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In memoriam: Asifa.


Mother, protector, friend.








I


I, Suleiman, and Him


I took my coffee and went into the living room, leaving Sebastian and my mother in the kitchen. Another morning and another cup of coffee. Another day with just a little work—too little work. My career felt frozen, my self irrelevant. Motherhood agreed with me, but it wasn’t enough. I had led a life of adventure—not danger so much, but excitement, curiosity, the thrill of discovery, and the satisfaction of unraveling the truth from the threads of lies. I used to step from airport to war zone, from lie to truth, the way I now went back and forth from kitchen to living room to bedroom.


I had a moment’s opportunity to listen to some news before Sebastian finished his breakfast and demands for Cartoon Network began. Between his cartoons and my mother’s fervent love of Law and Order, I felt like my own TV was some kind of front line in a battle of wits and stamina.


The four-and-a-half-year-old was winning.


I flipped through the news channels. On a Saturday morning, in an election year, every studio was full of pundits forecasting the ever-changing political weather. Some were stuck like a needle on a broken record, crying for change while the others competed in a contest over who was the most patriotic, insisting that only the most conservative could save America from the shameful enemy that had attacked us—the enemy that dragged the country into two wars and a few hundred billion dollars in debt.


Chris Matthews tried to squeeze from his guests what he wanted them to say on one channel. David Gregory reported from the campaign trail of one of the Democratic candidates, searching zealously but sometimes unsuccessfully for differences among the three major candidates. Meanwhile Bill O’Reilly harangued his guests with his own answers to questions no one could remember him asking. Then on another channel I caught a glimpse of a familiar face—I couldn’t recall where I had seen him—that vanished the next moment when the moderators moved on to the next story.


I left the TV on but stepped out of the living room. As I passed the kitchen, I heard my mother trying to convince Sebastian to finish his cereal. I went upstairs and picked up my laptop the moment I got into my room. The last news channel’s website yielded a photograph of the man I had recognized. Soldiers hustled him into the notorious prison that one of the Democratic candidates promised to close.


A breath I didn’t realize I was holding hissed through my lips.


The caption on the photo gave no relevant information and I was left asking myself, Was he the man?


Was he the man who let me live, probably out of pity? The man who saw me as a fragile creature, just “a woman”? I went through a couple more websites to see a few more shots of him. Despite his haggard appearance—torn clothes, long beard, scattered hair, dark pockets under his eyes—I did recognize him. I clearly recalled the young man’s face, framed by a turban. It was the face of the man who had broken into Laila’s house with his comrades in arms to wipe us out, but who had ended up killing his partners in crime instead.
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Through the glass in the door, I watched as they took the black bag off his head. He blinked then squinted against the light as they hustled him through the door and pushed him onto the chair in front of us. He wore a dull orange jumpsuit, dirty and worn at the knees. Shifting on the cold metal chair, he still kept his chin close to his chest.


“Take those handcuffs off, please?” I asked the guards.


The two men, dressed head-to-toe in black, looked at each other. One of them shrugged and the other fished in his pocket for a key.


While he unlocked the handcuffs, the prisoner leaned away, turning his face down even more, clearly trying to protect it.


“The leg iron, too,” I said.


The guard who’d now removed the handcuffs and stood up glanced down at the chain that was strung between the prisoner’s ankles, then turned a grim, cold-eyed look to me and shook his head. My throat went dry and I swallowed. I tried not to look at him but the hint of a self-satisfied smile on the guard’s face was plain to see. Then the two of them stationed themselves behind the prisoner. Two more stood outside the door.


Once the prisoner’s eyes adjusted to the light, they rested a few moments on me, and then slid to the side to look at my interpreter, Suleiman.


This young man looked very different from the man who saved Laila and me on the other side of the world. The man who had the courage to help me seemed bitter and angry, but the man in front of me now had lost all hope, exhausted beyond measure.


“Kiya hall chall ha, Raza?” I asked him using one of the few full sentences of Urdu I had learned.


“Behtreen,” he said with a smirk.


“Fabulous,” Suleiman interpreted.


I realized the ridiculousness of the greeting.


He looked around, seeming to take in the décor of the room. A blue plastic tarp covered the floor, its implications making my skin crawl. Four chairs, upholstered with a pyramid design in red and orange fabric, were crowded on one side of the table, facing the chair in which the prisoner sat. I’d set my bag on the chair on the right end. The walls were cinderblocks painted in a thick coat of cheap paint, the color of stomach medicine. From the look on his face I knew this man had lived long enough in an environment of concrete walls, iron bars, razor wire, orange uniforms, and black bags that nothing there—even, strangely enough, me—seemed to surprise him in the slightest.


