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Advance Praise for
Threading My Prayer Rug

“Take this journey on Sabeeha’s prayer rug, and you will be enchanted as she vividly and beautifully transports you through rich and elaborate threads of a lifetime lived with love, intelligence, and compassion—an inspiration to all.”

—Ranya Tabari Idliby, coauthor of The Faith Club and author of Burqas, Baseball and Apple Pie

“Funny and frank, acute, and compassionate, this story of an immigrant ‘fish out of water’ who falls in love with her adopted American home is for all of us, and for all times—but current events also make it the story for this time. As Americans consider who they were, are, and want to be in the future, they could have no better guide than Sabeeha Rehman. I can’t imagine our country, or my bookshelf, without her.”

—Susan Choi, Pulitzer Prize finalist and author of A Person of Interest and My Education

“With anti-Islamic sentiments on the rise in this country, Threading My Prayer Rug is a refreshing look at what it is really like to be a Muslim in the US today. With humor, charm, and great insight, Sabeeha Rehman recounts how one can be both a devout Muslim and an American wife, mom, grandmother and community activist.”

—Jan Goodwin, award-winning author, journalist, and Senior Fellow at Brandeis University’s Schuster Institute of Investigative Journalism

“Coming to America is seldom associated with discovering one’s faith—let alone Islam. Rich in exotic detail, Sabeeha’s true-life story is funny, sweet, beautiful, warm, and deeply touching to any reader, who will note how much the heart and soul of a Muslim mother is like that of any other.”

—Imam Feisal Abdul Rauf, founder of Cordoba House and author of What’s Right with Islam and Moving the Mountain

“Threading My Prayer Rug is a warm, wise, and wonderful book. Ms. Rehman writes in a wry and often humorous style that is understanding of human foibles yet gently pushes readers of all backgrounds to become fuller and more engaged human beings. As an Orthodox rabbi working to strengthen cooperation between Jews and Muslims, I was moved by her involvement in Muslim-Jewish coalition-building efforts.”

—Rabbi Marc Schneier, president of the Foundation for Ethnic Understanding and coauthor with Imam Shamsi Ali of Sons of Abraham

“Sabeeha Rehman’s prose resonates with intimacy, wisdom, and wit. She achieves a richly textured narrative that introduces readers to the rituals and enduring values of her Muslim faith as she, her husband Khalid and their sons Saqib and Asim integrate into the American melting pot. At the conclusion of her classic text, Ms. Rehman affirms, ‘Together we will change the discourse, quell violence with knowledge, and banish phobias to the fringe as we work together in unity of the spirit.’ This reader was moved to respond, ‘Ameen … Amen.’”

—Sidney Offit, former president of the Authors Guild Foundation and Authors League Fund and author of Memoir of a Bookie’s Son

“A charming and engrossing book, Threading My Prayer Rug provides a window to a culture and people we do not know enough about…. Readable, easy to relate to, and inspiring!”

—Sumbul Ali-Karamali, author of The Muslim Next Door: the Qur’an, the Media, and that Veil Thing

“Threading My Prayer Rug is a beautifully written memoir of a cosmopolitan and faithful Pakistani-American Muslim woman. It’s recommended for all who want to have a sense of how the tapestry of American Islam is shaped by the contributions of a variety of Muslims, including those from South Asia.”

—Omid Safi, Director, Duke Islamic Studies Center
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PROLOGUE

Not a Mosque, and Not at Ground Zero

New York, 2010

Am I safe in here? Do they know I’m a Muslim? Can they tell by the look on my face that I’m one of them? Don’t look them in the eye.

I lowered my gaze and walked into the crowd, making my way through the meeting hall, up the aisle, through the rows of people waving posters saying, “No Mosque at Ground Zero.” I found my way to the back, out of sight of the protestors, and took a seat.

I am surrounded by hate.

I had been volunteering in the office of Imam Feisal Abdul Rauf and his wife, Daisy Khan. When one day the imam had described his vision of a Muslim community center in downtown Manhattan, I couldn’t fathom that I was in the moment of “history in the unmaking.”

A space for faith, fun and fitness, R&R, and interfaith gatherings! A place of our own—to meet and greet, to learn and share, to feast and celebrate, to swim and gym, with room for all faiths. Cool!

I was there when the Finance Committee of the Community Board reviewed the project. Sitting along the wall, I had watched Imam Feisal present the concept of the equivalent of a YMCA and 92nd Street Y. I was elated when the committee, giving their approval, asked, “How soon can you start?” I had noticed members of the press scribbling notes. I had stepped out onto Chambers Street, the majestic Municipal Building towering beyond; the evening was still bright, the spring air brushing my cheek, as I made my way to the number 6 subway train.

“There is bound to be an outcry,” said my husband, who had attended the meeting with me. The STOP sign stopped me and I glanced up at him.

“Why would anyone object? Look at how supportive the committee was.” My husband and I had yearned for a community center for our children; it didn’t happen while they were growing up, but it was going to happen now.

I had gone home on a high; and the next morning my hopes were dashed. Having arrived early at the office, I picked up the phone on the first ring.

“This is WABC. We would like to interview the imam about his plans to build a mosque at Ground Zero.”

A what? At where? Where did that phrase come from? It’s not a mosque we are building, and it’s not at Ground Zero.

The phone rang again. “This is WCBS …”

I called the imam on his cell phone. “Are you on your way to the office? The major media networks are lined up to interview you. Just so you know, they are calling your proposed Islamic cultural center downtown ‘the mosque at Ground Zero.’”

That day, as I put on the hat of media scheduler, reporters of leading networks bumped into each other as they entered and exited. Watching them interview Imam Feisal, I knew that my husband had been right. A Sufi imam, dignified in demeanor, gentle in his expression, building bridges between Muslims and non-Muslims, and honored and acclaimed for his interfaith work, was now the focus of outrage—accused of insulting the memory of 9/11 victims and the most tragic violence against our country.

