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			About This Book

			The day after his thirty-third birthday, Murad spots a familiar face at a crowded intersection in downtown Toronto. Shocked, he stands silently as Sofi, the woman he’d loved almost a decade ago, walks by holding the hand of a small child. Descending the subway steps to return home to his wife as the past washes over him, Murad is taken back to the first time he met Sofi. Moving between Canada, England and Pakistan, Saad Omar Khan has created an elegant and sweeping story of familial duty, romantic love and faith that illuminates the different, often difficult, paths a person could take to happiness.





		
			Praise for Drinking the Ocean

			“A beautiful and evocative debut, Drinking the Ocean takes readers on a mesmerizing, multilayered exploration of love rooted in duty, passion and spirituality. The narrative begins with Murad, then shifts to Sofi, gradually weaving their stories together into an intimate, nuanced and provocative journey. Through their intertwining paths, the novel delves deeply into what it means to connect, to love, to hurt and ultimately, to heal.” – Ann Y. K. Choi, author of Kay’s Lucky Coin Variety

			“Drinking the Ocean is a profound and thought-provoking book. Set against the rich backdrops of Lahore, Toronto and London, this quietly powerful story meditates on themes of grief, mental illness, faith, family and love. At its heart are Murad and Sofi, two characters whose deep love for one another persists in a complex and uncertain world. With emotional insight and introspective storytelling, Saad Omar Khan has written a captivating debut novel that invites readers to reflect on their own lives and search their own souls.” – Michelle Berry, author Everything Turns Away and Satellite Image
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			Part 1

			Murad

			Seek ye not water, seek ye thirst.

			– Rumi, quoted in Aphorisms of the Mohammedan Saints

		


		
			1

			It had been seven years since Murad last saw Sofi when she appeared again, a spectre made flesh, a haunting thought turned into luminous form.

			It was a Sunday, the night after his thirty-third birthday party. Murad was on the way to the subway, headed to see his friend Marco. He couldn’t understand why Sofi’s name looped endlessly in circular thoughts in his mind. It was the moments of transition when she entered his mind the most, imagining her life and all the permutations of what it could be now. Thinking of her was dangerous. Here, in Toronto, after they had last spoken, he made a covenant with himself, a pledge to let her float freely away from his soul. Yet now, when he let his thoughts go on unrestrained, he fantasized about meeting her, sitting down to speak and talk and connect the way he used to in those shining moments when he had first met her in London. And what would be the use of seeing her again? Would they talk over coffee, of lives continued in each other’s absence, of marriage and work and God’s fate? Would they speak without his wife, Samra, knowing, a thought that buoyed him with energy as much as it shamed him? 

			He couldn’t even be certain of where she was now. Sofi was uncontainable, the possibilities where she lived innumerable – still in Toronto when they’d last met, in London where he first loved her, in myriad parts unknown. He was subdued by jealousy, thinking of the refined life he was convinced she led, the men who were her partners, the family she would have begun. Since he’d last seen her, in the years after he’d settled, found a career, made a home with his new wife, he still held her in his soul, concocting alternative versions of his life where she was always there, the singular thread that wove through his reveries.

			There would be no daydreaming for the rest of the day, thought Murad before the subway stopped at St. Patrick Station. Marco would be a distraction. He was a former colleague who had worked briefly with Murad in the communications department of the bank before he left and went into business for himself. They were friends of a sort, the type of adult friendship born from shared work experiences that one feels the need to continue long after professional connections ended, an acquaintanceship solidified out of a sense of habit and familiarity. He was younger than Murad, awkward, but sincere and well-meaning. Marco reminded him of the stream of relationships that had passed through his life, the constant entropy of friends lost and gained. Coming out of the subway, crossing the wide avenue and walking the crowded streets under the merciless sun, he thought of how few friends he had, social engagements being limited by time or the pull of Samra back home. He realized how many of what counted as friends were hers, even if, out of a sense of generosity, she described them as “our” friends, friends of “our” family.