“This is Suleiman,” I said, blushing at the struggle to begin our conversation again. “He will interpret for us.”


I pushed the cup of tea I had brought for him to the other side of the table. He only watched me, not looking at the tea. I forced a smile and worried it looked more like a grimace.


He asked something of Suleiman, but I could only understand the word “Muslim.”


Suleiman did not respond to him.


Then the prisoner added something to his question.


My interpreter scowled at him, forcing me to ask, “What did he say?”


When Suleiman only shook his head, I asked the same question again.


His eyes locked on the prisoner’s, Suleiman cleared his throat then said, “He has asked me about my faith in a very demeaning manner, and that he does not want to talk to me or you.”


I took a few books from my bag and said, “I went online to find books in Urdu, Pashto, and Arabic, but didn’t know which ones you would like. Here are some … fiction and non-fiction … I thought might interest you.”


This seemed to pique the curiosity of the two guards in the room, and the prisoner turned his head almost imperceptibly.


Through Suleiman, he said, “I don’t speak Arabic and can read little Pashto.”


“Oh! Okay … but you can read Urdu, right?”


The prisoner folded his hands in his lap and sat up straighter in the chair, glancing back behind him when he spoke.


“They won’t let me have them,” Suleiman translated.


“I’ll see what I can do about that,” I said, making brief eye contact with the guard who’d unlocked his handcuffs. The man in black shook his head, wearing a tight-lipped frown. “You helped me and I want to help you,” I said, turning my full attention back to the prisoner. “I want to know about your life…. Who you are, why you fought in the war, and … Why did you save us?”


He listened to the Urdu translation with an increasingly furrowed brow then shook his head and asked a question Suleiman translated as, “And how will your knowing my story help me?”


“I want your story to be heard,” I said. It felt like a lie even though it wasn’t. “You must have something to say to the world.”


He barely waited for the translation to finish before rattling out an answer.


“No, I don’t.” But his words sounded even shorter than the ones Suleiman chose in English.


I shook my head and spoke directly to the prisoner. “Your story may help you in court.”


I swear I saw the two guards smile—one of them might even have laughed a little. I closed my eyes waiting for the translation: “Which won’t happen. Not before my death.”


I sighed and told him, “You never know … elections are coming up, and a new president, a Democratic president … a more liberal president, may allow proper trials to begin, and even grant access to civil courts.”


“Change of governments won’t change the attitudes of Americans towards us,” he translated back from the prisoner. I heard the doubt in Suleiman’s translation and I sighed again when he looked at me sideways.


“Don’t you want people to know your side of the story?” I asked. “Don’t you want to tell people your experience of this war?”


Another long pause while he looked down at the floor. He sagged for just a second then sat up straight again. When he spoke this time he spoke directly to me, while before he mostly looked at Suleiman.


The translation, which came in parts, had Suleiman’s inflection matching the prisoner’s for the first time in the interview. “I had no views about this war when I became part of it and I still don’t understand it … but even if I tell you whatever I think, and what they think, your prejudice will corrupt it.”


“No,” I said, maybe a little too harshly. The guards looked up. I shook my head, leaned in over the table, and said, “I will tell your story in your words—a book, not just an article. And the book won’t be published, not a word of it, until you approve it. Suleiman here will translate it for you to the last syllable.” I patted Suleiman on the shoulder, who looked at me with the narrowed eyes of undisguised surprise.


While he translated the two guards looked at each other and some kind of silent conversation passed between the two of them. They both shrugged and turned their attention back to their prisoner.


“And I am supposed to trust you”—Suleiman translated the prisoner’s smirking reply, then smirked himself when he finished—“and this man who shies away from his faith?”


Suleiman added, “I never agreed to—”


“Yes, you can trust me,” I interrupted. “I can’t let you down after what you’ve done for me … and Laila.”


While Suleiman translated that I added, “Don’t you remember?”


“It’s hard to remember anything in this hell,” was the translated reply. Then Suleiman hesitated, thinking about what seemed to be a difficult-to-translate word. “It’s … comical, though. That’s exactly what they want us to do, to remember and tell.”


I could clearly see that he was struggling with the decision even as Suleiman struggled with the translation, the emphasis—while ignoring the feeling.


We sat in silence long enough for the guards to seem impatient.


“Do you think it was easy for me to get permission to come here?” I asked. I let Suleiman translate the question but didn’t wait for a reply. “Do you think I would have left my child and come to Cuba if I didn’t think what you had to say was important?”


The prisoner winced a little at one of Suleiman’s words and I imagined it was the word child.


