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For my teachers











And the mind that has conceived a plan of living must never lose sight of the chaos against which that pattern was conceived. That goes for societies as well as individuals.


—Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man


Thou shalt neither vex a stranger, nor oppress him: for ye were strangers in the land of Egypt.


—Exodus 22:21













Prologue (2016)



The door closed in a brightly lit office. A soldier in a green uniform stood at the side. The interrogation chamber was about to swallow another body.


I sat in a chair, quiet and afraid. My eyes were fixed on the ground that now felt like quicksand. In America, I would have known what to say and do. But I was no longer in America. I was in Israel.


An hour passed, then another. The room was quiet, and except for the rush of thoughts, I was still. It was like those days of youth when I sat in the mosque and tried to talk to God. Now I was older and knew that God didn’t talk to people in interrogation rooms.


A young soldier, boyish and hesitant, watched from the doorway. He must have been eighteen, nineteen tops. Our skin tones and facial features were similar. He reminded me of my boyhood friends back in Toronto, and in an amusing sort of way, resembled my younger self: in an alternative universe, our positions might have been reversed.


Despite being innocent of any wrongdoing, I could not understand why I still felt guilty.


A short, bald man entered the room. He had a folder under his arm, the reserved demeanor of a man in control.


“I am Max,” he said. He rolled up his sleeves, sat across from me, and stared.


“Where are you from?” he asked.


“Canada,” I said. “But I study in America.”


“Omer…” he said. “This is a Hebrew name. You are Jewish?”


“No,” I said, almost as an apology.


“Where is your family from?”


“Pakistan,” I said.


Max’s eyebrows went up. He ripped off a piece of paper and slid it toward me. “Write here your father’s name. Write your father’s birthplace. Write your grandfather’s name, grandfather’s birthplace, and all the relatives you have in Pakistan, Canada, and America.”


I stared at the blank paper. I had been to Pakistan only once, when I was a boy, and had no memories of the country. I wasn’t even sure how many relatives I had there anymore. My link to that nation existed through my parents and the culture I carried with me, a product of history, migration, and colonization. Pakistan was an imaginary homeland.


My hands grew sweaty. I rubbed them against my jeans. In an instant, I could see the chasm between the idea I had of myself—law student, reader, writer—and the perceptions forming in Max’s eyes.


I answered his questions. I wrote my grandfather’s birthplace as “British India,” but I did not know anything else. I did not even know my own history.


Over the next four hours, Max asked me every possible question about my life. He asked if I practiced Islam, asked why I had come to his country, asked about my parents and friends. It was not lost on me that Max’s own ancestors might have been put in ghettos, that he might have also been a descendant of the colonized.


Here was the truth: I was not a terrorist but a tourist, in my second year at Yale Law School, visiting the Holy Land with my peers so that we future lawyers could understand Israel and Palestine. In one way, this interrogation room was familiar, since I had been questioned all my life about my identity and religion. I could have been at any border crossing in the West, no longer an individual but viewed as part of the Brown mass gathering at the barbed-wire fences of our democracies. Straight-haired, lightly bearded with brown skin, I had the sort of face you might have seen on the television screen, every day and night, for over twenty years.


Now I regretted my decision to come on this trip, the only Brown person to join, the only person to be interrogated. Despite being warned of this possibility, I decided to go anyway because of the ideas I held in my heart: that one must live “as if” the trials of race and belonging did not exist, rising above prejudices and stereotypes, acting so free that one’s very presence was an assault on the systems of injustice. Growing up after 9/11, I had found it impossible to craft a coherent identity when the whole world seemed to be losing its mind. My parents, immigrants and Muslims, were conflicted about how I should approach the world: to assimilate entirely or hold fast to my roots. I was torn within myself, trying to be two people at once, part of two cultures, finding acceptance in neither. So I boomeranged between invisibility and presence, between misperception and clarified reality, always trying to blend in, chameleon-like, with my environment. I had become a hyphenated man; no, I was the hyphen.


Even as the interrogator’s pen clicked and the clock ticked, another question formed in my mind: What kind of dream had I been pursuing all these years, trying to educate myself out of my own skin, reading every book I could get my hands on, separating myself from my past, that in a single instant this stranger could put me right back into the box from which I sprang? Did I seriously think that I could escape from my tribe, liberate myself from the ordeals of Brown people, my people? How could I be so naive to believe that by “earning” the right badges and degrees, I might convince the inquisitors of the West that I was a worthy human being? I had unconsciously come to believe a lie.


At the end of a long four hours, the very identity—the mask—that I had carefully cultivated was peeled off like a false skin, leaving only the naked face underneath.


Eventually, I was free to go. “Let us know if you make any friends while you’re in town,” Max said. I did not answer him.


I got into a taxi with a white American friend, who asked how it went. I could not bring myself to speak, but I was burning inside.