Why didn’t I see it coming? I was so close on the inside. I just answered my question.

It’s not a mosque, it is a community center, the imam explained to the interviewers over and over again.

It is not at ground zero, the imam said once more, and explained, once again, that this was to be a space open to all New Yorkers, a platform for multi-faith dialogue, a center guided by the universal values of all religions, a place of healing.

The Real Battle Is between Extremists and Moderates on Both Sides

I took note of Imam Feisal’s mantra, “The battle is not between Islam and the West; the real battle is between the extremists and moderates on both sides.”

It didn’t matter. The phrase “mosque at ground zero” was too inflammatory to let go. It had too much potential to be put to rest as a mere community center. The opportunity was irresistible.

How did a unanimous approval last night turn into a poisonous inflammatory label this morning?

Months earlier, when the imam and Daisy Khan had run this by the civic, faith, and community leaders, the 9/11 families and 9/11 Memorial team, the mayor, and political leaders, no one had objected. After the imam had announced the project at an interfaith iftar in a church, the New York Times had run a front-page story on the project in December 2009. There had been no outcry then.

Why now?

It was the power of words: Mosque at Ground Zero.

Calls were made to community leaders and 9/11 families, trying to ease their anxiety.

Once they understand what this center stands for, any misgivings they may have should subside.

I Am Surrounded by Hate

Of course, that didn’t happen. When I walked into the Community Board hearing, the place was packed with people holding placards with anti-Islam slogans that do not deserve mention. Taking my seat, I looked down across the room, spotting my husband and son in the speaker lineup. As the speakers took the mic, the room shuddered and shook with the sounds of hatred.

If they just listen—9/11 is not about Muslims vs. Ground Zero. Muslims also perished in 9/11. We are not trespassers—Ground Zero is sacred to us too; it is our tragedy too. If they just listen.

Testimonies against the project were amplified by cries of “Terrorists,” “Down with Sharia,” “Don’t insult the memory of 9/11”; testimonies supporting the project were drowned out by booing and hissing. I forgot to breathe. It seemed that the walls holding the roof would give way.

Don’t they see that we are not those people? Are we destined to carry the burden of their actions? This is not the America I know. Does America have two sides?

On the cold, hard bench, I felt warm tears on my cheek when a 9/11 family pleaded for tolerance; I said a prayer when clergymen from all faiths urged interfaith harmony; and I felt a surge of gratitude when politicians appealed for a place and a space for Muslims. I trembled when I heard voices calling, “We don’t want you here.” Islamophobia had reared its head, and I was witnessing humanity at its best, and at its worst.

Are they going to yell at me?

I cried when my son Asim spoke to the audience of his shock at seeing the smoke gushing out of the tower as he looked out from the window of his office building, of his flight up the streets, with the wall of soot chasing him, of his reaction when he turned to look back and could no longer see the tower, of the shouts of “Go back to where you came from” when he and the faithful walked out of the mosque on a Friday two days later. I recalled how hard I had prayed for his safety when I couldn’t reach him by phone, how terrified I was.

Put yourself in their shoes. How would I feel if the Arizona memorial in Pearl Harbor took the shape of a Shinto shrine? It’s not the same, but that is how it has been spun. They have been misfed, misled, and now it’s too late to un-spin it.

Enraged by a speaker supporting the project, they stood up and, waving posters, started to shout the speaker down.

Should I duck?

The chairwoman issued a warning: those out of order will be escorted out. I saw the guards take their place behind the table where the board members were seated.

Exhale.

The community board voted; the project was approved. I watched the protestors leave. It wasn’t defeat I saw on their faces; it was determination.

What is going to happen now?

I walked down into the pit, where my husband and son were standing with the imam. I can’t say, “Congratulations, project was approved.” What is there to celebrate?

I was spent. We all had the “What now?” look on our faces.

I fought a surge of bitter taste. Too often we are asked, “Why aren’t the moderate Muslims speaking out?” The community center was to be a forum where American Muslims would stand side-by-side with men and women of peace, promoting religious tolerance. The extremists had drowned out the voices of the moderates.

Leaving the Scene

Hate mail and hate calls paralyzed the office. Daisy Khan and Imam Feisal needed me, and I abandoned them. My father, who was suffering from leukemia, had taken a turn for the worse. I walked off the set and took the first flight out to Pakistan. Planning to stay for two weeks, I ended up staying for three months.

I was in Pakistan, nursing my dying father, when the uproar around the community center project, now dubbed Park51, reached hysterical heights. Swept away in doctor visits, arranging for blood donors, transporting blood bags for transfusion, monitoring medications, hospitalizations, visitors, I was barely in touch with the news. Then my mother took a fall, fractured her hipbone, and was immobilized. Park51 fell off my screen.

My brother in Pakistan brought me back to this world. “Have you heard the news about what’s happening in New York? Some Muslims have decided to build a mosque at Ground Zero. Why would they do something like that?”

Even Pakistanis have fallen for the rhetoric.

Picture the look on his face when I told him that his sister was one of those “some Muslims.”

Friends from my college days came to visit. Park51 must have hit an even higher high, because they brought it up. “Unnecessary provocation,” one of them said. There I go again, explaining the intent of the project.

My uncle advised me, “It would be wise if you built it someplace else.”

Death Threats

After burying my father, I returned home to New York. The storm of Park51 had blown over, and I walked into the office to face the debris: ashes, soot, mud, and smoldering black smoke. The place was a fortress, buttressed by security. I walked into a new world trying to reconcile hate mail with warm and tender letters of support; trying to fathom how far one should go in standing by principle without taking the world down at the same time; how hard does one push in paving the way without causing a stampede; how does one amplify the voices of moderation without having those voices drowned out by the thunder of the extremists; and how do we carve a space for ourselves without stepping on the sentiments of our shared pain? Imam Feisal was not around—he had been advised to take the death threats seriously.