“I didn’t ask you to come here,” Suleiman translated, nodding along with the prisoner. “And anyway don’t you journalists sniff around everywhere to smell stories like dogs, to make money and fame … to sell private lives of people with extra dressings as a malicious butcher sells rotten meat under a good wrapper?”


The young man didn’t look as angry as his words sounded in translation. His eyes, dark and cold but shimmering with intelligence, never left mine.


“I have no interest in fame,” I said, and I meant it but at the same time didn’t think he would believe me. “And I’m not doing this for money. In fact, I’m happy to have all proceeds of the book go to paying a lawyer to defend you.”


One of the guards let loose an exhausted sigh and the prisoner chuckled grimly as he listened to the translation. He remained silent for a while, pondering his options. Then Suleiman slowly translated his answer.


“I don’t know your reasons and up to a certain limit I don’t care … telling you my story can be a good amusement for a dying man; it’s not a bad idea to spend some hours of the leftover life in this comfortable chair of this comfortable room…. But you have to promise me one thing: If you really get any money by writing about me then you will not spend it on me in any way. I want you to use it to get my son out of that madrassah … bribe that bastard Bayfazal, he is very greedy, he will give up my son if he finds it profitable enough…. If you do that for me, I’ll not only tell you whatever you ask me but I’ll also be thankful to you for the rest of my life … well, the rest is short but you know what I mean.”


“Where is that madrassah?” I asked Suleiman, then whipped my head back to the prisoner.


I didn’t need Suleiman to translate: “Karachi.”


“Who is Bayfazal?”


The prisoner frowned and closed his eyes. His lips moved a little as though he was silently speaking, then he spoke and Suleiman translated, “I will tell you all about him.”


A smile crossed quickly over my face, but I couldn’t allow myself to celebrate what I knew just from the fact that it was being told to me in an interrogation room in Guantanamo Bay wouldn’t be a happy story.


I looked him in the eye, leaning forward again, and said, “I promise I’ll do my best.”


I took a tape recorder from my bag and turned it on.





II


Massi Museabate—Maid Miserable


And then one day I found myself living in a hovel with my mother in the Gizri neighborhood in the center of Karachi, a slum surrounded by the posh areas of Defence and Clifton.


My mother was ill, and lay in bed most of the time. I never knew precisely what illness she had. I was only a child, and this was just one more thing that was beyond my comprehension. Long days would become longer weeks and she barely stood, didn’t leave the house. Then she would seem to recover, just enough to get a few full breaths, and she would go away to find work, leaving me with Massi Rehmatea who taught the Quran to children and lived in the hovel next to ours.


Rehmatea was a stern prison guard, and she had a way of looking at me that made me feel like some kind of sinner despite the fact that I had no understanding of sin in my little body. It took only a few slaps and half a dozen of those disapproving glares before I decided not to offend that woman—or at least try not to. I knew she would use the same cane on me sooner or later that she lavishly applied to her students.


I kept myself busy in what was really only a three-meter radius around that little shack. My only toys a rubber duck and a lion that my mother brought with me to Massi Rehmatea’s hovel.


Though her name, Rehmatea, means blessing, as I grew up I discovered that all her students called her Massi Museabate—“Maid Miserable”—behind her back.


It was an apt name. She certainly made me miserable. I still try not to think about that time, even though I was so young those memories are hazy and unreliable.


At the age of seven I learned that however terrible a situation might seem, it can always get worse.


When I was seven, my mother died.


When I look back to find an image of my mother in my mind, I see her in bed, sick, staring blankly at something only she could see, and whatever it was, she wished she couldn’t. I think she wanted to die, wanted to be done with it all. I don’t know why—and that’s not the only thing I don’t know.


I don’t know who my father was, and I don’t know who those people were that Museabate took me to after my mother’s death.


Who was the man that yelled at her when we visited that big house? His growling voice made me hide behind Museabate—to seek refuge with what seemed to be a lesser ogre.


Who was the crying woman that pushed him to get hold of me, to take me away from both Museabate and the man? Why was she doing that?


I knew the man would not let her get to me. Finally Museabate dragged me out of there, the sound of the crying woman fading behind us.


After that, Museabate reluctantly took me in. She beat me when I wouldn’t read the Quran. She made me work all day, inside and outside the house. And to describe where we lived as a “house” is to be irresponsibly generous. The wood frame was patched with whatever materials could be harvested from the filthy streets. The “door” was rough and dirty sackcloth. But it was a roof over our heads in a city where not everyone enjoyed such a privilege.