We drove toward Jerusalem. The rolling hills passed us by, one of those beautiful Levantine evenings that seemed to portend the beginning and the end of worlds. And against this beautiful backdrop, I could feel the old fear and anger stirring in my chest, emotions I had taught myself to keep rigidly caged. I had learned the hard way that while the unexamined life might be more blissful, the examined life—from the eyes of a Brown boy—is a long trial: a crucible, or a crusade, set at the border between East and West.





Three days later, I awoke early in the morning and walked with my friends to the Dome of the Rock. I had already worn a yarmulke and prayed at the Western Wall, had seen pilgrims falling to their knees in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, had watched as countless soldiers with machine guns watched me. I wanted to visit the Haram al-Sharif, or Dome of the Rock, the third holiest site in Islam, where it was believed that the Prophet Muhammad had flown to the heavens. I wanted to bring a Qur’an home for my mother.


As I walked, I was cognizant of my every move. I felt the alienation like rocks under my skin, an outsider, in conquered territory, among dueling histories and tragedies. I thought that after my treatment by the interrogators I would be welcomed in the holy mosque the minute I stepped inside and recited the ritual greeting of As-salamu alaykum. Peace be upon you.


I went through multiple checkpoints in the Old City and soon arrived at the stone steps. The mosque was brilliant, palatial, the golden dome glinting in the sunlight, the blue calligraphy harkening to centuries past.


An old man, the mosque’s guardian, was standing outside the door and watching me and my friends. He had a tasbih in his hands and a gray beard that went to his chest. I had spent many years as a boy attending a madrassa in Toronto, so I knew what to say and how to carry myself. I told my friends I was going inside—technically, only Muslims were allowed to enter the old mosque, one of the few privileges I thought was mine.


The old man disappeared inside the masjid. I paused, considered waiting until he was back so he did not think that a Western traveler he had just seen taking photographs was trying to sneak into this place of worship. Once again, I doubted my place in my community, felt the need to adjust and wait, lest I be seen as an intruder. Then I decided, not for the last time, to act “as if” I belonged.


I walked slowly, the seconds stretching out with each step I took. Only when I crossed the threshold to the mosque did the old man see me.


He grabbed my shoulders and pushed me outside the door. My friends watched in horror as several guards rushed over to me.


“Who are you?” the old man shouted.


I stumbled over my words.


“Where are you from?”


I told him.


“You are a kaafir,” he said, a nonbeliever.


He said something in Arabic to the security guards around me. It was apparent that they all believed I was an impostor, an interloper, a Westerner invading their peace.


“But look at my passport,” I said desperately, showing the blue badge of privilege.


The old man stared at the photograph and name. “Omer… Umar… Umer… This is a Muslim name…” He looked confused, as though I was trying to deceive him.


Suddenly, the man’s eyes grew wide and he pointed a finger upward. “Recite!” he claimed. “Recite the Shahadah!” He was asking me to state the declaration of faith, the single sentence of Arabic text, known to all Muslims, attesting that there was no god but God, and Muhammad was His Messenger. It was literally written above our heads on the walls of the mosque.


I recited it quickly, stumbling through the words, my voice choking.


The old man shook his head. I had made a mistake in my pronunciation.


“Recite,” he said. “Recite.”


Now I was surrounded by more people. Terrified, I fell silent. I was ready to flee, just like I had done in the days of my youth from the boys on the block. I felt shame. Here was the one place I thought I would be welcomed, and yet it was also here that I felt most like a stranger.


I turned to leave, hating myself for failing to convince my own people that I was one of theirs. Several older women, their heads covered, came to see what the commotion was. They looked from my face to the old man’s and smiled to themselves, patiently explaining to him that there had been a misunderstanding.


“Let the brother in,” one of the women said.


The old man, realizing he had made an error, turned to me. “You young men have gone into evil ways,” he said. “You have become hostages to false gods, have become too Westernized. You have lost your faith and lost your history.”


I nodded along with his lecture, even though I wondered whether the West was not my true home. When the crowd dispersed, I felt rage: unable to belong anywhere, forced to show my papers everywhere, yearning for some community of my own. But I had sympathy for the old man, who could have been my grandfather, a man living under occupation and accustomed to Westerners strolling through this ancient plateau like they owned it.


Outside the mosque, I heard shouts and chants. An even greater disturbance was beginning.


“Allahu Akbar!” the voices shouted. Other voices responded in Hebrew. The security guards moved past me to see, and before my eyes, I watched as Jewish settlers and Palestinian residents squared off in the distance: the West and the East, clashing. As the chaos grew around me, I found myself once again caught in the middle.


Everywhere I went there had been an implicit question everyone seemed to be asking: What side are you on? It should have been an easy question to answer, given that English was my first language, that I was born to a working-class immigrant family in North America, and the journey I went on took me from a little corner of Toronto to Paris, Cambridge, Yale Law School, places I believed would allow for my rebirth as a true Westerner. Over time, I had been transformed into someone I no longer recognized. Over time, my mask had disfigured my face.