“You knew when to leave, and you knew when to come back,” Imam Feisal said to me when he returned. I chuckled.

Go Where?

Were we naïve to have believed that there would be no outrage over a Muslim center four blocks from Ground Zero? What now? Should we back off, avoid the fallout, and move the center some place less controversial? Should we? A friend came to offer her condolences on my father’s passing. Commenting on Park51, she said, “If you agree to move the project to another location, you will be setting a precedent: “Push, and we shall move.” And move where?

“Ten blocks North?

“No, that’s not far enough. Go to the upper tip of Manhattan.

“Not Manhattan. Go to the outer boroughs.

“Not New York City. Go Upstate.

“Not in my state.

“Perhaps not in the US?”

Dream, but don’t get real.

The Fallout

The circuit breaker tripped right after the November elections. The crisis was over. Just like that. But it’s not over. We got burnt, and Muslim communities across the nation felt the heat. Park51 never got built as originally envisioned. A planned mosque in Staten Island never rose. Approvals for a mosque in Tennessee came under fire. Mosques were vandalized, hate crimes increased, there was a Qur’an burning by a pastor in Florida….

And whereas the dream of a Muslim community center was not realized in bricks and mortar, we did build a community without walls, gathering in spaces offered to us by churches, synagogues, and community centers, and offering faith-based and interfaith programs of learning, arts, culture, music, with room for people of all faiths and leanings. Come in … and welcome to America.

America, the nation that went through a soul-searching moment when anti-Muslim placards clashed with the red, white, and blue voices of compassion and tolerance, and when President Barack Obama and Mayor Michael Bloomberg stood up for what this nation stands for. We saw moderates of all faiths being galvanized to push back the forces of Islamophobia. Our comrades became our ambassadors, and we made friends.

I made my peace with the Islamophobes, acknowledging that we had not done enough to amplify the voices of moderation. Their vitriolic voices made me realize how much more work we had to do, and how much further we had to go to dispel the misconceptions about Muslims and to make ourselves known.

Will history report how so many were disenfranchised because of the acts of a few? Or will America change its course and make space for its Muslim citizens, so we can claim that we truly did overcome? Time and time again, our nation has exhibited resiliency in springing back, in pushing through the dark clouds and allowing sunshine to prevail, in letting the best in us outshine the worst. America, the nation I choose to make my home, will part the sea. In my home, I will feel at home.

And to think that when I first came to the United States as a Pakistani bride, I had no intention of making America my home. I had arrived with the belief that America was no place to raise a child Muslim. I had plans for my yet-to-be born children. I was coming for two years, and when my husband completed his medical residency, we were going back to Pakistan. That was forty-four years ago.


PART ONE

An Arranged Marriage in Pakistan


1.

It’s Arranged

November 1971 Rawalpindi, Pakistan

“You are getting married,” Mummy announced.

I was at the CB College for Women, in between my post-graduate English literature classes, hanging out with my friends. Mummy had tracked me down.

“Your fiancé has arrived from New York,” she informed me. “He has to return to America in two weeks. So you are taking off. Let’s go. I have to take you to the tailor’s to have your wedding outfit stitched.”

I had gotten engaged a few weeks ago. A wedding date had not been talked about—but it had seemed like it was in the distant future. Or so I thought. But now he had come to Pakistan—all the way from New York—so I had to get married.

And that was that!

He is here!

“Coming to class tomorrow?” My friends Ruby, Tasneem, and Nighat giggled, poking me in the back as I walked away with Mummy in silence. They were teasing. We all knew that I was not coming back to class, not tomorrow, not ever.

I am getting married!

I am going to America!

I am getting married!

“How come he arrived so suddenly, without any notice?” I asked in Urdu as we sat in her 1970 Toyota.

“Your in-laws-to-be sent him a telegram asking him to come for his wedding whenever he has vacation time. He happened to be on vacation this month, so he took the first flight out.”

People were right when they said he was an obedient son.

“When does he have to return?” I asked.

“In less than three weeks.”

“When is my wedding?”

“Has to be within a week. Your visa has to be obtained right after the wedding, and procedures take time.”

Made sense.

I cranked down the window and let the cool November breeze in, messing up my curly hair.

“We will be calling your in-laws-to-be this evening to set a wedding date.” Mummy said.

“Have you or Daddy talked to him on the phone?” I asked. My future in-laws lived in Multan, three hundred miles southwest of Rawalpindi, which is where I presumed my fiancé was. We lived in Rawalpindi, a city in northern Punjab, nine miles south of the capital city of Islamabad and home to the military headquarters of the Pakistan armed forces.

“No. But he is flying in tomorrow to meet us.” Mummy was excited, but I didn’t miss the melancholic tone in her voice. Her daughter was leaving the nest and going away to America. Far, far away.

Mummy drove the car through the bazaars of Rawalpindi, weaving her way through the motorcycles, rickshaws, bicyclists, and an occasional donkey cart laden with bricks. A man pushing a cart loaded with oranges tried to cross the street. Cars honked, a man on a Vespa scooter braked hard, and the woman sitting behind him with a child in hand knocked into him, but held on. As I held my breath, my thoughts got ahead of me. My future husband is coming tomorrow. What will it be like to see my fiancé for the first time? Will he attempt to talk to me? Will he be shy, or has living in America made him forward? Will I be too nervous to talk to him?