			Murad walked toward Dundas Square, passing dim sum restaurants and a Japanese bakery where, even on weekends, a caterpillar-like line curved out the front door for people to buy overpriced cheesecake. He found the boutique easily, a European café where Marco wanted to meet. Marco was already seated when Murad walked in. Marco waved him over and embraced him enthusiastically when he came to the table. He had an unexpected guest: a petite, dark-haired woman, sitting in one of the café’s many tan-coloured swivel chairs. “This is Laura, my fiancé,” said Marco, as she rose to shake Murad’s hand. “I hope you don’t mind that she tagged along.” He didn’t mind, of course, even if he found it strange, feeling as if Laura’s presence was more purposeful than just a lack of alternative plans on her part. 

			They ordered French toast and eggs. Marco updated Murad on the freelance editorial business that he had started with Laura, a business partnership that had given way to a romantic one. Marco was talkative and effervescent, Laura polite, poised and quiet. He interspersed his enthusiasm for his life with questions about Samra and how Murad enjoyed married life. “Good,” said Murad. “More than good, great.”

			Laura excused herself and left the table. Marco, briefly silent and contemplative, leaned close to Murad from his chair. “Between us, is it worth it? I mean marriage.” 

			“I’d say it is,” said Murad. “If you make the sacrifices to make it worth it.”

			“How can you tell?”

			He thought carefully before answering. “For me, it was a way of starting over,” said Murad, pausing for a moment, realizing his answer was less a response to Marco and more of a means of self-justification, a wall to keep Sofi from climbing over. 

			Laura returned, staring at her phone as Murad and Marco spoke. They had business to attend to, she said. They finished their meals quickly. As Marco paid for the group (“My birthday treat,” he said), Murad realized how the brunch was an excuse for Marco to introduce him to Laura, almost as if seeking validation. They said goodbye outside the restaurant. Before they walked away, Marco put his hand on Murad’s shoulder and turned to Laura. “I’m glad you got to meet Murad,” he said. “He’s one of the finest people I know.” Murad smiled, genuinely touched, if slightly taken aback by the compliment. 

			Without aim or direction, with only a desire to walk and not to return home, Murad headed to the Square, thinking of how and why he had become so highly regarded in this friend’s eyes. He remembered moments when they worked together, private conversations at lunch or after work, drinking coffee where he’d learned of Marco’s life, his history of childhood stammering, bullying, loneliness, struggles at school, struggles finding work and companionship. He had the sense that Marco trusted him, an open heart available to someone who found those traits tragically rare. There was room once for connection, to be a comfort for people. His heart blossomed with the sense that Sofi would have been proud of that sense of empathy that she had seen in him all those years back. It was a thought that wounded Murad, a reminder of days when he’d wanted to share so much more than “compassion” or “empathy” with Sofi, words that wilted under the weight of his feelings for her.

			Murad reached the Square. His eyes wandered from the billboards to a familiar face in the crowd across the street. He stared at her, the torch of recognition burning brighter – it was her, Sofi. Murad’s eyes squinted under the sun’s glare. She stood at the edge of the curb, anonymous bodies flanking her sides. A current ran through his heart as she glanced in his direction. The light changed, the rush of pedestrians started, and he stood watching as Sofi crossed the street. In the interminable seconds it took for her to stride through the congested crowd, he wondered whether he should make his presence known, whether to extend his hands to touch her, tap her on the shoulder, reignite conversations and cross lives once again.

			A space opened in the crowd. Sofi came within a few feet of Murad. She took no notice of him, as if he were one more cipher in a sea of faces. Her eyes, black as the universe, were unencumbered by sunglasses. Her face seemed harried but warm and confident, small lines speaking to the force of age that only heightened her flawlessness. Beside her was a boy, a dusky-faced toddler, eyes as large as Sofi’s that sparkled with the same mystery as her own. He held a small ice cream cone in his left hand, the other hand holding Sofi’s as they walked past. Murad stood still as pedestrians brushed against him, his head fixed forward without looking back to see what direction they went in. The clarity of the encounter overwhelmed him: that the child at her side was hers, the maternal Sofi he’d never known when he’d first loved her. 