I stood at the entrance of the mosque with brown skin and an empty stomach, and it was there, amid the torrent of hurt and fear, that the reality of running from myself, being rendered invisible, marked as an outsider, defined by others, and forced to confront the coldness of the human heart in all its forms—it was only then that the wounds opened up the past, and the story returned to me.










I. Origins











1. Northern Winter



Once upon a time in the colder days of my childhood, right before the new millennium, I found myself in our family bungalow watching the snow fall and dreaming of running away. Though the temperatures outside had dropped below freezing, and a snowy dust drifted over the sidewalks and cars, it felt like the world around me was on fire.


I was nine years old and waiting with terror because my father would soon be home and would ask to see my report card. Grades were important to him, even though neither of my parents had academic degrees. My father’s temper was volcanic and could explode at any moment, so the house was often tense. I usually retreated into my daydreaming and imagination when things got too loud. The outside world dazzled me with its mysteries. Had any of the neighbors seen me seeing them, they would have spotted a roundheaded boy with big eyes, a buzz cut, and a Power Rangers shirt on, observing the world through his window.


Fog formed on the glass where I exhaled. I wrote my name out in Urdu the way my grandmother had taught me, three letters, the name of the second caliph to succeed the Prophet Muhammad. Some of the houses under the white snow had lights flickering to mark the holiday, the birth of Christ, but our home was darkened. It should have been a happy time, but Christmas was always the loneliest evening of the year.


I imagined myself opening the window and running away to some magical place, an adventure beyond the confines of this house. I wondered if I could fly through the heavens like the Prophet Muhammad, on a winged horse. Staring out at the blizzard, I wondered what lay beyond this neighborhood. I was a curious, imaginative child, but beneath this wonder, I was also deeply afraid. After my father came home, at any moment there could be a verbal brawl. And I knew that when he got home, he would find out I had done poorly at school, and a beating was inevitable.


Our home was in Scarborough, a suburb on the easternmost edge of Toronto. When my father, whom I called Dada because I could not pronounce “Dad,” read his Toronto Star, he noted that Scarborough was always described by its gangs, its shootings, stabbings, and immigrant families. The world outside the house could be menacing, but I was more afraid of my father. Maybe this year would be different than all the others. Maybe there was hope. My ears, attuned to all the sounds around me, had heard the elders whispering about the midnight hour, that when the clock struck twelve, the world would come to an end—Armageddon, a boy at school had said. I didn’t want the world to end—but if it was going to end, this was a good year for it to happen.


I felt a tap on my shoulder, my reverie broken. I turned to see my mother ready to scold me. Amma had long black hair, warm eyes, and was wearing the customary shalwar kameez. She had been cooking, the onions making her eyes water as she wiped a tear with her dupatta.


“Have you said your prayers?” she asked in Urdu.


“Not yet,” I said.


“Go say them now. Allah doesn’t like when we are late in saying our prayers. Quickly, before your father comes home.”


Amma never referred to my father by his name. In Urdu she used the word Aap, a term of respect. When other people were around, she called him voh, which was like saying “they.” I spoke only Urdu with Amma. With my father, I spoke only English. I switched back and forth between the two languages with ease, but my thoughts were always in English.


I said goodbye to the snow and turned away from the window. My grandmother was sitting at her usual spot on the couch.


“Come fix this kambakht TV,” Dadiye said, cursing.


I went to the tiny box and gave it a shake. A VCR was underneath, which could play our Lion King cassette. The small living room had a crimson Pakistani carpet, black-and-white photographs of relatives with stern looks on their faces, calligraphy from the Qur’an on the wall. Dadiye sat regally with a blanket on her lap, her hair dyed jet-black, occupying the couch like it was a throne. Dadiye was my father’s mother, our matriarch, and had been living with us since the beginning of time. She was my favorite person in the house because she never asked me to pray and took me and my brother to McDonald’s on the weekend. Dadiye’s routine was the same: chai at ten a.m., followed by afternoon prayer, then watching Oprah and calling relatives back home, demanding to know every detail of gossip, managing the extended clan in Pakistan like an empress tending to her colonies. Amma’s relationship with Dadiye was respectful but tense, and I learned to play the women off each other, going between them like a boy diplomat whenever their silent treatments went on for days.


Dadiye liked to sit me down and tell me tales about the past. She said that when angels came down from the heavens, they took our good deeds and bad deeds and reported them back to Allah. She said that the Prophet Muhammad had received his first revelation in a cave from the Angel Jibra’eel.


“How many wings did the angel have?” I asked her.


“Six hundred,” she said.