Museabate set me to the task of carrying water back in a big bucket from the water tap—a mile away from our little shack, and I used some of that time finding the necessary detritus to keep our little hovel standing. Thin and desperate, I was fast and soon found my circle expanding as I went a little farther out every day and came back with a little more of use. I once came back with a full two-liter bottle of orange Fanta and this was the only time I remember seeing Museabate smile.


With only my mother to compare with, I think in her own way Museabate was good to me. I had enough to eat, good enough clothes to wear, a clean bed to sleep in, and on Eid and Barri Eid she gave me a little bit of money.


Never going to school, existing only in the makeshift hovel and in the streets of Gizri, it’s difficult to keep track of time. I think I was ten years old when a knock on the wooden panel that was the frame for the hanging sackcloth, changed my life.


Museabate had her students in that day, and they sat in a circle on the floor, dutifully if half-heartedly reciting from the Quran. They all stopped and looked up at the sound, but Maid Miserable clapped her hands, looming over them. They began again, but more quietly, their eyes darting, like mine, between the door and Museabate.


Museabate asked the visitor’s name and a husky voice replied, “Respectable lady, I am the new maulana of Medina Mosque.”


Museabate gasped and quickly covered her face with her duppatta, the strip of cloth that was wrapped around her neck. From behind this camouflage she shoved me gently toward the door and whispered, “Bring him in, boy!”


I took a few quick steps and was out the sackcloth door—straight into the arms of a man who, from my ten-year-old’s memory seemed like a giant, or like some kind of circus bear wearing a man’s clothing. His rough black beard hung to the middle of his chest and his black eyes locked on me.


I swallowed and bowed and swept the makeshift door open. Without a word, the man bent forward at the waist and went through, seeming to be careful not to touch any part of our little house for fear of getting his traditional white clothes dirty.


“Please have a seat, Maulana Sahib,” Museabate said. Her voice sounded strange—thinner and weaker than I had ever heard it.


“Bismillah!” he rumbled, and carefully sat down on the charpie, the light wooden bed, lying near the door. It was the only thing available to sit on. I hadn’t had much luck finding furniture on the streets.


The children reading the Quran stopped their recitation.


“Why don’t I hear you?” she yapped at the children. “Memorize your verses!”


The stranger smiled when they began to read again, much louder this time—even louder, in fact, than Museabate actually liked.


“How are you, Maulana Sahib?” Museabate asked the man, practically groveling.


“I am fine, sister,” came his deep-voiced reply. I thought then that his voice sounded like thunder. I think it might have been the first time I heard a grown man speak in such close quarters. “You are doing blessed work, teaching these children the holy book.”


“God is merciful, Maulana Sahib.” There was no other reply.


“I have decided to open a madrassah by the mosque,” the man said while I kneeled next to him, listening intently but trying not to look him, or Museabate, in the eye. “By God’s blessings we will soon get the empty land connected to the mosque for the living quarters of the students who don’t have homes to go to. Perhaps we could hire your services to teach the girls’ section.”


Museabate blinked at this, clearly startled by the invitation, coming without a change in the man’s booming monotone.


“Girls will live in the madrassah too?” Museabate asked in a shaking voice.


“No, no,” the man was quick to reassure her, “but the girl students will be visiting us daily.”


“Many, many thanks, Maulana Sahib. I’ll be glad to teach at the madrassah. I have no other way to earn my living.” I had never heard Museabate speak so quickly.


“There is no need for thanks, sister … I’ll need a hafiz woman like you to teach our students, I am lucky that you are here right across from the mosque.”


Museabate looked down and her fingers seemed to claw lightly at the dirt floor.


“You are doing a very good job for the poor,” she said, and my eyes went wide as I saw her duppatta starting to unravel. “There are only a few madrassahs in the city,” Museabate finished, quickly rewrapping her falling duppatta. Without asking, she moved to make the maulana sahib a cup of tea.


“I used to teach the Quran in the refugee camp to the Afghani children, then the party sent me to Peshawar, and now to Karachi,” the man explained. “Our leader Maulana Fazlur Rahman is keen to establish madrassahs all over the country. President Zia-ul-Haq is very kind to provide us as much help as he can. I have also seen your son in the mosque,” he added, gesturing to me. “Very obedient, a very good boy.”


I wanted to scream at him that this woman was not my mother, but swallowed instead as Museabate spoke for me. “Thank you, Maulana Sahib, but he is not my son. I have never been married. He is the son of my neighbor who died a few months back.”


I saw exhilaration cross his face and for some reason that look created an unknown fear inside me.


“Wah, wah, mashallah …” he said, smiling. “You have done lots of good deeds in your life. Heaven will be your abode, sister, I am sure of that.”