Mummy parked in the center of a row of shops, including the tailor’s shop. The sign in English and Urdu said, VOGUE HOUSE. A tall woman with a graceful carriage, Mummy always dressed exquisitely. She had olive skin, oval dark eyes, arched eyebrows, and a slender nose. Her jet-black hair was parted in the middle and pulled back into a braid that hung down to her hips. She had a youthful look. People always remarked, “You two look like sisters.” She radiated beauty, charm, and gaiety. Her wit won over people at first contact, and women flocked to her side just to be in her company.

“Master Sahib.” In her high-pitched voice, Mummy addressed the head tailor, who stood behind the glass counter, with sparkling outfits hanging along the walls. “You promised me that when my daughter was to be married, you would stitch her gharara within a week. Remember? Well, she is getting married in a week.”

Master Sahib’s face turned pale. “A week?”

“A week.” Mummy was giving him no wiggle room. “Please take her measurements. Here is the fabric.” Placing the bag on the counter, she pulled out the fabric that she had saved, oh, some ten years ago. She would often open the large metal trunk and show me the fabrics that she had been carefully putting away for my trousseau. “And this one is for your wedding.” She would raise the red crepe de chine, which Daddy had brought from America in 1958 when he was attending a training course in Maryland, sponsored by the Pakistan Army. We picked out a gold embroidery design for the gharara and the dupatta—a spray of flowers the size of snowflakes, and a fan of fine strands dotted with the tiniest of leaves. For the dupatta trim, I picked a solid golden gota and kiran trimming. I stepped behind the screen, where Master Sahib pulled out a measuring tape and took my measurements.

I wish there was a better way. Granted he is older than my father, but holding a tape around my waist, bust, and hips…. Let’s quickly get this over with.

“We will be back for the fitting in five days,” Mummy told the tailor.

In a daze, Master Sahib just nodded. A promise was a promise. He is going to have to explain to his other customers why he cannot meet their deadlines. I made my way out, walking around the artisans, sitting cross-legged on the floor, heads bent, embroidering gold leaves on the fabric stretched across a loom—for a bride, I presumed.

Oh please, let him be taller than me in high heels.

Then it was off to the jewelers. Mummy picked out a diamond ring for my fiancé and asked them to have it fitted for size. He had mailed his measurements soon after the engagement. As I sipped the hot cardamom-flavored tea the jeweler had served, I trailed away in my thoughts.

So I am getting married. I wonder what he is like. I am sure I will like him. Everyone says he is such a nice person. But I cannot think about this now. I have a wedding to plan; there is work to be done, and so little time.

The hawker outside the shop pushed colorful, beaded, handcrafted purses at me. Mummy honked to hurry me, and I waved him aside and got in the car. The traffic policeman, in a khaki uniform and standing on a round platform in the intersection, extended his hand and held up his palm. Mummy stopped as my thoughts kept moving. The policeman blew his whistle, waved his hands, and Mummy put the car in gear and pushed the accelerator. The hotel was the next stop.

So swept away was I by the demands of the moment that for a while, I almost lost sight that it was I getting married—to someone I had never met—leaving my family to go off to a faraway wherever and start a new life with someone totally new to me, an actual stranger. I was too busy. Too busy to get nervous, too busy to think about the what-ifs.

President Yahya Khan’s photo in military uniform hung on the hotel wall, and for a moment my thoughts transported me to East Pakistan, where a civil war raged. I quickened my pace to catch up with Mummy. The hall had to be reserved for the wedding reception.

I will deal with marriage after I get married. Right now, I have to focus on getting married. It will be fine. It always works out. You just have to make it work. I will be fine. But Mummy won’t be fine. Her little girl is going away, and who knows when she will see her again? How will she deal with the void? Will she regret that she didn’t accept the marriage proposal from the in-country family? I hope she is OK.

The car entered the cantonment, the military station within the city. The streets widened, and playgrounds opened the vista. Mummy pulled the car up outside the gate of our walled bungalow and honked the horn, and Aurangzeb, our help, emerged instantly to open the gate. In her high-pitched voice, Mummy was briefing the help on wedding preparations, and I walked up the stairs to my room, composing my to-do list.

The Proposal

It had started with a phone call. That summer, my parents and I were sitting in our sunroom overlooking the valley, when the phone rang. Mummy answered the phone. It was Aba Jee, my maternal grandfather, calling long distance from Multan. She listened for a while, and then I heard her say, “What is the boy’s profession?”

Ah! A marriage proposal.

That was always the standard question parents asked about prospective husbands for their daughters.

My father, a lieutenant colonel sitting in his perfect military posture, winked at me. With his light skin, curly, light brown hair, and clipped British accent, he was often mistaken for a Brit when he lived in England in the 1950s. People said that I had my father’s looks.

“Aacha,” I see, said Mummy.

“Jee,” OK, she said.

A few more OKs, and then she hung up and turned toward us.

“That was Aba Jee,” she said. “He says that Bhai Rehman came to visit him and has asked for Bia’s hand in marriage for his son. (My family and friends called me Bia.) The boy is a doctor in America and is doing his residency in New York. Aba Jee says that he has known the family for a long time, has known the boy since he was a child, and believes that he is just the right match for Bia. He is urging that we agree to the proposal.”

“It sounds good, but we haven’t met the boy,” Daddy said. “Nor can we meet him, considering he is in New York.”

They both looked at me inquiringly, but really for validation.

I gave them a noncommittal look. What did I know? I didn’t know the boy either, so what can I say?

And it was left at that.

