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Prologue

No one recognized the song on the radio.

Not because we’d been at Al Haque for so long and couldn’t recognize what our peers were listening to these days, but because the song was in another language. We’d been silent, taking advantage of the serene February morning. I reached my hand out to change the dial to a station we’d understand, but Farid stopped me.

“Wait,” he said. “Listen. Pay attention.”

From the passenger seat, I raised an eyebrow at Nawaaz, our driver. That look, oft-shared between Maaz, Nawaaz and me, that said, “What the hell is Farid up to?”

I leaned back while the woman on the radio sang. Her voice had a notable weight to it that pressed the four of us down in the car. I leaned so far back in my seat that I could only see the crisp blue sky and long-dead branches spreading in every direction on either side of us. I didn’t want to see the road anyway. I didn’t want to see what was ahead or behind. Truth be told, I didn’t want to see Maaz, Nawaaz or Farid either. I wanted to see nothing, and failing that, I wanted to see a weird made-up universe of blue and black, skies and branches bleeding together into something only I’d know as I floated up through the atmosphere.

Heavy synth, heavy bass. Nawaaz reached forward without taking his eyes off the road and turned up the volume. Now we felt the beat in our bones. It shook us. We understood that one of the prevailing theories for why music was unlawful was that it could be so powerful. It could hold you and command you and challenge something. But we’d always believed that you needed to at least understand the words in order for music to sway you.

The song conjured images of faraway places as we drove and dreamed in equal measure. As the cabin reverberated, the shitty, fraying grey interior melted away on Taunton Road, our eyes now privy to other worlds, roads not taken and the expanse of eternity.

I turned in my seat to look back at Farid and Maaz, and they were swaying back and forth to the beat. Farid reached over to roll down his window, but it stopped halfway, stuck. It didn’t matter. Being wiry and diminutive, he squeezed his body through the small opening and started dancing, putting on a performance for the dead trees and melting snow that lined our corner of the world.

I rolled my window down too and stuck my hand out to feel the cold. It bit, but I felt the breeze caress my fingers, sliding all the way up my forearm to my elbow. No one wanted to talk and ruin the moment. Sometimes, you just know you’ll never find a specific song on the radio again. You’re grateful for whatever error blessed you with the experience, understanding that there was no way in hell that that language, artist or instrument was known to someone in Northumberland County. But moments pass.

“Guys, I think I’m stuck!” shouted Farid.

“What’s wrong with this idiot, sticking himself out the window?” I said. “He should have known that was gonna happen. Beat him.”

I heard the unmistakable sound of slaps and turned around, surprised to see that Maaz was actually hitting him. Thankfully it was just playful, enough to make Farid squirm and us laugh.

“Pull his ass in before he gets hit by something!” Nawaaz yelled over the dying moments of the song.

Maaz yanked Farid in by his ass, and they fell into a heap on the back seat. Seeing them there, I understood how people could be so happy with only a few square metres. I needed even less, after all. I only needed a car. Could we make it happen?

Here there were no banyan trees, no bats going extinct. The soil was covered in pine needles and dying dreams, and yet, the troubles were the same. Where do you fit in, and how do you fit happiness into that? This was how you passed the time in any era, travelling between dead trees or living trees, on your way to a trading post, a market, a school, a church. You spoke of worldly things while seasons came and went and bark faded and frayed around you. Snows, rains and winds saw their cycles repeat. You stuck your head out of the car window from time to time to look up at the sky; before that, a man stuck his head out of the trading caravan. Before that, a person looked up from the back of a horse. Before that, someone looked out through an opening in the tent or the rocks. Clouds and stars. Cosmos and the great horizon. They all wondered, “When will it get better?”

None of them gave any serious thought to when they would die.





Chapter 1

The White Umbrella

It was middle school, June, the zenith of my life, right before things ended. A triumphant tempest of a year that culminated in the district baseball championship. I was due to pitch on the final day of the two-day tournament and was both nervous and filled with vigour at the prospect. I arrived at the field at eight that morning, squished hot dogs in my knapsack, ready to pitch. I was sweating by ten, my T-shirt stuck to my back as the sun beat down on us all and the cicadas hummed their dirge in the distance. The dust from the pitcher’s mound only served to obstruct my vision, but I was ready to throw my heart out. Halfway through the day, just as the final game was starting, I noticed Alana and her friends in the bleachers—they’d come to be our unofficial cheerleaders. With Alana watching, there was no way I’d let myself perform poorly. I threw the ball harder than I’d ever thrown it my whole life, and when the final batter hurled his bat to the ground in frustration, I was elated. And not just because the game was over. We’d actually won.