			Daydreams had taken form. That face, her dark eyes, all brought into relief, with every step of his life leading to the present. Don’t look back, he thought to himself. The wife of Hazrat Lut, the Prophet Lot, was destroyed for looking back at the home she’d once possessed. It was a childhood story his mother once told him that Murad pondered as he walked toward the shade of the subway’s entrance in the middle of the Square. He climbed down the stairs, passing groups of children and a few worn adults grabbing the railing as they trudged up to the surface. The train waiting for him would bring him uptown where his wife waited, to the apartment where they shared a life. Into the darkness of the stairwell, before being bathed in the artificial lights of the yellow-tiled platform, he hoped he could cleanse his mind of Sofi again, even though he knew the impossibility of forgetting all he’d surrendered in the past.

			

*

			Time frays the edges of memory. It’s one of the benefits of age, the way the years dilute the past. But Sofi didn’t exist in those edges. Even as the light of the past dimmed, she was always there, shining in the centre of Murad’s mind.

			It was Samra who’d organized the surprise party the night before he saw Sofi. She had invited a handful of their friends: Jamal and Sarah; Omar and Neelofar; a former colleague from the bank, Althea, and her husband. Their gifts were food and dessert, and the night was spent eating and talking as a warm July breeze drifted from the windows of their apartment. They cut the cake afterward, Samra taking it from the fridge and placing it at the edge of their lone table, “Happy 33rd Birthday Murad!!” written with white frosting on a chocolate backdrop. Their friends took pictures of the evening: Samra’s and Murad’s arms around each other’s waists, his wife feeding him a lone morsel of the first slice. He helped her clean up after the guests later in the evening, a wordless assembly line of trash gathered and plates cleaned and dried. Domestic order gave finality to the evening. The dishes given to them by Samra’s phuppo, the dessert forks from the cutlery set his mother’s cousin bought for the wedding – all were laid out delicately to dry on a towel next to the washbasin, displayed like a testament to the beginning of their marriage.

			They went to bed quickly after Samra said her prayers. The lights went out, and she put her hand on Murad’s heart as if checking for its beat. She’s become livelier, he thought to himself. Even with people she’d known well, Samra shied away from large gatherings. She seemed pleased with the party, as if finding one more tool to be happy. She’d been sad for too long. Murad felt proud of her, proud of their marriage, even if that pride coexisted with the presence of Sofi in his life, a memory that lay in their bed like a third body.

			

*

			They could never have children. 

			Murad assumed they would come naturally, a milestone to be reached in any marriage without effort. His first struggle, in the first months after the shaadi, was to lay the foundations for love – a type of love, he told himself, even a love that couldn’t reach what he’d had with Sofi. It was the first summer they’d had with each other where her reticence had evaporated under the heat of the sun. At first, in the many walks they would take in the park, Samra would walk away from Murad, her face toward the sky, eyes closed, mouth widening in a closed smile as the light nourished her. He knew he had to give her time – these were her moments, his bride communing with the luminescent day. Eventually, he was able to enter her solitude, to become part of her world, their walking bodies coming closer together until they found comfort holding hands in public, a connection that took a long time to form. 

			Yet the unfulfilled next step never occurred. The hope they felt every night after they lay together diminished over time. Doctors, parents, friends, all had a multitude of explanations as to why they couldn’t conceive. The help they received was meaningless, a tangle of science and folk wisdom that yielded no fruit of any sort. Friends of theirs suggested in vitro fertilization, a solution their ob-gyn discouraged given the expense, the difficulty and the uncertain chance of success. 

			Samra’s mother was convinced someone had used jadoo, black magic, to curse her. Her solution – for her daughter to wear a taweez, an amulet containing Qur’anic verses – was met initially with scorn and frustration. It was only when the months stretched into years that Murad stumbled on Samra standing alone in their room one day, her mother’s taweez over her neck, her hand clutching the amulet as if by pressing it into her hand she could break open its holy secrets. He came behind to hold her, pressing her back to his body. She was small, almost minuscule, next to his tall, thin frame. “I’m sorry,” said Murad. Samra didn’t respond and barely moved. He knew his words were impotent, even asinine, but he needed to say something to assuage her. For a moment, he felt a paradox – he knew that Samra felt more peace in the taweez and God than the warmth of his arms, yet he still felt close to her, a connection fully experienced as he absorbed her pain into his.