My first marriage proposal came four years prior, when I had just turned sixteen. My parents turned it down on the grounds that I was too young. Over the next few years, I continued to receive proposals—or rather, my parents received the proposals for me—all of which they turned down, either for the same reason or because they deemed the match unsuitable. Most proposals were from families we did not know; they had heard about me through word of mouth. As was the custom, mothers of eligible young men would put the word out. Can you recommend a suitable girl for my son? She should belong to a good family, pretty, preferably tall in height, well educated, and light-skinned. Aunties would spread the word and become self-appointed matchmakers. A ripe forum for matchmaking was weddings. Eligible girls would turn out in their finery, looking their best, and mothers on the lookout would scan the room for a girl who fit the bill. On the spot, discreet inquiries were made. Who is that girl in the green shalwar kameez? Is she spoken for? Who are her parents? Introduce me to them. Pleasantries were exchanged and both mothers sized each other up. If you made the first cut, the mother of the boy would then follow up with a visit to the girl’s home. I was once picked up in a movie theater. I was with my uncle and some friends, and sitting on my right were two ladies who had been looking for a match for their brother. During intermission, they struck up a conversation and got all my bio data out of me—my name, my father’s name, which college—and managed to identify a common acquaintance, my college professor. They showed up at the College of Home Economics in Lahore, where I was enrolled in the undergraduate program, and as luck would have it, spotted me outside the cafeteria. I did not recognize them. They asked if I could tell them where to find this professor. I still did not make the connection and dutifully escorted them. I can visualize how the conversation with the professor went.

What can you tell us about Sabeeha?

Does she have a good reputation? (I.e. she doesn’t have any boyfriends, does she?)

What is her temperament like? (I.e. is she obedient and accommodating?)

The next day they came to the students’ hostel to thank me and brought me a box of fruit. When they learned that I was preparing for a debate, they turned up again with reference material.

“Sabeeha, this is a marriage proposal in the works,” my friends teased. When I went home for the holidays, my mother told me, “They were here last week and have asked for your hand.” They were in a rush, wanted a wedding right away; my parents wanted me to complete my education—baccalaureate—so they turned down the proposal.

Proposals continued over the next two years. A friend of my mother would call her. “My friend is looking for a girl for her son and is interested in coming to see your daughter. May I bring them?” Mummy would ask her standard questions:

What is the boy’s profession?

What is the family background?

If they scored high on those two points, a visit was granted. Mummy would instruct Aurangzeb to polish the brass table in the center of the red Persian carpet in the drawing room, place fresh flowers there, and replace Mummy’s embroidered satin cushion covers with fresh ones to accent the off-white velour sofas. On the mantle were family photos, discreetly allowing a sneak preview. Razia, our cook, would prepare samosas and kebabs. The boy’s family would come to visit. If the boy accompanied them, I was not to come forward. Those were the rules. I did however have the edge—an unfair edge. Daddy would place me in the room facing the verandah (porch), and when the family arrived, I got to peak from behind the curtains. He would welcome them in the verandah before leading them inside, giving me a few added moments to see the boy. At the right moment, Mummy would bring the ladies in the adjoining room, and I would come in and serve tea, and thus, the ladies in the boy’s family would get to see me. If, on the other hand, the boy was not with them, I would join the family in the drawing room for tea but withdraw soon after. It was understood that, if things progressed to a point where my parents would seriously consider the proposal, I would get to see the boy in person. So far, that milestone had not been crossed with any of the proposals.

My grandfather called again—Auntie Hameeda, the mother of “the boy” was coming from Multan to visit us. The purpose of the visit was apparent—she was coming to propose in person, having laid the groundwork through the elder of the family, my grandfather. As is the custom, she would be staying with us. As was the custom, we would not ask her how long she would be staying; and when she left, we would ask her to come again, and next time, stay longer.

“Tell me again. How are we related to Auntie Hameeda and Uncle Rehman?” I asked Mummy.

She tried to explain the complex relationship, a consequence of intermarriages within the family. But it was the story of Uncle Rehman, the father of the boy, that caught my interest. Uncle Rehman was ten years old when a massive earthquake devastated the city of Quetta in 1935. His parents perished. He and his brother survived and were put on a train with other orphans and sent to the city of Multan, where wealthy benefactors took them in. My mother’s uncle and aunt brought the Rehman brothers home. When the two brothers came of age, the family elders married them to two sisters—distant cousins of my mother.

So Auntie Hameeda is Mummy’s distant cousin, and Uncle Rehman is an adopted cousin of sorts.

Uncle Rehman’s family settled in Multan and frequently visited his adopted mother, whom we called Khala Jee, and my maternal grandparents, particularly on holidays, when Uncle Rehman made it a point to have his son go and pay his respects to the family elders. My path and the Rehman family’s had never crossed.

Auntie Hameeda came to visit. She was an unassuming lady with gentle manners and a quiet disposition, and I felt at ease with her around, despite the sensitive nature of her visit. Auntie stayed in Daadee Amma’s—my paternal grandmother’s—room. Short-statured, light-skinned, with a round face and light brown hair tied back, she had a throaty voice and a joyous disposition. Her room was on the ground floor, making it easy for her to get in and out without having to negotiate the stairs. My paternal grandfather had passed away when Daddy was eight. The sunroom on the second floor with an unobstructed view of the valley, bathed in light, was our family room, with Mummy’s sewing machine against the window, a divan with gao takya cushions for Mummy’s repose, and a tea trolley in the corner, adorned with her handmade linen. Next morning, after Daddy left for the office, Auntie Hameeda and Mummy sat down to talk in the sunroom. I rolled out the tea trolley, served them tea, and then discreetly withdrew into my room, giving them the privacy to discuss my future. I, “the girl,” was to be conspicuously absent, was to behave as if I didn’t know what was going on, and whereas it was understood that I knew, decorum required me to act otherwise and be demure. I noticed that Auntie had a big envelope in her hand.

It must contain photographs of “the boy.”

An hour later, Mummy came into my bedroom, carrying a stack of photographs. “This is Khalid,” she said, handing me the photographs, and sat down next to me on the bed.

So his name is Khalid.

Khalid. Hmmm!