I looked around in disbelief, shocked that something this jubilant could happen. My teammates were all celebrating around me, and Alana and her friends were jumping up and down in the bleachers. Even in the handshake line, exchanging dirt and sweat with the kids on the losing team, I still couldn’t believe it. Not just that we’d won but that something so unfiltered in its goodness could happen in the midday sun, in the afternoon heat, to me. I was accustomed to cutting things off, going home early, leaving TV shows and movies unfinished. There was always a prayer that couldn’t be missed or a sermon that needed attending. There was always something more important than a baseball game. And yet here we were, three games in, one day later, celebrating success. My face was red and purple on the long walk home, and I began to feel the breeze of the cooling day as I meandered back. I didn’t know it then, but that was one of the best days of my life. That tired ache as one step led to another was a welcome pain, the kind I cursed at the time, yet secretly loved because it meant I’d done something. I heard a muffled shout behind me and turned to see Alana running to catch up. I wasn’t expecting her. It seemed almost too good to be true.

It was no secret to our friends that Alana and I had a thing for each other. We’d first met two years earlier, when we sat next to each other at an assembly on the first day of school on a hot September morning. Before classes began all the incoming students had to sit in the gym and listen to the principal deliver a lecture. I tried to remain interested in his inane speech about a new school year full of promise, but I didn’t really care about what he had to say. I cared more about finding a first-edition holographic Charizard than making sure I smelled nice.

When Alana and I were assigned to the same homeroom, we exchanged scrutinizing glances to size each other up. I guess that’s when I first started caring about smelling nice. Once school began, we stuck to our own cliques, of course, but continued to examine each other from across the room. She was always with the girls who were popular and smart. They were never messed with—not by teachers, not by bullies. They never had any trouble ponying up cash for field trips or extracurricular activities. They were on the right side of life. And then there were me and my friends. A real kaleidoscope of a group—some smart, some dumb, some rich, some poor. None white. It took some time, but eventually our two worlds collided.

We were in gym class when it finally happened. We were the last two kids standing in the beep test, a satanic ritual masquerading as a fitness assessment that forced kids to run faster and faster between loud beeps. Alana and I wouldn’t give an inch to each other. When I finally lost to her, I was angry. Here was a chance, in my mind, to announce to everyone that I wasn’t just smart—I was athletic too. The dumbest things are so important to us at that age. It especially bothered me that I’d lost to Alana, though, because I thought for sure she’d remember the guy who beat her, but not another one of the countless guys who’d lost to her. Alana convinced me otherwise after class that day.

“Wow, you made me sweat in there. I can’t remember the last time someone hung in that long against me!”

“You’re lucky I was taking it easy on you.”

“Oh really?” She laughed. “Well, I’m sure you’ll get your rematch one day. We’ll see then, won’t we?”

I didn’t know what else to say; I was just happy that she’d laughed. At that age, the smallest connections render us speechless. That exchange was the start of our awkward flirt-dance, which persisted for the rest of middle school. We lived sort of near each other, so I’d occasionally see her walking home from school with her friends while I walked home with mine. Neither group would make any motion to say hello or interact with the other, even though we all shared classes. I do wonder if the girls even saw us, or if we were just background colour to their starring roles. I know I wasn’t background colour to Alana though.

Sometimes on my walk to school in the morning, I’d see her up ahead of me. Even when she was by herself, I never moved to catch up, but would just keep pace with her some yards away. On rainy days, when the sky was a grey haze and the pavement was black and wet, I would spot her ahead of me, holding her white umbrella, trudging through the storm. My own umbrella was nowhere to be seen, and the rain would fall on my hair and face without mercy, clouding my vision and sometimes the path ahead. But even through the sheets of rain, and the fragrance of wet grass, I would notice her white umbrella. It wasn’t a beacon for me so much as it was a fire. Warming my walk as I kept sight of her on the horizon. I wanted to keep her ahead of me always. I never wanted to catch up to her, or to walk to school with her. I’d ruin the whole thing. I was just happy seeing her ahead of me in the rain, walking to school the way I was walking to school. Like we were part of the same world, treading the same dirt and concrete. Her feet, then my feet.

But she dared a bit harder than I did. At that age, she wasn’t content for us to remain that far apart. Her legacy was the Disney legacy, where furtive looks led to furtive kisses. And my legacy too was some weird morphed one, where I bought and believed that good things could happen, just like in the movies. Remember Aladdin saying, “Do you trust me?” So in those classrooms—indoors, away from parents and prying aunties—I’d let a look linger longer than it had to.

We began stealing shy smiles from each other across classrooms, eating near each other in the cafeteria, then sharing class assignments and supplies, and finally partnering on projects and class duties—all of it adding up. And none of this was missed by anyone, though we’d deny it if asked. If a classmate so much as giggled in our direction while we studied together at the library, we’d shoot them a chastising death glare for their immaturity. But if it got too quiet between us, we’d have trouble looking the other in the eye for too long.

Finally, in that early June heat, city championship secured, there was a meeting, a moment, engineered by friends who’d tipped her off to my route home. I applauded their effort, however futile. There were already forces larger than them at work, preparing to rip me away from everything I loved.

But since when have middle schoolers cared about that? I watched Alana running up the sidewalk. Her brown hair bounced up and down, and some of it stuck to her brow in the heat as she caught up to me, out of breath. She bent over, hands on her knees, breathing deeply, and when she stood up, she wiped the hair out of her eyes and tucked it behind her ear. Finally, when it was unavoidable, we looked at each other. She examined me with uncharacteristic shyness. This was a girl who was normally anything but shy. The sight of her reaching out for something in my eyes was enough for me. I looked back, unsure of what to give.