			Samra’s supplications became more pitiable. She wept to herself, even as Murad knew what her soul was undergoing, every barely audible whimper and dried tear blistering his heart. When she asked him to be more diligent in his prayers, to ask for God’s intervention in helping them have a child, he did so, more for her sake than for any thought that things would change. Eventually, out of exhausted sadness, it was Samra who decided to abandon the cause, letting fate have its way. They resolved, without truly discussing it, that familial happiness would mean having each other rather than adding a new soul to the world.

			The older generation found their capitulation to destiny unbelievable. Samra’s parents – typically distant and respectful with Murad – voiced their objections to her directly through private shouting matches over the phone. Murad told his own parents of their plan not to try for children during one of his visits to their home. Abbu had retired from his bank job a few years after the wedding. It was an international bank, and he served as an executive, a position that had flung Murad, Abbu and Ammi across the world. From the Persian Gulf to East Asia and then to Canada, it plucked Abbu back from North America to work in Pakistan for the last years of his career. Canada ultimately won, largely motivated by a desire to be close to Murad and Samra and the grandchildren they had longed for.

			The two houses his parents owned – one outside of Toronto and the Lahore property Abbu had inherited from his own father – had already been sold, their future lives now constrained to the functional if cramped apartment they bought just north of their son. They sat in their living room as Murad told them of their decision, his eyes staring at the floral red-and-black Afghan rug, ashamed to look at them directly. Ammi, Murad’s mother, seemed surprisingly accepting. “Well, all that’s written for you both,” she said. It was only later that Murad realized how damaging the news had been to her. In subsequent weeks, Ammi did as she normally did, praying for the baby that could never be born, praying for a reversal of the destiny Murad and his wife had accepted. Her tendency toward sadness, which Murad hoped in her older years had abated, reappeared, manifesting itself in occasional sighs and long looks into distant visions only she could see. He often left her presence immersed in guilt, as if his failure to have children tipped the balance of her heart toward the melancholy he’d seen infect her for much of her life.

			His father was less passive when Murad broke the decision. The news physically moved Abbu, his body sinking deeper into his armchair, out of hurt more than anger. The following weekend, after having lunch with his parents, Murad followed Abbu to the cramped kitchen as he carried the dishes with his increasingly arthritic hands. He ignored Murad’s efforts to help him wash, preferring to roll up the sleeves of his white kameez and scrub the dishes and serving trays aggressively. After some silence Abbu asked Murad if he was feeling well. He said he was.

			“Are you sure?”

			“Completely.”

			“How are you and Samra with the decision?” Abbu asked, after some hesitation. “About the children?”

			“We’ve accepted it.”

			“Did you just … give up?” said Abbu, as if unconvinced. 

			The sharpness of his tone saddened Murad. “I know this isn’t what you wanted for the family.” 

			“It isn’t about what I want.” His father shut off the tap. “I didn’t want you to sacrifice being happy.”

			“We’re not sacrificing our happiness,” said Murad. “This is our way of trying another way of being happy.”

			“And this is your way?”

			“It’s not worth continuing on.”

			Abbu sighed. “And that’s it? You two alone, by yourselves for the rest of your lives?”

			Murad nodded. He told him they would be fine alone, together. Six years of marriage, he thought, of finding ways to bind themselves to each other and create the representation of love, if not full love itself. That alone proved that they possessed the resiliency to carry forward. 

			Abbu moved close to him. “I remember those days before you were married when you were at school. I remember how sad you were for reasons I could never know and how little I could do to stop it. When you told me last week how you’d given up on children I was terrified of you going back to that state again.” His eyes, always strong, seemed to weaken and slink away. “I wish things were different.”

			Murad put his hands on Abbu’s upper arms. “I don’t worry about those things anymore,” he said. “You shouldn’t worry either.” Abbu didn’t smile as they embraced. His grip, so much weaker than it had been in his younger days, was still all-encompassing. 

