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Part 2a: Sweat Shops 

 

Monday 6
th

 December 2010  

It was three days after the Christmas party, evening, and I was in my hotel in Pakistan. I 

had arrived in the morning at Lahore International Airport, now renamed Allama Iqbal 

International Airport after Sir Muhammad Iqbal, the national poet and one of the 

founding fathers of the country. I had been impressed, because my memories from 

before were less complimentary: it now actually resembled what it claimed to be – an 

international airport – with marble columns and floors; and the noise and bustle were no 

more than one might expect from any airport. I had been met by a driver and limousine; 

again I was impressed, the white limousine was better than my own five-year-old 

Mercedes car back in London.  

It had been an overnight flight and I was tired. My plan was to stay in a hotel in 

Lahore for the first day and night before going to Sheikhupura, which was about 

twenty-five miles away. Uncle had suggested the Best Western Hotel, and when I saw it 

I could see why. Although it was not one of the best, not exactly Pearl Intercontinental, 

it was more than acceptable and easily of Western standards, as the name implied, and 

with a hotel rate of about twenty pounds a night – Uncle clearly being thrifty as always. 

I had slept most of the day in the small but clean room, had gone out for dinner in the 

famous Food Street about four miles away, which I vaguely remembered from my 

previous visit, and where I had eaten fresh chicken tikka and nan, simple but delicious. 

The waiter had been a child, about ten years old. The meaning of “fresh” was on a 

different level: you could point to the live chicken you wanted served. Delicious aromas 

as well as music, including Adnan Sami and Abrar-Ul-Haq, had come from all sides as I 

strolled down the pedestrianised street, trying to choose a restaurant. Extended families 

of three or even four generations strolled with me, some of the ancients in wheelchairs. 

To my surprise it was cold, even though the day had been warm, and I was glad of my 

winter jacket that Uncle had advised me to take along. To my further surprise, darkness 

had fallen quickly, around 6pm, but both of these events were slowly reacclimatising 

me to the country after my long break. I had sent a couple of text messages to Zara to 

update her: “Have arrived safely”, “Strolling down Food Street!” She had texted back 

“Ok” to the first one but had not replied to the second: a continuation of our fight about 
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my Friday night drinking; for the same reason I had had to take a cab to the airport. 

Even though I had slept in the other room and got up early to have a shower she had 

deduced what I had been up to. I had tried to divert myself from these depressing 

memories by reflecting on the miracles of modern technology, but also thought that 

such technology really had reduced the old wonders of travel: the mystique, the sense of 

adventure and bracing sense of isolation. On Food Street there had been no indication of 

poverty except for the child waiters and the occasional beggar with hand upturned more 

in hope than expectation.  

My plan was to go to Sheikhupura first thing in the morning. I found myself 

back at the hotel before 9pm, reminding me of the other main reason why I had stopped 

coming here: there was nothing to do, no bars, no clubs, no nothing. I knew from my 

reading that all these things were available if you had the contacts, but I really wasn‟t 

interested: I could do them back home in England. I was amused to note that now I was 

in Pakistan I thought of England as “back home” whereas when I was in England it was 

the other way round. I tried to watch some TV but there was nothing of consequence on 

the State channels except for news, Quran exegesis programs and some moth-ridden 

documentaries about the foundation of the country and the wars against India, featuring 

the whiskey-drinking, cigar-smoking, very first president Jinnah. The hotel did not have 

satellite channels.  

No matter; I was exhausted and, having brushed my teeth and changed, switched 

off the light and noisy fan heater in preparation for sleep. I felt the usual sense of 

unreality when sleeping in a foreign bed, especially on my own. I was glad of the thick 

purple duvet that had been provided, which reminded me of some memory but which I 

could not pin down no matter how hard I tried. Perhaps if I stopped chasing, it would 

come of its own accord... 

I fell into a deep sleep, only vaguely becoming conscious once or twice during 

the night as I turned sides, wondering where I was, before falling asleep again. I had 

told the driver to pick me up at 8am, expecting him to turn up sometime around nine.  

 

Tuesday 7
th

 December 2010  

Confounding my expectations of Pakistani timing, I was roused from my sleep by the 

almost simultaneous sounds of my phone alarm which I had set for eight, and a loud 

knocking, as though the man had stood outside and waited for the clock to strike. I 

jumped out of bed, went to the door and opened it, apologised, considered explaining 
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my reasoning, decided against it given my broken Urdu, and asked the driver to come 

back in half an hour. He was about thirty, dark, slim, about the same height as me and 

had prominent cheekbones; he gave the usual South-Asian rolling shake of the head in 

agreement, and went off with no hint of surprise or annoyance. I reminded myself not to 

be too apologetic or explanatory to the workers here or they would think I was a 

weakling; I hated the thought, but self-preservation took first priority.  

I decided to forgo breakfast and instead asked the driver to pick up some lady 

finger bananas, which I loved, from a roadside stall on the way. The vendor was a 

young boy of perhaps fifteen or so. The fresh air of morning, despite the traffic fumes, 

was prevalent. 

Sheikhupura was towards the northwest of Lahore, just off the M-2 motorway; 

for this reason I had decided to stay in Allama Iqbal Town, which was in the west side 

of Lahore and close to the motorway. Accordingly, we were able to miss most of the 

city traffic and were soon on the dual carriageway, on which there were not many 

vehicles, prompting me to question the cost-effectiveness of it. The driver wound up the 

electric windows and turned on the AC; he had wanted to do this earlier but I had told 

him not to. We passed mostly fields but also some built-up areas, mostly commercial, as 

well as slums and hut encampments. The sun was now up and the day was warming. 

