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For my mom—You were an angel.

For my dad—I tried not to end any of my sentences with a preposition.






INTRODUCTION

THERE ARE A FEW TIMES in my life when I’ve felt truly cornered.

Once, when I was in high school, an older boy named Nils saw the Moosehead Beer baseball hat I was wearing and said to me, “Moosehead? More like moose piss.” Now, the smart move would have been to nod and say, “Thank you for your input, sir,” because when I say Nils was an older boy, I actually mean that he was a younger man. He had the build of a fully formed twenty-eight-year-old pugilist and the vibes of a kid who had never been hugged by his father. He was also apparently a teen who was doing beer tastings in his spare time.

I, however, wasn’t notorious for making smart moves. In my defence, my hat represented a brewery from my birth province, New Brunswick, and I had spent my own money (huge deal) on it just days earlier. I was walking into school with new “duds” on, and this guy was already disrespecting them before first recess. And so, without thinking, I quickly retorted, “That’s pretty weird that you know what moose piss tastes like, Nils.” I don’t know if it was the response itself or the fact that some younger kid thought he could call him by his first name, but the more important point is that Nils had his hand around my neck, and my feet raised off the ground by about half a foot, within seconds. Nils really wasn’t seeing this as the Canadian Heritage Moment it could have been. His buddy—also a Brown guy (et tu, Darius?)—was standing right beside Nils, smirking and revelling in the moment. I was certain my near future belonged in the nurse’s office or a hospital, until two angelic female friends of Nils started saying, “Nils, come on, put him down” and “Don’t be mean.” He looked at the girls, he looked at me, and as quickly as it had all begun, I was deemed to not be worth his time and dropped back to the ground.

Another time, in my twenties, my friends and I left a nightclub at 3 a.m. in Montreal, only to find out that there was some kind of police operation happening outside and blocking traffic on the street. This meant that my friend’s car, parked right outside the club—a spot I had referred to as “preordained” when he reversed into it four hours prior—was now in the worst place possible. It was also then that I realized how badly I needed to pee. I circled ten feet back to the club I had just left and asked the bouncer if I could quickly use the bathroom. “No.” But man, I was just in here—look at the stamp that is almost still visible on my wrist. “No.” Buddy, I spent many dollars here tonight and now the liquid your establishment provided me with wants out—wouldn’t it be the decent thing for you to let a grown man back inside for one minute so that he doesn’t have to publicly wet his pants? “No one gets back inside.” With my negotiating powers having met their match, I started contemplating my options. That is to say, I looked at the corner of a parking lot and walked toward it. In retrospect, I really underestimated the capacity of the Montreal police to multitask that night. While they were knee-deep in “Operation Close the Street,” a pair of officers were also able to drive up behind me and shine their bright police light on my back as I stood, cornered, peeing in a literal corner. While this incident did not end in any pants-wetting, it did end with me being handed a $120 ticket for Urination Publique.

And, more recently, as a father, I felt that same cornered feeling when my oldest son, at age four, approached me as I sat at the kitchen table quietly minding my own business.


	
Him: Papa.

	
Me: Yes.

	
Him: Are you Muslim?

	
Me: What the—Of course I’m Muslim, kiddo! You know that! I’m just like all of you. We’re all Muslim.

	
Him: Do we go to the mosque?

	
Me: Errr… Well, no. You would have noticed if we were going to the mosque.

	
Him: How come we don’t go to the mosque?

	
Me: Okay, do you want to go to the mosque? I can ask your grandmother to take you—

	
Him: How come you don’t go to the mosque?

	
Me: Look, it’s complicated. I’m not a practising Muslim. I’m more like a freelancer, you know? They call and say, “We need you at the mosque,” and I say, “I was kind of hoping to work from home today.” You know what I mean?

	
Him: Do you drink beard?



Had this taken place in a courtroom, at this point is where a lawyer might have called me a “hostile witness.” I started to panic and called for my wife immediately. It’s not that I had anything against my son’s very normal, reasonable questions. I didn’t even have anything against his mispronunciation of “beer.” What was stressing me out was that he sounded like an adult, and I sounded like the same confused kid I was for most of my life—unsure of my connection to Islam.

The fact is, for a lot of my youth, I thought of myself as a white guy. I knew ten Blue Rodeo songs by heart, I played ice hockey, I used a Crock-Pot. Y’know, a white guy! I was the sum of my experiences, and for long stretches of time those experiences were stereotypically “white.” A day of skiing followed by some “Irish coffee” by the fireplace, anyone? Don’t mind if I do! There were times, early in my life, at least, that I felt so unaware of my own skin colour that if someone had yelled, “Paki!” I might have even looked around and said, “Really? Where?”