“Hey, that was crazy today,” she said. “You guys were amazing!”

“Really?”

She laughed, knowing the game I was playing, fishing for more compliments. She raved about our performance while I walked silently beside her. After a while, we turned off the sidewalk and into a nearby ravine along a creek. Here in the city, where idyllic tranquillity was supposed to be impossible to find, lush branches hung above us as gigantic trees grew unencumbered, thick trunks reaching towards the sky. We walked from grass to pavement and back, with only the odd runner or biker breaking our privacy. Here, no one could find us. There was no fear in this place—my parents never ventured out this way, though the ravine was close to our home. I would wonder sometimes how they could not feel what I felt there. After the midday sun began to wane, when the cooling day took over, how could they not feel the quotidian magic of this place? I couldn’t remember them ever going on a walk just to appreciate the weather or scenery. The closest they ever got to pleasure was saying, “This sun is good for the garden.” Or, “The crops will benefit well from this.”

Alana and I reached a fork in the ravine. One path led back to my street and the other led deeper into the forest.

“Well, I guess I’ll see you at school on Monday,” I said.

“Yeah, for sure. Hey! Um . . . how come you never asked me out this year? Or, like, tried to hang out with me ever?”

The direct question knocked me back, but it shouldn’t have. It had been a long year of clandestine glances and switching seats just to be next to each other. She’d reached the limits of her patience. I had no idea what to tell her, and because of that, I accidentally told her the truth.

“Alana, if I’m being one hundred percent real with you, I really, really wanted to. There was nothing I would’ve liked more. The whole year, I really wanted to figure out a way to, like, talk to you and hang out on the weekend or something.”

“So . . . did you figure out a way?”

“No . . . I mean, I’m still thinking. It’s just . . . my parents—my family—they’re just a bit old-fashioned.”

“I know. I’ve seen them. At the honour roll assembly and stuff. I wondered if that was part of it. You get really stiff around them. It’s kind of cute.” She laughed, and I slow blinked in surprise. I had no idea it was that obvious.

But even then, she didn’t understand how deep my parents’ fear ran. In her mind, they were a long conversation away from permitting their son to date. In my mind, three generations of change had to happen before that conversation could even occur.

“I do want to see you outside of school,” I said. “I think we’d have a lot of fun together.”

“Yeah! Like this summer, we should hang out. Do you want to try to meet up?”

“For sure. I hope I can figure out a story that works for my parents,” I said, muttering to myself.

“Maybe this will help you find a way.” She leaned in and kissed my cheek.

I went purple as she turned and walked away. I had no time to react and could only walk up the path and onto my street. I couldn’t believe she’d kissed me. I was soaring for half a moment before the feeling sank and drowned. I looked around to see if anyone had witnessed our moment together, and then I touched my face again and again in the spot where she’d kissed me. I was worried she’d left a mark, so I started to rub my cheek, wiping away phantom lip prints that, I feared, were forever stamped there. I was paranoid. If the kiss was visible, then I was in for a reckoning. I couldn’t let my parents see. To my touch, the kissed cheek felt warmer than the other—probably because of my incessant rubbing, and yet I couldn’t stop touching it. I was in a near panic by the time I reached my house. I climbed the steps at a snail’s pace, my petrified legs refusing to move. I slowly creaked open the screen door and stepped inside, hoping my mother was busy and I could inspect my cheek in the mirror before she saw me. I was greeted by sounds of playing children, the smell of fried onions, a pot sizzling in the background, and my mother, standing right in front of me.

The grey hair at her temples had arrived too soon, on account of the constant worrying over me and my four siblings. Her eyes were sharp, missing nothing, searching expressions for anything out of place. I could only hope she wouldn’t find remnants of Alana’s touch inside me as she searched me top to bottom with a single look.

“Where were you?”

“I told you I had a baseball tournament today. You knew I would be late.”

“School ends at three! You should leave right after, baseball or not baseball.”

“It doesn’t matter—it’s over. We won.”

I walked past her, making my way to the bathroom to wash up.

“You can’t play baseball anymore!”

This was a frequent command I frequently ignored.

“Okay.”

“You have to come home on time. How do I know something bad hasn’t happened? You can’t be this late!”

I looked up from washing my face to check the clock in the hallway. It was barely four thirty. And yet, I wasn’t surprised my mother was behaving like this. This was life. Paranoia was given legs and called love. My mother had endured cold weather, cold people and both the quiet and loud discriminatory jeers of the friendly and open Canadian. Freshly married at nineteen and without much English, she had climbed onto a plane alone to immigrate to Toronto, protective sutras and mantras pronounced all over her person by family members, imbuing courage and fear in equal measure. And this wasn’t a you-at-nineteen type of marriage—this was her, excited to start a family, happy to see her parents so proud and pleased with her. When was the last time you made anyone but you happy? Still, of course she was afraid. It’s important for a country to make a good first impression on someone. So on her second night in the country, together with my father in a decrepit basement apartment, she experienced a violent armed robbery by two masked men who broke in while they were sleeping, cursing and shouting and taking absolutely nothing. Disappointed to find absolutely nothing. Afterwards, the police had humiliated them, thundering all over their two hundred square feet in muddy shoes, turning things over with batons and rolling their eyes while my father tried to make himself understood. Where was the better life?