Dadiye coughed. She had just recovered from pneumonia. “There was a time, long ago,” she said, “when our people were kings and princes. We were maharajas and ranis and shahs and kings and queens. We lived in peace with Sikhs and Hindus in India. My brother, your great-uncle—there is his portrait, with the white mustache—he was a doctor in London. He met the viceroy. We were once very respected. Did you know that long ago…”


The what? The who? If we were so great, why did the heater not work? What relevance did “back then” have to the snowstorms of Toronto on an unquiet Christmas night? I didn’t know what to make of her tales. Dadiye would begin such stories and then cut them off, as though the gaps had been deliberately left for me to fill. She had tried to convey that there had been a long life for her and the family before Toronto—a life that went back to Pakistan, and before that to British India, stories that she, and my parents, had left behind. They were myths that had mingled with memory and I never quite believed them.


I went to the room where my brother was sleeping. His name was Oz and he was one year younger than me and everything I was not: dutiful, good at school, responsible. My father said I should be more like him, and this made me care even less about school. He was so innocent that once he asked our father what a condom was on the way to the YMCA, before I pinched his legs until he squealed.


I laid out the prayer mat, raised my palms to my ears, and said, “Allahu Akbar.” I stood facing the East, facing Mecca, falling to my knees in prostration, and afterward sat on the prayer mat and upturned my palms to the ceiling. I prayed just like Amma had taught me and asked Allah to bless me and help me get good grades. I asked Allah if it was true that He was going to make the world end and whether I would be burned in the hellfire, the dreaded dozakh, that was described in a million different details that made me shudder. It was the holy month of Ramadan and Amma made Oz and me fast that month. She had said that the angels gathered every child’s prayers and took them to Allah during these thirty days. She said even the trees prostrated to God on the holiest nights. I thought I should take advantage of this opportunity.


“Dear Allah,” I whispered with firm conviction, “please make me a rapper.” I waited, then spoke again. “Dear Allah, send Santa Claus to our house this year. Make Dada forget about my report card. Don’t let them all go crazy tonight. Ameen.”


It was then that I heard the front door blow open with force. I quickly put the mat away. Dada was home.


“Omer! Osman! Outside Now!” he shouted.


It was a known rule never to delay when our father called. Dada’s face would go red, his eyes would widen, his temple veins would bulge as he exploded in anger. I looked to my younger brother Oz drooling in his sleep and thought whether to wake him up. Better to let him dream and go help our father on my own.


Dada was waiting for me by the door. He was short with broad shoulders and a handsome face, wearing a rumpled coat that had a giant “P” sign emblazoned on the front. He had on a Soviet-style winter cap that made him look like a brown Joseph Stalin. Flecks of snow clung to his mustache. I knew Dada was a parking officer who worked all winter and slapped tickets on car windshields, but at home he called himself an “officer of the law.”


Grunting, Dada went outside. I followed behind, waddling like a penguin in an oversized winter coat. The snowfall had grown thicker.


We were supposed to shovel together, but there was only one shovel and two of us, so I watched Dada work while he yelled.


“Don’t be a kamchor,” he said, meaning a work-thief. “Laziness will keep you back in this world. Here, do like this, like this.” He pushed a mound of snow away from the door. “See how I throw the snow? I use gravity to help me. I throw the snow. You have to use your brain, don’t be a dummy, use some force.”


As Dada threw the snow, he continued his exhortation. “Insurance companies… banks… politicians… none of them are your friends, remember. They only want to put the hand in the pocket. They are crooks.”


I nodded, pretending to understand. Down the street, I could hear the cargo train growling down the tracks.


“You guys,” he said, “you have the best of everything. When I was growing up in Pakistan, I had nothing. I had to feed the chickens, walk ten miles to school, take care of parents, cook for family, do my studies. You have everything. Am I right?”


It was always phrased as a question, forcing me—and my brother, when we were together—to assent. The one time I said, “No,” I was slapped. I stayed silent, exhaling white clouds of breath, curious about what the chickens in Pakistan had to do with the snows in Canada.


Dada exploded curse words like a cannon. “Matharchod! Use some force! Some power!” I couldn’t tell whether he was cursing me, himself, or his shovel.


After we finished shoveling snow, we went back inside the house together. I saw the two women, Amma and Dadiye, sitting on the sofa, drinking chai and giving each other death stares. They had a tense rivalry, a competition between daughter-in-law and mother-in-law, always on the verge of dispute.


“Tahir,” Dadiye said to my father. “Relax or your blood pressure will go up.”


“Let it go up!” he said.


“Chalo,” she said, and reverted to Punjabi. I didn’t understand Punjabi, but Dadiye had uttered something about how no one listened to her.


I saw my father fiddling with a plastic bag. He took out a little Christmas tree, a smile on his face.


“Tonight,” Dada proclaimed, “we will celebrate the Christmas.”


I hid my excitement. Christmas was usually a sad week for me because we never celebrated. At school, we sang carols and exchanged gifts and everyone was merry, but at home I had come to believe that Santa Claus did not visit people like us.


Amma frowned.


“Why do you wish to copy these traditions?” she asked him in Urdu. “It is Ramadan, you do not fast. We have our own holidays, like Eid, it is coming up. The children are learning not to care about their roots. They are becoming pukka Angrez.”


