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THE PRICE OF BEING HUR
A Life Lived Free

by

Hur

Hur — Arabic: the free one. Liberated from all chains.

This is what it cost him.
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A Note Before the Story

There is a name my mother gave me that has always felt less like a name and more 

like a sentence. Hur. In the old tongue, it means the free one — liberated from all  

ties, all chains, all the small and large prisons that men build around themselves 

and call life. I did not choose this name. And yet I chose everything it implied, every 

consequence it promised, every wound it guaranteed.

This book is not a confession. I am not sorry. It is not a celebration either — the 

ruins are too fresh for that. It is something more dangerous than either: it is an 

accounting. A man laying his life on a table and looking at it without flinching. 

Counting what he spent. Counting what he earned. Counting what he is left with, 

which is mostly questions and a particular kind of silence that only arrives after 

you have been very loud for a very long time.

I  have changed the names of everyone in these pages.  Some of  them deserve 

protection. Some deserve far worse than I could ever give them in words. But 

names  are  just  the  shells  we  wear  over  our  actual  selves,  and  the  stories 

underneath are real, and they are mine, and I am not hiding from them.

Nietzsche said that one must have chaos within oneself to give birth to a dancing 

star. I had plenty of chaos. Whether I produced a star or merely burned things 

down — that is for you to decide. I have decided to stop deciding and simply 

describe.

— Hur
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PART ONE: THE ORDINARY PRISON

"Man is condemned to be free."
— Jean-Paul Sartre
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Chapter One: A Boy Who Did Not Understand Walls

I was born in Karachi, which is a city that swallows men whole and occasionally 

spits out their bones as warnings to the others. My parents were ordinary people 

doing the extraordinary work of keeping a family together in a city that rewards 

only the ruthless and the lucky, and the overlap between those two categories is 

smaller than people like to believe. My father went to work. My mother kept the 

world from falling apart.  We were the great middle — that vast,  grey, patient 

multitude who believe that if you follow the rules with enough consistency, the 

rules will eventually reward you with something worth having.

I did not believe this. I believed it less with every year.

School was the first prison I encountered with its gates left open. I remember sitting 

in classrooms that smelled of chalk dust and resignation, watching the ceiling fan 

turn, listening to teachers recite things that had been recited before I was born and 

would be recited after I was gone, watching the clock with the focused desperation 

of a man watching a horizon for a ship that is taking too long. I was not stupid. I  

want to be precise about this: I was not stupid. I was somewhere else. Some part of 

my mind had always been somewhere else, following a thought down a corridor 

that  the  lesson  had  no  interest  in  exploring,  had  never  had  any  interest  in 

exploring, and resented the intrusion of anyone who did.

My  grades  reflected  this  inner  absence  with  a  faithfulness  that  was  almost 

admirable. Every report card was a formal document of my inattention, a legal 

indictment of my refusal to be entirely present in the room where they needed me 

to be present. My parents worried in the quiet, contained way that parents worry 

when they do not want their worry seen. I saw it anyway. Children always see 
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these things. They see everything and pretend to see nothing, which is perhaps the 

first form of performance art they practice.

* * *

Class 7 was my first real encounter with consequence. I failed. Not dramatically — 

there was no single moment of spectacular collapse. I simply accumulated too 

many small absences and too few small efforts, and the wall that the system had 

always promised but never yet delivered was suddenly real. My parents enrolled 

me in a new school. A fresh start, they called it, with that desperate optimism 

parents reach for when they have run out of other tools.

The new school smelled different. Same eyes on the teachers, though. The eyes of 

people who have explained the same things so many times that explanation has 

worn grooves in their souls.

Something clarified in me, sitting in that new classroom. I understood the machine.

This was not wisdom — I want to be careful not to call it that. It was something 

more like the recognition a prisoner has when he finally understands the layout of 

the prison. Not freedom. But the beginning of something. I saw the tests for what 

they were: puzzles with known solutions. I saw the grading for what it was: a 

transaction. I had been failing to trade correctly. I could trade correctly.

By class 8, I was first in my class.

I remember the teacher's face when she read my name at the top of the results. A 

pause — the particular pause that happens when a fact does not match a person's 

existing story about the world. She looked at me. I looked back with the neutral 

expression I would practice for years: the expression of a man who is not surprised 
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by  anything  because  he  has  arranged  things  to  turn  out  this  way.  She  said 

something about potential  being realized.  I  did not tell  her that potential  had 

nothing to do with it.

* * *

My Islamiat teacher — an old man whose beard had turned entirely white and 

whose eyes had the quality of objects that have been polished by too much seeing 

— called me to his desk after class one afternoon. He looked at me for a long 

moment with an expression I can only describe now as prescient grief, and he said:

"There will come a time in your life, Hur, when you will fall in love with a walking 

stranger."

I was perhaps thirteen. I nodded as if I understood, which is what we do at thirteen 

when adults say things that sound like prophecies. He sent me away. He never said 

it again.

But  it  lodged  somewhere  in  the  base  of  my  skull.  And  years  later,  when  I 

understood it fully, I wished I had asked him how the story ended for the walking 

stranger. Whether she walked on or stopped. Whether the stopping helped her or 

only hurt her.

He never told me that part. Prophets never do. The prophecy is the whole gift. The 

aftermath is left to you.
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Chapter Two: The System and the Boy Who 
Learned to Play It

There is a particular loneliness to being good at a game you do not respect. I moved 

through the last years of school collecting first positions the way a bored man 

collects objects he does not need — methodically, without joy, because the habit of 

collection has replaced any original purpose the collection might have served.

But underneath the performance of competence,  something else was building. 

Something that had no name yet and therefore no shape — only a pressure, the 

way weather builds before a storm that the sky has not yet committed to.

I would notice it at night. Lying in bed after studying, in the ten minutes before 

sleep arrived, the mind doing what minds do when they are finally left alone: 

turning itself over. Examining its own contents. Finding, sometimes, things it had 

put there without remembering the putting.

I  had a  friend I  will  call  Zain.  He was the kind of  friend who is  present  for 

everything and understands almost none of it — not because he lacked intelligence 

but because his interior life was organized differently from mine, more peacefully, 

more horizontally. He did not have the underground. He lived on the surface with 

the ease of someone for whom the surface is sufficient, and I envied this with a 

ferocity that I mistook for mild irritation.

We talked about films, football, teachers. We did not talk about the things that 

mattered. We did not have the language. Nobody gives you the language for the 

things that matter — you have to find it yourself, usually by suffering the thing first 

and naming it afterward, when the naming is too late to be useful as a warning.
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* * *

The first time I had what I now recognize as an anxiety attack, I did not know what 

it was. I thought I was dying. This is, apparently, the standard misdiagnosis.

I was sixteen. I was in my room, studying for an exam I had already prepared for 

adequately. The room was quiet. The fan was turning. Everything was, by any 

objective measure, fine.

And then it was not fine.

The not-fine arrived without announcement. One moment I was reading. The next 

moment my chest had become a small room with the walls moving inward, and 

my heart was doing something percussive and wrong, and the air in the room felt 

suddenly like a substance — like something I had to actively push through rather 

than something that simply filled me when I breathed.

breathe.
I am breathing.
why is that not helping.
the ceiling is very far away.
or very close.
why is my heart doing that.
is this what dying feels like.
I have a test tomorrow.
I cannot die before the test.
breathe.
this room is too small.
this room is the same size it always was.
breathe.

It passed. They always pass, which is one of the more disorienting things about 

them — the complete conviction of catastrophe followed by the complete absence 

of catastrophe, leaving only the shaking and the question of what, exactly, that was.
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I did not tell anyone. This is important. The silence around it was immediate and 

instinctive, a reflex that operated before I had time to consider alternatives. Boys 

in  Karachi  in  2010-something  did  not  have  the  vocabulary  for  what  had just 

happened to me. Men did not have the vocabulary. The vocabulary was considered, 

by the ambient culture in which I had been formed, to be a kind of weakness — 

and I was not weak, I was first in my class, I was the boy who had understood the 

machine.