My face was still red and hot even after I’d washed and dried it off. Alana’s kiss had left me exhilarated, but also more twisted and torn up than before. Here was another problem with a window fast closing on a solution. Deep down, I suspected that her feelings would only survive as long as I kept feeding them. And I could not feed them if I could not see her. Our middle school romance was built with middle school materials and would not survive time or distance.

* * *

Later, the school year ended amid the pageantry of graduation, and I noticed a few bad omens portending to summer vacation and the life to come. At the graduation ceremony, the principal mispronounced my name pretty badly. Normally this meant nothing, but he’d known me for three years and shouldn’t have made that kind of mistake. And afterwards, when we were all mingling, a female classmate hugged me to say goodbye. This was witnessed by my parents, who were in the crowd with the other parents, but I felt their omnipresent gaze. Every insignificant error or stumble convinced me that there was some nefarious force at play, and that every joyous moment would be marred by two disappointing ones. I was not wrong, as I discovered on the car ride home.

“You have to tell them stop. Say, ‘Don’t disturb me!’ You can’t let them touch you. It’s indecent and wrong!”

Their parenting was timeless. Wrong was wrong, even a millennia ago. If it was wrong a thousand years ago for a man to lay with another man, then it was wrong today. If it was wrong a thousand years ago to abandon your children at eighteen, or twenty-two, or twenty-six, then it was wrong today. If it was wrong a thousand years ago for a person to choose their own partner, then it was wrong today. If it was wrong to ask your children to pay you rent a thousand years ago, then it was wrong today. These precepts were adhered to with special vehemence in times and places where you were unsure what the rules were. Hence the most nineties decree ever, “Mushroom cuts are haram,” was a thing, just as driving adult children back to university every Sunday evening laden with home-cooked meals for the week was a thing. Things can change. Slowly. But change has to come from on high. From whatever you worshipped. Whether that was Chandler Bing or Allah depended on who you were and what you were afraid of.

My father began to talk about sending me away to a madrasa so he could see at least one of his children become a scholar. I didn’t think much of it at the time. I figured that he’d forget about it in a few weeks, as he always did, and I’d see my friends again in September. I was afraid of losing what was already lost. That summer, in between memorizing pages of the Quran, I would run out in the early evening sun to play basketball or swap Pokémon cards. I don’t know how I did it. Memorizing pages and base stats. From where the game’s secret Rare Candies could be found to how Surah Bakarah ended. One because I wanted to, and the other because I had to. I needed every card, every Pokémon. But my time was already spoken for. It was only when the evening redness of the sky revealed itself that was I able to indulge my dying tradition, stuffing hours of obsession into a few minutes, forcing kids on the courts and those standing nearby into horrible trades and giveaways.

Was I aware I was headed to a madrasa? No, not really. Even when we finally began touring religious seminaries across Ontario and Quebec, I didn’t take it seriously. I found a reason to dislike each and every one and thought that would be enough to dissuade my parents. The beds were too hard. The food tasted horrible. I’d seen cockroaches. There was one teacher for every forty students. It was too far from home.

My father, bless his soul, drove through the summer heat and rain without complaint, believing I would eventually pick the school I liked. His grand plan was coming to fruition. Five kids, three girls and two boys. One a doctor, one an engineer, one a religious scholar, one in government and the last one to be doted on, to live a relaxing life. We were still kids, all of us, but this didn’t stop my parents from promoting their plan often and at length. As if all it took was dedication and perseverance to turn a child into an imam and make him forget that Golbat evolves into Crobat when its happiness reaches a certain level.

I was hoping that if I said no to enough madrasas, my parents would take the hint and relent, and I’d be able to go back to school. I was wrong, of course. They eventually decided that I would go to Al Haque Islamic Academy, a place that was neither too far nor too near, and could be reached by car, if necessary.

Like a prisoner on death row, I counted down my meals to the day I would move into Al Haque. I cherished every dish my mother served and swore to remember each one. Purple hyacinth beans. Ash gourd chicken curry. Squash and bitter melon stir-fry. Stewed jackfruit and fish. Shutki satni. Shatkora beef. Each serving was heaping, as my mother tried to fatten me up and send me off in her own loving, non-verbal way. Or maybe she knew I was miserable. Was this just her way of saying, “Sorry, there’s nothing I can do about it. But here, have some more chicken”? I doubted it. I knew my mother would miss me, but she’d raised me for this. As a child, I’d memorized surahs under her tutelage, learned rudimentary prayers under her watchful gaze as she prepared me for more serious study. She knew she’d be letting me go one day. There was no protesting on my part either. There was no choice available to me beyond sulking. I’d been sentenced.