			He couldn’t tell whether he’d eliminated his father’s concern over his mental state that day. Although Abbu never mentioned it, Murad was certain that the fear of generational extinguishment was on his mind. After some time, however, children and their absence became less of a topic to weigh his parents down. Ammi’s sadness softened gradually. During every visit, her eyes looked at the world with less concern than her hopes for the afterlife. Her remaining days on this planet were for worship, prayer and recitation, insurance to protect her from the calamities of the hereafter. Visits to see her and Abbu left Murad with a sense of loss yet to be had. The pauses in their conversations, the clean emptiness of their apartment, all reminders of what would vanish when God would take them from this world. 

			Not all of life was tragedy and grief. Despite the disappointment felt for not having children and for breaking his parents’ need for family continuity, the day he told Abbu they would be happy made Murad realize his words were not just instruments to calm his father’s soul. He truly felt his words. The contented life as a couple could be made real. Hope – that thin shaft of light peering into the cave – was tangible, an object that he and Samra could grasp together. 

			

*

			This contentment changed at the sight of Sofi. 

			Murad often wondered in what ways memory consumed itself, at what age were appointments forgotten, names and faces mismatched. More confounding to him were those memories that still stained his mind. Memories like Sofi. She’d taught him about hope, of its absence and its necessity. Nine years since she’d left him in London. Seven years since he’d seen her again back in Toronto. Six years since he’d married Samra. Every day between the moment she’d walked away from him and the day of his wedding, he’d slowly accepted his capitulation to time, to the loss of her, shedding the possibility of a life in her orbit. His love for Sofi was a star collapsing, leaving an incalculable coldness in its wake, now brought back into the blazing present in one day. 

			Look at where she is now, he thought as he entered the elevator back at his apartment, back from seeing Marco, back from seeing her. A joke, it seemed, a cosmic farce, that all he wanted to let go, the fire of his feelings, could be spun back in his direction again to shatter the armour of the life he had built for himself. 

			He entered his home dazed, like a child fumbling in a dark corridor, looking for a mother’s comfort from the terror of the night. Through the hallway, he saw Samra sitting on their brown armchair facing the window. She turned her head and said her salaams. 

			“Did you have a good time?” she asked.

			Murad walked closer to Samra. He saw her tasbih in her hands. Her piety hasn’t diminished over the years, he thought to himself. For a moment he envied that quality in her, that ability to keep her link with God solid and immutable. He had been like that once. Before Samra. Before Sofi. 

			“What’s wrong?” she asked, jostling Murad from his silence. Her deep eyes burrowed into her husband, almost with suspicion. 

			“Nothing.”

			“Then why do you look like you’re sick?” She rose from her chair and put her hand on his forehead. 

			Murad was touched by her gesture, her earnest concern. “It was strange seeing Marco after all this time.” 

			Samra stepped back and continued to stare, as if searching for the past Murad had hidden from her.

			“How is he?” she asked. 

			He summarized his time with Marco. Samra listened with full attention, the curled locks of her hair bobbing as she nodded her head. “I’m glad you both had a nice time,” Samra said plainly. Beneath her reserve lay a natural sympathy and thoughtfulness for others, a quality Murad had always appreciated. But her care was limited to what she could see and witness. His inner life was an area she rarely ventured to explore. As long as they, the family of two, maintained a quiet peace, her curiosity was sated. A gentle soul, interested only in living in a gentle existence, he always thought, but passive where Sofi was restless, living a subdued energy compared to Sofi’s incandescence. But how could he let Sofi shatter his new world? The marriage Murad and his wife had created – childless and resigned to a constructed happiness – proved false in comparison to what he imagined Sofi’s life had become, a life kissed by fate. 

			“Anyway,” said Samra, “the dishes are dry. I’ll put them in before I say Zuhr.”

			“Let me do it. Go ahead and say namaz.”

			“Sure,” said Samra. She paused before moving toward their bedroom. “Do you want to say your namaz afterward?”