Strangely, at various times in my life I was also an honorary Trinidadian, Goan, Parsi, and Sikh. I can still hear my mother yelling, “You’re an honorary everything, except a Muslim Pakistani!” I know, Mom—things get complicated when you’re desperate to belong.

Much like my spiritual life, my work life also would have been best summed up as a series of bad choices eventually leading to a series of pretty good situations. The culmination of bad professional choices came in the late nineties when I decided to make the ultimately unwise choice of becoming an IT consultant. “Becoming” feels like much too strong a word here. Even “consultant” is misleading. I mean, it was certainly my title. It was right there on my business card. But anyone who worked with me would tell you it was a title in name only. And I’m not the victim of some scheme here. No one put a gun to my head and demanded that I spend $22,000 on a degree that would give me the credentials to work in the IT field. This was a CHOICE. I had been kicked out of an MBA program and had no idea what to do with my life; I looked at my groups of close friends and thought, Who among ye is dumb, and yet successful? Oh, there’s a few of them. And they’re all in IT! I should get into IT! A worse rationale for a career path has yet to be devised. It ended in failure, as it should have. Although, it did give me the opportunity to live and play (and eat—so much eating) in Chicago for a year and a half. Then 9/11 precipitated my move back to my parents’ home in Montreal, posthaste, and I finally found myself looking for work in the food world: truly, the only world I ever cared about. Yes, that’s something I should have thought about before applying for that loan. I became an in-his-parents’-basement-dwelling self-trained chef, a caterer, and a cooking instructor (mostly in grocery stores). And despite all these jobs, I still managed to live well below the poverty line for many years. Not knowing a damned thing about how to run a business helped. But I had never been happier. “Do what you love,” is it?

Whereas religion continued to be a source of great confusion, work became clearer over the years. I added stand-up comedy, another passion, to my list of careers. TWO passions—imagine the nerve of this guy? Eventually, I was a chef, a stand-up comedian, and a radio broadcaster.

A few years ago, my religion, my chef background, my stand-up comedy chops, and my notoriety from broadcasting all collided. More accurately, I experienced one of the most un-Islamic things I could have ever imagined. I got an email from Toronto Ribfest asking if I would consider being one of their celebrity judges. Just to be clear: the largest, most pork-friendly event in all of Canada asked a guy named Ali Hassan if he would judge some of the aforementioned pork at said event. Further clarification: eating pork is regarded as one of the greatest sins for Muslims. So, Ribfest clearly did no research on Ali Hassan, or on Islam, or on religion in general.

Long story short, I accepted their invitation.

To paraphrase the Dos Equis Most Interesting Man in the World: I don’t eat ribs often, but when I do, it’s at Ribfest. My first Ribfest was on a glorious day, too. The sun was a-shinin’. The ribs were a-grillin’. I was clearly excited. So excited, in fact, that the organizer of the festival felt compelled to come over and say, “Ali, this is your first time here, so I just want to warn you that there will be sixteen competitors this year. In other words, there will be a lot of ribs coming to you in a short period of time. We recommend that you just take a small piece, taste it, mark your score, and quickly move on.” I’ve never been a fan of authority, and this woman had just given the wrong suggestion to the wrong man. This is the greatest day of my life, lady! I’ll show you! And, in a sense, I did. I ate every morsel of every rib that came my way. But I was also reminded that maybe I should be more open to suggestions. By the eleventh pair of ribs, as I was starting to crumple in great discomfort, I thought to myself, THIS is why these are banned in my religion!

Now, I don’t really mind having the rep of a Muslim Ribfest judge. I came to terms many years ago with the fact that I am a cultural Muslim. The problem now is that I have kids. Wait, that doesn’t sound right. I have four wonderful kids! I was a single, unmarried idiot, and I went from zero kids to four kids in four years. Not a journey I would necessarily recommend to anyone else, mind you. I met my daughters over a decade ago—they came into my life as part of a beautiful package with my wife. And then we had two boys. And then I got a vasectomy. But I digress.

It’s a lot of kids and a lot of questions. And a lot of confusion. Most of which is my own. How can a guy who judged at a Ribfest (three years in a row, by the way) credibly talk to his kids about being a Muslim, never even mind a “good” Muslim! Furthermore, my own knowledge is pretty rusty. I am woefully unprepared to answer a lot of what they ask.