The machine had feelings. This information was inconvenient.

I filed it in the place where I filed inconvenient information and went back to 

studying and passed the test and did not think about it again for a long time. The 

not-thinking-about-it was its own kind of work, a background process running 

constantly, consuming resources I did not know I was spending.
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Chapter Three: The First Question

Here is the question I could not stop asking myself at seventeen, at midnight, when 

the performance of the day had ended and the room was dark and honest:

Who is this person?

Not in the existential sense — not yet, that came later. In the more immediate, more 

embarrassing sense. When I was first in my class I was the boy who was first in his 

class. When I was with Layla I was the boy who was with Layla. When I was doing 

the  things  that  boys  in  my  situation  did  —  the  studying,  the  socializing,  the 

maintenance of a reputation — I was the boy who did those things. But who was 

doing all of this? What was at the center of it, generating the doing?

I  would lie  in  bed and try  to  find it.  The essential  Hur.  The irreducible  core 

underneath the performances.

I would lie there for a long time.

There was the boy who understood machines.

There was the boy who was good at transactions.

There was the boy who felt things he did not show.

There was the boy who showed things he did not feel.

There was the panic that arrived without invitation.

There was the name.

There was Hur.

There was the free one.

What does the free one want?

What does the free one want when he is not performing freedom?



11

I did not have an answer. The question was too new and I was too busy to sit with  

it for long. The morning always came with its requirements and I was good at  

meeting requirements and the question would be deferred until the next midnight 

when the requirements were temporarily suspended.

This is, I think, how most of the significant questions of a life get deferred: not by 

decision  but  by  the  perpetual  availability  of  the  next  requirement.  The 

requirements are always there. The question is always waiting. The question is 

very patient. It has more time than you do.
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PART TWO: THE ARCHITECTURE OF DESIRE

"The most painful state of being is remembering the future,  
particularly one you can never have."

— Søren Kierkegaard
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Chapter Four: Layla, or the Invention of Necessity

She had a way of laughing that arrived slightly before the thing that warranted it  

— as if she were always a half-second ahead of the world, already amused by what 

was coming before it arrived. I noticed this before I noticed anything else about 

her. Then I noticed everything else about her with the focused, helpless attention 

of someone who has understood that they are already in trouble.

Her name in this book is Layla. She was two years younger than me, which I noted 

and failed to consider carefully, in the way that we fail to consider carefully the 

things we most need to consider. She was in the girls' campus on the other side of 

the  city.  The  separation  was  supposed  to  be  categorical.  It  was,  in  practice, 

permeable — the way all categorical separations are permeable when the human 

beings on both sides of them are sufficiently motivated to find the permeability.

We began talking through the infrastructure of mutual friends and shared exam 

anxiety — the great social leveler of the Pakistani secondary school system. She 

had questions about subjects I had recently passed. I had, very suddenly, a great 

deal of patience for answering questions.

The first time I met her in person was outside a tutoring center on a Thursday 

afternoon. She was standing in the shade of a concrete overhang with a notebook 

pressed against her chest and a pen behind her ear, talking to someone I vaguely 

knew. She looked exactly the way she had sounded in text. This is rare. Usually 

people look different from how they sound and you have to adjust. There was no 

adjustment required. The congruence was disorienting.

I fell in love with her the way Camus describes his stranger falling into things: not 

dramatically, not with the fanfare of decision, simply as a condition that gradually 
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revealed itself to already be the case. One day she was a person I was talking to. 

Another day she was necessary. The transition between those two states happened 

without my permission and without announcement.

* * *

We went on our first date to the seafront at Clifton. I want to describe it precisely 

because precision is what keeps memory from becoming mythology, and I am 

trying, in these pages, to resist mythology.

It was late afternoon, the hour when Karachi's light goes golden before it goes dark, 

the hour when the city briefly looks like the city it might have been if history had 

gone differently. The sea was the color of pewter. There were families at the shore 

and vendors with pushcarts and the smell of corn roasting somewhere to our left. 

We walked. We talked. The talking was the kind of talking that is really about 

something other than what is being said — we were talking about films and music 

and our respective teachers and we were also, simultaneously, having an entirely 

different conversation that required no words because it was conducted entirely 

in proximity,  in the narrowing of the distance between two people who keep 

finding reasons to be standing next to each other.

When I walked her back to where she would meet her friend who would take her 

home, she stopped at the corner and looked at me for a moment without saying 

anything, and in that moment I understood that the question I had been asking 

myself at midnight — who is this person, what does he want — had just received a 

partial answer. He wanted this. He wanted precisely this. The wanting was so clear 

and so sudden that it felt like a physical thing, like something arriving, like a door 

opening in a room I had not known contained a door.
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I told her what I felt. She told me back. We were together.

And for a few months, the midnight question went quiet. This is what love does to 

the question — not answer it, but drown it in a more immediate noise. I did not 

examine this. I was too grateful for the quiet.
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Chapter Five: Sana and the Weight of Crossing 
Lines

There are certain kinds of connections that begin so gradually that by the time you 

recognize what they are, they are already too far along to be redirected without 

damage. What happened with Sana was this kind.

She was in my tuition group — the after-school sessions in a teacher's apartment 

in a building that smelled of damp concrete and fried onions, where four or five of 

us would gather around a table and work through the chemistry and mathematics 

that the school day had not adequately addressed. The sessions were two hours 

long. I remember the quality of the light in that room — the late afternoon light 

coming  through  curtains  that  were  too  thin  to  do  anything  useful,  making 

everything slightly amber, slightly impermanent.

Sana sat across from me at the table. She was from a different sect — I will not 

name which, because the naming would reduce this to a sectarian story and it was 

not a sectarian story, it was a human story that happened to take place in the 

context of sectarian division, which is a different thing. What matters is that the 

division existed and that both of us knew it existed and that we were young enough 

to believe the knowing was sufficient protection against the weight of it.

She was careful. This is the word I come back to. Not careful as in guarded — 

careful as in precise, as in someone who chooses her words the way a craftsman 

chooses tools, for fitness rather than for show. When she disagreed with something 

the teacher said she disagreed quietly and specifically, naming the precise point of 

divergence. When she helped me with a problem she explained her thinking in 



17

steps I could actually follow. She was, I think, the most intelligent person in that 

room, and the least interested in being seen as such.

The conversations started there and migrated. First to the walk from the tutoring 

center to the bus stop. Then to messages in the evenings, practical at first — what 

pages, what problems, what time tomorrow. Then less practical. Then not practical 

at all.

I knew I was with Layla. I was not hiding this fact from myself — I want to be 

specific about this because the comfortable narrative is that I was deceived or 

confused, and I was neither. I was doing what I am going to describe without the 

alibi of confusion. I was present in what I was doing. I was choosing it, in the way 

that you choose to keep walking toward something you can see clearly and have 

not yet decided to stop walking toward.

* * *

The first time Sana and I were somewhere that was not the tutoring context was a 

Sunday afternoon in a small café near her neighborhood, the kind of café that 

exists to serve tea and provide a neutral space for conversations that cannot be 

had at home. I arrived first. I watched her come through the door and registered, 

without ceremony, that the thing I had been telling myself was a friendship had 

been lying to me.

We talked for three hours. The tea went cold. Outside, the city conducted its normal 

business  —  the  sound  of  traffic  and  generators  and  the  particular  acoustic 

signature of a Karachi Sunday, which is slightly quieter than other days, as if the 

city is briefly considering rest before rejecting it. Inside, we were in a different kind 

of time. The kind of time that you only get in a small number of conversations in a 



18

lifetime, where the other person is keeping up with your thinking in real time and 

occasionally arriving slightly ahead of it, and the sensation of this is something 

between relief and vertigo.