			She knew the futility of asking that question. Devotion was a memory to him, the lost emotion of a boy living in the soul’s eternal spring. He knew of her unspoken disappointment, just as he knew she had the forbearance to accept his distance from God, in the hope he would return in due time. 

			“I’ll think about it.” 

			Samra said nothing more. She rubbed his arm lovingly and went into their bedroom. He went to the kitchen, the dried plates from the previous night waiting for him. From the kitchen, he had a view to the balcony window as he started to collect the dishware. The sky was clear, painted with a blueness that reached from heaven to touch the grey-brown buildings littering the city’s surface. The sound of ceramic clanging against itself as Murad arranged the plates in the cupboard barely interrupted the apartment’s silence. Ghosts lurked in the quiet, whispering to Murad as he asked himself all the questions that remained in his mind.

			What has Sofi become?

			Is she thinking of me now as I think of her again?

			Am I to Sofi – like Sofi is to me – the ink in her skin that can never be removed?

		


		
			2

			It was only later that Murad realized how much the year he met Sofi had changed him.

			He had spent New Year’s Day in Lahore. The day was empty, without significance. In his room, Ammi had placed a calendar with dual Gregorian and Islamic dates, “January 2006” displayed prominently in black, with “Dhul Hijjah 1426” inscribed in bright green below. The years seemed interchangeable to Murad, an arbitrary jumble of numbers.

			Spending winter in Pakistan had added to the sense of being unmoored in time. January in Lahore felt unreal, a betrayal of all Murad’s childhood memories. He had often visited the city in summer, where the heat of the gardens in his grandfather’s house overpowered him, where his soft body slept next to his mother in languid afternoons, the ceiling fans above them delivering a cool endless peace. Summers in Pakistan were spent away from school in the innumerable countries in which his father’s bank had stationed them. When the family moved to Canada, the blistering Lahori heat still beckoned, the dried lawn of their suburban Canadian home never as green or moist as the monsoon-fed grass he remembered. The winter he was dropped to now felt dry and tasteless, only slightly warmer than the cold he’d left behind in London. 

			The university allowed weeks of holiday time during Christmas, and he was content to stay in London for the season. It was his parents, spending winters in Pakistan away from Toronto, who wanted him with them. Whether Ammi and Abbu simply wanted his company or if they didn’t trust him to be alone by himself to stew in his own thoughts was unclear to Murad. 

			The morning of the new year he’d woken to face the early morning darkness, before the muezzins declared to the world how prayer was better than sleep and the chowkidars banged the gates with their bamboo staffs to remind everyone of the striking dawn. He didn’t pray. Nothing pulled him toward God. He marvelled over it, how that distance between him and the Divine had grown. For miles around him were worshippers who accepted the agony of sleeplessness to wake and face that love. Thousands – but not him.

			Yes, he marvelled over it – marvelled and agonized over it. What had he become now that he no longer yearned to be close to God? 

			He’d slept for a few hours the previous night, still exhausted, a tiredness beyond jetlag as he had already been in Lahore for a week and a half. He surveyed his room as he rose: It was small, arranged by his mother, with a bed, wooden bookshelf, television and dresser. Every object was ordered fastidiously, an arrangement made to approximate familiarity but instead felt sterile, like a guest room for visitors in transit. 

			He had forgotten to take his medicine before sleeping the previous night. Citalopram, twenty milligrams, half a pill before he slept. The pill performed as both an antidepressant and anti-anxiety medication. Murad sat up, turned on the side lamp and opened the dresser. The marble floor was cold against his feet. He laid out the pills on a tray in front of the dresser mirror, like an offering on an altar, with a plate, knife, glass and water bottle. Bisecting one of the pills, he swallowed one half-moon, returning the other half to the container. 

			Ammi and Abbu didn’t know about the medication. They didn’t have to. His haal, his “state,” was how they referred to their son’s condition in whispered conversations overheard between relatives and friends. “State” was vague, an unknowable mode of being, a barely articulate description of an impenetrable emotional situation. But how could they penetrate it when he could barely explain it to himself?