Chapter 2

The Château d’If

We left for Al Haque in late August, my father playing a sermon on the car stereo louder than it had to be played. He was taking time off from the construction site to drive me, and I was slumped in the back seat, dispirited and absent, my eyes saying goodbye to every landmark I’d taken for granted in the past. My silence meant nothing to my father. Even at that age, I knew I couldn’t speak to him. There were too many years and lands between us—he leaned on faith, while I leaned on Marle’s love for Crono, which crossed the years and lands between them. It would be years before I’d remember how full of fear my father was, justified though it might have been. After all, how could I have known? When was the last time an immigrant parent told their child what they’d really been through? In that moment, in a beat-up jalopy crossing Durham County into Northumberland, all I remembered was Alana. And I knew then that I’d never see her again.

* * *

We turned down road after road, each one narrower than the last, until we finally rumbled onto a dirt path that ended at the top of a hill, at the bottom of which lay an enormous brown stone building. It was three storeys tall, reaching into the sky, and had an ancient appearance with the rough edges and pocked bricks that made up its exterior. I was so shaken up that I had to turn away. The building looked as if it had been there forever, like it had grown with the trees and been planted in Northumberland County centuries before. In reality, it was constructed in the 1920s as an all-girls school for a strong French-speaking Catholic community that became a weaker one over time. The intention had been to foster and grow the Catholic presence in Ontario, but by the 1970s, times had changed and education and religion had evolved, and a declining enrolment led to the school’s bankruptcy and the property became derelict. Meanwhile, a growing new community began looking for a place to foster and nurture the ummah.

The abandoned school was prime real estate for entrepreneurial spirits looking to save souls. These men were in the business of building new lives in a new country and would not be able to do so without their immemorial institutions. If they could not hear the adhaan from the minarets, they would at least make sure there was a minaret to remind them of their responsibilities.

And so, a number of prominent Gujaratis went about pooling their money and purchasing vacant properties in an attempt to capture some of the glory that places named Al Haque held in Hyderabad and Karachi. After heavy renovations, they had a madrasa where bearded men could sit and smile fondly and recall the way things should be done, with whips and sticks to serve as inspiration for younger generations with beards still yet to grow.

As part of the renovations, the property was literally hosed from floor to ceiling before anything else was allowed to happen. No expense was spared in cleaning and preparing the building for its new students. Lye, salt, charcoal, industrial soap and, of course, prayer. Prayer after prayer and blessings by the thousand were recited under every door frame and window, over every stairwell and in every bathroom stall. A hundred kalimahs, a thousand different du’as and zikrs. They scrubbed the place clean of its previous tenants, every trace of what it once was. They were cleansing the building of its blemishes, purifying it to make it unrecognizable as a bastion of Christianity. But it’s impossible to completely erase the facade of a building once it’s built, or to purge what happened inside it. The facade was revivalism at its finest, evoking the sculptors and architects of the Italian Renaissance, while inside students practised Arabic hymns and lessons and sat cross-legged on a carpet, learning of the famous negotiation between the Prophet Muhammad (SAW) and Allah, which decreased the number of daily prayers from fifty to five. A scarce twenty years earlier, the same room had played host to a brimstone sermon about the differences between cardinal and venial sins.

Unlike my public school, the madrasa had no first-day assembly. No principal’s address. There were only eight classes. Two for the very young kids, from eight to twelve. Another two for the thirteen- to fifteen-year-olds. Then two more for the kids above sixteen. And finally, a couple of small classes for the young men about to graduate, who worked with the scholars on a more intimate basis. Those classes functioned more like tutorials on specific subjects. Jurisprudence to exorcism. Whether the role of the ummah was practice or proselytization. Even though my understanding of fiqh was limited, I was placed in the second-level class for thirteen- to fifteen-year-olds. The hope was that I would be able to fast-track my studies by working hard with students my own age, most of whom had already been at Al Haque for a few years.

Madrasa life seemed simple. The mornings would consist of reciting and memorizing the Quran under one teacher (in my case, Maulana Hasan—greybeard), while the afternoons would be dedicated to learning about the Prophet’s life and example, through the four main tomes of hadith and Seerah, under a second teacher (Maulana Ibrar—blackbeard). Some afternoons, we would learn various supplications and the proper ways to perform and teach worship. We had one day off a week, on Sundays, as well as summers and the two Eids. But even on Sundays, we were expected to spend at least a small amount of time on recitation in the morning. It was also the responsibility of the students to take care of the madrasa. Everything from cleaning and laundry to cooking and maintenance was shared by us, under the watchful eye of Sharmil Bhai, the full-time live-in caretaker.

The first few days and weeks of this new routine were unbearable to me. The whole situation was a stark lifestyle change, and I was completely isolated, partly by design. I didn’t want anything to do with the other kids because I didn’t see myself as similar to them at all. I insisted on my differences. In public school, I’d successfully fit in. I wasn’t some odd, out-of-place freshie sporting colourful clothes and a bad accent. There’s nothing wrong with that, of course, not that a thirteen-year-old brown kid would know.