I like the name Khalid. Wonder if that is fortuitous! Now let’s not get carried away.

“Look at the smile in his eyes,” Mummy noted.

“Yes. It’s a nice photo.” I spread the photos on my bed and started examining them, trying to read everything I could from a few images. The 8"x10" close-up was in black and white, a fancy car in the background. I looked closely. He had curly hair like mine, sideburns, gleaming straight teeth, and in those big eyes a hint of a smile. In a color photo, he stood at a distance, hands inside the coat pockets of his mustard-brown corduroy jacket, with the Washington Memorial towering in the background; in another under the cherry blossom trees in full bloom, same corduroy jacket, with a stunning backdrop of the tidal basin.

He is handsome.

“Can you tell how tall he is?” I asked.

“I wonder,” she said.

“Can you tell if he is light-skinned?”

“I wonder.” She squinted over the colored photo.

We pondered over the photos, scrutinizing every detail, reading too much into pictures that didn’t tell a thousand words. If only these silent images could speak volumes. Perhaps they did.

I am sure he doesn’t drink. They are a conservative family. I hope he doesn’t smoke.

Auntie Hameeda had gone downstairs and was wooing Daadee Amma. If you can get the elders of the family on your side, you stand a good chance of getting to “yes.” It worked. By the end of the day she had become her ally and was making a case for Khalid.

“I really like Hameeda,” she said to my parents. “You should say yes to her.” She knew the three golden rules in making a match: family, family, family. If the mother who raised this child was agreeable to you, she must have raised the boy right.

That afternoon, after siesta, aunts, uncles, and cousins descended on our house for high tea and to pay their respects to Auntie Hameeda—but really, to evaluate my latest marriage proposal. Auntie Hameeda was discreetly interviewed about Khalid by way of conversation, and as she proceeded to answer, a hush would fall over the room as everyone tuned in. They huddled in the drawing room. While Aurangzeb rolled in the trolley serving tea, the afternoon sun changed to crimson, and as the lights came on, they were still huddling over the photographs, handing the photos back and forth, posing questions to poor Auntie Hameeda as delicately as possible. I stayed upstairs in the sunroom, the sounds of laughter and exclamations, whiffs of conversations leaving me to wonder, “Now what that was all about?” Every now and then one of my cousins would race up the stairs to give me a report, and then go scrambling down.

That evening, Aba Jee called from Multan.

“Are you going to say yes?” he pressed Mummy and Daddy, impatiently.

“I have never met the boy,” Daddy protested, stopping short of saying that even his daughter had never met the boy.

“But I have met the boy.” Implying that is all that matters. No worries if “girl” hadn’t met boy, or the girl’s parents hadn’t met boy. Grandpa knows best.

Then Khala Jee, Khalid's adoptive grandmother, called. “I practically raised that boy. He is just the right match for Bia.”

This is a lot of pressure for Mummy and Daddy.

They found a way to buy time.

“Ask him to write to us,” Mummy proposed to Auntie Hameeda.

Auntie was quiet for a moment. Then nodded in assent.

“I will write to Khalid and urge him to write, but my son is so shy, I don’t know how he is going to write that letter,” Auntie Hameeda confided in Daadee Amma later that night when they were alone.

I groaned! Too shy to write a letter!

By the way, my parents and Daadee Amma reported all this to me in near-real time. After every exchange (negotiation), they would come to my room and give me a report, ending with a “So what do you think?”

“Apa Hameeda is asking for a photograph of yours. Can you find one?” Mummy came into my room the morning Auntie Hameeda was leaving. Auntie Hameeda was older than Mummy, hence the Apa, as in elder sister.

Oh, my God! Of course they would like a photograph. After all, Khalid has rights too. Right? Now it’s my turn to be scrutinized. Why didn’t I think of it and have one ready? Do I have a pretty picture? I pulled out a passport-size photo—I wish I had smiled for this picture. I look so serious here—it will scare him away. Oh dear! Look hard, you unprepared young lady. OK. Here we go. This will do. A good balance of pretty and sensible, attire that reflects good taste but is not too loud.

I showed Mummy and Daddy the photos: the serious passport size, and the lovely 8"x10" black-and-white. “Which one should we give?” I asked.

“Both.”

I stayed in my room until Mummy had given both photos to Auntie, before I came out to say good-bye. Remember, I am not supposed to know what is going on and certainly should not be seen as “pushing” myself. The entire family—except me, of course—piled into the car to take Auntie to the train station.

That evening the extended family convened again and had the likes of a roundtable meeting. The agenda: to accept or not to accept the marriage proposal.

He is a doctor. Plus.

New York is too far away. Minus.

The grandparents know the family very well. Plus.

They say he has a very good temperament. Is very responsible. Is very caring. Plus.

But we haven’t seen him. Minus.

What if he decides to settle in America and not return to Pakistan? Huge minus.

No one has seen him since he went to America over two years ago. Has America changed him? Plus? Minus?

And where was I in all these discussions? Right in the middle—listening, but also listening to my inner voice. Khalid’s proposal felt right. How irrational is that! I just had the feeling that this proposal was right for me. But I said nothing. I had not learned to trust my instincts, and I respected my parent’s apprehension.

How can they marry their daughter off to someone they have never met? I have to trust their judgment. They know better than I as to what is good for me. They raised me and know me better than I know myself. And besides, what do I know about Khalid?

In keeping with Islamic values and Pakistani culture, I had never dated, nor had I ever had a boyfriend. I didn’t even know any boys. How could I have? I was barely twelve when I was told in no uncertain terms that I was a big girl now and was no longer allowed to play with boys. I went to an all-girls high school, an all-girls college, and an all-girls graduate college. How was I to know any boys even if I had dared to cross that boundary? Just being seen speaking with a member of the opposite sex would have been scandalous for an unmarried girl. I didn’t even speak with my male cousins. So how could I tell one proposal from the other? I left the responsibility to my parents. This is how my friends had gotten married, and this is how it would be for me.

