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Aasmah Mir was born and brought up near Glasgow. Her parents emigrated there from Pakistan in the 1960s. As a furiously shy teenager she couldn’t go into a shop to buy anything or speak to anyone. But for the past 20 years she has spoken to complete strangers on the radio, including BBC Radio 5 Live and Radio 4, and won a few awards for it too. Life, eh? She co-presents the Breakfast Show on Times Radio and writes a column for the Sunday Times.




Praise for A Pebble in the Throat

‘A Pebble in The Throat will leave your heart in your mouth. Writing about a culture that values compliance in women and encourages silence, Aasmah Mir's book does the exact opposite. Moving between her and her mother's life, it reveals parts of the Pakistani immigrant experience that are rarely seen on our bookshelves. Aasmah's raw, and honest account of her family life will blow you away!’ Saima Mir

‘Young Aasmah bursts into life in this lovingly evoked portrait of a Scottish childhood, complicated by the challenge to fit in when the shade of your skin seemingly sets you apart. Exuberant warm funny and wise, just like its author’ Mariella Frostrup

‘I loved this book partly because Aasmah Mir has such a good way with detail that she can with conjure Glasgow in the 80s or Pakistan in the 60s so vividly and economically it's like looking at snapshots in a photo album; but what I loved most were the moments when you sense her – and her mother – understanding that the world and their place in it is not what was advertised and they are going to have to work and sometimes fight to secure that place. I found it incredibly moving and it made me think and rethink how the narratives that shape who we are and how we fit in are not givens but negotiations and always up for revision’ The Reverend Richard Coles

‘An exquisite memoir, revealing how the wheels of progress have turned across two generations – but how they have also got very stuck. It is at times heart-breaking and poignant but also so very funny and clever and full of small moments that you want to pause and reread’ Fi Glover

‘I will be thinking of Aasmah's story for a very long time. She writes with such richness of her life, such detail of her time at school and the love for her young brother. This book will resonate with many people no matter that they be Christian or Muslim, British or Pakistani. A treasure of a book’ Fern Britton

‘Full of beauty, wit and inner strength, this unique dual voiced memoir moved me deeply. Aasmah Mir's childhood may have been bittersweet but her writing, like her broadcasting, is pure gold’ Samira Ahmed




About the Book

Two generations, two places and two stories told in unison.

A Pebble in the Throat is an eloquent and often heart-breaking memoir of Aasmah Mir’s childhood growing up in 1970s Glasgow. From a vivacious child to a teenage loner, Aasmah candidly shares the highs and lows of growing up between two cultures – trying to fit in at school and retreating to the safe haven of a home inhabited by her precious but distant little brother and Helen, her family’s Glaswegian guardian angel.

Intricately woven into this coming-of-age story is that of Aasmah’s mother, as we follow her own life as a young girl in 1950s Pakistan to 1960s Scotland and beyond. Both mother and daughter fight, are defeated and triumph in different battles in this sharp and moving story. A Pebble in the Throat is a remarkable memoir about family, identity and finding yourself where you are.




For my mum and dad, who gave us everything.

And for my daughter R, who is my everything.
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Glasgow, Scotland, 1985

From the car to the door of the shop lies a distance of barely a few metres but it feels as long and twisty as the Karakoram Highway and just as perilous. It is May and the air still feels sharp. But there is a softness to the cold that suggests the approach of summer and all that it will never hold.

I sit inside the car searching for kindness in the faces of passers-by. No. No. Maybe. Absolutely not. After a while I start to fret. The ugly clock on the dashboard ticks over to 3:48 p.m.

Twisting at the strap of the school bag on my knees, I press it against the inside of my hand until a raspberry-coloured stain forms. I do this unthinkingly, not intending to cause pain. I open my palms and stare at them as if seeing them for the first time. Bringing the thumb of my right hand up to my mouth, I begin to chew the curve of the nail.

My mother sits in the driver’s seat. She is always waiting for me with an undiminished amount of patience. How long have we been sitting like this? How many times? The same face, the same hair, the same name; I sprang from her body and yet we could not be more different.

The door to the shop opens and two girls tumble out, screeching and shoving sweets in their mouths, elbowing and backing into each other.

‘Fuckin’ shut it Morvern, ya eejit HAHAHAHAAA.’