“Thank you, maulana sahib, Allah is merciful.”


I swallowed again and remember being terribly thirsty. When the man opened his mouth to speak, my heart threatened to stop in my chest.


“Maybe you can give this child to the madrassah so you won’t have to support him.”


And it felt as if my heart did stop.


“We will have other orphans there,” the man continued—and the word “orphan” made me want to cry, but I held my tears back. “They will be preparing themselves to be the workers in the path of Allah. This boy will be fine with them.”


A silence fell between them that seemed heavier than the big water bucket I carried back and forth for Museabate.


“I love this boy, Maulana Sahib,” Museabate said, and I couldn’t help it—my face shot in her direction so fast I felt a little twinge of pain in my neck. “I can’t even think of separating him from myself … but if I get the job of teaching the holy book then I guess it won’t be a separation, I will be at the madrassah daily and I could see him daily … after all I also have to think about his future, he has no one else in the world.”


I closed my eyes and bent my neck back down, wondering if I had just been rescued from slavery, or was simply being sold to a new master. Museabate certainly never said she loved me, but after all, a mile is a long way to carry a bucket of water…


The man seemed to be looking at me when he said, “Sister, don’t worry about your job at all, it’s done. Once the construction is completed I will come and tell you the date you can start.”


“Many, many thanks, Maulana Sahib.”


“I should go now, it’s time for zuhur prayers.”


Without another word from anyone, he stood and left the shack.


I followed him out, ignoring Museabate’s calls for the very first time in my short life.


I watched the man walk away and stayed out till dark. When the bullies of the slum came out of their sheds and started calling me harami suer, “illegitimate swine,” I ran back to Museabate who took out her cane and beat me to her satisfaction.


A week later I was sent to the mullah … and the very next day he dragged me into his bed.





III


Bayfazal—Anti-Blessing


The madrassah was called Roshni Kay Minar: “Towers of Light.”


The mullah who had taken me from Museabate was named Fazal, which meant “blessing.” But all the boys at the madrassah called him Bayfazal: “Anti-blessing.”


Bayfazal had probably never trimmed his beard in his life, but he dyed it regularly. A few folds were ingrained on his lean forehead, which never went away no matter if he was happy or angry. His thin lips often turned inward in a sort of permanent sulk.


I saw Museabate at the madrassah every day, and every day I would tell her I didn’t want to live there.


And every day she would scold me for asking to go home with her.


“Stop pouting, you are good here,” she kept saying. “Maulana Sahib will remake your life.” Then she would throw a slap at the back of my head.


Soon more boys came to the madrassah. Some were orphans simply abandoned there. Some were brought by their crying parents, who could not afford to feed them, and hoped that at the madrassah their boys might get three meals a day. What kind of education they might be getting along with those meals never crossed their minds. Starved minds drowned in the abominable life of the slums put little thought into education. Their focus was food.


For them, the government was the sole possession of the feudal lords, and lately industrialists. Politicians ran after their own schemes, loans, and commissions. The intellectuals of the nation sought only awards and ceremonies…. Only the clergy were ready to feed their children and provide a roof. They were surely grateful to people like Bayfazal.


I am ashamed to admit that I was happy when more boys—younger boys—came to the madrassah. The younger boys took over the business of Bayfazal’s bed, and my older classmates and I were given the responsibility to clean, cook, and care for the younger ones.


Bayfazal was just as inclined to use the cane on his students as Museabate was. A slight deflection from routine, a small mistake, an incomplete memorization of the words of the holy book would anger him, and he would use the stick. He would use it mercilessly.


One day a student was stupid enough to complain to his parents about the beatings. He was sternly told to follow his teacher and stay out of trouble. If they had listened to their son, tried for a second to understand what we were all going through, they would have had to go back to providing his meals and a roof over his head—an insurmountable task for them.


When the parents left, Bayfazal pointed fingers as thin as a hawk’s claw at the room where every student of Bayfazal’s dreaded to go. The boy fell to his knees, begging forgiveness. Bayfazal bent down and pulled the boy up by one of his ears, and dragged him to the room. Screams and shrieking pleas for forgiveness ripped through the madrassah for a while then everything went silent.


And for me, at least, the silence was worse.
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I went through the hall where we learned our lessons, ate, and slept, and went through the narrow door that opened onto the back courtyard to get to Museabate; I had a message from Bayfazal. While I waited for her, I noticed a new girl in the group of students. Her hair, moist with oil, was tightly woven in a long snake behind her head. A soft dimple appeared on her round face every time she smiled. Her face held a tiny birthmark—not an imperfection but somehow a way to identify her as one in a million, in a billion, in all of God’s Creation. In the middle of the group, she moved her body back and forth, clearly pretending to be busy reading the holy book. Her big eyes peeked through long lashes—and something happened to me then. Bayfazal would probably say that I had discovered sin, but what I discovered was, to me, the most precious treasure of all. What I discovered was beauty.