Our head office was actually in Sangla Hill. Uncle had told me that all the major players 

had their offices there, even those running their businesses from Faisalabad and 

Karachi; in fact Sangla Hill was closer to Faisalabad than Lahore. After Partition, carpet 

weavers from India, where carpet weaving dated from the time of the Mughals, had 

migrated there; this was one of the background facts I had learnt about the industry as 

part of my acclimatisation. 

Sangla Hill was further on from Sheikhupura, about another forty miles, and was 

a token office, used for meeting major clients, especially Western ones; but Uncle had 

told me that there was no point in actually going there.  

 Sharif, our local manager in Sheikhupura, was waiting and was obsequious, 

which I hated, but thought it would be more diplomatic to put up with it than to make a 

fuss. His high-pitched, almost feminine voice was in stark contrast to his size: he was 

short and fat, his girth almost as much as his height, his face dark and plain with a 

moustache; he had a large mole on his right cheek. He was perhaps about fifty.  

 The factory was not as bad as I had feared; I had been doing some research on 

the Internet and had read all the horror stories. It was reasonably clean and well-lit; 
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there were no children, but there were many empty workstations, reminding me of 

Catherine‟s comment. It was roughly a hundred feet by fifty, with a high ceiling; there 

were about a hundred workers. I had expected the deafening sounds of automated looms 

but realised that this was a hangover from a visit to a cotton-making factory I had once 

made long ago; here the only sounds were muted ones from the hand-woven carpet-

making process and the occasional bits of chatter. There was a slightly musky smell.  

 At least that was my first impression, standing at the doorway, my back to the 

relatively weak winter sun, gazing into the factory. Given my initial expectations of heat 

I might have been mystified by the fact that the workers were wearing overcoats, but 

because of my own experiences last night I was not. They were also all wearing masks. 

But as I toured around, nodding and smiling at the workers, within five minutes I 

noticed the first problem. Before landing in Pakistan I had been expecting sweltering 

heat; outside, it was indeed warm despite it being winter, but inside it was freezing cold. 

There was no heating; obviously, I did not expect central heating, but it did make me 

suspect that in the summer it would indeed be boiling, given that there was no air-

conditioning either. There were fans on the ceiling, but these were currently still. The 

high windows had no glass, only metal grills. The space was divided into two with a 

long, curtain-like partition: one section for men and one for women. I stayed mainly in 

the men‟s section, merely popping my head into the other, prompting a quick flurry of 

head-covering with dupattas.  

 There were no young children; there were youths but Sharif insisted that they 

were all fifteen or over. I had my doubts about some of them but he said that they 

merely looked young for their age. There were indeed some empty workstations, as 

Catherine had predicted. A “workstation” consisted of something that looked like a 

large easel, with the threads stretched along it vertically, the completed part of the rug 

forming at the bottom, and a small bench in front of it for the workers to sit on. In front 

of them they had their tools, the names of which I had learnt from my research: the awl, 

the comb, the hook, the knife... I asked about the empty workstations, and Sharif replied 

that those people were off sick. 

But once my initial impressions were over, I was horrified. The conditions were 

appalling, compared to England. What surprised me most was the speed and 

concentration of the workers, but then given that they were paid for completed rugs this 

was surely to be expected; I was reminded of Uncle‟s formula. The process itself was a 

bit like knitting: pull the thread down, across with one hand, swift movement of the 
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hook downwards with the other, a periodic cutting with the knife. All this at lightning 

pace.  

I was mystified as to how people could work like this all day, day in, day out – 

not so much for the nature of the work, but for the remuneration: a pound a day. But 

Sharif too was mystified, saying, referring to the youths, „But sir, they only work nine 

hours a day, guaranteed, and a whole hour for lunch supplied by the company. And there 

is no punishment room, sir. I will take you to some of the other factories. They are 

forced to work fourteen, sixteen hours a day. And the junior workers are safe here, sir, 

that is my personal guarantee.‟ He had the typical sing-song Pakistani way of speaking, 

emphasising random words. He lowered his voice and looked around. „In other places, 

sir, boys are beaten, girls are abused, sir, unspeakable things happen. Big Sahib is very 

particular about these things. Only six days a week, every Friday they get off, and once 

a month, after Juma’ah, we all go for a picnic, sir, paid for by the company. We are all 

one big happy family, sir.‟ The adults apparently chose their own working times, on 

average about twelve hours a day. 

„Okay, okay. But it‟s freezing?‟  

Sharif spread his hands and smiled as though the idea of heating was some 

exotic luxury not even to be thought of. „There is nothing we can do about that, sir. But 

as you can see they have warm clothes, we provide those, even the gloves sir, look.‟ He 

rushed over to one worker, a dark, skinny man with hollow eyes, and showed off his 

gloves with the ends of the fingers cut off. 

„What about in the summer? It must be boiling in here.‟ 

Sharif smiled in delight, revealing small, regular and only slightly paan-

discoloured teeth. „All the fans are working, sir.‟ He rushed to the bank of switches, 

probably getting more exercise in these few minutes than he ever got in a year if his 

portly frame was anything to go by, and switched them all on. Sure enough all the fans 

were indeed working, with only the odd exception. Sharif nodded to those and said, roll-

shaking his head, „Not to worry, sir, when the time is coming I will get those fixed; I 

personally guarantee it.‟ He switched them all off again.  