My girls never really asked me questions about Islam. I don’t believe it has anything to do with their lack of inquisitiveness. I think they were just astute enough to take one look at me and realize, This guy doesn’t have any of the answers. My boys lack this astuteness and test my knowledge regularly.

Granted, it must be confusing for the kids to watch Papa in action. Maybe I look inconsistent at best, hypocritical at worst. But truthfully, I’ve never been more comfortable with who I am. But it took years. Years of self-discovery, self-doubt, judgement, embarrassment, and even experiences with discrimination and racism for me to become the “Cultural Muslim” that I am.

You can’t choose where and to whom you’re born. You can’t choose how those people raise you. And you don’t choose who you meet along the way—the unlikely influences that will help shape and steer you. But eventually, with some planning and dumb luck, you find your way. And if you’re really lucky, you fall in love with the path that you’ve carved for yourself.

The challenge is, you can’t just hand over all that to a kid. And so, I share my story. I hope it helps.






Part 1 HUMBLE BEGINNINGS







Chapter 1 IT’S NOT FAIR


I’VE HAD PEOPLE TELL ME throughout my life, periodically, that I’m not a good Muslim. It’s always nice when people take time out of their day to give you unsolicited feedback. And sure, you could argue that I’m not a “good Muslim,” I suppose. But truthfully, you’re not even picking up on half of what I’m putting down. I’m not even a good Brown guy. Not because I don’t want to be. This isn’t an act of defiance. I just have a variety of what you might call “congenital limitations.”

A number of years ago, we went to Jamaica with a few friends and their kids. As my son Maaz was walking around the pool playing nervously with his hands, he caught the eye of my friend Pulak, who is a physiotherapist. He pulled my son over, made him do a variety of stretches, and concluded that the boy likely has “generalized joint hypermobility.” Immediately my wife and I were like, “Is that bad? ’Cause it sounds bad.” While there are some real concerns attached to this condition, in short, he’s too flexible. So, he’ll be the guy at parties who pulls his thumb back so far that his thumbnail touches his wrist, and creepy stuff like that. Allegedly, it’s a “hereditary” condition? No. Nothing could be further from the truth.

I have never been flexible. A great source of shame for me is that I can’t sit cross-legged. Many people struggle to believe that because (a) it’s something that kindergarten students do, and (b) in South Asian culture, that’s how we sit all the time. Indian or Pakistani families will have twelve chairs in their home, and they’ll invite thirty-five people over. Guests will happily find an open space on the ground and bend themselves into a neat pretzel. I cannot do this. The most I can do is sit on my butt, grab my knees toward my chest, grimace, and rock back and forth—basically, the pose you see in movies after someone has been bullied and beat up in an alley.

For the past two decades, my primary New Year’s resolution has been “to become flexible.” It used to involve me starting my day by doing some horrendously unflattering stretches in my underwear for twenty minutes. If you were to look through my window in the morning, first you’d feel ill, and then you’d wonder, “Is this guy training to be a hockey goalie?” My stretching regime involved pretty much every position a goalie might use to make a save. I’d start with the “splits”—getting my pelvis down as low as almost three feet from the ground—and then move into all kinds of wild twists and turns, ending with lying on my back and stretching my legs out “spread eagle” style. I can hear you saying, “Please, Ali, tell us more and spare no detail,” but I think I’ll move on before the book requires an EXPLICIT content stamp on its cover.

Whatever my exact stretching routine might have been, the more important point is that every year, by late January, I quit the whole thing, discouraged by the pain and disconcerted by what sounded like old stairs creaking and coming loose in my knees and hips. In recent years, I’ve solicited my children’s help, asking them to stand on one knee each as I try to sit cross-legged. Only in this way can I approximate the feeling of being a normal Brown guy for a few minutes.

At one point in my life, when I was exploring the musical side of my cultural roots, I took tabla lessons. The tabla, if you’re not familiar, is a pair of percussion instruments that sit on the ground and are played with the hands. One drum is slightly larger—it’s the bass drum that you play using your fingers and the heel of your palm. The smaller drum is used for treble and tonal sounds and played with the fingers of your other hand. And tabla drums are heavy. I mention that because my cousin Zaki brought them in his suitcase for me from Pakistan—his back ached for a month. And when I used to lug them the twenty blocks to my lessons, my bag would leave red strap marks across my clavicle for hours. But it was worth it, because I loved everything about that instrument. Its sound is unlike any other percussion instrument I’ve ever heard.

