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Yousef stands in front of the rusty doors, its blue paint peeling. The cement wall connected to
the gate is weathered and full of cracks, but still standing sturdy against the dangerous world. Beyond
the wall lies a single story concrete building, freshly painted white for the new school year. A dilapidated

sign reads ‘Bright Star School’.

“Go on betat,” says the guard, looking at him with pity. “The parents and the children will begin

to come soon”

Yousef nods, and begins to walk away. The parents would question the safety of the school,
seeing a boy like him around. He turns around the corner and waits. He peaks around the wall to see the
children in their white uniforms being dropped off by their parents, with their shiny shoes and new
backpacks. Yousef peers down at his own shoes, covered with the dust from the streets, the laces brown
and a small hole beginning to form around his toe. He walks away, reminding himself he’s no longer a

student.

He makes his way to the bazaar?, with a backpack holding the last of the goods he has left to
sell. He finds his usual corner in front of the darzi’s® shop. The old tailor took pity on him when he first
arrived a few months ago to sell the small toys. Yousef sits down and takes an old cloth out of his
backpack. He then meticulously arranges the toys, evenly spread apart and organized by color. He waits

as people begin to come into the bazaar, their children insisting on buying a toy car from his stall.

As the sun begins to set, Yousef carefully folds the cloth, protecting the remaining toys inside and gently
puts it in his backpack. The sky continues to darken and Yousef decides to take a shortcut. His mother

always told him to be aware of the jinns* that came out after the dark. He moves fast, moving swiftly

1 Beta: An endearing term when referring to a child.

2 Bazaar: A marketplace with rows of small shops and stalls.
3 Darzi: A tailor.

4 Jinn: Invisible spirits made of fire.
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past the shop that sold second hand school uniforms. The same shop where he bought his uniform and

sold it.

Yousef walks through the wheat fields which were recently harvested. His brisk walk turns into a
run as the night begins to set in. He has to make it home before the sun sets. Suddenly, he trips and
breaks his fall with his hands, scratching them. He gets up and turns to see a book lying on the ground.
Without hesitating he picks it up and hides it in his bag. A treasure for a boy who barely knew how to
read. He travels the remaining distance and arrives at home. His little sister comes running up to greet

him.

“Salaam Bhai!®” She squeals, happy to see her after a long day.

“Meri pyaari Noor, | missed you too!” Hugging his beloved sister, Noor.

He enters the living room and sees his mother sitting on a charpai® with his twin baby brothers.
She calls him over, hugging and blessing him with prayers. He looks over at his brothers. Ever since they
were born, it became difficult for his parents to afford school for him. It wasn’t free for him or any
student here in Pakistan. His father was in the city, working small jobs, sending enough money to pay to
keep food on the table. After his brothers were born, there were more mouths to feed and his mother

could no longer work, having to look after the children.

Yousef eats the little food left, thankful his belly doesn’t feel empty after a long day. Before
going to bed, Yousef checks his backpack, a ritual to remind him that he can still work for his family. As
he opens his bag, he sees the book first. The book title was written with golden paint and filled with

Urdu words Yousef couldn’t fully understand.

5 Salam Bhai: Translates to "Hello brother,” ‘bhai’ is used to respectfully address an older male sibling.
5 Charpai: A traditional woven bed commonly used in South Asia.
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The sun rises and Yousef is awoken from the sound of a knock at the front door. He opens it just
as his mother comes behind him. It’s the darzi who lets Yousef sell toys in front of his shop. He keeps an

eye on the boy, visiting on weeks where Yousef struggles to sell toys.

“Come in Master Sahab”” says his mother, welcoming the guest into their home. Yousef closes
the door and follows them both inside. His mother offers the tailor to sit down on their charpai, but he

refuses.

“Don’t worry Baji,® | haven’t come for a long visit.”

“Then what is it Master Sahab?”

“l have come to offer Yousef a position as my apprentice. I'm an old man and have no one to
teach my trade. | hope for him to take over if he is able to master the trade. He’ll stay with me and Ill

provide him with what he needs.”

Yousef’'s mother frowns; she isn’t ready for her son to leave at only 10 years old, and she knows

he won'’t be able to make money any time soon. The tailor sees her worry and reassures her:

“Don’t worry Baji, I'll send the money he earns to you every month. You can come visit him and

if not, I'll make sure to send him home at least once a week.”

Yousef’s mother considers this for a while. This opportunity would give him a skill that would get
them out of poverty and it would be one less mouth to feed. His mother reluctantly agrees. Yousef
quietly begins to pack his belongings in his threadbare backpack; a few shirts and the book. Tears are
streaming down his face as he kisses his siblings goodbye, leaving the remaining toys for them. Saying

goodbye to his mother last, he ventures into the unknown.

7 Master Sahab: Master refers to the master of a trade. Sahab is used to respectfully address someone older.
8 Baji: A respectful term to refer to a woman.
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Yousef follows Master Sahab to the tailor shop he owns. Yousef enters the shop for the first
time, taking in the fabric and the threads that lined the walls, and the manual sewing machine. Master

Sahab brings Yousef to the back, a small modest home with a kitchen-living room and a small bedroom.

“Well beta, this is our home now, and that’s the shop where we will work together,” explains
the tailor. Yousef nods quietly and retreats to the bedroom. He takes out his book, a comfort in this
change and slips into the makeshift bed of old bedsheets on a charpai. He flips through the pages, trying

to keep his tears away.

Yousef is awoken at dawn by the tailor. He smiles warmly and tells him to wash up. Like at his
own home, the sink isn’t in the bathroom; it sits just outside, with a mirror hanging above it. Master
Sahab then brings Yousef a new shalwar kameeZz®, blue like the chipped paint on the school gate. They

both smile, filled with optimism for the future.

Yousef’s apprenticeship isn’t easy. It takes him time to gain a feel for the needle, and cut the
fabric according to the lines drawn by Master Sahab. His mentor gently guides him, never scolding him.
Yousef remains determined, hoping to make Master Sahab proud and provide for his family. He visits his
family every week, checking on his growing brothers and Noor. He tells stories of customers and his
learnings. It seems like a normal day, until he returns to Master Sahab later that evening. Every night
after his Isha' prayers, Yousef opens the old book he brought with him, the letters becoming foreign

day after day.

Yousef keeps his head down and continues to work, despite wanting to join the boys playing

cricket in the street. He drowns out their noise with the thrum of the sewing machine. As months pass,

9 Shalwar Kameez: Traditional Pakistani clothing.
10 Isha: Nightly prayers for Muslims
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Yousef quickly masters the craft, becoming known for his skill. He continues to visit his family, especially

when his father visits. He made sure Noor and his brothers studied, something he could never do.

As the years pass, Master Sahab retires from his work, his hands too feeble to continue. Yousef
continues his work, even after Master Sahab passes. Leaving the shop to the now young man, Yousef
persists, even through the grief. His only consolation was the shop, and the book. Although Master
Sahab couldn’t read either, they both spent time pouring over the book, making guesses about the
story. Yousef kept the book, even after expanding his shop and bringing his family to live with him. His
siblings, now accomplished, had something they called a ‘degree.” Noor is working a government job in

their village and his brothers got jobs in the city. Yousef sometimes wished he was in their shoes.

One evening, Yousef wanders the bazaar, buying the best paper and pen he could find. He finds
Noor, waiting for him at home. He beckons her into the shop and asks her to teach him to read and
write. He told her he has a book he wanted to read but doesn’t know how. She smiles and begins

teaching him the alphabet. For the first time in 20 years, Yousef put pen to paper and begins to write.