„But there‟s no air-conditioning, right?‟ 

Sharif laughed; a big-bellied, wheezing laugh, the laugh of a fat man, as though I 

had just cracked a huge joke. „Please to be serious, sir. But we are having a generator, 

which we are using in the summer for the fans if there is being a power cut. Big Sahib is 

being very generous; he is paying for that separately.‟ 
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 Sharif‟s earlier speech had raised so many questions in my mind I had not 

known where to begin and had needed time to digest it. „You mentioned a punishment 

room?‟ 

 „I will take you to some of the other factories, sir,‟ repeated Sharif.  

Half an hour later he did so, but stopping off at a clothes store first for me to buy 

and change into some ready-made shalwar-kameez; he said that the other managers 

would be uncomfortable of my Western attire otherwise. At the other factories he 

nodded to the managers in the man-to-man manner of “business-rivals-but-colleagues”. 

Here there were children working openly, some of them young and tiny, including a 

little girl wearing a summer-yellow shalwar-kameez who could not have been more than 

six years old and who looked completely lost. To be fair to Uncle, in our own factory 

none of the youths were so young that they were not aware of their circumstances, 

although whether that was an advantage or not was a debatable matter. A few of the 

children were chained to their looms by their ankles, none of the workers wore masks 

and they were all squatting instead of having benches to sit on. He showed me the 

“punishment rooms”: tiny, bare, concrete cells with nothing but a small bench in the 

centre and a rope in the form of a swing suspended from the ceiling. I could not bring 

myself to work out exactly how the two things were actually used; one thing I could be 

certain of was that the swing was not for the normal purpose a child would make of it.  

Sharif told me that he could even take me to some private homes where the 

conditions were worse than in the factories. Sick at heart I shook my head and told 

Sharif that I had seen enough and that I was ready to return to my hotel. Sharif 

volunteered to keep me at his house, insisting that his wife was waiting for us and that 

she had lunch prepared. I politely declined; I had a vague idea that this sort of thing – of 

employees inviting employers to their houses – was customary in Pakistan but I really 

did not feel up to it. My initial plan had indeed been to stay in Sheikhupura; I did not 

mind roughing it and had not been bothered by the fact that there might not be any 

decent hotels there. But I felt that if I stayed in Sheikhupura, Sharif would not risk 

bringing back the children, whom I was now certain, having seen the other factories and 

this latest horror, we must be employing if only to be competitive. I apologised, said 

that I had relatives to visit, that I had seen enough and would be giving a good report to 

“Big Sahib” about Sharif; he beamed in delight and gratitude. „Thank you, sir, thank 

you,‟ he said, bowing his head with each “thank you” and holding up his joined hands.  
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Back in Lahore, depressed from what I had seen, I did not go out that evening 

but instead ate in my room. The hotel did not have a restaurant but informed me that 

they could get anything I wanted; I knew from previous experience that what they did 

was to just send some boy out to get it from a local place. I ordered aloo paratha and 

chana, suddenly feeling an inexplicable craving for these things. I was still jet-lagged 

and what with the long day was again exhausted; I retired early once more, after a quick 

text update to my wife, to which she did not reply.  

 

Wednesday 8
th

 December 2010  

Sharif came running out of his small cabin-office on seeing my car pull up the next 

morning and tried to stop me from going into the factory. I ignored him and brushed 

past.  

He grovelled, attempted to explain. „They are families, sir. They beg us for jobs. 

We are doing them a favour. I will take you to the brick kilns, sir.‟ 

„How much do we pay them?‟ I asked, referring to the children.  

„Sir, we pay per rug.‟ 

I remembered that fact from Uncle but had wanted to compare stories. „But what 

formula do you use?‟ 

The word “formula” took a while to explain. After a laborious conversation, it 

seemed to me that, bearing in mind that families were employed, the children‟s rate was 

about half that of the adults‟, and that even the adult rate was less than the minimum 

wage.  

After some hesitation, Sharif agreed about the children. „But, sir, they are 

learning a trade. Other factories pay a third or a quarter or even a tenth.‟ 

„And the adult workers, they are not being paid minimum wage,‟ I stated.  

„I‟m sorry, sir?‟ 

I tried to explain the concept of a minimum wage in my broken Urdu. „Ek kum 

tankha hoti hai?‟ 

Sharif shrugged and made no reply. 

My first instinct was to stop the children working straight away, but I had learnt 

in life to control my first instinct. Instead, I tried the work for myself. I had originally 

planned to do this just for an hour or so, to get a feel for the process, but after my 

discovery of the children I felt compelled to do it for the whole day; to feel what they 
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felt, like when I had fasted as a child once and had insisted on continuing, even though 

my mother had told me that I could do a “chiri roza”, a “bird fast”, half day.  