And yet there I was, in the main prayer hall every morning, sitting on the plush red-velvet carpet mixed in with the rest of them. I was full of salty resentment and brushed off any friendliness the other students showed me. The sun beamed in through the high windows around us as we hummed and recited and filled the room with Qirat, both classes in our year sharing the large space, while the morning slowly turned to afternoon. I buried my face in the pages and tried to memorize the bare minimum needed to get by. I was given leeway at first because I was a new student, and the ustads understood that I was joining them straight out of public school, so my knowledge wasn’t there yet. But every once in a while, I’d see another kid catch a beating for not knowing their lesson, or talking too much out of turn, or being caught with contraband, or taking too long in the bathroom, etc. My father would have loved it.

Racked with melancholy and resentment, I was obsessed with grieving my previous life, mourning dead baseball exploits and friends I’d never see again. But you couldn’t survive at Al Haque stuck in permanent mourning. No one gave a shit what you were missing, not the teachers and not your classmates. Lessons needed learning, towels needed folding and vegetables needed chopping. The kids who were loners were suspect, or so devout they didn’t need anybody. If I was going to survive, I’d need a group around me.

In my second week, chores were divvied up by Sharmil Bhai. I would grow more acquainted with him as the months wore on—learning more than I should have—but for now, he simply served as taskmaster. Old and crooked, with a hunched back and white hair sprouting from his ears, he was actually much stronger than his appearance suggested. We’d seen him lift objects heavier than we were and discipline kids without hesitation or perspiration. Each week, we were on a rotating schedule, and my first chore was to pick up clean laundry and distribute it to the student dorms on the third floor. That’s how I met Maaz and Nawaaz.

Maaz was the shorter of the two, stockier in build, and he always seemed to walk slowly to wherever he was headed, even if he was late. It was like he had no speed other than slow. His face was round, his eyes sharp and full of clarity. His hair was the palest shade of black, almost reddish, and in some lights, you may have been fooled. Nawaaz, on the other hand, was huge. No one believed he was fourteen because of his height and sizable frame. He had a long face and long black hair slicked back under his cap. He seldom smiled, but when he did, it was just the corners of his thin lips, and his laugh was more of a bark. Both were intimidating—Nawaaz because of his size, and Maaz because of his eyes.

I was going door to door with my laundry cart, heart still in my stomach due to my new fate, placing linens and towels on each bed, when I saw something I shouldn’t have. In my defence, I knocked on each door before entering—just as I had with this one. I’d knocked, waited and then pushed the door open with my back since my arms were full of sheets and towels. When I turned into the room, I witnessed the two of them doing something they shouldn’t have been. I didn’t know what to say or how to react. I didn’t even know people did that stuff in real life.

“Oh! Sorry. My bad.” I turned and exited, forgetting to leave the linens and towels, hoping I wasn’t in any trouble and they wouldn’t follow me. I wanted nothing more to do with the incident or the people involved, and secretly prayed it was behind me. But walking into that room was only the beginning.

That evening at dinner, as we all sat around on the carpet, huddled over the eating mats, I saw the two boys in another row, muttering to each other and looking over at me. Then I started seeing them everywhere. During prayer, they’d supplicate next to me. They’d often volunteer to take out the trash with me. They’d even come out of the bathroom stall beside mine. Finally, one night as I was heading upstairs for bed, they cornered me in the empty green stairwell, one covering my ascent and the other, taller one covering my descent. This was how I officially met Maaz and Nawaaz.

“Listen fam, you gotta knock before you come in. You can’t just go into man’s room like that,” Nawaaz said from behind me. Even without seeing him, I could sense his intimidating size, a men’s size jubba on his large frame.

“Yeah, for sure. My bad,” I replied, ignoring the fact that I had knocked.

“It’s all good. What did you see?” Maaz asked. His amber eyes were focused, piercing me, and I noticed the beginnings of a beard, soft wispy hairs on his round cheeks and chin.

“Nothing,” I replied. I wasn’t an idiot.

“Good.” He reached out a fist and I bumped it. They let me go on my way, and I thought that was the end of it.

It wasn’t.

I continued seeing Maaz and Nawaaz everywhere. After every chore, every meal and every prayer, they lurked nearby, a little too close. I wasn’t stupid. It wasn’t just fear on their part. It was a threat. They were watching me, making sure I told no one. They needn’t have bothered. I was no snitch, and wholly uninterested in the affairs of boys I insisted I had nothing in common with.

After a few days, though, my testy jailers and I became friends. We had to. There was no other choice. All we had was each other. As hard as I’d tried to remain separate from everyone, the loneliness was killing me.

It was impossible for Maaz to help me with the dishes without telling me he’d sold his drawing of Mats Sundin for five hundred dollars. He’d found out I was a Leafs fan and explained how easy it was to defraud people on eBay for their fandom if you could forge autographs. He told me he used to draw all sorts of stuff—Patrick Roy, Goku, Vince Carter, Spawn, whoever. He’d frame the drawings and sell them at flea markets with forged signatures until his parents grew devout and didn’t want him drawing anymore. The money no longer outweighed the sin for them. Nawaaz opened up too. He was less talkative and more protective of Maaz, but once he realized I had no intention of speaking to anyone about what I’d seen, he eased up. Most of the students were afraid of Nawaaz. He clenched his jaw even while he rested, said little and wouldn’t hesitate to twist any arm that blocked his path. I found out he’d come to Al Haque the year before, after getting suspended from public school. He’d got into too many fights with kids who’d learned English at home, not at school.