My heart flips, a coldness starts to build in my stomach. I shrink back in my seat wishing myself invisible. They must not see me. But there’s a flash of blazers and hair and they are gone. I gaze after them – wretched, relieved, envious.

We both know how this is going to go. How it always goes. I break the silence, forcing the air out of my shrinking throat.

‘It looks . . . very . . . busy inside, Mum,’ I say doubtfully, looking out of the car window again. ‘It’ll take . . . ages.’

Every time I hear my voice it surprises and infuriates me. It sounds pathetic. This is not who I am supposed to be; who I was born to be.

Out of the corner of my eye I see my mother’s chin dip slightly. The silence envelops us.

‘I don’t really need the magazine. Let’s just go home.’

I try to sound breezy. I want this to end. But I hear her sigh, so softly that it disappears like thin smoke from the candles on a birthday cake. Disappointment sketches its name in the air.

‘Don’t worry beti. I’ll get it. I’ll leave the keys in.’

The door slams, the keys dance in the ignition and she is gone. I hold my breath, my eyes following her. But the Karakoram Highway holds no fear for my mother. She walks along the pavement with a quick, efficient stride; the narrow, treacherous path widens and flattens with every step. She is in a hurry, there are so many things to do and a life to lead. She pushes the door of the newsagents and disappears inside.

I click on the radio switching from Radio 1 to Radio Clyde and back again searching for the right song. The one with the perfect amount of sweetness or saltiness; the one that tastes just right. I want to let its sugariness explode on my tongue before it turns to thorns in my throat; to gulp down its salty water then let the liquid slowly flood my lungs. I want to leave this place and to plunge headfirst into it at the same time.

I think about the chocolate bar she will buy me along with my magazine. I have a ridiculously sweet tooth, always ready to splinter a Highland Toffee on my soft molars or chew furiously on a Mars Bar. Thin paper bags of boiled sweets grow damp in my blazer pockets as the rain soaks into me. I bolt my lunch and dinner and immediately start to crave the vanilla heights of caramel and cocoa. I dump huge spoonfuls of sugar on to Frosties; I eat bread and jam like it’s nothing; I rub Polos on to my teeth at night in bed because they taste of mint so must essentially be toothpaste. I am so obsessed by sweet things that I take to stealing small change from my father’s vast suit pockets to fund my habit and hasten the rotting of my teeth. Once my mother took radical steps to wean me off sweet things; now she connives in my addiction.

And I receive my hit gratefully. Because sweet is simple. A slice of apple pie is forever buttery and chewy and sticks to your teeth in a pleasing way. A square of iced gingerbread always lies like a snow-topped castle on a moat of technicolour custard. Food like that leaves your tongue sweet and your mood high; it never turns to ashes in your mouth.

My mother is coming back. This time I can see her face. She looks preoccupied; something is twisting like a fish in her head. But as soon as she spots me she smiles in her compact way. She waves the magazine and some chocolate and punches the air in triumph. I’ve seen that gesture many times before. She did it when my little brother finally started walking at the age of three, motoring his chubby legs across the grass, his rosy tongue sticking out with the effort. She did it when I won the one hundred metres at Sports Day, her chin dipping into her chest, the wind blowing the curls into her soft face.

My mother, my champion, my betrayer.

She pulls open the door and puts the magazine and the chocolate on my lap and turns the key. Folding her body forward she checks her rear-view mirror for traffic. It took my mother three attempts to pass her driving test, her tiny feet getting tangled in the ends of her sari as she tried to locate the clutch.

Soon we’re speeding along the Great Western Road. The radio is up high and occasionally I pass a Malteser to her and she eats it off her palm as if she is checking a curry for salt. I eat mine from between my forefinger and thumb because that is how you should eat in this country.

In this car in this perfect moment I feel almost happy. Here I can pretend that it never happened. My mother and I could drive and drive until we reach some sunny place where everyone’s face is open and smiling; where people don’t whisper poison in your ear while you wait to cross the road or queue for your lunch in the canteen. If we keep going it would just be the two of us. If we keep going, I’d never have to go to school again and she would promise to never ever leave me again.




Gujranwala, Pakistan, 1965

I lock eyes with Maqsooda before I let the plate fall from a height. It shatters and lies in five hideous pieces on the floor.