 I sat at an empty workstation, next to a child who did not know his exact age but 

who had been told that he had been born in the year the “big buildings in Amreeka had 

been destroyed”; from this I deduced that he must be nine. The child was moon-faced, 

with long brown hair coming over his eyes, and large jug ears; his moon-face reminded 

me of my son, though without the fat cheeks my son had had at that age. The child had 

been given a coat far too large for him and was dwarfed by it. I tried to take his 

workstation but he refused. I attempted to explain, in my broken Urdu, that he would 

still be paid, wondering if that was his fear, but he smiled shyly and refused to give up 

his place, shaking his head. I accepted defeat and took the station next to him, which 

happened to be empty. I asked Sharif to show me how the work was done. As we 

worked, I tried to talk to the child; occasionally he would reach over and correct my 

mistakes. In the time it took me to do one knot I estimated that he had done at least ten, 

but this was partly because I cut myself several times and was forced to slow down to a 

laborious pace. His name was Javed, and I noticed that his fingers were scarred.  

 I asked Sharif about the child. Sharif squatted next to me and in low tones told 

me the child‟s story. He was a Christian boy from Muridke, a small rural village about 

twenty miles from here. Shortly after his birth, his father had abandoned the family. His 

mother had got work as a housecleaner but found it difficult to make enough money to 

feed all her six children from her small income; she had sold him into bonded labour in 

a carpet factory at the age of about four. When he was old enough, about eight, he had 

escaped and managed to get to the local police station. The police inspector, who knew 

the factory owner, beat Javed with a bicycle chain before returning him to the factory; 

the owner entombed him for three days – where he had been stung by scorpions and 

almost died of thirst – before setting him back to work. He had escaped again and ran 

away to Sheikhupura where he had presented himself at the factory for work but 

insisting that he be given fair wages, saying that he had heard good things about the 

factory. Nobody was sure how or where he lived. But apparently he was very proud of 

the fact that he was earning his own money and looking after himself. The idea of 

adoption occurred to me – perhaps I could solve my late lamb question that way – but 

how many Pakistani children could I adopt? And I knew that adoption was not the 

romantic, easy option many people thought it was. I steeled my heart and tried to close 

my mind to the subject.  



                                                     Pure Mafia: A novel about child labour   72 

 Lunch was roti and dal, with water to drink, which the workers ate gathered 

around in families, out in the winter sun, on sheets spread on the stony ground. I asked 

for more details about lunch and was assured that there were different vegetables every 

day. „But no meat?‟ Sharif hesitated, and I could see that he was wondering whether to 

lie or tell the truth, whether to laugh just like when I had asked about the air-

conditioning, or be serious. „Don‟t lie to me,‟ I said, wagging a finger, as the man 

paused. In the end, with a neutral expression on his face, Sharif opted for a simple, „No, 

sir.‟ I had to tell him to fetch some bottled water for me to drink, knowing that the local 

water would give me the runs. „Coke, sir? Miranda?‟ asked Sharif. I remembered that 

Miranda was like Fanta. I looked around; nobody was drinking anything fancy. I shook 

my head. „Water.‟ 

 I took the opportunity to talk to some of the workers; they were not exactly 

happy families, as Sharif claimed, with resigned, unsmiling faces, but no one made 

complaints, even though I specifically asked.  

Later, I asked Sharif if there was a hotel nearby but he would not hear of it; I 

decided to give in gracefully and accept his offer to stay at his house.  

I was glad that I had done so when, in the middle of the night, my back went into 

spasms. After rubbing the sleep from his eyes, Sharif rushed off to phone the local 

doctor who arrived half an hour later and, after examining me, simply prescribed 

painkillers and rest. Unable to move a millimetre without excruciating pain, and feeling 

sorry for myself, I wondered whether I had been destined merely to return to my 

homeland to die: a sign and punishment from Allah for my disbelief. I refused to phone 

Zara for comfort, which at least gave me some satisfactory sense of martyrdom. 

Fortunately, I started to feel better the next day and within three days I was back 

on my feet – though that was still a quarter of my trip wasted – which helped me with 

my decision about whether to visit my relatives or not, the answer being no. Besides, I 

needed all the time I had to get a feel for the factory and how the whole system worked; 

to see if I could work out a way of making it more efficient and thus reduce our reliance 

on child labour.  

Sharif tended me the whole time. After being introduced to the wife, a small, 

dumpy woman, I did not see her again; I assumed she had been packed off somewhere, 

as she clearly could not stay in the same house as a strange man, especially as the house 

had only three rooms. His daughters also disappeared but the sons remained. I made a 

point of remembering to pay Sharif for the doctor when I recovered. 
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And then he did indeed take me to the brick kilns. We got in the car and drove 

for about half an hour, the final stages being along dirt tracks. Even from afar I could 

see what he wanted to show me. But he insisted on going up, close and personal. 

We got out of the car to look. It was a large open field with entire generations of 

families working away, including babies, toddlers and old people. The babies were 

playing in the mud (presumably part of their training program), toddlers barely able to 

walk were carrying one brick at a time, and children from the age of about six were 

fully working. The smell of dust was in the air. The place was eerily silent; the one good 

thing about Pakistan was that usually, despite the poverty and the misery, the people 

were cheerful and there would often be music playing somewhere in the background. 

Not here.  

„These are all bonded families, sir,‟ said Sharif. Even he looked sad and 

miserable. „They work from 2am until night for a hundred rupees.‟  

„Why so early?‟ 

„They can make more bricks then; it is too hot during the day.‟ 

He did not insist that I stay for more than a few minutes; we turned away and 

went back to the car in silence.  

* 

Later that day, at the end of the shift, I asked Javed where he lived. He looked at me 

blankly for a while and then raised his arm and pointed vaguely.  