She talked about her family's  traditions with a love that contained clear-eyed 

assessment — she could describe what she valued in them and what she found 

constraining without either dismissing the tradition or surrendering to it. I had 

never seen anyone do this before. The people in my life either defended their 

traditions from the inside with no distance, or rejected them from the outside with 

no nuance. Sana stood somewhere else. She stood in the thing and could see it from 

outside it simultaneously.

I was, that Sunday afternoon, aware of being in the presence of something rare. I  

was also aware, with a clarity that I found it easy to set aside, that I was building 

something I did not have the architecture to sustain.
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Chapter Six: The Multiplication of Selves

By the time I was seventeen I was, in some functional sense, several people.

There was the Hur who was with Layla: attentive, present, practicing the grammar 

of a relationship he had entered genuinely and was maintaining with genuine 

feeling. This Hur was real.

There was the Hur who was with Sana: intellectually alive in a different way, 

pulled toward something that felt like recognition — the experience of being seen 

with accuracy rather than with love's generous distortion. This Hur was also real.

There was the Hur who had been in a slow-building conversation with Nadia since 

class 9 — a friendship that had begun with homework questions and evolved, 

through the gradual accumulation of unguarded moments, into something that 

neither of us had formally named because naming it would require decisions that 

were easier deferred. Nadia was my age, my class, my level. She had been the first 

girl to message me first, which had felt significant, which I had stored as significant 

without knowing what to do with the significance.

There was the Hur who had said no to the girl who proposed directly — who had 

stood in front of an act of extraordinary courage and declined it, and who turned 

this over some nights with the specific discomfort of a decision that cannot be 

appealed.

And there was the Hur who contained all of these Hurs and knew about all of them 

and  was  beginning,  in  the  private  hours,  to  wonder  if  being  several  people 

simultaneously was freedom or if it was the opposite of freedom — if it was the 

most elaborate prison he had yet constructed, one built entirely from the inside.
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* * *

I  want  to  describe  a  specific  evening.  An  evening  I  think  about  with  more 

frequency than I can account for.

I had just come back from a long phone call with Layla. The call had been good — 

warm, easy, the kind of conversation that makes you feel the rightness of the thing 

you have with a person, the accumulated texture of two years of knowing someone 

building itself into something you can feel the solidity of when you hold it. I was 

sitting on the edge of my bed after hanging up, and I felt — I felt the warmth of her 

completely. It was real. Do not let anything I say afterward make this less real.

And then, not five minutes later, a message from Sana arrived. Something small — 

a thought she'd had about something we'd discussed. I read it and felt the warmth 

of her too, completely and separately, as if the first warmth and the second warmth 

existed in non-overlapping chambers of the same chest.

I sat there and waited to feel guilty. I had been waiting to feel guilty for some time.

The guilt did not arrive.

This was, I understand now, not evidence of my callousness. It was evidence of 

something more complicated and more dangerous: the genuine multiplicity of my 

feeling. I was not faking either of them. Both of them were true. Two true things 

were occurring in contradiction with each other and the contradiction did not 

produce guilt; it produced a kind of vertigo — the vertigo of a person who has 

discovered that the map he was given of the human heart is missing an entire 

continent.

Nietzsche wrote about the creation of one's own values. He did not write enough, I 

think, about what happens when the values you create begin to contradict each 
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other. When the system you have built out of freedom and appetite and refusal to 

be bounded starts producing outputs that the system itself cannot process.

I did not have the philosophy to deal with this yet. I had only the feeling.

The feeling was: I am two people and both people are me and neither person can 

exist without damaging someone.

I went to sleep. The question waited.
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Chapter Seven: The Night the Walls Came In

There was one night — I was seventeen, it was during the last weeks of my first 

college year — that I want to describe in detail because it was the first time I 

understood that something was genuinely wrong inside the machine I had been 

confidently operating.

It started as ordinary insomnia. I had been lying awake for an hour, the ceiling fan 

turning, the city sounds doing their usual nighttime arrangement — the distant 

traffic, the dogs, someone's television through a shared wall. The kind of night that 

should be navigable. I had navigated hundreds of them.

Then something shifted.

the ceiling is closer than it was.
no it isn't.
check.
it is the same distance.
why does it feel closer.
chest.
there is something in my chest.
not pain. not pain exactly.
pressure.
like something pressing outward from the inside.
like something trying to get out.
breathe.
breathing is not helping.
I have been breathing incorrectly for seventeen years.
no that is not a real thought.
stay with real thoughts.
what are real thoughts.

I got up. Went to the bathroom. Ran the cold tap and held my wrists under it for a 

few minutes, which I had read somewhere helped and which helped slightly, or 
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perhaps just gave the panic something concrete to push against. I looked at my face 

in the mirror above the sink.

This sounds like a scene from a film. The young man at the mirror at midnight, 

confronting himself. I know how it sounds. I am telling you what happened.

I looked at my face in the mirror and I thought, very clearly, without dramatics: I 

do not know this person well enough. I have been living inside this person for 

seventeen years and I do not know him well enough to predict what he is going to 

do next. He has made decisions I would not have predicted. He has felt things that 

do not map onto the story I have been telling about him. He is capable of things I 

prefer not to think about and he is probably going to be capable of more.

This was not a thought about the girls. It was not even a moral thought. It was 

something prior to morality — a recognition of fundamental opacity. The self is 

dark.  The  self  is  not  transparent  even  to  itself.  The  self  contains  things  that 

announce themselves only when they are already too large to manage, which is 

the exact opposite of how you would design a system if you were designing it 

deliberately.

I am not designed deliberately.

None of us are.

We are built by accident and environment and the specific people who happened  
to be present during the years when building was occurring.

And then we are handed to ourselves and told: manage this.

Good luck.

I went back to bed. I did not sleep for a long time. When I did sleep I slept badly, 

with the particular quality of sleep that is more like a negotiation than a rest. In 
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the morning I got dressed and went to college and performed, with reasonable 

accuracy, the person I was supposed to be.

The  performance  was  good.  No one  noticed.  Performances  are  most  effective 

precisely when they are most necessary, which is perhaps the one reliable irony of 

the whole arrangement.
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PART THREE: THE ARCHITECTURE OF 
DESIRE, COLLAPSING

"If you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you."
— Friedrich Nietzsche
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Chapter Eight: The Particular Cruelty of Being 
Found Out

Layla found out about Sana.

The mechanics are beside the point — the world has an infinite creativity for 

delivering the specific information we least want delivered, and in this case the 

creativity was barely even required. These things come out. They always come out. 

The only people who believe otherwise are those who have not yet been found out.

She called me on a Tuesday evening. I knew from the first second of silence after I 

answered — the quality of the silence, its texture, its temperature — that something 

had changed irreversibly. Some silences are neutral. This one had weight. This one 

was carrying something.

She did not shout. Layla was, at seventeen, more composed than I have ever been 

at any age. She said what she needed to say with the flatness of a person who has 

had several hours to move past the initial grief and arrive at the part of grief that 

is just clarity. She said she had heard. She said she needed to know if it was true.  

Her voice was completely steady. Her voice was the steadiest thing I had heard in 

months and it was destroying me.

I said it was true.

She said nothing for a moment. In that moment I registered — and this is the detail 

I cannot stop returning to — the sound of traffic behind her. She was outside. She 

had gone outside to make this call. This small logistical fact, the choosing of outside 

over inside for a call like this, has stayed with me as an image of her that I cannot 

reduce to something smaller. She had gone outside so that no one in her house 
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would hear. She had protected her family from the knowledge of what she was 

going through. She had organized the geography of her pain to spare others from 

it.

I had not organized anything. I  had simply let things run in parallel until  the 

parallels intersected, as parallel lines eventually always do if you give them enough 

space.