Dada retorted, “Jesus is our prophet, too. Look at how Christians built the modern world. We should learn from them.”


“Jews do not celebrate Christmas,” Amma said.


“I am Jewish,” Dada retorted. “Look at how Jewish people take care of each other, build schools, become doctors. What do we do? Only build madrassas in every town.”


“Ji,” Amma said. “Christmas is for the Christians. They celebrate… the birth of… the birth of God!”


I knew she had touched a nerve, for the greatest sin in our religion was shirk, or associating partners with the one God.


“I am Christian,” Dada said. “We must integ-rate, Salma. We must adopt these traditions! This is our country! Otherwise we will be stuck in our past.”


Dada had gone red in the face. I could feel another argument about to erupt.


Between husband and wife, grandmother now intervened. Dadiye gestured to me and, in her flair for drama, pronounced a matriarch’s firm rebuke.


“They will forget everything,” Dadiye said. “You will see. When kids are born and raised here, they forget their roots. This is the gora’s land, remember.”


Amma responded to this sacred challenge, younger woman to older. “Your children may have forgotten everything, but mine will remember.”


What were they so angry about? Why was their passion so intense? They weren’t arguing about Christmas trees or lights or Santa Claus anymore—they were fighting about so much more, about heritage and tradition, culture and religion, and how to raise me and my two brothers, Oz and Ali, the latter still a baby, in the country where we were born but that they had migrated to only recently. The past, present, and future were enmeshed in conflict.


As the screams grew louder, I covered my ears and ran toward the bathroom. I shut the door and crouched down by the toilet. Here, alone, I was safe.


Vicious words were uttered outside the door in Urdu, a poetic tongue, which made the words more poisonous.


Matharchod!


Thief!


Sinner!


Drinker!


Hellfire!


From a mud hut!


Bring the Qur’an!


A shattering silence.


If it wasn’t for my hard work, we’d still be in the projects!


I had been warned by my parents not to make friends with kids from “broken homes.” As the shouts grew feverish outside the door, I wondered if we weren’t broken, too.


Long into the night, the elders fought. They sounded merciless, as if they had been arguing this way not for ten years but a hundred years. They were carrying wounds I could not fathom, stories I had not yet discovered. Past lives and remembrances that they held with desperation, tempers exploding because none of their pain could be put into words. I did not understand that the anguish they carried was tied to a deeper story of leaving their pasts behind, reinventing themselves in a cold and distant country. They were growing up in a new world, just like I was, unanchored souls without a secure life. Though migration could be full of beautiful journeys, there was also a bitterness at the heart of the experience. Bitterness and violence. Families were citadels of memory, connecting stories to future generations—but the chain had been broken along the way, and could be redeemed only in the children.


The shouts grew louder. The sound of thunder, a blitzkrieg of broken plates. I covered my ears. I hid. I dreamt of escape.


When the battle ended, it turned out the little Christmas tree didn’t even work.





Ten years before our nightly family duels, on another winter day, a plane landed at Toronto Pearson Airport. Among the migrants and travelers and visitors was my mother, Salma, who was leaving her family in Pakistan to join the man she had married in Canada.


She was twenty-nine, a teacher who loved her students, setting out for the new world. The bitter cold stung her face, the wind sharp as needles. But stepping onto the tarmac, the woman, whose beauty was noted by all the locals of her community, was reminded of the snowfalls in her village in Pakistan, a place called Murree, up in the mountains where the kids made snow forts and snowmen during their own winter days.


On her mind was the village left behind and the new country that was to be sacralized by the word home. The strange sounds of English would have to be learned, the tasteless food adjusted to, and the mannerisms of this frigid city deciphered. She had come to Canada only two years before I was born, rupturing the tight-knit family she had loved. Now everything was new. She was a stranger with a young family.


My father had immigrated in the 1970s and was studying at a community college while working odd jobs. His first name was Tahir, the eldest of three children born right after Pakistan became independent. A child of the city Lahore, he knew the world better than my mother. When Dada arrived in Toronto, he was part of that great movement of peoples brought on by the opening of immigration laws in Canada and the United States. Like migrants before him, Dada struggled first with his name. The white people of his new country could not pronounce Tahir, so they called him Tire. They could not pronounce his middle name, Mian, so they called him Mr. Man. Aziz was rhymed with disease, and other slurs and cusses were spoken, some replied to but most unanswered, the second looks and backhanded comments internalized into his combustible temperament. But Dada was a man who took nothing from no one and believed he was as good as any white man. Fed up with his name being slandered, he did what many immigrants before him had done and took on an entirely new name. From that day forward, Tahir was known as “Miami.”