Maaz and Nawaaz told me which maulanas to stay away from, which kids were noted thieves and would steal the snacks our mothers sent us and which hallways belonged to which groups. (You’d be courting violence if you crossed these lines.) If I was ever late to lunch or dinner, they would get extra daal and roti and save it for me. I, in turn, would do the same for them. Through it all, I pretended I hadn’t seen what I saw the day I first stumbled upon them in their room.

Our time together would send us hurtling down a path we’d refuse to regret. Shared crimes and passions, with each of us holding a smoking gun, would tie us together as our list of transgressions grew. And if one of us suddenly decided to be a goody two-shoes, he would become a liability, with fewer crimes to answer for than the other two, who would continue their campaign of sin. So we threw ourselves into a performative friendship that became less and less performative over time. Sneaking into the fridge after hours. Hiding whips and books of hadith. Warning me when I was flirting with a beating by breaking roti with my left hand, or when I was courting extra chores by being late to morning prayer.

Eventually, I told Maaz and Nawaaz about my baseball exploits, and then about Alana. Nothing was sacred in that sacred place. At night, suffocating beneath the weight of my exile, I would wonder what Alana was up to. I’d never even said goodbye to her. I’d had her number, but how could I call from home? I’d wanted so badly to reach out, but the fear of being caught by my parents scared the shit out of me, and so weeks turned into months, and eventually I disappeared from the neighbourhood forever.

Sometimes at night, surrounded by three empty beds in my dorm room (I was yet to be bunked with anybody), I was possessed by some spirit that urged me to go, then and there, to visit Alana. To run, to act. To get away, to return to my old life. These fits passed unnoticed for some time.

Some nights, Maaz and Nawaaz would sneak out of their room to hang out in mine. I didn’t really want them there, but they came all the same, my desires be damned. In a fit of abandon one particular night, when I couldn’t shake Alana from my head, I revealed my desire to escape and visit her.

“I’m thinking about going to see her,” I said, much quieter than normal. I didn’t want to believe what I was saying.

“How the fuck you gonna do that?” Nawaaz asked.

“I don’t know. Just leave with a bag and order a cab?” I answered, not really serious.

“Wait, you know where she lives?” Maaz asked.

“Yeah, she lives near my parents.”

“Yo . . . you gotta chop that shit. If you have the chance, do it,” he said, excited.

“Yeah, ’cept I don’t have the chance. I’m here.”

“I’ll call you a cab. Reach, bro,” Nawaaz said with a dark laugh. “We’ll wait here and make sure you don’t get caught.”

Maaz shot him a furrowed look of disagreement.

“I have a better plan,” he said. “We can all go. Together. Me and Nawaaz know how to sneak out.”

“What? No, wait. I wasn’t serious!” I protested.

“Yeah, that seems like a dumb thing to sneak out for,” Nawaaz said, now that he’d been volunteered to join.

“Well, I’m serious! What do you have to lose? You may as well find out so you can move on. Plus, we know how to sneak out,” Maaz repeated, trying to sell the crime instead of the outcome.

“We’ll get caught.” I had no idea how we’d even leave the madrasa. It was locked from the outside every night.

Maaz and Nawaaz both laughed.

“We won’t get caught, bro,” Nawaaz said. “We’ve reached Pickering Town Centre for bare movies and shit. Chill.”

“What? How?” I was in disbelief.

“We’ll show you,” Maaz said. “Just be ready for tomorrow night.”

The next day passed in fretful fashion. I held my breath through every class and meal. Every cursory glance from the imams felt like an accusation. I was afraid that Maaz and Nawaaz were pulling some cruel prank, and that I was sure to receive a heavy beating when I tried escaping. I’d seen it happen to other students for much less.

I waited in my room that night, sweating harder than I had on the pitcher’s mound in June. I’d put on the only normal outfit I had: old blue jeans and a T-shirt showing off the city skyline. It had been only a few weeks since I’d last worn that stuff and already the clothes felt awkward on my body. I knew it wouldn’t do. No one who was anyone wore a Toronto T-shirt.

When Maaz and Nawaaz joined me, my heart sank a little further when I saw how they were dressed. Maaz was wearing almost the same outfit as me—blue jeans and a faded T-shirt—but Nawaaz was in a full kurta, not one shit given. Both had caps on their heads. I was in no position to negotiate. I felt that if I’d tried to back out, they would’ve strong-armed me into going anyway. I remember wondering if they were really helping me or just looking for an excuse to sneak out. But I wasn’t innocent either. These were not friends by choice.

“All right, I’ve called a cab I know that will drive us at a flat rate,” Maaz said. “It should be waiting for us out there.”

“How much is this going to cost?” I whisper-shouted back, suddenly alarmed.

“Oh, don’t worry—I’m good for it. I have the money, just nothing to spend it on.”