* * *

I did not see Sana for two weeks after that. Then I called her. The call was short. I  

said the things people say when they are doing something they know is wrong and 

are hoping that speed will substitute for courage. I said it was over. I said I was 

sorry.  I  said  it  in  the  flattened  language  of  efficiency,  which  is  the  language 

cowardice defaults to when it is trying to pass as practicality.

She was quiet for a long time. Then she said: "Okay, Hur."

Two words. Okay, Hur. No anger. No argument. She received the ending with a 

composure that I had not earned the right to receive. She had crossed a line that 

her entire upbringing had made into a wall — had crossed it with her eyes open, 

knowing what it cost — and I had thanked her by ending it in two minutes on a 

phone call.

I hung up and sat with what I had done.

The sitting was brief. It always was.

I had not yet learned that the things you do not sit with will sit with you — that 

they accumulate in the place where the sitting should have happened, until one 
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day the weight of all the unsat-with things becomes structural, becomes the load-

bearing wall of the person you have become.
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Chapter Nine: What the Mirror Showed Between 
Versions

There  is  a  philosophical  problem that  Descartes  raised and never  adequately 

resolved, about the continuity of the self across time. Whether the person who 

went to sleep and the person who woke up are the same person, or whether they 

merely share a memory that creates the illusion of continuity. Whether identity is 

a substance or a story.

I became interested in this problem at eighteen in a non-academic way. I became 

interested in it because I could feel the discontinuities in myself. I could feel the 

places where the story of who I was had been quietly revised without formal 

announcement — where the Hur of last year and the Hur of this year shared a 

name and a face and a set of habits but had different understandings of what those 

things meant.

The Hur of class 8 who had cracked the machine — he had understood something 

real.  But his understanding was technical.  He knew how the external systems 

worked. He had no corresponding understanding of the internal one.

The Hur of first college year who was keeping multiple emotional architectures 

running  simultaneously  —  he  had  a  different  understanding.  He  understood 

desire, its multiplicity, its refusal to simplify itself. But he had no framework for 

the cost.

And then the Hur after Layla found out and after Sana said "okay, Hur" and after 

the night of the mirror at midnight — this Hur was beginning to understand the 

cost.  Slowly.  Incompletely.  The way understanding always  arrives:  too  late  to 

prevent the thing that required it, just in time to complicate the next thing.
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* * *

I want to describe a conversation I had with Zain around this time, because it is the 

kind of conversation I think a lot about for reasons that are not entirely clear to 

me.

We were on the roof of his building. This is where we went in the evenings that 

summer — the roof was accessible and caught a wind that didn't reach the lower 

floors, a thin, uncertain wind, but a wind. We were drinking chai and looking at 

the city. The city from a rooftop is a different city from the city at street level. From 

above you see the pattern instead of the elements. You see the grid of lights and the 

occasional dark gaps where the power has gone out, which in Karachi is not an 

emergency but a routine.

Zain said: "You seem different."

I said: "Different how."

He thought about it with the seriousness he brought to direct questions, which was 

one of the things I valued in him. He said: "Quieter inside. Like something got 

turned down."

I considered this. It was accurate. I said: "Things happened."

He said: "I know." He paused. "Are you okay?"

And here is the thing — here is the thing that I have turned over a hundred times 

since. I opened my mouth to say yes. The yes was already formed, already on its 

way out,  the automatic yes that is  the only socially acceptable answer to that 

question between young men in my city in my time. And for a half-second, the yes 

paused. Something in me paused with it. The honest answer was right there, briefly 
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available, a door open for exactly as long as it takes to decide not to walk through 

it.

I said yes.

The door closed.

We watched the city for another hour and talked about other things and I went 

home and the honest answer went back to wherever honest answers go when they 

are declined, which is not away, never actually away, only further inside.
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Chapter Ten: The Proposal I Refused and the Shape 
of That Refusal

I want to spend some time with the girl who proposed directly. She does not get 

enough space in the easy telling of this story, and the easy telling is not the one I 

am trying to write.

I  will  call  her  Rida.  She  told  me  what  she  felt  in  a  message  that  was  three 

paragraphs long and had clearly been written and rewritten before being sent. I 

could feel the rewrites in it — the places where a more cautious sentence had been 

replaced by the honest one, the places where she had decided to stop editing and 

just say the thing. She said she had been feeling it for a long time. She said she 

thought I might feel something similar, or might be capable of it, and if she was 

wrong she was sorry but she needed to know.

I read it three times. I thought about it carefully, which is more than I can say for 

some of the decisions I made in those years.

I said no.

The  reason  I  gave  —  and  I  gave  a  reason,  I  didn't  simply  refuse  without 

explanation, I had the decency of explanation if not the courage of honesty — the 

reason I gave was that the feeling wasn't there on my side, that I valued what we 

had, that I hoped we could keep it. The standard language. The language that is 

technically accurate and entirely evasive simultaneously.

The technically  accurate  part:  the  feeling  was not  there  in  the  form she was 

describing.  The  evasive  part:  the  feeling  was  not  there  in  the  form  she  was 
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describing in part because I had other feelings occupying the space where it might 

have grown, feelings I did not mention, an architecture I was not disclosing.

She responded with grace that she did not owe me. She said she understood. She 

said she appreciated my honesty. I was not, in fact, entirely honest, but I absorbed 

her grace without correcting the record, which is its own form of taking something 

that wasn't offered.

* * *

The regret arrived within days. Not because I had fallen in love with her in the 

interval — love does not work on that schedule.  The regret arrived because I 

recognized, in her proposal, something I had not seen clearly while I was refusing 

it: the extraordinary courage of the direct statement. The willingness to lay the 

interior completely open, without pretext, without the gradual maneuvering that 

everyone else in my life including myself used as a way of approaching feeling 

while maintaining deniability.

She had no deniability. She had said the thing. And I had said no to the thing.

And  then  I  had  gone  back  to  my  complicated  architecture  of  pretense  and 

gradualism and things that were not stated directly and I had looked at it and 

thought: why. Why is this the preferred mode. Why is the indirect approach safer 

when what it is safe from is precisely the thing that makes Rida's message the most 

honest communication you have received in months.

I did not answer these questions. I filed them.

The filing system was getting full.
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PART FOUR: IRAQ, OR THE GEOGRAPHY OF 
ENDINGS

"The absurd is born of the confrontation between the human  
need and the unreasonable silence of the world."

— Albert Camus
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Chapter Eleven: The Journey to the Place Where 
Things End

There are places in the world that function as mirrors. You go to them carrying 

your ordinary self  and they reflect something you did not know was there — 

something that was always there but required a different quality of light to become 

visible. Iraq was this for me.

I went in the way one goes to such places: family, ritual, the ancient obligations 

that pull at the descendants of certain bloodlines the way gravity pulls at objects 

without asking their consent. The journey was practical in its surface details — 

flights, customs, the bureaucratic machinery of crossing borders — and utterly 

impractical in everything underneath. I was carrying, without knowing it, a set of 

unresolved questions that the ordinariness of daily life had been absorbing the 

way thick walls absorb sound. Remove the ordinary life and the questions were 

suddenly audible.

Iraq wears its history visibly, in its stones and its silences, in the faces of its people 

who have learned to hold loss lightly because there has been too much loss to hold 

any other way. I walked through it with the foreignness of diaspora — connected 

to it by blood and tradition, separated from it by a life lived elsewhere, belonging 

to it completely in the old sense and not at all in the new one.

In Karbala, there is a quality of grief that is not depression and not despair but 

something older than both — a grief that has been refined over centuries into 

something almost like peace. I stood in the marble courtyards at night when the 

crowd had thinned, and the gold of the domes caught the light and threw it back, 
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and the air had the particular coolness of a place that has been wept in consistently 

for a very long time, and I felt the accumulated voices of my interior life go quiet.

Briefly. Incompletely. But quiet.

In the quiet, things became visible that the noise had been covering.

* * *

I want to describe the quality of the thinking that happened in those courtyards, 

because  it  was  different  from the  thinking  I  did  at  home.  At  home,  thinking 

happened in the gaps between tasks, between conversations, between obligations 

— it was interrupted thinking, provisional, always aware of the next thing coming. 