When Dada was still a student, his father in Pakistan passed suddenly from a heart attack. The duties of manhood were passed on to him overnight, and he quit school to become the sole breadwinner for the family. He worked as a waiter, serving the powerful white men of the city as they spent more money on a single meal than Dada earned in an entire month. Next, he walked through the snow asking anyone who might listen for a job. One day, he saw an officer in a white uniform, went up to him, and asked to know what he did. A few weeks later, Dada was hired as a parking officer, and for the next fifty years he walked across Toronto, ensuring no one had parked illegally. He sent money back home so his relatives would not starve, and used his savings to bring my widowed grandmother, Dadiye, to Canada.


Whereas Dada came from the city, Amma came from the countryside. Rural and landless peasant folk lived in those mountains of Murree. The people of her village had the features of northernly warriors: tall, light brown skin, sharp green eyes. They spoke a dialect called Pahari, and families lived and raised children together, passing on their ancestral traditions.


Tensions crippled their marriage from the start; Dada expected a quiet Muslim wife, but Amma saw herself as his equal, fierce in her own right, and wishing to preserve her heritage. She was not the docile, reserved woman she seemed to be, and this led to quarrels between my mother and father and my mother and grandmother.


It was a strange union: the wife being religious, the husband being secular; the wife resisting the pull of assimilation, the husband rushing to assimilate and discard his prior identity. Theirs was not what some modern types in the community now call “a love marriage”; it was arranged, pure and simple. Marriage was considered too grave and serious a matter to be left to the whims of children. The contract between past and future was to be preserved by the elders, passed on for posterity, made sacred in the union of marriage.


When I was three, Amma took me and my brother to Pakistan. We met our cousins and relatives, but I remembered nothing from the trip. She told me that her village was part of my roots, and in our home she was fiercely protective of her family’s origins—especially when my father belittled them and said she came from “a mud hut.”


As I grew up in the chaos of a household constantly at war with itself, I learned to be hypervigilant of my surroundings. Omens and warnings were around me. Evil eyes above me. Shame, sharam, within me. Six of us were crammed into our small household: along with my father, mother, and grandmother there were my two younger brothers, Osman and Ali—Oz one year younger, and Ali just two. Coincidentally, the three of us were named after the caliphs who had succeeded the Prophet, men we were taught to revere, but whose real stories were deeply tragic. Three generations stuffed together in a forgotten corner of Canada, with cockroaches in the kitchen, a beat-up Pontiac in the driveway, and an oldest son about to come of age in the new millennium.


Over sleepless nights, I lay in the bedroom and stared up at the cold darkness, watching the moon shining past the trees, feeling alone and terrified. As the snow fell faintly, I closed my eyes and imagined another world, one beyond the highways and fields, waiting for me, if only I could reach it. If only I could escape this northern winter.










2. Scartown



Guests rarely came over to our house unless it was Eid, the Muslim holiday. Dada and Dadiye had disputes within the family, and the relatives were experts at giving each other years-long silent treatments. On Eid, though, everyone enacted a truce.


Early in the morning, Dada, wearing a kurta, took me and my brother Oz to the mosque for prayer. When we returned, Amma and Dadiye were at the door, ready to share sweets. We wished each other “Eid Mubarak,” and hugged three times. Dadiye slipped a ten-dollar bill in my palm, her yearly gift.


By late afternoon, family members began showing up at our door wearing bright colors. I wore the cream kurta Amma had laid out for me. She had been in the kitchen all night cooking. Braids of steam rose through the house, and the living room had the delicious scent of chicken karahi. Soon, the little house was full of auntees and uncles jostling for food, gossiping about who so-and-so had married, and talking loudly about politics.


The doorbell rang. I ran to the front door and saw one of my auntees, whom we called Baji. This was my father’s sister, a thin woman with a shrill voice and short black hair, who was always hyper.


“Getting fat again, heina?” she said, pulling my ear.


“No, Auntee,” I replied.


Baji scrunched her face in contempt. “No Auntee,” she said, mocking my English. “Bas na? Urdu bolo.” Enough. Speak Urdu.


“I will,” I said, lying as I walked away.


Soon, all the uncles gathered in the living room to discuss important matters like the price of cable packages and who had put an illegal dish on the roof. Dada sat there with his legs wide apart, hunched over as he provoked the other uncles. The conversation turned to politics, urgent matters of war and peace, the uncles holding teacups in their hands and their bellies in their laps, gesturing not like they were in the Toronto suburbs but in the White House Situation Room.


I sat among them, trying to understand.


Said one uncle: “Pakistan is a nuclear-armed state being kept down by the greedy Western powers.”


A second uncle spoke. “Amreeka has a plan to dominate Afghanistan and Pakistan.”


Another uncle, an oval-shaped man named Iqbal Mian, liked to preach about religion and politics. He had a thick mustache that he twisted while speaking.


“The Indian prime minister,” Iqbal Mian said solemnly, “drinks a cup of his own urine every morning.”