„Please take me. I want to see where you live.‟ 

 Outside the factory I made to go to the car but the boy held back. I realised that 

he did not want to get in the car. I nodded and said I would follow him and beckoned to 

Sharif to bring the car. The boy led me down the main road for about half an hour 

before turning off into a field. It was a small shanty encampment of perhaps a hundred 

dwellings; I had smelled it first before I saw it. It was quiet with no music playing. He 

led me down narrow alleyways until he turned into one of the huts. Inside, it was dark 

and gloomy. There was no electricity and no lights except for a small oil lamp hung up 

on a string. It took me a while to get used to the gloom. Only then did I see that there 

was a young girl in the room, lying silent in the corner.  

 „Where are the adults?‟ I asked in my broken Urdu. „Bare kan hehn?‟ 

 „Just us, sir.‟ 

 „So who looks after you?‟ 

 „We look after ourselves, sir.‟ 
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 „Who cooks for you?‟ 

 He pointed at the girl who seemed a bit older, perhaps twelve or so. She was 

dark, with a triangular face, very prominent cheekbones and a small chin. Her eyes were 

large.  

 „Where do you sleep?‟ 

 He pointed down at the floor. Around the edges of the room were mats; there 

was a small “corridor” from the door to the middle of the room which was not covered.  

 „How many of you all together?‟ 

 „Three.‟ 

„So where‟s the other one?‟ 

„He works in the brick kiln, sir.‟ Javed paused. „Can you give him a job, sir? He 

hates it there.‟ 

I ignored his question, steeled my heart. „But that‟s far away. How does he get 

there?‟ 

„There is a van, sir.‟ 

„What happens when you fall ill?‟ 

He shrugged again.  

„Where does she work?‟ I nodded over to the girl.  

„She is not working at the moment, sir.‟ 

I waited for him to ask me for a job for her as well but he did not. „So how does 

she support herself?‟ 

„I support her, sir.‟ 

I was amazed. „How come?‟ 

„She supported me when I came here, sir.‟ 

I stood helpless in the centre of the room. What to do? In England, I would have 

pulled out my phone, called social services and that would be the end of it; I could 

disclaim all responsibility. Who to call? Uncle? Zara? Catherine? 

They were looking at me, waiting. „I can‟t just leave you here,‟ I mumbled to 

myself. But why not? I saw beggars in the street all the time, without a second thought, 

or at least not a third one. True, I did feel sorry for those beggars and had I been God 

and could have waved a magic wand I would have done so, which begged the question 

of why HE didn‟t, but that was a question for pub philosophy.  
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But Javed was an employee – I could not just leave him here. I stood in 

indecision in the middle of the room and might have gone on standing there indefinitely, 

had not Sharif entered.  

„Sir, shall we go?‟ 

„How can we just go? We can‟t just leave him here: he is our employee.‟ 

„Sir, he is not our responsibility.‟  

„I‟m going to stay here.‟  

„But sir, this is madness.‟ 

„I‟m going to stay here. I want to see how they live.‟ 

He sighed and turned to go. I said, „Wait.‟ 

He turned back. „Who does this land belong to?‟ I asked.  

„Some rich landowner, sir.‟ 

„How much rent do these children pay?‟ 

„Nothing, sir. He lets them live here for free.‟ 

I was astonished. „You mean, there are good rich people in Pakistan, too?‟ 

He rolled-shook his head. „Of course, sir. There are many good people in 

Pakistan.‟ 

The other boy, who was about the same age as Javed, arrived home just then, as 

Sharif left. As the girl, whose name was Farina, cooked on a small gas cylinder cooker, 

to my surprise they started to sing the Pakistani national anthem: 

 

Pak sarzamin shad bad  

Kishware haseen shad bad  

Tunishane azmealishan arze Pakistan  

... 

 

I was only able to understand a few words: pak = pure, haseen = beautiful, awam = 

country, khuda = God.  

I felt guilty about eating their food but knew it would be rude to refuse outright. 

I took half a roti and one small ladleful of dal, pretending not to be hungry, rubbing my 

stomach and shaking my head.  

After dinner, the two boys turned to the girl and said, „Tell us a story.‟ 

She sat them down, stood in front of them and started her story, with full action 

and mime, with emphasis and rhythm. The lamp created silhouettes of her on the wall, 
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like an Indonesian shadow play. With the children quiet in listening, I could hear the 

sounds of movement and talk from the other dwellings, including the wailing of a baby.  

‘Ek dafa, ek chooah or ek choohi theyh; woh ban bai the. Once upon a time 

there was a little boy mouse and a little girl mouse. They were brother and sister. They 

were very poor. One day a rat came to their nest and said to their parents, “I will take 

your children and give them a job. They will become rich and all your worries will be 

over.” 

„The two little mice were overjoyed that they would be able to help their parents. 

But it turned out that he was a very bad rat. He took them away and he made them work 

and he bit their tails and pulled their whiskers when they didn‟t work, even though it 

was because they were so tired. And he did terrible things to the little girl mouse but I 

won‟t tell you about those because you are children.‟ 

She briefly caught my eye, seemed to blush even in the gloomy light of the 

room, and lowered her gaze. But in addition to that I also noticed a look of fear and 

suspicion.  

„Years went past and they thought they would never see their parents again. But 

then one day, in the middle of the night, there was a banging on the door of their nest. 