			He went downstairs, passing his parents’ room on the bottom floor, entering the moist chill of the open living room in front of the main door. Beneath the large, framed mirror near the entrance he lit the room’s grilled gas radiator. Familiar photographs adorned the walls, collected artifacts of his family’s history. The earlier photos were black-and-white and sepia portraits of men and women posing together wearing sherwanis and ghararas and karakul caps. In the dining room were framed pictures of the next generation on the sideboard in crude early colour, curated visual documents of weddings and family outings in different countries. Across the table, on the large ebony cabinet his father had purchased in the Philippines, were isolated pictures of Murad as a baby, child and teenager. There was even a photo of him in Toronto at Convocation Hall during graduation, standing unsmilingly next to his parents. 

			Looking at the pictures, he heard a door opening and the sound of someone walking toward the dining room. Murad knew it was his father. The house was small enough that the marble steps easily reverberated the hard slap of his heavy sandals. The noise didn’t fit him. Murad always saw Abbu as unassuming and gentle, and the sound of his walking made him seem immense. Murad was still staring at his childhood photos when he felt his father embrace him from behind with his long arms.

			“Happy New Year,” said Abbu. “How are you feeling?”

			“Thik hai, Abbu,” Murad replied. “Were you awake long?” 

			“I woke up to pray and I’ve been awake ever since,” he said, before letting him go. “What about you, young man? Why up so early? Not tired from last night?”

			“I don’t know. I actually wanted to sleep more.”

			“Did you pray? Did you say Fajr?”

			Murad said nothing, then turned and smiled at him. His father wore a gentle grin that told him he expected no answer.

			

*

			They had breakfast together. Abbu made scrambled eggs and parathas in the kitchen. Ammi kept sleeping. Abbu usually had someone to take care of their cooking needs. Rasul, their latest in-house chef, was apparently hopeless. Abbu mentioned their previous cook and all-around servant had left with his family without telling anyone, pilfering a few items before he took off down south to Multan. (“He even took that silver pocket watch I bought in Dubai!” Abbu added.) Rasul was still asleep, and rather than wake him, Abbu decided to cook for his son. His enthusiasm for food amazed Murad, although his need to make breakfast seemed to be more than parental indulgence. Since Murad had come to Pakistan, Abbu would often comment on how thin he had become, how his naturally light skin had evolved into a disturbing paleness. Murad never responded to these observations, not wanting to joke, dismiss or downplay them, wishing instead that his father would let them go and inquire no further as to what sickness truly ailed his son. 

			From the dining table, they could see the television in the living room. Abbu usually kept it on for background noise, set to a twenty-four-hour news channel broadcast from the Gulf. They glanced at the television from time to time while slowly tearing bits of their parathas and scooping up chunks of egg. Taliban attacks in Waziristan had prompted retaliatory measures from the army. Protests by the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal and other religious parties closed down several major roads in Karachi. A short video clip showed a motley group of protestors with long beards carrying placards saying, in Urdu and English, “Musharraf is America’s slave.” 

			“You would think they would quit,” said Abbu as he slammed his plate on the table. “These people. Honestly, do you think they represent true Islam? I tell you, there used to be a time when people weren’t obsessed with religion the way they are now. Some said their prayers and others didn’t. That was the way it was.” He looked at Murad. “What do you think?” 

			“I don’t really know, Abbu,” he said, looking up from his meal. “Does it make a difference what I think? I suppose everyone’s trying to establish their own truth.”

			Abbu’s face dropped slightly, looking almost hurt. It wasn’t a face Murad was used to, more pensive and preoccupied than the confident and steely countenance he associated with him. 

			“Can I ask you a question?” asked Abbu. “Have you been saying your prayers?” 

			“No,” said Murad, shaking his head.

			Abbu said nothing.

			“Are you disappointed in me?”

			“No,” said Abbu. “Not disappointed. Saddened, for you.” Behind the table, the early morning light shone through the window’s iron grating. Abbu turned toward the glimmer as if looking for an answer to a question he was afraid to ask. Perhaps this was clue number one to explain Murad’s “state”: a slow erosion of the habit of worship, a lack of will to pray that could spiral into a larger loss of faith. Before coming to Pakistan from London, even before coming to London itself, he had felt the marrow of that faith being sucked out, not because of politics or the weight of religious oppressiveness, but more simply, the loss of majesty he’d once felt from tethering his life to God. Devotion seemed faint and without lustre. But was that really the cause of his constant sadness or the result of it? Murad was as unsure of that as his father was.

