art.

After discussions with Mother, Father permitted me to move to Nawab Shah. But he had one condition—I could not return home to visit for six months. He did not want me traveling back and forth because I was homesick. If I went out on my own, I had to stick it out for the duration. In a way his condition was a vote of confidence—not only could I leave, but I would be all right without them. I would figure out my life as I went along, and in time, I could return home to the people I loved.

I immediately agreed, and within the month, I was packed and ready to travel away to college. While preparing to leave, I realized that my crying was the first time I had ever shed tears in front of my parents, especially Father.

I did not think of my tears as a form of manipulation, but as a desperate expression of my most profound desires. I needed to be on my own, out of their sheltered protection, in order to find myself. That he listened and relented to my request pleased me. That I had parents who were willing to help me realize my dreams, gave me a sense that I possessed a beautiful life. I had every reason to expect a happy future, and that with my parent’s support and guidance, I would find lasting love and happiness.

Even though Mother had spent her entire life worrying about me, I felt ready to be on my own. If I needed help, Father would stand by me. Surrounded by my loving siblings, my life ahead appeared secure and bright. I thought God was my best friend; He so far had listened to all my deepest desires.

In the days before my departure, my Uncle Hamid (the one who had destroyed his shoe on Sharif’s head) came to see me off. He sat me down and began to speak earnestly, offering me some advice, which I was glad to receive, since I respected and enjoyed my uncle’s company.

“Baby,” he said, “now that you are going to live in a different city independently, you will meet many boys. You have to be careful and—”

At this point, Mother, who was sitting with me, cut him off. “Hamid, my daughter is very intelligent. She does not have any interest in boys. She will only focus on her studies. We do not need to give her any advice about boys. We trust her.”

Uncle looked frustrated, but he would never contradict Mother or Father. He said slowly to Mother, “Ridha Bhabi, Sharif says he will use magic to destroy your daughter.”

Mother’s face turned pale, and she started having difficulty breathing. I said confidently, “Magic has no power to harm me. Believe me, I read the Quran every day, so I know it will protect me from magic, Satan, and evil. I am not afraid of Sharif and his magic.”

Mother relaxed after that.

The next day I boarded the train to Nawab Shah and rode away to begin my five years of medical study. I was very sad to leave the house. I would especially miss my youngest brother Rafhan, but at the same time I was very happy; I felt free and independent, on my way to becoming a doctor.

On the long train ride, the abbreviated conversation with Uncle Hamid came to mind. Before Mother cut him off so abruptly, he was going to give me some practical advice about boys. The fact that Mother thought I did not need practical advice struck me in a way I had never thought of, for as beautiful as my childhood had been, so full of cherished and loving moments, I had not been given much training in practical matters. To my embarrassment, I still had not ever taken a shower without Mother’s strict supervision. I never understood her doting on me as a lack of trust in my abilities, but rather a manifestation of her fear that somehow water would destroy me if she did not carefully supervise me.

I knew many things from my studies and reading, but I had little experience with everyday life. Despite Mother’s beliefs that I had no interest in boys, I was nineteen and needed to know certain things. What if I met someone and I wanted to open my heart to him? How would I know what to do and say?

As the train swished along, hurrying me toward my new home for the next five years, I could not help wondering what Uncle Hamid would have told me. Would his advice have prepared me for what I knew would happen inevitably? What girl my age did not want to meet a handsome, charming, intelligent man who would love and protect her? One who would appreciate her intelligence and ambitions? How would I know whom to trust without some guidance? Mother’s advice simply to ignore the reality that boys existed, though impractical, was the only guidance I left home with.

At Nawab Shah, I quickly fell into a routine of classes, study, and various social activities with new friends and classmates. Living in the dormitories was very different from living at home, but I enjoyed every minute of it. I felt free of Mother’s fears, and liberated from the men who were pestering me, such as Sharif and Furqan.

After a few months, I received a letter from my mother that my youngest brother, Rafhan, who was only two years old, missed me. He had contracted a fever that did not respond to medicine. She wanted me to come home to visit him. I took emergency leave and rushed home. As soon as I hugged him, his fever went away.

When I was leaving, I saw Furqan at the train station. I was distraught that he was still following me. Seeing me, he mistakenly believed that I had changed my mind about him. But I had not.

He told me that he loved me.