One way to play tabla is to sit cross-legged with the drums in front of you. Actually, I was quickly informed that this is the only way to play them. Apparently, my seated flying-V style was too unorthodox for my teacher. And my wrapping-my-legs-around-the-tabla technique didn’t do much for him, either. I remember in our third or fourth lesson, he was on his tabla teaching our group of five students some notes to play. I was keenly sitting right in front of him and mimicked the same movement with my hands, playing the notes back to him. I asked, “What do you think?” But he wasn’t looking at my hands or listening to the notes I had just played (perfectly, by the way). He was staring at my wide-open legs, in complete disgust. I’ll never forget his words: “I can’t. I just can’t.” Sigh. I’m pretty sure that was my last tabla lesson. Or rather, my musical exploration was put on hiatus, until I learned to sit cross-legged. The hiatus, twenty years later, continues. If you’re reading this, Ritesh—I’m sorry, man. Were it not for the inflexibility, I really think I coulda been a contender.

I have resorted out of desperation to taking the occasional yoga class to make my body as springy and pliant as it should be by nature. A few years ago, I was taking a class with a woman named Michelle from Thunder Bay, Ontario. I used to spend most of the class imagining what her perspective of me must have been. She leaves her small town, gets immersed in Indian culture, picks up some of the language, gets an appreciation for some of the customs, learns the Ayurvedic traditions, trains for years to become a yoga instructor—only to one day meet a Brown man in her class who can’t cross his legs. Every class she’d tell me, “Stretch… Breathe… Oh, you’re sweating a lot, Ali—are you okay? Good… Now let’s start our Surya Namaskar.”

All I could do every class to feel any better about myself was mutter under my breath, “That’s not how that’s pronounced.” I’m not sure I really knew how it was pronounced, but her way didn’t sound right. “And now, let’s begin the Surya Namaskar…” No, you begin the “Surya Namaskar” and I am going to pray that I haven’t torn anything important!

One year, I took a family yoga class with my wife and daughters. The girls were under ten—still at the age when they think their parents might be kind of cool. That all went out the window, thanks to the class. I was sweating and groaning so much that my own family kept shifting their mats away from me. By the third class, the three of them were in different corners of the studio, each pretending not to know who I was. That was my last time in a yoga studio.

I remember as a young man being at Indian and Pakistani house parties and seeing my father beside me, cross-legged and leaning forward to eat food from a plate that was a foot in front of him. A foot in front of him! Why was it that Faruq Hassan could sit cross-legged and effortlessly lean forty-five degrees forward, while his progeny was doing everything in his power not to naturally tip backward? I would try to copy my father’s moves, struggling to reach one hand way in front of me to get to my plate. I could just barely do it, but my hands were so shaky—my entire body was trying not to come apart—and my face was so far back that inevitably a curry of some kind would spill on the carpet, on my socks, or on my pants before the fork reached my mouth. My dad would just look at me, shake his head, and laugh. Dude—why is this happening? I come from you! And you come from where yoga was invented. Shouldn’t there be some residual benefit to that? Did you adopt me from a white couple? I WANT ANSWERS!

I wish my non-flexibility was my only issue. Even worse is the fact that I sunburn. Here’s the thing: I am Pakistani. Once upon a time, Pakistan was part of India. In fact, we have a date: It was all the time before August 14, 1947. South Asians call this time pre-partition—there was no Pakistan, just India. The good old days, right? I’m kidding! (Am I kidding? Who knows? I’ll leave that one out there.) My dad was born in India, in a city that later became part of Pakistan. My mom was also born in India, in Delhi. And yet, despite having parents who come from the Indian subcontinent, I sunburn. Where’s the justice?! There are certain advantages to being a Pakistani, and not burning up in the sun should absolutely be one of them. I have freckles on my face! On WebMD, freckles are described as “something that people with fair skin or red hair are most likely to have.” How is it that I quite literally have more in common with a redheaded Irish lass than I do with my own people? To this day, thoughtful birthday gifts for me include cheese, money, and tubes of sunscreen that are SPF 65 or higher.

Crueller still is that my arms get very dark in the summer, but only my arms. It’s a nice sight if I’m ever poolside: a slightly bronzed head ending abruptly at the neck, nearly black hands and arms, and then a body exhibiting various shades of pale, pasty, and red. A classic “farmer’s tan,” if you will. And by the way, there’s no farming going on in my family. Not now, and not in my ancestry, either. Sometimes in summer, on the rare occasion when I’m wearing short shorts, I will rest my black hands on my white thighs and my wife will say it looks like I’m in a biracial relationship with myself.

I suppose the silver lining is that by the middle of winter I am finally a uniform, head to toe, deep shade of grey. One February, someone asked me if I was Polish, just to give you an idea of the situation. And they were Polish.