“What are you staring at, Raza?” Museabate demanded.


I blinked and looked up at her as if waking from a trance. “Maulana … Maulana Sahib wants the attendance of the girls for this week.”


“Come later,” she answered curtly. “I haven’t taken attendance today.”


“Yes, Massi.”


After this visit I would look for excuses to go to Museabate so that I could have a look at that new girl. There were times when Museabate was late a few minutes, and I tried to talk to her. She never answered my questions. I realized that she wouldn’t talk to me in front of the other girls.


One day I told Bayfazal that I had to get groceries for the evening meal and followed her from the madrassah. She crossed the street and took the path to the slum. Before she could enter it I ran and went in front of her. “You are a student of Museabate,” was all I could think of to say.


“Museabate?”


“Don’t you know? Her students call her Massi Museabate.”


She laughed. “Good name … aren’t you afraid I will tell her?”


“I know you won’t.”


When she gave no sign of a reply, I said, “Let me buy you a Popsicle.”


“With what money?”


“I buy groceries for the madrassah.”


“No … you should go now … Massi’s house is not far. If she saw us here, she would make the sky fall.”


“I know. I lived with Massi.”


She didn’t pay any attention to my response and started moving faster in what I figured was the direction of her hovel. I stopped and let her go, making sure I wasn’t too obvious watching her walk away.


While I was shopping for the meat that was cooked daily for Bayfazal, I bought some TwoTwo candies and hid them in my loose shalwar trousers.


The next day I went back to the section of the madrassah where Museabate taught and slipped the candies to the new girl. She hid them under her shirt. The two girls on either side of her, reading and waving back and forth, looked back at me then at the new girl. I could tell they had seen the candies, but they remained silent.


I hoped the new girl wouldn’t have to give all the candy to these other two to keep them quiet.





IV


Perveen


I know now that there are some people who would think that at the time I was too young to have fallen in love. Can a boy of thirteen experience real love, or a sort of budding, sinful lust, some kind of chemical passion best prayed away?


But I also know now that I was in love. It was as real as any love experienced by someone twice the age I was when I first saw this new girl at the madrassah.


I remember that time in a sort of haze, a cloud that carried me along on what felt like the wings of an angel—wings under which I could retreat from the hostile environment that was my life. I would drink in her face, her eyes, her hair as if I were sipping some secret elixir of the ancient alchemists. Drunk with the look of her, intoxicated with the idea of her, I clung to the thought of her with both hands.


I would follow her to her shack at the other end of the slum whenever I could, stopping to talk to her only when I could do so without attracting anyone’s attention. Every passerby—and there were thousands crowding the dusty streets and narrow, crumbling pavement of this wrong side of Karachi—might be a spy. They might be a spy for Bayfazal, or for Museabate, or for God Himself. And if either of the first two knew how I felt about her, they would take her away from me, or take me away from her. I knew this the way I knew the sun would rise in the east and set in the west. They would do that just to hurt us.


What God might do, I was afraid to ask.


The terror of Bayfazal and Massi Museabate and the fires of Hell hovered over me and kept pushing me away from my center. It was as if they were Hajjis doing tawaf, encircling Kaba, pushing back those of us in the outermost circle, never letting us change our orbits, never forgiving us anything.


Meat prices went up every week those days, and it was easy for me to claim I’d paid more for lamb each time I went out for groceries for Bayfazal. It was naïve to think he would never be able to catch me, and that I would never become a lamb myself under the boot of Bayfazal.


One day I brought the groceries, told Bayfazal the cost of all the items, and gave him the change.


“So lamb is two rupees higher than the last time, right?” Bayfazal said.


“Yes, Maulana Sahib.” Something was wrong. I could smell it.


“Faqira, come in.”


The butcher appeared from the next room. He had a big scar on his left cheek. His thick dry hair stuck out from his scalp like the spikes of a porcupine.


“Tell him how much you are charging for the lamb.”


“Sixty rupees, Maulana Ji,” the butcher said.


“But he was not there. His intern charged me sixty-two.”


Bayfazal looked at him.


“They can’t do that, Maulana Sahib. I am sure the boy is lying,” he said.


Bayfazal turned his head to me. I could see in his face that he was enjoying the sight of the growing tension in my young body that made me breathe heavily.