And then the door broke down and guess who came crashing through?‟ 

The two children smiled: they had clearly heard the story before.  

„Yes, that‟s right. It was their father. And he beat up the bad rat, bit his tail until 

he cried like a baby, and Father said to his children, “Don‟t worry I‟ve got a job now, I 

can look after you.” And he wrapped them up in his arms to take them outside. 

„And the rat screamed, “Please give me back those children! I need to make 

them work or the BIG RAT will kill me!” 

„ “Who‟s the BIG RAT?” asked Father, not believing a word of this.  

„ “Nobody has ever seen him. He lives far away, across the ocean, in lands 

where the roads and buildings are made of glass and where, when it is too hot or too 

cold, they have heaters and coolers even in the open air.” ‟ 

The children scoffed. A likely story!  

„ “And where none of the children work and they all go to school.” ‟ 

The children stopped scoffing and watched the girl with wistful looks, wide eyes 

and open mouths. There was a long silence before she continued. 

„The rat said, “And the BIG RAT is getting bigger and bigger and soon he will 

be so BIG he will have eaten ALL the food in the WHOLE WORLD.” ‟ 
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The children started to scoff again: how was that possible? 

„And Father stopped beating the rat; he could see that the rat must be mad to 

make up all these stories, and if he was mad what was the point of beating him? Father 

just warned him never to come near them again. And then Father took his children 

outside and guess who was there?‟ 

The children smiled again.  

„That‟s right, it was their mother. And she hugged them so hard they could not 

breathe. 

„And when they got home there was so much food they ate and they ate until 

they thought they would burst. And then they slept in warm beds with their mother and 

father on either side of them. And they were never sad again.‟ 

Silence descended and the children prepared for bed, casting puzzled glances at 

me.  

I said, „Where‟s the toilet?‟ 

Javed shook his head in puzzlement. I rephrased. „Pashaab? Wee?‟ 

He smiled shyly. „Small wee or Big wee?‟ I knew this was the Pakistani code-

equivalent of “Number One” and “Number Two”.  

„Small wee,‟ I said.  

„If it‟s just small wee you can just step outside, sir. If you want big wee you 

have to go further.‟ He was obviously catering for the possibility that I was shy and 

actually wanted “big wee”. 

„Where?‟ I asked. 

He waved a hand vaguely, from which I deduced that he just meant I should go 

further into the field.  

I went outside. Even though I genuinely only needed “small wee” I could not 

bring myself to do this within such close proximity to the dwellings; I went further. The 

only illumination was from the distant lights and some small oil lamps that some shacks 

had hung outside. The noise of cicadas was loud in the silent night; the smell here was 

horrific, making me gag. I covered my mouth and nose with my hand.  

I felt a sense of unreality as I relieved myself, this mundane act in contrast with 

the grim reality around me; but the act also reminded me of my animal nature and that 

these people had not evolved much past that point, at least in living conditions, although 

the little girl‟s story-telling skills had been almost as good as a female performer I had 

once seen who had one of those new-fangled “practice-based” PhDs in the subject. I 
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looked up at the stars; the one advantage here was that the sky was bright with them, 

unlike in London where one would be lucky to see even a few. I wondered if these 

people ever looked up at their splendid night sky. The contrast of the beautiful stars with 

the unbearable smell was even starker than my earlier observation.  

I detected a motion from the corner of my eye and suddenly realised that there 

was a man about twenty feet away from me, squatting and clearly doing “big wee”. The 

movement I had detected was him reaching for his lota, toilet jug, to wash himself. I 

wondered what the system of segregation was here where it was really needed. After 

cleaning his backside, the man washed his hands with soap he must have brought with 

him. He went, taking his lota and soap with him.  

When I returned, the children were in bed. I washed my hands using a bucket of 

water that was in the corner. Apparently there was a standby pipe which came on twice 

a day when people took the opportunity to fill their buckets. I went and sat in my corner, 

hunched up. It was freezing. 

„Come, sir, there is plenty of room here,‟ said the small boy, lifting up the 

blankets; his name was Arif. 

I smiled and shook my head; it would have been completely inappropriate.  

Instead I took Javed‟s coat and wrapped it around me. But even so, my teeth 

were soon chattering and I was shivering. Sharif was right, I thought: this is madness. I 

had just recovered from my back problem; if I carried on like this I would get 

pneumonia as a bonus. Another thought occurred to me: the longer I stayed here the 

more false hope I would give these children. A final, awful reflection, simultaneously 

with a recollection of the little girl‟s look of suspicion, sealed it: What if Sharif thought I 

was some kind of a perv? That I had some ulterior motive, some designs on these poor 

children? My eyes closed involuntarily to shut out the thought.  

I was forced to admit defeat. I was about to pull out my phone to call Sharif 

when I heard the sounds of a baby; the earlier wailing of the baby had died down but 

this sound was distinctly closer: it was inside this hut.  

I looked over at the corner where the girl was making soothing sounds and 

motions, at the same time casting nervous glances over her shoulder in my direction. I 

did not know what to do. Should I go over? But what would that achieve? Instead, I 

rushed out of the hut and ran back towards the open area. I tried to control myself for as 

long as possible before I threw up.  
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I cleaned myself up as best as I could and waited for my breathing to calm down 

and my heart to stop thumping. I pulled out my phone and told Sharif to come and get 

me, as though I were a lost child, my voice shaking, fighting to hold back tears.  