If you’re wondering if my inflexibility and skin issues are genetic—no, both my parents bent appropriately in all the right places. Dad had a greyish-brown thing going on and my mother looked every bit like you might imagine a “Yasmin Hassan” would—a nice uniform brown.

From a genetic perspective, observing my dad was actually an exercise in self-loathing, and not just because he could sit comfortably in any position. My father had the strongest teeth I’d ever seen—perfectly straight, and he could rip the skin off stalks of sugarcane. Have you ever seen sugarcane? This is a crop that helps boost the annual sales of machetes. I never saw this, but I’m convinced that he was one of those people who could crack open a beer bottle with his teeth. My teeth, you may ask? A bloody mess (especially after I floss). My bottom teeth look like a blind drunkard erected a fence along the gums, and I’ve had three crowns put in before the age of forty-five. The last time I cracked a tooth, it was from some “very chewy bread.” I am losing the survival of the fittest on a daily basis.

My dad had long hair, and pretty much all of it, well into his sixties. I started to bald at twenty-one. When I started losing my hair—or at least became aware of my hair loss—is when I truly realized, Okay, we can’t let up on this personality thing, buddy. One will need to overcompensate for one’s shortcomings.

When you bald early, it’s not just the hair loss that hurts; you also come to realize that most of your friends are horrible people. I suspected myself of having thinning hair on the back of my head, and every time I asked my friends if I was losing my hair, they would say, “No, no, it looks fine!” Who is that helping? Eventually I will get hold of a second mirror! One of my friends actually said, “Don’t worry, you’re tall enough that no one will notice.” WHAT THE. You know that I sit down from time to time, right?


“Hey, Ali, can you pick up that book I just dropped?”

“Oh, no can do. I’m off bending over forever.”

“It’s literally just between your feet.”

“Nope, can’t let my dirty balding secret out. Tell you what, I’ll just kick it to you and hope it gets some air.”



And when I finally did get a look at my scalp, it was like a blueberry pancake back there! The pancake batter being my white scalp and the blueberries the little patches of hair stubbornly holding on for dear life. It even looked like there was maple syrup glistening on the back of my head, but that was just sweat because of how nervous I was to be balding.

Also, my dad had no body hair. I’m gonna say he had a total of ten hairs in a tiny patch on his chest. Meanwhile, I resemble a furry stuffed animal—everywhere except for my head.

And my father would never sweat! He would be in the garden in our backyard, complaining about how “bloody hot” it was but not sweating a drop. We all knew that if he was sweating, it was time to call for help because he was probably having a cardiac episode. Meanwhile, I sweat profusely from sniffing a spicy bowl of soup, taking a brisk walk in September, or having a tense conversation. My father was also a voracious reader, plowing through two books a week, on top of all the other work he did. My eyes would start to ache after reading an Archie’s Double Digest.

With respect to hair, teeth, and eyes, I got all the genes from my mom’s side. Her bald father and brother paved a path for me to start balding early in life, I just cracked my third adult tooth, and I’ve been wearing glasses since my teens. The unfairness is almost too painful to talk about.

On the other side of things, my mother was a model of moderation. She never drank alcohol—and as my Trinidadian buddy Dave would say, “She doesn’t drink? So she have a REALLLL drinkin’ problem!” She set out time to exercise a little bit almost every day, never overate, and never even drove fast. Do you think I got any of that? I thought I was auditioning for The Fast and the Furious every time I got in a car, I have been overweight since my teens, and I can’t remember a meal where I didn’t get up and say, “Ooh, shouldn’t have had that second plate.” (Fine, third plate.)

My mother never got the diabetes and heart disease that my father did, so sometimes I think that maybe, just maybe, those genes will come my way. But then I remember the way I’ve eaten and drunk for the last thirty years, and I try to think about something else.

I guess none of us can control what we get from our parents, and it was always pretty clear that I got the wrong stuff from the wrong one. But where nature failed, nurture was there to pick up some of the pieces.



My parents met in Pakistan and then came together from Pakistan to Leeds, UK, and from Leeds to New Brunswick, Canada. You know, that old cliché. My dad was a fan of reading from a young age, and his plan—once it was fully clear that he had no aptitude for the sciences—was to get a master’s degree in literature and then somehow work in that field. There were no vision boards at the time, so I think this is as far as the original plan went. The story goes that there was one short detour: he decided to join his friend Saleem and work on the railway in Leeds, laying down tracks. It’s not clear if it was the heavy lifting, the working conditions, or the conversations with his colleagues (one imagines they weren’t James Joyce or Hemingway fans)—but he lasted less than a week and emerged from the experience further committed to dedicating his life to literature.