Due Diligence

Mummy embarked on the equivalent of a background check. She made inquiries with family members who knew Khalid.

What can you tell me about him?

What is his personality like?

Tell me more. Tell me more.

Just put yourself in my mother’s shoes and make a list of all the questions you would have about a prospective husband for your first-born. She asked all those, and more.

The result: glowing references; six-star reviews.

So where do we go from here?

“We should go to Multan and pay them a visit in their house—meet the whole family,” Mummy suggested.

“Who should go?” I asked.

“All of us, of course.”

Of course.

Multan, Pakistan

My parents, my sister Neena who was home on college break, my ten-year-old brother Salman, the uncles, the aunties, and the cousins all packed into their cars and headed off for a ten-hour drive to Multan, me included. Why should I be left behind?! I was, after all, the potential bride-to-be. All fifteen of us stayed at my grandparents’ in their five-bedroom, sprawling, walled bungalow in Multan Cantonment. Khala Jee, Mummy’s aunt and Khalid’s adoptive grandmother, was there too.

Little did I realize at the time that our coming to Multan was a huge deal for Khalid’s family. The signal was that we were seriously considering this proposal—which we were. As protocol would have it, Khalid’s entire family first came to visit us, and then invited us to visit them. We sat on the lawn bordered by lemon trees, tea was served, and I finally got to meet Uncle Rehman and all seven of Khalid’s younger siblings. Seven! Masha’Allah. Seven names to remember, fourteen when you factor in the given names and the nicknames, in descending order, starting with Khalid, the eldest. Uncle Rehman was a man of handsome features, slight build, dark skin, thinning hair, and a loud voice. In the presence of the parents, the siblings sat quiet, their heads moving to look at whichever elder was doing the talking.

They seem to be nice people. Simple, a bit on the conservative side, but nice.

I, of course, sitting in the midst, said nothing. Protocol called for me to be demure.

“Please come to our house for tea,” Uncle Rehman formally invited us.

My parents accepted their invitation. It was quietly understood that I would not accompany them. A young girl visits the boy’s house only after she is wed to him. Going any time sooner would be considered too forward. I should mention that by this time, Khalid had received my photographs.

I wonder what his reaction was when he saw my photo? What was his first impression?

I was home alone when they returned. They gathered around me, each raising their voice above the other.

“Khalid has an eye for photography. We saw the photos he sent.” Uncle, who had indulged in photography, beamed. “He took this photograph of a plane taking off over the Jefferson Memorial, and he caught the jet stream in the photo. It’s stunning!” Uncle, who had lived in Washington in 1956 on an army-training course, knew the terrain.

“He has beautiful handwriting. They showed us the letters he sent.” Daddy had an appreciation for penmanship.

“He is also an artist. We saw this beautiful drawing done in charcoal.” My cousin Anjum, a budding artist, proceeded to describe it.

“He stood first in Punjab University in medical school. We saw his gold medal.” Mummy was impressed.

“The family is so together,” Neena observed.

“Apa Hameeda said that he sings very well,” Auntie commented.

He sings! Oh, my God, he sings! Oh, how perfect is that!

I had a passion for singing. Music was my soul food. I sang my way through high school and college, winning first prize—always—in singing competitions. But I was not allowed to sing professionally. Girls from respectable families didn’t do that.

He sings!

Lobbying

Khalid’s sister Rehana came to visit the next day, sat with me in the bedroom, and began the first in a series of all-day lobbying sessions. Rehana, barely twenty-two, her long hair knotted into a thick braid at the back, bringing out the round contours of her soft face, had the loveliest smile. Her dark eyes danced against her light skin. I sat quietly while she worked on her knitting. Every few minutes, she would pause, hold the outer edge of the knitting needle against her lower lip, look pensively into nowhere, a smile spreading gradually across her face, and reminisce.

“Bhai Jan has such a nice disposition”—referring to Khalid, who was two years older than her, as “dear brother,” “His wife will be the luckiest woman in the world! He has such a gentle temperament…. He has a tremendous sense of responsibility…. He has such good taste…. He is such a fine person…. He is so caring and considerate…. He never gets angry…. He is so thoughtful … so patient…. Every girl in medical school had her eyes on him.” She would go on and on, and each time she mentioned Bhai Jan, the love and admiration for her brother shone through her shy smile. After each compliment to her brother, she would relate an anecdote, driving home the point.

Does he stand gracefully like Daddy? Is he light-skinned?

Rehana came to visit the next day, and the day after that, and every day until I left. The two of us would sit in the bedroom, on the bed. She would talk, and I would listen in silence. I never asked her any questions about Khalid. That would have indicated that I was “interested,” and that was out of bounds. Besides, inquiry was the domain of the elders. So I just listened. I have to admit, lobbying works. Through her I got to know my future husband—although I saw him through the eyes of an adoring little sister; months later I would describe him in precisely the same terms to my parents—except, of course, for the girls-in-medical-school bit—although I don’t doubt it. Soon after, she and I would become very close and remain so until her passing.

The Letter

Daddy had to go back to Rawalpindi two days later to return to work. I was still in Multan when Daddy called me long distance.

“I just received a letter from Khalid.” I could not miss the excitement in his voice.

That was fast. Maybe Rehana was right after all.

“It’s a beautiful letter—appropriate, respectful. He has covered all the questions we had, and he seems to be artistic and has an appreciation for beauty. He describes the color of the leaves in the fall. It reminded me of the song ‘The Autumn Leaves.’”

And Auntie Hameeda thought Khalid would be too shy to write.

I chuckled.