In Karbala, time worked differently. There was no next thing. There was only the 

present thing, which was the courtyard and the domes and the sound of hundreds 

of people engaged in a grief so old it had become something almost like prayer.

I  thought  about  Layla.  Not  with  guilt  —  the  guilt  had  calcified  by  then  into 

something denser and less mobile. I thought about what she had been to me: the 

first  person who had made the midnight  question briefly irrelevant.  The first 

person whose presence had given the free one something to be free toward, rather 

than simply free from. This is a distinction I did not understand at the time and am 

only articulating now, from the distance of writing.

Being free from things is easy. Any absence can produce it. Being free toward 

something — free toward a person, toward a future you have chosen rather than 

simply fallen into — this requires the thing that freedom alone cannot provide.

Commitment. The word landed in the courtyard like something dropped from a 

height.
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I had never been good at commitment. I had been good at connection — at the 

initial moment, the recognition, the warmth of being in the presence of someone 

new.  But  the commitment  that  comes after  the connection,  the daily  work of 

choosing the same person again in the ordinary light of ordinary days — this I had 

treated as a constraint rather than a practice. A cage rather than a structure.

In the courtyard, I was not sure the distinction held anymore.
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Chapter Twelve: The Philosophical Breakdown in 
Room 14

The  hotel  room  in  Karbala  was  small  and  clean  and  had  the  particular 

impersonality of places that exist to be passed through rather than inhabited. A 

bed. A window with a view of an interior courtyard. A desk with a lamp that had a 

slightly too-yellow light, the kind of light that makes everything look slightly more 

serious than it is.

I sat at the desk at two in the morning and tried to have a thought.

This is not as simple as it sounds. The capacity for having a clean thought — one 

thought, complete, with a beginning and an end — had been unreliable for months. 

Thoughts would start and then branch and the branches would branch and the 

whole  thing  would  become  a  thicket,  and  in  the  middle  of  the  thicket, 

somewhere, the original thought would be lost.

The thought I was trying to have was this: who is Hur when he is not being any of  

the Hurs he performs.

There is the Hur who is good at school.

There is the Hur who is good with people.

There is the Hur who feels things he can't show.

There is the Hur who shows things he can't feel.

There is the Hur who is named for freedom.

There is the Hur who is imprisoned by the name.

Nietzsche: become who you are.

Which one.

Which one is the one I am supposed to become.



39

All of them.

None of them.

The one underneath.

Is there one underneath.

I sat with the question for a long time. The room had the quality Kafka gives to  

rooms  in  which  his  characters  are  trapped  —  not  physically  confined,  but 

somehow impossible to leave, the exit always visible and always slightly further 

away than it appeared.

I was not physically confined. I could have opened the door and walked out and 

gone back to the courtyard, back to the ritual, back to the collective grief that had 

been so briefly clarifying. But I did not. I sat with the question.

And the question became something slightly different. It became: what am I doing.

Not the moral question — though the moral question was also there, nearby, in the 

room with me. The prior question. The question before the question. What am I 

doing with the days. What am I doing with the name. What am I doing with the 

freedom that has been my operating principle and my alibi and my north star for 

as long as I can remember.

Am I free. Or am I simply unattached, which is not the same thing, which is actually 

almost the opposite, in the way that the absence of chains is not the same as the 

presence of somewhere to go.

Camus's Meursault is free. He refuses to perform. He looks at the world with its  

arbitrariness and its violence and its demand for appropriate emotional response 

and he simply... does not comply. He is, in some reading, the most free person in 
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the novel. He is also standing in a prison cell awaiting execution. His freedom has 

produced this. His freedom has produced the specific circumstances in which his 

freedom is most visibly and permanently curtailed.

This is not a cautionary tale about freedom. I want to be careful. Camus is not 

saying: be less free. He is saying: look clearly at what freedom is and is not, look at 

what  the world does with it,  look at  the absurdity of  the whole arrangement 

without  flinching  and  without  the  consolation  of  pretending  the  absurdity 

resolves.

I looked. In room 14, at two in the morning, with the yellow lamp, I looked.

What I saw was not a monster. What I saw was a person of limited self-knowledge 

who had  been  using  freedom as  a  way  of  avoiding  the  harder  work  of  self-

construction. A person for whom freedom had been primarily freedom from — 

from obligation, from settling, from the specific vulnerability of choosing one thing 

and  therefore  not  choosing  everything  else.  A  person  who  had  mistaken  the 

avoidance of vulnerability for the exercise of will.

I sat with this for a long time.

Then I picked up my phone and called Layla.
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Chapter Thirteen: The Twenty-Three Minute Call

The phone rang twice. Three times. She picked up on the third.

"Hur." Just my name. The way she always answered. Not with hello, not with what's 

up — just my name, as if she were testing whether the person calling was still the 

person she knew.

I watched the timer in the corner of the screen as I talked. Twenty-three minutes. 

I know it was twenty-three minutes because I watched it the whole time with the 

particular attention of someone doing something that has a fixed end. I watched it 

the way you watch a clock when you are in the middle of the last conversation you 

will have with someone and you know it is the last conversation but the knowledge 

doesn't make it easier to speak.

I told her about the courtyard. About the quality of the thinking. About what I had 

seen in room 14 at two in the morning. I told her in the imprecise language I had 

then — I was better at performing clarity than having it, and what I was trying to 

say in that call was not clear to me yet, was still forming, was the kind of truth that 

is only true in the act of being said rather than existing prior to the saying.

What I said, in the language I had: that something had changed. That I felt we 

needed to stop. That I was sorry.

The sorry was insufficient and I said it anyway, which is the particular cowardice 

of the insufficient but available word.

She did not speak for a long time. The line was clear — I could hear her breathing, I 

could hear the Karachi night through her phone, faint and familiar. Traffic. Dogs. 

The sound of the city that had built both of us going about its indifferent business.
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Then she said my name once more. As a question this time, or as a statement that 

sounded like a question. A testing of whether the name still meant what it had 

meant.

Then she said she understood.

She did not understand. I did not understand. We said the word because it was the 

closest available approximation to the truth, which is: two people have arrived at 

a place where the things between them have become more than either of them 

knows how to carry forward, and the only available response is to set them down, 

here, in this call, between a hotel room in Karbala and a house in Karachi, while 

the world continues, indifferent, in both locations.

We were done.

I put the phone on the desk. The yellow lamp was still on. The room was still small.

The free one was alone with what he had chosen.
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Chapter Fourteen: Eleven Numbers

After the call, things happened.

Eleven numbers called me in the weeks that followed. Three were Iraqi numbers 

— girls  from Karbala and Najaf,  numbers passed through the extended social 

network that diaspora families maintain across borders, numbers whose owners I 

had met briefly or not at all,  whose calls carried the warmth of a community 

reaching out to a young man who seemed to be struggling in ways that were 

becoming visible even across cultural and linguistic distance. I am grateful for 

these calls in a way I was not capable of being grateful at the time. They were acts 

of human attention from people who owed me nothing, and I answered them 

badly.

The  rest  were  Pakistani.  Numbers  I  recognized  or  could  trace.  The  extended 

network of my social life — which had become, without my fully noticing, quite 

large — was conducting, in these calls, a kind of distributed intervention. Some 

were calling for Layla. Her emissaries, speaking on her behalf in the way that 

people who love someone speak when the someone cannot speak without too 

much exposure. Some were calling for other reasons I am still not entirely clear 

on.

I want to describe one of these calls in detail. Not the most dramatic. The most 

ordinary, which is sometimes more revealing.

It was a Wednesday afternoon. I was back in Karachi by then, the trip to Iraq 

complete, the quotidian life reassembled around me with the speed that quotidian 

life always reassembles — as if it had been waiting just off to the side, patiently, for 

the extraordinary interlude to end.
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The number was Nadia's. I let it ring four times before answering.