 

Thursday 16
th

 December 2010  

In the end, partly because of my experience with the children, in particular the memory 

of the little girl and her baby lodged in my mind like a cancer, I was unable to resist the 

pull of my childhood home. Today, the day before my flight back to London, I went 

back to the house where I had grown up. I watched from a distance, trying to build up 

the courage to knock on the double wooden doors, which were blue but with the paint 

peeling. I wondered what I could possibly say to them, would they even recognise me? 

Might they even shout and scream, ask me what the hell I was doing here after ten years 

of silence.  

 I was depressed to note that indeed nothing had changed in the area. Yes of 

course there had been some changes, more built-up now, more roads, more shops – 

many of them gold stores, surprisingly enough – but essentially unchanged: the same 

complete lack of rhyme or reason, of every man for himself. After my experiences in 

Sheikhupura, it was just one more straw on the camel‟s back; in Pakistan, this was not 

just a cliché, but literally observable sometimes, though usually on poor little donkeys. I 

felt a deep melancholy, a complete sense of the futility of existence. As I watched, the 

doors opened and an old woman emerged. It took me a while to recognise my aunt, my 

father‟s sister; she was grey-haired and slow moving. With her were three girls in their 

late teens or early twenties, helping and supporting her. I was puzzled; who could they 

possibly be? It took me a while to work out that they must be her granddaughters, and 

therefore my cousin-nieces, possibly daughters of the cousin who had died a few years 

ago at the age of fifty, just five years older than I was now.  

 My cousin had been a handsome man, always immaculately turned out, not a 

hair of his moustache out of place. I had vague memories of playing together as 

children. I had not even sent a message of sympathy; it seemed a bit rich to have no 

communication but then make contact on death.  

 I was not a sunglasses man but now put mine on, perhaps more to hide my guilt 

than my face. I turned away, wandered the streets where I had grown up, my heart 

aching. Vague memories of childhood, of my grandparents who had lost their only son, 
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to see him perhaps two or three times before they too had died, floated through my 

mind.   

 I felt an overwhelming desire to talk to someone, to excise the cancer from my 

brain, but to whom? I could hardly phone Zara: she was indirectly the cause of my 

current predicament; besides, she was barely acknowledging my text updates let alone 

phone calls. Catherine? My heart beat faster as I recalled our Christmas kiss. (I also felt 

a twinge of shame and weakness as I recalled the events after that.) I could easily phone 

her and claim that it was work-related; indeed had already done so a few times to touch 

base. When I had phoned the first time it had been with some trepidation, but again I 

had been flabbergasted to note from her tone that she seemed to have completely 

forgotten about the incident. I had heard people say that they had been so drunk they 

could not recall events, but I had always found this hard to believe, thinking that it was 

perhaps just an excuse for embarrassing behaviour. Either way, I was now happy to go 

along with the pretence. The only problem was, I really had no work-related queries or 

updates, would it be appropriate? But I could not help myself – I pulled out my mobile; 

I had bought a cheap international SIM card, so cost was not an issue. I pressed the 

number. She answered almost immediately, surprising me. 

„Hi, Imran.‟  

I assumed that she had put my name into her phone as she had said the greeting 

before I had even spoken, as indeed she had done after the first time I had called with 

the new number. „Hi, Catherine, how‟s it going down there?‟ 

 „Fine. Everything‟s fine. I mean, there‟s the usual stuff but nothing I can‟t 

handle.‟ 

 She did indeed seem to have everything remarkably under control and had never 

contacted me once with any sort of a panic.  

 „Where are you?‟ I asked.  

 „I‟m at my desk.‟ 

 „Can you go into my office and close the door?‟ 

 „Sure.‟ There was a slight note of puzzlement in her voice. It was not the first 

time I had asked her to go into my office, to look at some file or other, but perhaps she 

had detected something in my tone of voice; not to mention that I had never asked her to 

close the door before.  

 There was a few seconds of quiet, followed by the sound of a door closing, and 

then: „Okay?‟ 
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„I didn‟t tell you the whole truth the other day.‟ 

 „Oh?‟ 

 „About the children.‟ I hesitated. „But I need to say that this is in confidence. If 

you divulge this information, I‟ll deny all knowledge.‟ 

 „Don‟t be silly. It‟s fine. Who would I tell?‟ 

 „Actually, you‟re right. I‟ve found out that the government itself runs carpet 

factories with children working there! But they‟re very proud of the fact that at least 

their working conditions are better!‟ I almost laughed. I then told her the full story but 

not my experience in the hut; it seemed too weighty to relate over the phone.  

There was a long silence. I said, „You won‟t report the company, will you?‟ I 

realised as I said the words that I had already forgotten my own comments of earlier: it 

just seemed so obvious that this should be horrific and unacceptable.  

 „No, of course not. Who would I report it to? Nobody cares. All companies do 

this. I‟m just disappointed, that‟s all. It means I‟ve wasted all this time. I joined this 

company specifically to learn how to do business ethically.‟ 

 „I‟m wandering around where I grew up. Nothing‟s changed. Not in the forty 

years I‟ve been away. Not in the ten years since I was here last. Have you ever seen 

those films where aliens keep human beings for food? All this has made me think that 

Pakistanis are a bit like that.‟ 

 „I know what you mean,‟ she said, her voice a bit crackly until I moved a few 

more steps, dodging some pot holes. „I felt the same way when I was in Peshawar. Only 

we‟re a labour reserve, not a food reserve.‟ 

 I was nodding vigorously even though she wouldn‟t see it. „Exactly. You know, 

in England, blacks and South-Asians are always talking about how grateful they are to 

Britain, how it‟s given them such a good life. But why? Why should we be grateful? 