All the other uncles nodded in agreement. A round of ritualistic India-bashing and Pakistan-promoting continued for some minutes. The only subject they could agree on was that India might invade them. I looked to my father, who shook his head. I felt small and ignorant listening to them, the big men talking about world events I could not fathom. I wondered why they were so passionate about things happening thousands of miles from us, in a place I did not even know.


Dada was in his element during these debates. He barreled at the uncles with inquisition and rebuttal, losing his temper, probing them as though the fate of the world hung on the discussion. He said outlandish things just to stir them up.


“We Pakistanis barely deserve a country,” he said. “Westerners are putting men on the moon while we argue about whether our pants fall below our ankles!”


Iqbal Mian twirled his mustache.


“Do you see what is happening in Peshawar?” my father asked.


The uncles would share stories of specific people in different towns and cities—Lahore, Islamabad, Murree, Karachi. But their conversation always returned to religion and its role in our life.


“We Mussulmaan should follow the way of the Prophet, peace be upon him, in all matters,” Iqbal Mian said.


In these conversations, I knew it was tradition for at least one uncle to try to out-Islam the others. But Dada did not play by the rules.


“What does that mean?” Dada asked.


Iqbal Mian picked at his teeth. “It means I follow the Prophet, peace be upon him, and do everything he did.”


Dada said, “Prophet rode a camel. You drive a truck.”


“That was then.”


Dada said, “Prophet lived in seventh century. We live in the twenty-first century.”


“So what?” Iqbal Mian asked.


“Prophet had nine wives. You have one begum.”


“And?”


“And,” Dada said, holding back laughter, “Prophet was the Messenger of Allah. You, Mian Sahab, are a security guard.”


Iqbal Mian adjusted his kurta and picked at his teeth. The conversation went on this way for an hour, before the uncles exhausted themselves. When the women joined in—they were in the kitchen, engaged in their own conversations—the uncles calmed down.


Suddenly, Iqbal Mian glared at me. The other uncles looked as well—the scolding about to unite them all.


“Omer needs to live a practical life,” Iqbal Mian said.


“His head is in the clouds,” another uncle said.


“Send him to Pakistan. That will fix him,” said another.


But I did not want to be “fixed.” I wanted to live my own life, out in the world—a life that, even as a boy, I felt my elders had no clue about.


Dada listened patiently before striking back. “Don’t you all worry. My boy can become anything he wants in life. Even if he wishes to be an actor, that is okay.”


An actor? I thought.


The uncles got back to discussing religion, and I hazily heard my father ask something about India or America, setting off another loud debate. Those early Eid discussions were my initiation into the world of politics, into the idea that there was a larger universe outside our street, and that events far away were somehow linked to our personal lives. I understood only dimly that my elders were connected to distant lands with their own politics and histories, faraway places with histories and names I did not know.





Our home was in Scartown. That’s what the kids called Scarborough, that distant part of Toronto where no one wanted to live. A working-class, inner suburb on the edge of the city that had once been called Scarberia because of how far away it was, cut off like a remote island. Back when Dada immigrated here, the borough was filled with working-class white people. They began moving out as the immigrants and refugees moved in. Now the residents were mostly Black, Brown, and Asian. And it wasn’t called Scarberia anymore—none of us would have understood the reference.


Stepping outside my front door, I entered the vortex of the neighborhood. Overhead power lines, crumbling streets that went on for eternity, browned-out apartments and towering projects. Endless strip malls and Indian and Arab stores. Around the corner: a halal butcher, the local Karachi Bazaar where we bought our spices, Hakka Chinese restaurants. The sounds of my street were a symphony of tongues: Jamaican patois mixed with Hindi, African American English, Arabic, Bengali, Tamil.


I crossed a bridge over a swamp to get to school. The first thing I saw were the boys lined up by the fence: Black boys, Brown kids, white kids. Most of my friends were Black and Brown, children with obscure origins and from places like Jaffa or Kingston or Port of Spain. We spoke in a slang the teachers did not understand. We listened to hip-hop and did not censor the words. Leaving home, I would assume a new costume, of the boy who just wanted to fit in and pretend he did not speak Urdu with his mother, pretend that his parents were not from Pakistan, because the white boys had a special slur for us.


School was the inverse of home. Though I did not care about my studies, I felt I could be anyone at school, as long as no one brought up my ethnic heritage. School was a sort of imprisoning freedom, just being out of the house and in another building. But I saw no purpose to school, and was uninterested in anything the teachers had to say. The worst sort of apathetic student: one who is naturally curious but has learned to keep his mouth shut. A lost cause.


The only space of pure enjoyment was the basketball court, pickup games at recess and lunch that were played with the fervor of fanatics. Ball was religion, hope, and a dream all at once. On that cracked concrete court, we became superstars. Every boy wanted to glide through the air like Vince Carter, the Toronto Raptors star, who soared as if performing aerial ballet. He and Kobe Bryant were the only heroes we had, and every boy hollered out “Kobe!” while taking a jump shot—knees bent, proper form, wrist release, and the flashing lights of the big stage in our eyes.