She did not start with anger. She did not start with Layla's name. She said: "Are you 

okay?"

The same question Zain had asked on the roof. The same door, briefly open.

I said: "I'm okay."

She said: "You don't sound okay."

I said: "I'm okay, Nadia."

A pause. Then: "She's not okay."

The she not needing specification.

I said I knew.

Nadia said: "Do you actually know, or do you know the way you know things that 

you don't actually let yourself know?"

This was — I want to record this accurately — the sharpest thing anyone had said 

to me in months. It was also the most accurate. She had, in one sentence, named 

the specific mechanism of my avoidance with a precision that would have taken 

me pages to arrive at. She saw the gap between my knowing and my knowing.

I did not have an answer. I said: "That's fair."

She said: "I'm not saying it to be fair. I'm saying it because it's true."

I said: "I know."

She exhaled. Then she said something that I have not forgotten and do not expect 

to forget: "Hur, you have been free your whole life. Has it made you happy?"
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I said: "I'll call you back."

I did not call her back.

The question went into the filing system, which was by now less a filing system and 

more a structural feature of the building — weight-bearing, load-distributed, the 

foundation of a person I was not sure I wanted to be but did not yet know how to 

stop being.
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PART FIVE: THE DISINTEGRATION

"I must not fear. Fear is the mind-killer. Fear is the little-death  
that brings total obliteration."

— Frank Herbert

"I was afraid. This is the more accurate sentence."
— Hur



47

Chapter Fifteen: What Mental Health Looks Like 
From the Inside

I need to be precise about this because the imprecise versions are dangerous.

I did not stop functioning. I want to say this clearly. I continued to attend college. I 

continued to perform adequately, then well, in my examinations. I continued to 

participate in conversations and maintain the social architecture of a life that 

looked, from the outside, like the life of someone who was doing fine. This is the 

particular cruelty of the kind of deterioration I am describing: it is invisible. It 

produces no obvious symptoms. There is no fever, no physical absence from the 

normal locations. There is only the interior — the increasingly unreliable interior 

— and the growing distance between what the interior actually contains and what 

it is performing.

The panic attacks became more frequent. Not dramatically more frequent — we 

are not talking about daily collapses. We are talking about a shift in the background 

radiation of my experience, from baseline anxiety to something slightly elevated, 

a constant low-level noise that occasionally spiked into the acute kind. The acute 

kind arrived, as it always had, without warning. In lectures. On the bus home. 

Once, memorably, in the middle of a dinner with family where I excused myself 

and went to the bathroom and sat on the floor with my back against the wall and 

counted my own breaths until the thing passed.

you are sitting on a bathroom floor.
there is no emergency.
there is nothing wrong.
that is not what this feels like.
I know.
breathe.
I am breathing.
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count the breaths.
one.
two.
someone might knock on the door.
three.
you need to be normal when you go back out.
four.
you are always normal when you go back out.
five.
this is true. this is not comforting.
six.
seven.
okay.
okay.

I went back to the table. My grandmother asked if I was alright. I said something 

had not agreed with me. She accepted this. She passed me more food. The dinner 

continued.

What I am trying to describe is the specific texture of managing something invisible 

in the presence of people who love you and would help you if they knew and who 

don't know because you have made the decision, thousands of small times, not to 

tell them. The weight of this management is its own tax on the system. You are 

running  the  original  problem  and  the  management  of  the  original  problem 

simultaneously, and neither of them is consuming fewer resources than the other, 

and the sum of their consumption is beginning to exceed what the system was built 

to supply.

* * *

Sleep became the main theater of war. I would lie down with the body exhausted 

and find the mind had not received the memo — the mind was awake and intended 

to stay awake and had a list of things it wished to review. The list was long. The list 

included: everything I had done that I could not undo, everyone I had treated as a 
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function of my own narrative rather than a person with their own, the specific 

silence of Sana saying "okay, Hur", the specific sound of Layla's breathing on the 

phone call from Karbala, the specific question that Nadia had asked that I had 

declined to answer.

The list also included things that were not memories but fears dressed as memories 

— future failures wearing the costume of past ones, worst-case scenarios arriving 

in the grammar of the inevitable. The mind at three in the morning is not a reliable 

narrator. It presents its inventory with the authority of fact and the selection bias 

of a prosecution.

three forty-seven AM.
the fan turns.
I am going to fail the examination.
I am not going to fail the examination.
Layla is awake right now.
maybe.
probably not.
she is probably asleep.
she is probably fine.
people are fine.
I am going to be fine.
this is not what fine feels like.
what does fine feel like.
I don't remember.
that is not true.
I remember.
I remember exactly what it felt like.
it felt like talking to Layla after an exam.
it felt like Sana figuring out the problem before the teacher did.
it felt like the café on a Sunday.
it felt like things I ended.
the fan turns.
four fifteen AM.
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In the morning I would be functional. This is not a small thing — I want to credit it 

without making it into something it was not. The functionality was real. I was not 

performing; I was actually doing the things. I was actually thinking in lectures, 

actually engaging, actually producing the work. But the cost of the functionality 

had shifted. It had cost nothing before. Now it cost something, and the something 

was being drawn from a reserve I was not replenishing because replenishment 

would have required sitting still with the interior, which the interior was making 

it very difficult to sit still with.
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Chapter Sixteen: The Afternoon the Self Went 
Plural

I want to describe a specific afternoon because it is the most precise moment I can 

point to where the philosophical deterioration became experiential — where the 

question of identity stopped being a midnight abstraction and became something 

I was living inside.

I was in the college canteen. It was an ordinary afternoon. The kind of afternoon 

that should register as ordinary and does not. I was sitting with people I knew — 

classmates, the geography of the usual lunch table, the comfortable noise of a 

group of young people doing what young people do when they are together and 

not required to do anything in particular.

Someone said my name. Hur. Just my name, calling my attention to something.

And I felt — and this is the thing I have tried to describe to people and mostly failed 

— I felt the name arrive from outside and look for the person it belonged to and 

find, briefly, no one home. Not literally. I was there. I was physically present, sitting 

at the table, holding my tea. But the name arrived and the person it was calling did 

not immediately answer from the inside. There was a gap between the name and 

the response that was probably invisible from the outside — a fraction of a second, 

a normal processing delay — and from the inside was an abyss.

Who is Hur.

The question again. But different now. Not theoretical. Not midnight philosophy. 

The question in the middle of an ordinary afternoon at a canteen table with people 

saying my name.
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I answered. I said something. The conversation continued.

But I was watching myself say it from slightly above and to the left.

I was both the person saying the thing and the person watching the person say 
the thing.

Both of them were me.

Neither of them was entirely present.

This is what Kafka's Gregor Samsa feels, I think. Not the transformation into an 

insect — that is the metaphor, not the thing. The thing is this: waking up inside a 

life that no longer maps onto the self that is supposed to be living it.  The life 

continues  its  normal  operations.  The  world  of  the  apartment,  the  office,  the 

obligations, the family — all of it continues exactly as before. The catastrophe is 

entirely interior, which makes it, in some ways, more total. There is nothing to 

point to. There is no evidence. There is only the growing gap between the person 

you were and the person performing the person you were, and the question of 

whether these two things have always been the same thing or whether, at some 

specific juncture, they diverged.

I went home that evening and sat at my desk and opened my textbook and stared 

at it for forty minutes without reading it. Then I read it. The reading was fine. The 

words went in. The knowledge accumulated. The machine continued to produce 

acceptable outputs.

Somewhere inside the machine, a light was on that shouldn't have been on, and a 

different light was off that should have been on, and I did not have the manual to 

know what either of them meant or how to address them.
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Chapter Seventeen: The Year That Did Not End

The second year of college passed. I completed it. The grades were fine.

Those three sentences contain the whole of what the exterior knew about that year. 