“What else does he say?”

“He says that he has two more years of medical residency, and then he will return to Pakistan.”

“Good.” I had no intentions of settling in the States.

“You can see the letter when you come. But I see this as the beginning of a relationship. I will write back to him, and we will see how things develop.”

I wonder what his voice is like. Is he loud? Soft spoken?

No sooner had we gotten back to Rawalpindi, when Auntie Hameeda called. She was coming to visit, again.

But first, the letter.

I read Khalid’s letter over and over again. And again. And so did Mummy, and Neena, and my aunts, and uncles, and cousins. Every sentence was scrutinized. And when all was said and done, the verdict was issued:

It was a nice letter.

Engaged Rawalpindi, Pakistan

This time Auntie Hameeda arrived with Rehana. Now that Khalid had written the letter, would my parents be willing to accept the proposal?

Pressure!

Mummy and Daddy were “undecided.”

Once again, the extended family convened. The same checklist was reviewed. We played upstairs downstairs. Upstairs, I kept Auntie Hameeda and Rehana company; downstairs, the elders gathered in Daadee Amma’s room. The votes were pretty much lined up, and the “yeas” were outvoting the “undecided.” Uncles, aunties, and grandparents were pushing for a “yes.” Mummy and Daddy were pushing back:

“But we haven’t seen him.”

“What if he decides to settle permanently in the States?”

I would occasionally switch places with my cousins to come down to the meeting. Later, Daddy spoke to me in private.

“I think Apa Hameeda is here because she expects an answer. What should we tell them?” he asked.

“It’s OK with me. You can say yes,” I said with confidence.

“Are you sure?” Daddy was gentle and direct.

“I am.”

I was.

Perhaps I am being irrational; but I am finally trusting my instincts, and this proposal feels right.

Next morning I went off to college. I returned to find the whole family gathered in the drawing room again. Rehana was beaming a little more than usual. I went straight to my room to put my books away. Daddy followed me.

“We just said yes,” he told me.

“You did?” Oh, my God. It’s done.

“But I asked you and you said it was OK with you.” Daddy misunderstood the tone in my voice.

“Yes, yes, it is OK with me.”

And so it was done. I was engaged.

In the end, I had cast the deciding vote.

Auntie asked for my measurements and ring size.

Oooh! This is getting real.

I had never worn a ring. Mummy used to say that the first ring I wear will be my engagement ring. I had liked the sound of that and had complied. Mummy used a tape band to measure my finger, and I handed over one of my shalwar kameez outfits to them. Now I was minus one outfit. Auntie Hameeda and Rehana said nothing to me about the fact that I was now engaged. All that would be rolled out ceremoniously when an engagement ceremony took place. They departed for Multan the next morning.

I designed and ordered the engagement announcement card. I had gift boxes with ladoo sweets ordered and had Aurangzeb deliver them to family and friends. When he had difficulty locating the home of one of my cousins, I went with him.

“You brought your ladoos yourself?” Engaged girls are supposed to be shy about such matters; celebrating is left to the elders.

Cousin’s mother-in-law peered at the announcement card, reading, “son of Mr. and Mrs. Abdul Rehman,” and asked me, “Who is this Abdul Rehman, very familiar name?” I suppressed a giggle. Abdul Rehman in Pakistan is as ubiquitous as John Smith is in the USA. It was like asking, “Who is this John Smith, very familiar name?” I answered her question, adding the earthquake story of Khalid’s father. She was hard of hearing; I am soft-spoken; and the gossip that got back to my mother was that my parents were marrying me off to an old man, someone who was orphaned in the earthquake in 1935.

My friends at college shrieked when I walked into class, a box of ladoos in my hand, touting the announcement card. I had brought photos of Khalid, and they all leaped up, grabbing the photos from each other’s hands, squealing and screaming.

“Let me see. Let me see.”

“He is so handsome!”

“Look at those sideburns!”

“Do you think he talks with an American accent?”

I certainly hope not.

“Look, he also has curly hair. Your children are going to have the tightest curls.”

I blushed.

Consensus: they approved.

“When is the wedding?”

“No idea. We haven’t talked about a date. I guess whenever he can get time off.”

At that time, only one of my classmates, Qaseem, was engaged. The rest of us were all waiting to get engaged and married. We had each gotten our bachelor’s degree, and the next step was to get married to a suitable boy. So what did we girls do while we were ladies-in-waiting? No, we did not take up a job. This was 1971, and girls of marriageable age had to be in a state of readiness to tie the knot as soon as Prince Charming came along. Taking up a job would put a girl on the career track, and that would chip away at her marriageability. So those who were pushy enough like me were able to convince our parents that we get enrolled in a master’s degree program in English literature in our hometown CB College. We wouldn’t be going away to college, and therefore, whenever the marriage proposal came, we would be around to “be seen” by the boy’s family, and if a proposal were accepted, we would just drop out of college and get married.

“What’s going on?” our English poetry professor asked as she walked in, wearing a sari with her hair in a tight bun.

“Bia is engaged!” A loud chorus.

“I hope you won’t drop out and get married before completing your master’s program.”

“Oh no, of course not.” I didn’t think I would be getting married any time soon.

A month later, I broke that promise. Or rather, it was broken for me.

But first, there was the engagement ceremony.

The Ceremony

Auntie Hameeda and Rehana were back in two weeks, with the engagement outfit, an orange gharara with gold embroidery, and a gold necklace with matching earrings. I was to don the outfit, the jewelry, and have an engagement ceremony without the ring and without the fiancé —not an unusual circumstance when the boy is overseas. I felt hesitant. The whole ceremony bit seemed incomplete without the boy. But the conformist in me complied, and it made everybody happy. It was the first engagement in both families, and they wanted to formalize it with a ceremony.
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