I was born in the Maritimes of Canada. I wouldn’t recognize the home I was born in if I were sitting in it right now, but I often imagine who and what I would have been if we had never left. Or if we had never gone there in the first place. I learned, just a few years ago, that Dad had received scholarships from two universities. One in New Brunswick, Canada, and one in New Jersey, USA. Some older, wayward uncle in the family had spent a year abroad in Montreal in the fifties and simply muttered, “Canada has nicer people.” It’s not clear if that man had even been to the US. But that line alone was enough to convince my parents to set their sights on New Brunswick. Since I heard that little tidbit, not a week has gone by where I don’t wonder who I might have become if New Jersey had been a more tempting offer. I was already such a huge fan of Bruce Springsteen and Bon Jovi when I was growing up. I guess the old saying is true: you can’t keep the Jersey out of the guy whose dad almost moved to Jersey.

In early 1970s New Brunswick, my father made friends with a man named Zia Doja. In those days, in that homogeneously white environment of the Canadian Maritimes, my parents were desperate to meet anyone of any ethnic background that might remind them even a little of home. My dad would tell me that any time they’d see an ethnic person, he and my mom would say to each other, “Woh dekho, apna!” (Look over there, one of ours!) Guyanese? APNA! Lebanese? APNA! White man with a good tan? APNA! And with that attitude in hand, my dad met tons of international students. Nigerians with whom he could talk about the writings of Chinua Achebe. West Indians with whom he could talk about the works of V. S. Naipaul. And Zia Doja, with whom he could talk about anything.

Zia Doja came from India, and given what you now know about India and Pakistan, thanks to the most succinct historical lesson of all time that I gave you earlier, it stood to reason that they would have a strong connection. And so, Zia became Uncle Zia. In the Brown world, every friend of your parents immediately becomes an uncle or aunty. In Zia’s case, he earned the “Uncle.”

My Italian friends get a kick out of the fact that I have an Uncle Zia. In Italian, zio is “uncle,” and zia is “aunty.” So I’m essentially calling this man “uncle-aunty.” Which suggests some kind of transgender identity that wasn’t in place. In reality, Uncle-Aunty was my father’s consigliere, guiding Dad on a multitude of decisions throughout his life. At different times, Uncle Zia convinced my dad to get a VCR, a microwave, and a computer. Perhaps most important of all, he guided my father toward Montreal. Again, one comment or conversation, and the complete trajectory of a life, and lives to follow, is changed. It never ceases to amaze me. May you all have an Uncle Zia in your lives to help combat your own father’s paralyzing fear of change.

Thanks to Uncle Zia’s advice, both my parents tucked into long careers at Dawson College, a Montreal institution of higher learning. My mother got a job as a secretary, and my father as an English teacher. Dawson College, in the 1970s, was also a haven for free-thinking hippies, draft dodgers, and various weirdos who somehow became professors. These people turned out to be perfect colleagues, and teaching English turned out to be the ideal job for him.

In some families, the most important thing is making money. In others, it’s religion. In my childhood home, it was grammar.

While my dad maintained a variety of “side hustles” throughout his life, first and foremost he was an English teacher. This was great for me because of all the incredibly interesting things I got to learn about sentence structure and syntax. For example, did you know that a gerund is a nonfinite verb form that has the properties of both verb and noun, such as being modifiable by an adverb and being able to take a direct object? Yeah, cool stuff like that. Yes, I’m being a bit of a jerk right now—realistically, I wouldn’t have been able to write this book without Dad’s constant critici—I mean, coaching—throughout my life. It was helpful, but at times a little restrictive. Double negatives were a “no-no,” and you’d always need to plan how your sentences were going to end before they came out of your mouth.


“Dad, where’s the turkey at?”

“No, no, no—you cannot end a sentence with a preposition.”

“Dad, I just need some turkey to make a sandwich with!”

“You did it again!”

“Fine—with which to make a sandwich!”

“Better. I finished the turkey yesterday.”



The other way to live with my dad’s constant grammar rules was to have a sense of humour about them. “Father! Where doth said turkey lie? Might I procure for myself a breaded meal of some sort?”

Above and beyond grammar, education was truly important in our family. I come from a lineage that has always valued academia and higher learning. So high in fact, that even after I completed university, my dad never missed a chance to remind me, “You only have a bachelor’s degree. A bachelor’s degree is nothing!” I know, Dad. I have one, and for the last two years I’ve been selling video equipment full-time at a place called Future Shop.