			“When I asked you,” Abbu continued, “if you said Fajr and you didn’t say anything it” – he paused for a moment – “it seemed like something or someone had emptied you from the inside. The last time we were in Canada I could feel it. You were going into yourself more and more.” 

			Murad couldn’t detect any disappointment in Abbu. He wouldn’t blame him if he was disappointed, anyway. When they’d first come to Canada, Abbu would take him to jummah on every Friday bank holiday. There were no masjids nearby, only ad hoc musallas in random libraries or warehouses. They were unimpressive if not ugly spaces, but there was a purity in them that Murad detected nonetheless. The other worshippers sat attentively at every sermon, their faces in silent concentration as their eyes looked downward when saying namaz. After time, with every Friday prayer, Murad saw beauty in those faces sculpted by love, a devotion he wanted to imbue in himself. He became disciplined in his rituals, waking up long before class started at dawn, even finding abandoned rooms or empty stairwells to pray in during school hours. God equalled connection, and worship was an armour against loneliness and the unbelonging he suffered. The seed it gifted blossomed into something else. After school was done, when every dusk prayer would conclude, he would stare through his room’s window. In his solitude, the cold sky became clearer, every colour deepening, the world seeming different, more bountiful, as if purified by grace.

			Abbu’s voice changed to a louder but slightly blithe tone. “So, tell me, young man, what’s wrong? Can I help you with anything?”

			Murad said there wasn’t anything wrong. There was nothing left to say. Abbu kept eating slowly. Murad left the room, unable to face the look his father had, the expression of silent, pursed-lip frustration one has when they feel they’ve failed someone.

			

*

			His parents’ room was next to the staircase. Murad crept past its door before going upstairs. The door was ajar. The sun beamed through half-open blinds. Ammi was half-asleep in the fetal position, wearing an old shalwar kameez. He entered the room and sat on the chair next to her bed, stretched out his arm and took her hand, which was extended almost off the mattress. City noises were audible again, sounds piercing through the window into the room: horns, motorcycles, the occasional shrieks from the crows that lurked in the back pathway. 

			Ammi’s hand was soft and warm in the cold room; the rotating heater they usually kept on barely worked. She rustled in bed and turned to Murad. He let go of her hand and closed his eyes as he moved his face toward her. He felt the touch of his mother’s fingers on his cheek. When he opened his eyes, she’d withdrawn her hand. 

			In the sparse light, the shadows on her face made her look wizened. Murad rose slowly when she turned her face away from him, his movements tight and drawn out. He had known since his first memory of her that Ammi lived with a personal sadness all her own. He had an inkling of what caused it, even if she never spoke of it. Nani, her mother, passing away when she was a teenager. The sense of losing her home once she married and had to leave Pakistan, her grief still shadowing her, leaving her feeling safe only in religion. This was all speculation on Murad’s part. Perhaps it was something deeper than that, a darkness that infected the bloodline. 

			He gazed at her before he left the room, reels of memory spooling out in front of his eyes. Moments as a toddler with Ammi laughing in a dusty park in Dubai as he ran into her arms, stumbling in the patches of sand. Her kisses when he recited al-Fatiha from her personal Qur’an for the first time without error or hesitancy. Times of joy spliced with other moments seeing her hunched over kitchen counters stifling tears, or lying in bed as he’d just seen her, ignoring the day and facing away from the world. In her most extreme moments, when immobilized by the darkness within her, Abbu would lead Murad away from her room, leaving her to stave off whatever jinn was tormenting her through prayer and solitude. 

			He closed her door gently, climbing the stairs to his room, thinking of how much his mother was a part of him. Had he inherited her sadness? It was a clue, one that was even more frightening for its plausibility. Faith could be won back – blood, unchangeable, could never be refined. 
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