They are accurate. They are also the least true description I can offer of what the 

year actually was, which was: a sustained exercise in the maintenance of function 

in the presence of progressive interior erosion.

I want to be careful with the word erosion. I am not describing a collapse. Collapses 

are dramatic  and visible  and people notice and systems mobilize.  What I  am 

describing is quieter. It is the slow wearing-away of a surface that looks intact from 

a distance. The surface holds. The surface produces acceptable results. The surface 

maintains its relationships, attends its obligations, answers when called.

The interior is a different story.

The interior has begun to ask questions that have no answers, and to ask them on 

a repeating loop, and to find that the absence of answers does not stop the asking, 

because the questions are not actually looking for answers — they are symptoms, 

and  symptoms  do  not  require  resolution,  they  require  recognition,  and  the 

recognition is the part that is missing.

I did not know this then. I know it now with the retrospective clarity that is the 

only kind of clarity most learning produces.

* * *

There was an afternoon in the second year when something almost broke through.
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I was walking home from college — a walk I had taken hundreds of times, the same 

route, the same visual inventory of the same buildings and the same vendors and 

the same particular quality of afternoon light that Karachi produces in that hour 

when the heat is still present but beginning to concede. I was walking and I was 

not  thinking about  anything in  particular,  and in the not-thinking,  something 

surfaced.

It was not a thought. It was a feeling with a shape. The shape was: grief.

Not sadness, which is the diluted word people use. Grief, which is specific, which 

has an object. I was grieving something. I was walking home from college in the 

ordinary afternoon light and I was grieving something and I had not, until that 

moment of surface, known that I was doing it.

I stopped walking. I was in the middle of a block, not near a corner, not near 

anything in particular. There were people around me — there are always people 

around you in Karachi, the city does not allow solitude, it only allows privacy, 

which is a different thing. I stood in the middle of the pavement and let the feeling 

have its full weight for perhaps ten seconds.

Then someone walked into me from behind and said sorry and moved on, and the 

city reasserted itself, and I walked home.

But the grief had been there. I had felt it clearly. It had an object, and the object 

was everything I had set in motion and let run and cut loose and ended by phone 

from hotel rooms. It was not all regret — I want to be precise. It was the grief of 

having moved through things at a speed that did not permit the full experience of 

them. The grief of the tourist who has seen the painting but cannot remember 

stopping in front of it.
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I had been a tourist in my own life.

This was not the most comfortable thing I had ever understood about myself.
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PART SIX: THE PRICE, ITEMIZED

"The most courageous act is still to think for yourself. Aloud."
— Coco Chanel

"And then to live with what the thinking produces."
— Hur
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Chapter Eighteen: An Accounting

I am going to write this the way an accountant writes a final statement: clearly, 

without sentiment, with the rigor that comes from having put the sentimentality 

somewhere else and being left with the actual numbers.

Here is what I bought with the currency of my freedom:

I bought the experience of first love in its fullest form — the kind that rearranges 

your understanding of what is possible between two people. Layla was real. The 

two years were real. The walk along the seafront in the pewter afternoon was real. 

The accumulated texture of  knowing a person well  enough to have a private 

language with them — this was real and it was worth something. I would not un-

buy it. Even knowing what it cost, even knowing how it ended, the experience itself 

was not a mistake. The ending was the mistake. The ending was cowardly in its 

mechanics  and  ungenerous  in  its  timing  and  conducted  from  four  thousand 

kilometers away on a phone call that lasted twenty-three minutes.

I  bought the education of  Sana — the experience of  being in the presence of 

someone who crossed her own internal walls for something that felt real, and the 

specific shame of honoring that courage poorly. I will carry the particular weight 

of "okay, Hur" for a very long time. Not as punishment. As information. As a data 

point about the specific ways in which my freedom was, in practice, someone else's 

cost.

I bought the question Nadia asked me on a Wednesday afternoon: has the freedom 

made you happy? I have not answered it. I am not sure it can be answered in the 

affirmative yet. But I bought the question and it is mine now and I owe it the respect 

of continuing to sit with it, even when sitting with it is the thing I am worst at.
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I bought the regretting of Rida's proposal. I bought the specific understanding that 

direct honesty, when offered, deserves direct honesty in return, not the evasion 

dressed as explanation that I gave her. I bought this understanding too late to give 

her the response she deserved, which is its own economy of education.

I bought Karbala. The courtyard at night. The gold of the domes. The quality of the 

grief that had been refined over centuries into something almost like peace. I 

bought the understanding that grief does not have to be pathological — that some 

griefs are so old and so fully inhabited that they have become, in their own strange 

way, a form of presence rather than absence. I did not know how to apply this 

understanding to myself. I am still working on the application.

I bought the panic attacks, which were not part of the prospectus. The three AM 

inventories. The afternoon in the canteen when my name arrived from outside and 

found no one immediately home. The bathroom floor. The forty minutes of staring 

at a textbook that I was not reading. These I did not want. These were not in the 

terms and conditions of the freedom I had signed up for. But they are mine, and I  

am  learning  to  account  for  them,  and  accounting  for  them  requires,  I  am 

discovering, a different relationship to stillness than the one I have practiced.

I bought this book.
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Chapter Nineteen: What Nietzsche Did Not Tell You

Nietzsche is a philosopher most easily loved when young. He says the things young 

people most need to hear: you are capable of more than you have been told. The 

values you have inherited are not necessarily the values worth keeping. The will 

to create your own meaning is the highest expression of human being. Become 

who you are.

This is true. But it is true the way gravity is true — it applies to everyone without  

exception, including the people falling.

What Nietzsche does not foreground — what his young readers reliably miss — is 

that the creation of one's own values requires something that cannot simply be 

willed: a coherent self that knows what it actually values, as distinct from what it 

desires in the present moment. And the construction of this coherent self is not a 

philosophical exercise performed in private. It is a project conducted in relation — 

in the specific, costly, inescapable relation to other people. You cannot become who 

you are alone. You become who you are in the reaction of others, in the way they 

receive you and resist you, in the way they say "okay, Hur" when you deserve more 

resistance than that.

The freedom Nietzsche describes is not freedom from others. It is the freedom that 

becomes possible only after you have understood what you owe them. This is the 

part I missed. This is the part that cost me the specific things I have described.

* * *

Camus's absurd hero accepts the absurdity. Does not pretend it resolves. Does not 

reach for the consolation of false meaning or borrowed purpose. Looks at the 
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indifference of the world and chooses, deliberately, to live in full awareness of it.  

Sisyphus is happy — this is the famous line. Sisyphus pushes the boulder up the 

mountain and watches it roll down and pushes it up again and is happy.

I spent a long time with this idea. I spent a long time wondering if I was living the 

absurd heroically or if I was using the absurd as a philosophical alibi — as a way 

of making indifference look like courage, of making the refusal to commit look like 

the embrace of freedom.

There is a difference between the man who has looked clearly at the indifference 

of the world and chosen to live fully anyway, and the man who has looked away 

from the parts of the world that would cost him something and called the looking-

away freedom. Meursault is the former. I had been, in stretches, the latter.

The distinction is uncomfortable. I am still learning to hold it.
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Chapter Twenty: The Women I Cannot Pay Back

I owe debts that cannot be repaid in any currency that exists. I want to name them 

— not the women themselves,  whose names I  have protected,  but the precise 

nature of what I took.

From Layla, I took two years of first love and then removed them from a phone 

call, from four thousand kilometers away, because something had shifted in me in 

a marble courtyard and I had decided, without quite deciding, that my shift was 

more important than her continuity. I conducted the ending with the efficiency 

that I  had developed as a defense mechanism and mistaken for a virtue.  The 

efficiency was not a virtue. It was the specific cowardice of the person who makes 

clean what should be messy — who uses precision to avoid the full weight of what 

he is doing.