Nawaaz held a finger to his lips and stuck his head into the black hallway. He opened the door wider and motioned for us to follow him. We crept quietly past the sleeping students towards a staircase leading down to the main foyer and then the lobby inside the front door. I still had no idea how we were going to get out.

When we reached the door, Nawaaz motioned for Maaz to keep a lookout at the lobby entrance while he investigated a high window. Peering up, I could see him fumbling with some clasps, and then I heard a soft click before I saw the window slide open. How Nawaaz was going to fit through the opening was beyond me. It looked way too small for any human form, let alone Nawaaz. He grabbed the window ledge and hoisted himself up. He somehow managed to contort his muscular frame, angling himself diagonally to fit through the small opening. I had no idea what the fuck to do. I didn’t get it. The window was too small and Nawaaz had no right getting through it. It looked like the frame had stretched and grown to let his body through. Not enough, though. He appeared to be stuck at the hips, his legs pushed together by the frame, squeezing him while he squirmed in discomfort.

I heard the muffled shuffle and wiggle of Nawaaz’s body while he tried to inch himself through. Finally—mostly because I didn’t want to get caught—I stepped forward and pushed his heels, propelling him easily into the night. There was a gentle crunch on the other side as his body hit the gravel.

Then I heard the clang of the lock, and the door groaned loudly as Nawaaz pushed it open a crack. I felt Maaz touch my back and gently nudge me forward. I stepped out into the night, my heart pounding with the exhilaration of our crime. I understood this. Our escape made me feel alive, the same way I felt on the pitcher’s mound. I looked up at the night sky while the door thudded faintly behind us. I wasn’t used to seeing stars.

I followed Nawaaz and Maaz up the gravel hill to the main road. It had rained recently. The pebbles were wet, and the air had that unmistakable scent of soaked greenery. We walked in silence on the shoulder of the road, listening to the odd car zoom by us in the dark. Every breath of cool autumn air was a welcome, stolen one, and it was hard for me to remember the purpose of our excursion until I spotted the cab. Nawaaz hurried ahead of us to open the back door, and we got inside. My friends turned to me when the cabbie prompted us for an address. I cleared my throat and gave Alana’s address. Our escape was now real.

The driver took off slowly, glancing at us in the rear-view mirror. “Is everything okay?” he asked in an unfamiliar accent. Soft reggae played on the radio.

There was no hiding our flustered appearance, as I don’t think any of us had ever taken a cab before. Luckily, between the money our parents sent us and Maaz’s reserve funds, we’d have enough to pay for the ride. But we must have been a curious sight: three teenagers crammed into the back of a cab in the middle of the night. I felt compelled to say the du’a for taking a vehicle, whispering it while Maaz raised an eyebrow and Nawaaz ignored me altogether. My fear was palpable.

“Yeah, we’re fine,” Maaz said quickly. “We’re just going to see a sick friend.” It sounded like he’d had the response prepared.

The cabbie shrugged his shoulders. A fare was a fare, especially at the distance we were travelling.

Over an hour later, when we finally arrived and got out of the cab, I looked around to get my bearings. In the middle of the night, from my new vantage point as an interloper, my old neighbourhood was unrecognizable. Things that had been familiar now looked like the strange sights of a new land. Brown and green facades became mushy greys and blues under the night sky. There was no sound, no movement, no moon. Streetlights shone their orange pallor on the sidewalk, revealing the wet pavement and glowing puddles. We moved silently towards Alana’s house.

Even in that warped light amid my disorientation, I recognized her house immediately. It was painted white, but at night, it took on an odd glow. I never thought we would make it this far and had no idea what our next step should be.

“Well, I can’t just knock on her front door now, can I?” I said, hoping this was the end of our foolish excursion.

“Fam, this would be so much easier if you knew her number,” Nawaaz said, kissing his teeth.

“It’s fine.

OEBPS/images/HanoverSquare_Logo_0517.png
HANOVER
SQUARE
PRESS





OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page





		Dedication



		Contents



		Prologue



		Chapter 1: The White Umbrella



		Chapter 2: The Château d’If



		Chapter 3: Lions to the Slaughter



		Chapter 4: Quadruple Bypass



		Farid



		Chapter 5: Dear Diary



		Chapter 6: Dogs Gon’ Eat



		Nawaaz



		Chapter 7: Hold You Poison or Grapes?



		Chapter 8: The Strikeout



		Maaz



		Chapter 9: Alexander Graham Bell



		Chapter 10: Build-a-Legend



		Chapter 11: Five Hundred Up-Downs; or, The Monkey and the Chicken



		Chapter 12: Those Old Internet Romances



		Chapter 13: Abu Rukana/Reena Virk’s Revenge



		Chapter 14: Oh, What a Time, What a Year



		Farid



		Chapter 15: Dawson City, Yukon



		Chapter 16: Cynthia Lewis



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements





		Copyright















Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Prologue


















		i



		ii



		iii





		v



		vii

 

		1



		2



		3



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/9780369735171.jpg
LAND OF
NO =
REGRETS

ﬁf (/>

MUKTADIR





OEBPS/images/Arabic.jpg
AT Ga gl G5 Y5