As a person who eventually got an MBA and an IT degree, neither of which I use today, I can’t say I wholeheartedly agree about the “value” of education.

I mentioned my father’s side hustles: he taught Third World Fiction at Dawson College, English as a Second Language (ESL) at Concordia University, Urdu at McGill University, and was also a poet, a short story writer, and a translator for the government. His father was the principal of a school—a headmaster, as they say in the old country. My maternal uncle Shahryar was a poet, and his father, my maternal grandfather, was in fact a very famous and influential poet in Pakistan, considered to be the “father of modernism” in Urdu literature. And then there is me: a man who built his career on a foundation of fart jokes. High-quality fart jokes, mind you, not the pedestrian stuff. But fart jokes, nonetheless. I’ve lost count of how many of my grandfather’s fans I have personally disappointed over the years at various events.


“Ah, so you are N. M. Rashed’s grandson!”

“I am.”

“It’s so nice to meet you! Your grandfather was a great man! What are you doing here?”

“I’ll be performing onstage in a few minutes, poking fun at the shape of kebabs and talking about cousins marrying each other.”



They’re typically gone seconds after this, muttering something about an erosion of culture.

What you grow up with affects you more than you realize, and it can come out in surprising ways. Once, when I was about thirteen years old, my friend and I were at another buddy’s house. His parents were originally from India and were huge Bollywood fans. In those days, Bollywood movies came out on VHS cassettes that were dubbed over again and again until the quality of the tape was so bad you could barely read the name of the film in the opening credits. These days, the average new television will have a pixelization of over a million. On those VHS cassettes, you got a pixelization of about forty-five. You could count each pixel by hand. Be that as it may, one fine day at my friend’s house we found ourselves a VHS cassette labelled with a number of Xs on it. That number was three. It was suspicious and required further investigation. Lo and behold, it was a dirty Bollywood movie. Something absolutely unheard of at the time. Our friend played it for about ten seconds, then gasped and immediately stopped it. He needed a minute to recover from the fact that his dad (and maybe mom) had rented this video, and we all needed a minute to come to terms with the fact that videos like this existed at all.

Bollywood at that time was hero and heroine dances in open fields, in lush mountain valleys, and around trees. And if and when two pairs of lips—after an excessively long, hyper-choreographed musical substitution for foreplay—were about to be pressed together, they would flash-cut to the next day, a scene wherein the couple might be seated at a breakfast table or in a temple, smiling shyly at each other. Okay… but hello? WHAT THE HELL HAPPENED LAST NIGHT? I was always left wondering. There was such a thing as leaving too much to the imagination, and eighties Bollywood was all about that.

And so, the filth we were watching on this random Saturday afternoon at the then tender age of thirteen was both surreal and mesmerizing. To be Brown and thirteen and living in the 1980s meant you firmly believed that no Brown woman had ever had sex. In this video, we watched a shapely woman—a boss’s assistant, if we were to give her a title—walk into a disgustingly sweaty and round man’s office. To be clear, the office was square, the man was round. She had a request of him. Her request could be granted, of course, but there would be conditions. The first of those conditions involved him putting her on his desk and heaving his now naked and hard-to-ignore body against her. We watched in jaw-dropping silence, in both horror and absolute bewilderment, hoping there wouldn’t be any other conditions. Suddenly, the assistant spoke out: “It’s paining. It’s paining.” At that point, almost instinctively, I grabbed the remote, pressed pause, and confidently said, “Come on! ‘Paining’ isn’t a verb.”

“Paining” isn’t a verb. Wow. It was like the words “Are you a f^%&ing idiot” actually flew out my friends’ eyes. They yelled at me, “PRESS PLAY! This is the greatest moment of our lives!” Oops, yes, sorry about that. Don’t know what came over me! But I did know. It was my father’s incessant grammar policing. To this day, I haven’t quite been able to shake it. By “it” I mean the images in that video and the intolerance for bad grammar. If you describe something to me as being “more better,” it really does take every bit of my strength to not say, “Ummm… It’s just ‘better.’ ” I don’t want to say it, but at some level I need to. So, to everyone in my life, both past and future: I apologize.

Interestingly, while my dad was a very articulate man, he also had a real love for swearing. And yet, it was somehow the classiest swearing you’d ever hear: “These sons of bitches, for whom I have reserved only the highest of contempt…” My mom on the other hand had an obscenely clean mouth. I quite literally only heard her swear once in my entire life, and it didn’t even really count. She was dealing with some unbearable administrative officer at her work—someone who thought very highly of herself and went out of her way to demean secretaries. My mom was absolutely fed up with this person and finally said, “That woman is a real… bitch… type… person.” Aw, Mom, you were so close, but you just couldn’t stick that landing, hey? There was no way my mother could allow “the b-word” to just stand out there on its own.