“I am sorry, Maulana Sahib… I am sorry … forgive me.” I threw myself on the floor and grabbed Bayfazal’s feet. “I’ll never do it again.”


“I know you won’t … Allah is forgiving.” He pulled his feet away. “You will be forgiven too, but after a price.”


Bayfazal waved Faqira away and the butcher backed out of the room quickly. Then Bayfazal called in a tall man with a black pointy beard and thick eyebrows. This man stayed in the room next to Bayfazal. Nobody knew his name. We all called him Jallad, the executioner.


“Raza needs to learn a lesson,” Bayfazal said to Jallad, sliding his hand over his long beard, coiling the longer hair around his forefinger like snakes around a pillar.


“Of course, Maulana Sahib.” Jallad put his right hand on his chest and bent down a little to show his respect to Bayfazal.


I stood up and stepped back to get away from him.


“Boy! Don’t make it worse,” Jallad said.


I froze where I was. Nobody could come to my rescue, no one was on my side. I was the end of an unfortunate progeny.


Jallad brought my wrists closer together to tie them with a rope. The fragile wrists of a thirteen-year-old trembled like a house of straws at the first sign of flood. I knew what was about to happen, I had a glimpse of this kind of torture before. Bayfazal left his comfortable chair and picked me up, grabbing me from my hips. Jallad tied the other end of the rope to the hook in the ceiling. I hung eight inches above the floor; the pressure on my wrists made me cry. One moment I felt my bottoms slipping down to my legs and the next my buttocks bore a hit from Jallad’s boot, and then another. After a few more, the pain made me loose count.


Water splashed on my face brought the pain back. Bayfazal’s piercing eyes stared straight into mine. Even in my feeble state I thought if I could grow eight more inches, the distance from my feet to the floor, I would be as tall as Jallad. If I were, I would beat him to death.


“What did you do with the money?” Bayfazal kept repeating. “Don’t test my patience, Raza.”


He waved his hand to stop Jallad, who was surely about to hit me again.


“I … I bought … bangles.”


“Bangles? For whom?”


“For a girl.”


“I know bangles are for a girl. Who is that girl?”


I remained silent.


“Rascal! You’re barely over three feet tall and yet the desire for a woman is in your head …” He laughed at me. “Who is this girl? Tell me!”


I remained silent.


He waived his head in disappointment, signaling through his eyes to Jallad to get back to his cruel work.


The pain rippled through brittle branches from my buttocks to all my extremities. I was soon hanging unconscious and bleeding.
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Late at night, when I finally drifted back to the cruel reality of my life, I found one of the students, Ahmed, placing bandages on the cuts all over my body. I closed my eyes again and let him do his work. The cuts would heal, but my heart…


“If you had told them the name of the girl, this would not have happened to you. Do you have a wish to die?” Ahmed asked. I heard a note of Bayfazal in his voice that made my knees quiver.


I had no energy to respond to him, but his scolding made me realize Jallad and Bayfazal could have beaten me to death.


I didn’t actually know her name.


All the boys took our lessons, and at night slept on the floor of a single big hall. The walls were still unpainted, unfinished, rough concrete that showed old water stains, older cracks, and patches of white lye seeping out. Rough spun rugs that might once, long ago, have been black and white were now grey and slightly darker grey, faded and threadbare. The identical pattern repeated over and over meant they must have been made on a machine. The smell of mildew and old piss was always present, even when Bayfazal delivered his raging, angry sermons.


He demanded we fear God, and seemed sure in his own confidence that he had convinced us all that he, Bayfazal, was the only mediator in the path between us and God. His own bitter lamentations were all encompassing. That day he warned us for what felt like the millionth time to submit to his demands or he would use the power bestowed upon him to punish us. The sermon finished with accusations against … I wasn’t sure who … names I didn’t recognize.


And finally, “Tell me the name of the girl for whom our impenitent Raza savors his desire, the sin of thought that will lead him to the unforgivable sin of fornication unless we—all of us, all of you—help me help him.”


He motioned for me to stand and I saw no choice but to struggle up to my feet.


“Do you all want to learn your lessons the hard way … as he did?” Bayfazal gestured at my aching body while delivering this threat.


Ahmed looked at me and I looked away from what I saw in his eyes. He raised his hand.


“Yes, Ahmed.”


“Her … her name is Perveen, she comes to learn the Quran from Massi Mu—from Massi Rehmatea.”


Bayfazal sighed, and so did I. Now I knew her name. Whatever happened next, I knew her name. I clenched my teeth so my lips wouldn’t move as I rolled her name back and forth across my mind: Perveen … Perveen … Perveen…


“Ahmed, you are Raza’s watch-buddy now. He should never be able to go to the girls’ section, and he should never be able to get out of the madrassah unless I personally allow it. If I ever find that he went out, he will be the one who will be placing bandages on you. Have I made myself clear?”