From Sana, I took a crossing. She came across a line that her entire world had made 

into a wall. She crossed it with her eyes open, knowing the cost on her side, trusting 

that what was on the other side was worth the cost. I was on the other side. What I 

offered her was not worth the cost. I ended it in the flattened language of cowardice 

and received her grace without deserving it.

From Nadia, I took the worst thing of all, which is the most intangible and therefore 

the most difficult to account for: I took the consistent half-presence. I was in the 

conversation  without  being  in  the  commitment.  I  held  the  warmth  without 

accepting the weight. I kept the connection as a possibility rather than a reality,  

which is a theft that leaves no evidence because the thing stolen never quite fully 

existed.
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From Rida, I took the aftermath of a direct refusal given in response to an act of  

direct courage. She had the courage I lacked in every other situation in those years. 

I responded with evasion dressed as explanation and called it honesty.

* * *

This chapter is not self-flagellation. I want to be precise about the distinction: self-

flagellation is a performance of remorse for an audience, including the audience 

of one's own self-image. This is accounting. Accounting is not about how bad I feel. 

It is about what the numbers say, clearly and without the distortion of feeling.

The numbers say: I moved through these relationships extracting warmth and 

offering  freedom,  which  is  another  way  of  saying  I  offered  the  absence  of 

obligation, which is the thing that sounds most like a gift and is very often the 

opposite of one. Freedom as a gift requires the recipient to want freedom. The 

women in these pages mostly wanted something else. What they wanted was not 

weakness. It was not a failure of their freedom. It was a different and equally valid 

expression of what humans want from each other, which is not the absence of 

chains but the presence of someone who chooses to stay.

I was not that person. I am writing this book, in part, to understand why I was not 

that person, and whether I could become one, and what it would cost, and whether 

the cost is one I am capable of paying.

I do not have the answers yet. I am working on the answers. The working is slow 

and the answers are not arriving in the order I would prefer.
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EPILOGUE
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Hur, at the Window

It is late. The city outside is doing what Karachi always does at night — making its 

own noise, indifferent to the dramas being conducted within earshot of it. The fan 

turns. A horn sounds. Somewhere a dog argues with the dark.

I am at my desk.

The manuscript is what it is. I have described what happened and tried to describe 

the interior of what happened and tried to describe the interior of the interior, 

which is where most of the actual truth lives, in the place beneath the narration. I 

am not sure I have reached it. I am not sure it is reachable in language — language 

being itself a kind of performance, the self narrating the self,  always one step 

behind the thing it is trying to catch.

The mental noise has not cleared. I want to be precise about this because the 

narrative convention for this moment — the end of the book, the conclusion, the 

thing the story has been building toward — demands some version of resolution. I 

will not give you false resolution. The noise is present. It is differently arranged 

than it was at the beginning. The act of writing has given it contours it did not 

previously have, the way naming a thing in the dark changes the dark without 

adding any light. But it is there.

* * *

The  panic  attacks  come  less  frequently  now.  I  don't  know  if  this  is  because 

something has healed or because the system has adapted — because the body has 

learned to absorb what it previously could not contain. I am not sure the distinction 

matters practically. They come less frequently. When they come I know what they 
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are and I count my breaths and I do not go to the floor of a bathroom unless I need 

to, and sometimes I need to, and that is what it is.

I have not spoken to Layla. I do not intend to speak to Layla. This is not coldness. 

This is the appropriate gravity of something that ended the way things end and 

whose ending should not be revised. She is living a life that I am not part of and 

should not be part of. She deserves the space that my absence creates.

I think about Sana occasionally with a specificity that I have stopped trying to 

reduce to something more manageable. The thinking is precise. It does not blur 

into sentiment or generalization. It presents her exactly as she was — sitting across 

the tutoring table in the amber light, disagreeing with the teacher quietly and 

correctly — and then it presents the "okay, Hur" and I sit with both of them, the 

beginning and the ending, and I do not try to reconcile them because they do not 

reconcile. They coexist. This is what I have learned to do with the things that do 

not resolve: let them coexist, give them the space they require, stop asking them to 

become something they are not.

Nadia's question — has the freedom made you happy — I still have not answered. 

I am getting closer to the answer. The answer is not a simple yes or no, which is  

perhaps why I kept deferring it. It is closer to: the freedom made me real. It made 

me know things about myself that required the specific experience of freedom to 

know. It cost specific people specific things, and the cost was not abstract, and I am 

not excused from it by my philosophical framework.

Has it made me happy.

Ask me in ten years.

* * *
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My Islamiat teacher said I would fall in love with a walking stranger.

I have been thinking about this differently lately. I think he was not predicting a 

single event. I think he was describing the condition — the permanent condition of 

a certain kind of person, the kind of person named Hur, the kind of person for 

whom freedom is the atmosphere rather than a choice. The walking stranger is not 

a specific woman. The walking stranger is the self that is always slightly ahead of 

you,  always rounding the  next  corner,  always drawing you forward with  the 

suggestion that around the next corner is the place where the arriving happens.

The falling in love is the desire to be that self, finally and completely, the self that 

has arrived rather than the self that is still in motion.

I am still in motion. I have not arrived. The courtyard in Karbala felt like arriving 

and it  was not  arriving — it  was a  different  quality  of  motion,  slower,  more 

deliberate, but motion.

Maybe arriving is not the point. Maybe the point is something more difficult than 

arriving. Maybe the point is to be in motion with full knowledge of the motion — 

not the motion of the person who does not know he is moving, who mistakes 

velocity for direction, who confuses the blur of passing things for the richness of 

living. But the motion of the person who knows he is moving, who has looked at 

the map and found it incomplete, who has decided to walk anyway.

This is the best I have. It is not enough. It is what I have.

* * *

The fan turns.

The horn sounds.
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The dog argues with the dark, and does not win, and does not stop.

and somewhere Layla is asleep.
and somewhere Sana is living her own life with her own complications.
and somewhere Nadia's question is still waiting for its answer.
and somewhere Rida is fine, probably, which is the best outcome and the  
least comfortable one.
and somewhere the boy who cracked the machine in class 8 is still in here.
and somewhere the boy who stood in a courtyard at night and felt the world go 
quiet is still in here.
and somewhere Hur is still becoming whatever Hur is supposed to 
become.
the fan turns.
it is very late.
I do not know what comes next.
this is, perhaps, the most honest sentence in the book.

— End —
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Afterword: On Names and Their Weight

The Arabic word Hur appears in the Quran. It names the free ones — beings of 

pure light, unbound by the things that bind ordinary existence. In some traditions 

it describes the liberated souls. In others it is a promise of what waits beyond this 

life. In all its uses it carries the same essential meaning: free from what confines.

My mother named me this. I have spent years wondering whether she named me 

a description or a prescription — whether she was identifying something she saw 

in me or asking the universe to produce it.

I have been free. Of this there is no question. The freedom was real. The choices 

were mine. The consequences belong to me entirely. What I could not understand, 

for a long time, is that freedom is not the absence of weight. It is the willingness to 

bear weight without the consolation of having chosen your chains.

When you choose your own chains — when you commit, when you stay, when you 

build something with another person and accept the obligations that building 

creates — you have the consolation of the choosing. The weight is yours because 

you put it on.

When you are free, you carry the weight of all the choosing. Every morning is a 

new selection from an unlimited menu. This sounds like luxury. In some moods it 

is luxury. In other moods it is the specific exhaustion of a man who has never been 

able to stop choosing long enough to rest inside a choice.

I do not know yet which I would prefer. I know that the question is alive in me in 

a different way now than it was before. The earlier version of the question was: 

what do I want. The current version is: what does wanting mean, and what does it 
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cost,  and  whether  there  is  a  version  of  this  life  where  the  wanting  becomes 

something larger than its own appetite.

I am working on the answer.

The answer is not yet here.

The question is.

Hur means free. I am still becoming what I am named. This is not the resolution. 

This is the condition. The condition is enough to work with. It has to be.

— H.
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