We‟ve been uprooted, exploited, ripped from our homeland... As you said yourself, not 

quite like the poor slaves, more subtle, but worse in a way: we’re so brainwashed, we’re 

grateful for it!‟ 

 „I know,‟ she said, and I could imagine her nodding vigorously just like me. 

„That‟s what – ouch!‟ 

 „What‟s the matter?‟ 

 „Nothing. Sorry, I just banged my knee.‟  
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 We both laughed, despite the gravity of our conversation; I assumed that she had 

been swinging in the chair. The cancer flickered minutely before lodging itself again. 

She continued, „Anyway, that‟s what I was trying to explain to you that day.‟ 

 „Yes, I understand now. And they‟re still doing it. When will it end?‟ 

 „When we put a stop to it.‟ 

 „Who? How?‟ 

 There was silence for a moment, as she too came to the end of her intellectual 

and practical capabilities. She said, „That‟s what my PhD is going to be all about it. 

That‟s what I want to look into. What‟s all the noise?‟ 

 I laughed; the cancer flickered again but obstinately returned to its place. „Oh, 

it‟s some kids playing guli-danda.’  

„What‟s that?‟ 

 I was glad that I knew something about Pakistan that she didn‟t. „It‟s like a 

children‟s version of cricket. Brings back memories. The only problem is, whereas 

before I would have found it idyllic, now I‟m wondering where their fathers are: 

probably in America or England or Dubai, if they‟re “lucky”, sending back money.‟ I 

emphasised the word “lucky” to indicate the speech marks I saw in my mind. „Money‟s 

all very well but what about their fathers‟ presence?‟ 

 „Yes, I know.‟ Her voice was suddenly subdued and I kicked myself for my lack 

of tact. „Oh, I‟m sorry, Catherine, I didn‟t mean to...‟ 

 „No, it‟s fine.‟ 

It was probably time to end the conversation before I got myself into more 

trouble, but there was one final thing I had to get off my chest. I said, „You know, I used 

to think that Pakistanis were lazy. They’re not lazy! They work from morning till night 

and almost literally from the cradle to the grave!‟ 

Silence.  

I sighed deeply. „Sorry to rant, Catherine. I‟ll let you go now. See you in the new 

year, and we‟ll discuss what we can do about this.‟ 

„No problem, Imran, see you later.‟ 

An hour earlier, when I had come from the hotel to my childhood home, I had 

taken a rickshaw instead of a taxi, wanting the nostalgia, but now realised that it was not 

nostalgia, it was... what was that phrase one of my white female colleagues had used 

after watching Slumdog Millionaire?... oh yes, “poverty pornography”. Once, I had seen 

a program on TV about the slums in India. A young British Indian woman had looked at 
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them and said “that‟s beautiful”. At the time I had thought that I knew what she meant. 

But now I knew that she was wrong: it was not beautiful, it was ugly, the ugliest thing 

in the world.  

And I had as much blood on my hands as the white devil himself. Had become a 

true British-South-Asian “coconut”, with the evil white bit on the inside, well hidden 

away, like the evil human heart, the only consolation being that at least I didn‟t have to 

hide my whiteness with a smile and good English manners.  

 For my return journey to the hotel, I took a taxi: I had had enough of poverty 

pornography. As I neared my hotel I thought, no, things had changed: the Pakistani 

town planners had taken the classic route of building new towns outside of the old 

cities, which were too crowded to rebuild. The new towns were indeed leafy, with large 

mansions, each with high walls and its own private security guard. That was what had 

changed; one would be hard put to tell that one was still in Pakistan. 

 I went into the tiled lobby of my hotel where the very civilised clerk dealt with 

me efficiently and courteously. One expected to fly eight thousand miles, from England 

to Pakistan, and find a different world; you did not expect to travel twenty-five miles, 

from Sheikhupura, or indeed five miles, from my home village of Mughalpura, and find 

the same contrast.  

 „Good afternoon, sir,‟ said the clerk in English. „Everything is fine?‟ 

 No, everything is not fine. Not fine at all. „Everything is fine, thank you,‟ I said.  

People in England might wonder where good English manners had gone. They need not 

worry: they were alive and well, here in Pakistan.  

* 

And the next day, as I boarded my plane, I reflected that ten days in this sweatshop of a 

country had been more than enough for me. I tried hard not to think of Javed and Arif 

listening to Farina‟s stories in their little hut, all of whom would have to spend their 

whole lives here making miraculously cheap goods. 

Miraculous because they were made by magic of course, not by real people, and 

certainly not by children.  

And not real people, because they were Eastern.  

They were cheap.  

They were over there.  

Out of sight and out of mind.  
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But I’m all right, Jack, I‟ve got that other piece of red magic: my European 

Union passport.  

I‟m Western now.  

I‟m Englaand now.  

The only present I was taking back was the cancer in my brain – the memory of 

Farina and her baby – which refused to budge, no matter how hard I rolled-shook my 

head in the Pakistani style I had begun to imitate, even though I had only been here ten 

days.   

 

 

 