“Yes, Maulana Sahib,” Ahmed said.


“Now all of you go and do the revision of the previous paara, the chapter of the Quran you have finished. I will call each one of you to teach you the new verses.”


The boys all sat in line along the walls of the room, except for me. They allowed me to stay in my comforter for the day. This was all the mercy I had ever found there.


Students took their rehels—small cross-legged supports—from the wooden box resting in the corner, then they took out their copies of the Quran from the cupboard, kissed them twice, placed them on their rehels, and started swinging their heads and shoulders back and forth while reading the verses.


Ahmed, my watchdog, looked at me from the corner of his eyes and bent down to whisper, “I had to do it … for the sake of all.”


The next few months I remained imprisoned in this poorly named Tower of Lights. I saw the sky only from the windows; visits to the courtyard were also banned. The madrassah became a holy prison.


One day, before commencing lessons in the morning, Bayfazal announced that we would all be going to a gathering where we would listen to crucial words of wisdom from the leaders of the Islamic Jamat group. Here we would be enlightened to tackle the troubling times ahead. They would tell us about the agony of war in Afghanistan and the chaos it was bringing to our own country. There would also be representatives from Saudi Arabia, the country of the holy city Makah and the holy center Kaba, that were sent by the king to help us fight the godless people.


On a Friday, after the afternoon prayer—the most important prayer of the week—we lined up and were herded onto a bus. As the shops and street carts awoke from their own Friday prayers, beggars rushed from outside the mosques to the shops and vendors, waiting for the paying customers to arrive.


It took us an hour to get to the old part of the city. As the bus trundled along, we boys spoke to each other only in whispers, so Bayfazal and Jallad wouldn’t hear us. Then Bayfazal and Jallad, seemingly lulled by the sway of the old bus, fell asleep. This started a nearly silent festival among the boys and in a few minutes, someone slid a magazine onto the floor between my feet. It was Shoaib, a boy a few years younger than me who everyone blamed for bringing lice into the madrassah. He turned and winked at me and I picked up the magazine. It was called Afsana Digest and I only got a half-second glimpse of it—pictures of smiling men and women on the cover—before I was hit so hard on the side of the head my ears started to ring.


“I found it on the floor!” I yelled, pressing my hand against my burning ear.


Jallad ripped the offending magazine out of my hand and swatted me on the head with it—hard—but then the bus hit a hole in the road, or ran over something, and it jerked him to the side. I heard Jallad sit down and mutter something to Bayfazal, but then we seemed caught in the current of a river made of heads, caps, and turbans all moving toward and then pouring into the stadium. Men waited in the galleries and on the rooftops of the surrounding apartments for the show to start.


Before we stepped off the bus we were told to grab each other’s hands and not to let Bayfazal and Jallad out of our sight while we followed them in. We were dragged through the crowd like tiny fish swimming through the teeming weeds in a sea. We were seated in a section reserved only for madrassah students. After all, we were the future lambs and needed to listen to the sermons much more closely than anybody else.


On the east side of the stadium was a big stage on which a dozen men in white clothes sat on big red velvet chairs. Under their feet was a green carpet, and behind them, a large banner that read: Afghanistan’s Liberation = Muslim World’s Liberation.


Four men with Kalashnikovs, wearing white clothes, stood at the back of the stage, keeping an eagle eye on the crowd, clearly ready to shoot.


The large ground was covered with rugs, and full of all sorts of people—men with green turbans, men with white turbans, men with white scarves on their shoulders, men with black wristbands, men with white hats that had golden embroidery, men with thick black turbans wrapped around their heads like a boa wrapped around a tree, and men with simple white caps—all the sects decided to come under one umbrella to fight against Soviet expansion.


At last, one of the men on stage stood and spread his arms in front of him, palms facing downward. The pulsating crowd settled down and silence took over its buzz. In this silence, the matrix of the aromas of different of kinds itirs, the indigenous perfume, felt stronger than before.


The man spoke a few introductory words, inviting the representative of the Saudi government to address the people. The representative sitting closest to the speaker stood up and came to the podium. He wore thawb, the long loose shirt coming to his ankles, and shemagh, the headscarf with a black band over it. The representative spoke in Arabic, which was translated by the man who had introduced him. He thanked Zia, the president of the country and the chief martial law administrator, for his contribution to Islam by mobilizing people to fight the godless Soviets. He placed the dictator just a few notches below the prophet in his role of serving Ummah, the Islamic Nation.
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