Education was a constant in the home. Islam, however, existed more on the periphery. It was present in the margins of the document of my life. I wasn’t raised in a religious Muslim household, and I certainly didn’t take on the opportunity (read: challenge) of practising on my own. Much like education, religion doesn’t always make an impact when you’re a kid.

Muslims, you may know, are required to pray five times a day. As a kid, I remember thinking, Gosh, that’s a lot of praying. Now, as an adult in my late forties, I think, Gosh, that’s a lot of bending. I would have been so much more flexible if I’d been observant.

We did have observant relatives who would come to visit. Inevitably, if you are a practising Muslim, your visit to someone’s home will overlap with at least one prayer time. My father would always provide those guests with one of our mildly used prayer mats, point them toward Mecca (the direction in which you are supposed to pray), and then politely decline their offers to join them. It was Dad’s twist on the old “After you? No, after you…” This was more “After you? No, only you.”

One aspect of Islam that we did observe was Eid. It is a very important Muslim holiday. In essence, it’s like Muslim Christmas. It’s the biggest holiday of the year—but twice. We have two different Eids, but both times they are called the same thing. It’s reminiscent of a time when the Canadian Football League had two teams that were both named the Roughriders (the entire league only consists of nine teams). Two different teams, in two completely different places in the country—same name. I remember occasionally thinking that Eid might do well with a sexy rebrand and that it needn’t go down the Roughriders route (I was eight—I probably didn’t use the words “sexy rebrand”).

Eid was also the only time, as a young boy, that I would see my father pray: when we’d get in the car and biannually drive to a converted hockey arena for Eid prayers. Because my family had a habit of always being late—Mom and Dad each had this habit but blamed the other—we needed to go to the largest prayer gathering in the city to guarantee ourselves a spot, no matter what time we rolled in. The arena, on a side note, was called Paul Sauvé Arena, named after a former Québécois premier and leader of the right-wing Union Nationale party. The arena staged wrestling matches in the seventies, and Jimi Hendrix even played a concert there. I can’t help but feel that members of this nationalistic party, while having no problem with men in their underwear throwing each other around or a Black man playing guitar high on LSD in their “leader’s arena,” would have drawn the line at Muslims praying to Allah.

During that car ride, my father would embarrassingly have to remind me of the prayers I’d need to do (embarrassing for both of us), and in that arena I’d wonder why it was so difficult for me to stay in a prayer position on my knees. Like, men in their nineties looked as if they’d been born in that position, whereas I was wincing five minutes into a one-hour sermon. This kneeling, butt to heel, is called the “hero position” in yoga, by the way. I know this, because when I couldn’t do it in a yoga class and was made to feel like quite the non-hero, I made a mental note to hate yoga a little more.

The full story is that Eid al-Fitr is the festival to “break the fast,” as it follows the month of Ramadan, the holy month in the Muslim lunar calendar in which Muslims fast from sunup to sundown for thirty days. Eid al-Adha is the festival to commemorate when the prophet Abraham—depending on your interpretation—either had a dream or received a command from God to sacrifice the eldest of his two sons (Ishmael) as a show of obedience to God. It’s considered the holier Eid of the two, which, as the father of two sons, makes a lot of sense to me. FYI, for those of you on the edge of your seats about how this Abraham story ends: just before Abraham could sacrifice his son, God replaced the boy with a lamb to sacrifice instead. As you can imagine, Eid has become a time of great fear for lamb everywhere.

Lamb consumption notwithstanding, my practise of religion was perfunctory and performative. While I can’t claim that was genetic, it did feel like something I inherited from my parents. My mother’s connection to Islam was fairly private; she’d go pray in her room, occasionally, and not make a big deal of it at all. We’d barely know she was gone. And Dad only seemed to remember Islam during the holidays. I found out after his death that my father used to send money back to Pakistan every year, to a religious pir he once knew. A pir is a Sufi saint who guides and teaches disciples of Sufism, which is by far the most spiritual and mystical of any Muslim practise, so much so that many Muslims don’t regard Sufis as followers of Islam at all. I guess my dad met this man on one of his trips to Pakistan and liked the cut of his jib. It also meant that my dad had a connection to Islam after all. But where did that leave me? And what could I possibly pass on from that to my own children?
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