The noise finally sends home the family sitting in the drawing room before they have even had a chance to complain that the tea was not quite hot enough, the samosas a bit too oily or the laddoos not sufficiently round. They are already thrusting their feet back into their shoes and gathering their veils around them when I pop my head around the door. On top of all the swearing and the incident with the tea this really is too much. They hurry out of the house and into the street in appalled silence.

My brother Khalid had already done the detective work. He had slipped into the university and sat in on one of Iqbal’s lectures. Without even a pen he had lolled at the back with his hands in his pockets and waited, unchallenged and entitled, my father’s sole male heir. He already had low expectations but when Iqbal appeared, Khalid sat forward and blinked slowly. No, this man really wouldn’t do. A ‘dry roti’ – no oil, too much flour – he chuckled to himself. He left after just five minutes, the door slamming monstrously behind him.

But my father was adamant. He had given his word and there was to be no going back. Iqbal would be a strong match. His family was solid, he was highly educated and not a businessman, just as I had stipulated he must not be. There was not a whiff of scandal or deceit around him – not like the last one. But I did not want to marry this dry-sounding man whose world only extended to the city limits of Gujranwala; whose sleepy eyes as described by my brother promised neither love nor adventure; whose family seemed a collection of thin eyebrows and even thinner hearts.

I slam the tea tray down on the table – a bit harder than I had meant to. The saucers leap and dance and my mother jumps in her chair.

‘Hey auntie, how many sugars?’ I ask loudly.

The woman looks aghast. Her eyebrows travel to the middle of her huge forehead, which is caked in white powder. She readjusts her shawl around her body.

‘How many . . . ?’ She looks at my mother for guidance, her voice drying up in her throat.

‘Sugars. How many do you take?’ I am brandishing the spoon in my hand, my head casually cocked to one side as if I were serving her in a roadside dabba.

‘I . . . I . . . three?’

‘Three? My God! Do you want to die?’

My mother shifts in her seat. Out in the street a hawker is selling matches, his voice rising and falling in a hopeless crescendo.

‘Here, just have one. It’s better for your figure,’ I decide.

I swish the spoon around briskly and thrust the cup at her which she takes in two shaky hands.

Her sour-faced daughter who has not spoken once cannot shift her gaze from me, slowly calculating whom she will tell first about this creature, this jungli. She narrows her eyes and moistens her thin lips. I hand a cup to my mother, our eyes not meeting. Then I walk back to the kitchen without a backwards glance, my hips swinging, my sandals flip-flopping loudly, adjusting my tumbling dupatta as I go.

Maqsooda is clanging pots as I reach the kitchen. I raise an eyebrow at her and issue a few curses in her direction. Then she passes the plate to me silently, stands well back and watches with her huge beautiful eyes as I dash it to the floor.

Days pass and my father grows puzzled as to why there has been no word from the Maliks. He pivots from confusion to humiliation then anger. But he is too proud to ask. After two weeks have passed they and their unsuitable son are never mentioned again.

*

Eight months later, I am awakened by my brother’s voice.

‘Baby! Oh – baby! Get up!’

It is just 6 o’clock. I am rubbing the sleep from my eyes and trying to pat down my hair when the door opens and my older sister Naz bundles in.

‘Quick, you have to go downstairs. Khalid says he needs to take your photo!’

‘My photo? Why?’

‘For the rishta. They need a picture. But you have to go now.’

‘I need to comb my hair at least, wash my face. I’ve just woken–’

‘Baby! No time for that. Come – now!’ thunders my brother from downstairs. He must have woken the whole of Gujranwala. He has most certainly disturbed our buffalo in the field next door.

I slowly descend the stairs desperately trying to smooth my hair. My sister Koukab and I have the tightest, curliest hair in the family. No amount of massaging sunflower oil into it makes any difference. In the morning it looks as if we have been electrocuted.

‘Come on, why can’t I even wash my face?’ I protest, walking into the living room. ‘This is silly. I look half-asleep!’

But my brother is already impatiently gesturing to the chair opposite him. I notice a bored-looking man with a camera standing silently so I sit down huffily and as I look up he releases the shutter. Before I can ask for another they are striding out of the room, out of the front door and into the street, carrying with them the sleepy photograph that will send me to a city thousands of miles away whose name I have neither heard nor uttered before.
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