At school, I did my best to blend in. My closest friend was a boy born in Guyana who had grown up in Scartown. His name was Shilton Lutchman and he embodied his last name like a comedian, calling himself “Deh Lunchman.” Shilton had lush brown skin, poetic eyes, and a smile that he flashed at anyone who might pass. He made everyone laugh. When I got to school after a rough argument at home, Shilton could make me forget about my parents in a second. I had a love for this boy, the way his bright durag fell past his shoulders, the way he sang Usher tracks and rapped West Indian lyrics. Riding on a purple bike to school, he’d pull up close to me and ask, “Wha’gwan wich you?” I was comfortable with Shilton because I knew he would not judge me or force me to be anyone other than who I already was.


And I knew my parents, like the parents of many Pakistani and Indian kids, did not approve of us being friends with Black boys, even Black boys who ate daal at home and watched Bollywood movies. More than once, an auntee had told me in the summer, “You’ve gotten so black,” and it was not a compliment. This made me like Shilton even more, made me gravitate further toward the culture the Black kids carried with them like talismans. For Shilton’s roots, like those of most of the West Indians here, went back to both Africa and India. I did not understand how that was possible, but history was obscured in school: the white people had come to North America and traded furs and everything was lovely ever after. Perhaps this was the real reason I paid no attention at school: I had the child’s aptitude to detect when he is being bullshitted.


As soon as the bell rang, I became sullen and withdrawn. I wanted to be invisible at school, to hide away from the white kids. I had learned to be afraid of white people from before I learned the alphabet. After a white girl asked me why my lunch looked like poo I began throwing out the lunches Amma made for me every day. It’s almost clichéd, the lunch being thrown away, yet in those early years, it meant a growling stomach and a building resentment as the hours passed and I went hungry.


One day in fifth grade, we were learning alliteration, and our teacher asked us to list words that began with the same sound as our name. I played with my pencil. I engraved my initials in my desk. I wrote bad poetry and bad rap lyrics. I didn’t even like my own name, Omer. The name morphed depending on where I happened to be. At home, it was pronounced Uhmur. At school, the teachers called me O-mar and I did not correct them.


“Um, dear,” the teacher said, “do you need some help?”


I shook my head.


“But you haven’t written anything.”


I shrugged. “I don’t know any words that start with the letter O.”


The teacher, who had brown hair and a grandmotherly face, brought over a giant book. I had never seen such a book—had never opened any books outside of school. I distrusted her the way I distrusted all my teachers. She opened the book and pointed to the letter O, and there were dozens and dozens of words.


“How about this word?” she asked.


I tried to spell it out. “O-b-s-e-r-v-a-n-t.”


“Very good,” she said. “You have potential. You just must try, dear, try harder.”


When we went around the class, the Charismatic Christinas and Proud Pauls triumphantly gave their alliteration examples. I said mine in a murmur. “Observant Omer.” I sat down, head down, eyes down, relieved no one asked me any questions.


School served no purpose I could see. Because when the bell rang and we were let out, I was faced with the same neighborhood, watching my back and avoiding the tough kids. The white boys were prone to use slurs. Paki was their favorite racial insult. Even at the age of ten, I knew this word to be derogatory because it felt like a dagger in my skin. Paki—not shorthand for “Pakistani,” but a racial slur that started with neo-Nazis in England. None of us kids knew the etymology of this epithet, but we all knew it was a vile insult, and that nothing could be said in return. The white boys were the only ones with the language to provoke our shame. That was their power.


Our teachers liked to say we lived in a multicultural country, but that multiculturalism, on the ground, was still deformed, and full of subtle hatreds. I didn’t know all this. I felt it. I was afraid of being seen with my mother, who could be insulted for wearing a shalwar kameez. I was frightened of smelling like spices. I was terrified of being seen as a Paki. My childhood brain was only focused at all hours on keeping my English unaccented, my heritage undetected, my color unseen.





Knowing that I was doing poorly in class, I still opened my report card with tense nerves. I wanted to assess the damage before my father found out. Some tiny part of me hoped, in the seconds before I ripped open the tan envelope, that the grades might be decent. But they were never good. The bad marks hurt at first, then became normal. D– in math. D in science. C– in English. Only a B– in gym.


My grades were an embarrassment at home, especially because my younger brother Oz was getting straight As.


“Be more like your brother,” Dada would say. “Look at him, he studies and is doing well in the maths. He is going to have a job one day. You will stay a flunky.”


But I kept spacing out in class, daydreaming.


A few days after we learned alliteration, I was on the ball court. I swiped the basketball away from a white boy named Kyle. He had freckles and light brown eyes and buckteeth, and though he was failing even worse than I was, I couldn’t help but notice how the teachers gave him second and third chances, were impressed by the fact that he played hockey.


I was guarding Kyle that day. He was double-dribbling, going out-of-bounds, breaking every rule of the game—and getting away with it.
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