“This is not loving. Don’t you understand? Mutual feeling is love,” I said. He did not listen. He said he planned to use magic spells until I no longer wanted to live in Nawab Shah. He wanted me to move back to Karachi where he could see me easily. I was relieved when the train pulled away from the station that I lived far away from Karachi.

After that, I began to dream that I was set to travel somewhere, and I always arrived at the train station late, with my train just leaving the station. I hear the whistle and begin to run, but it is useless. The train moves swiftly and disappears into thin air. These dreams continued to plague me for years until they finally stopped when I completed my medical study.

I did not think there was any connection, but in real life, I did begin to miss trains, buses, and later, when I started traveling abroad, missing flights, which was unusual for me. I was normally so punctual. Something was wrong.

Student life opened me up to so many new experiences. I began playing table tennis and regular tennis. These new activities were fun and challenging, but I still wanted to learn more skills.

I joined the Girl Guide Training Association. The instructors taught us to shoot a rifle and to march. At the end of our training, the President of Pakistan, Zia-ul-Haq, visited to award us our certificates of completion for Girl Guide Training. One by one, we marched up to him. When I presented myself, he asked if I enjoyed living and studying in Nawab Shah, a small town compared to the bustling Karachi. I replied that I liked this college. He appeared surprised and said that he received many requests from students to transfer to Karachi. I said, if I returned to Karachi, I would focus more on becoming an artist, and Father would not like that.

He laughed, and asked, “You want to become an artist?”

“Yes, I do.”

He was very friendly. He put his hand on my head during the conversation, the same way in our Punjabi culture that my uncles and grandparents did. It was a sign of affection. In a fatherly tone, he said, “You are a very sweet and intelligent girl. If you ever need help transferring to Karachi, contact me.”

I smiled and nodded, and I moved on.

Later, when my classmates asked me what the president had spoken to me about, I explained about his offer to grant me a transfer. They were astonished that I wanted to stay in Nawab Shah and not return to Karachi. I was happy here. The distance from Karachi allowed me to focus on what I wanted most—becoming a doctor. In every way, I considered myself fortunate to have this opportunity. My school was also far away from certain men who continued to pester me.

In letters from home, my sister told me that Furqan had shown up in our neighborhood, talking to some of my friends. He wanted more information about me. He mainly wanted to know Mother’s name. I was curious why he would want Mother’s name. Later, I discovered that those who practice magic need specific information about the person they want to put a curse on or want to influence. To cast their spells, they need the name of a person’s father and mother, date of birth, and often want clothes and other personal items. I did not believe in any of this, but it further convinced me of Furqan’s ignorance. While I worked hard to make a future for myself, he wanted to use the forces of the supernatural to get his way.

One day a colleague handed me a letter outside of class. It was a love letter from one of my professors. This same professor began sending letters to my dormitory room quite regularly, until I did not know what to do. I expected more from my professors, a mentoring relationship, not a romantic one. This professor was a young man, who had just recently graduated and been appointed to teach. The whole situation seemed odd to me, and I no longer wanted to attend any of that professor’s classes.

It got to be too much, and I finally complained to the dean of the college, Dr. Ahsan Karim. The dean asked me, “What do you want me to do? Should I fire him?” After thinking, I said, “Tell him we need to have a teacher-student relationship. And he needs to apologize.” The next day, Dr. Karim called me into the office and informed me, the love-letter-writing professor, after listening to my complaint and request, had decided to quit. That uncomfortable episode was over.





CHAPTER 3

Becoming a Doctor

SEVERAL OF MY FRIENDS FROM Karachi found out that I had had a conversation with President Zia, and he had offered to help me transfer to Karachi if I asked. They pestered me until I agreed to help them. Twenty-one girls in total wanted to transfer. Even though I wanted to stay in Nawab Shah, I decided to help them. We planned to approach him the next time he came to Nawab Shah or Karachi, which was closer to us than Islamabad. We read in the newspapers that he planned to attend a ceremony marking the birth of Pakistan at the mausoleum of Mr. Mohammad Ali Jinnah, the founder of Pakistan, in Karachi.

All twenty-one of us took a train to Karachi and arrived at the mausoleum to look for him. When I spotted him striding across the grounds surrounded by a military guard, I approached him. He was by the grand marble staircase, which ascended a steep rise to the towering mausoleum, and gleamed in the sunshine. The twenty-one-cannon salute for Mr. Jinnah had already been completed, and now he strode to the tomb for the recitation of Darood and Fatiha.
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