A modern fairytale
By Haroon Khalid


The mellowing sunshine of Eid is something that pains many a heart. Every society needs an original festival of its own. If we cannot take pride in our traditions and festivals, and make our children do the same, then we, as a nation, are heading for a serious identity crisis. Let’s not allow consumerism to steal away our tradition and make us anonymous in the world
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“IN 2006, fairytales have no takers in Pakistan. The delectable tales of orphans stand orphaned themselves. To be honest, they were out of favour with parents and kids alike even in 2005, and the year before that and … This backward count of years might not yield the exact year when the fairies decided to pack up from our homes and fluttered their delicate wings for the last time in the hope to elicit a recall. For this tale of abandonment is gradual. During the last couple of decades, we began realizing that the reality, which our newly-found money could buy, is superior to the fantasies we once carried with us. We thought we had outgrown them and it was time we caught the fast train of modern life. We made our children board this train as well. We forgot that in adopting our new lifestyle, we estranged ourselves from our core and became strangers in the mirror of identity.

“The staccato life that we dress ourselves in these days is apparently richer and fragranced, lacking in almost nothing. If we are at all poorer, it is in our cravings. Readymade pleasures and off-the-shelf delights leave us with no time to long. We have nothing to excite ourselves about any more. Everything falls in our laps much easily. It is true that the feeling of anticipating pleasure is superior to pleasure itself. Hence our joys have depreciated in value and are not sustainable. Spiritually, we are no different than the beggar who wears gaudy ragtag gown reflecting patchwork and inner penury. There is no sense of genuinely lasting delight left in this fairy-less world.”

I was quizzical at these reflections that were pouring forth on the eve of Eid. These thoughts should have nothing to do with Eid. What has Eid got to do with fairytales, or more precisely with their demise? Perhaps everything, I later realized.

To understand these cerebral outpourings, I tried to define the word fairytale in my mind. In my mind’s dictionary, I groped for suitable phrases. I soon realized that the answer lay not in the stories of Cinderella or Pinocchio, but in my own innocent experiences. While sifting through the memory bank, I stumbled upon some high-definition images of my childhood possessions when I was not in double figures; my toy Boeing with mock airhostess inside, my miniature cricket game, my smart Navy uniform with a cap, my pair of moccasins. The belongings had a common strand; Eid and, of course, eidee. If childhood was an enthralling sojourn in the cottage on the edge of the woods, Eid was the ultimate visit to the Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory.

I as a young boy have been the lead character of my own fairytale in the alluring forest of childhood. I was cast without my knowledge, but certainly not against my interest. The tale did not appear special till it lasted, but I recognize it now as a fairytale through the sensation of inner enchantment and wistfulness that I feel every time I go down the memory lane. Everything now looks so fanciful, out of bounds of reality.

Imagine the fathomless freedom that was at our disposal. Whether they were laughter or sobs, we were at liberty to disregard occasion, place and company while releasing these emotions. There was general amnesty for all our actions. Eid genuinely excited us. There was this sense of a momentous occasion and we did not want to be excluded from anything concerning Eid, from eating sewayyian to donning brand new clothes.

On this Eid, let me narrate you a fairytale that is mutually ours, but has been catching dust of late in almost all households. Please do not skim it to accommodate channel surfing, the great national pastime. It is truly a fairytale because you can replace the lead kid in it with your early self (provided you are above 35 now) and the story would not change. I am even confident that for people younger than 35, there might be some insight about the heritage that we have lost, not in centuries, but in mere years. As an additional comfort, I promise you will not come across witches or stepmothers in this tale.

There was this young boy (call him Chand), who desired to become a wealthy kid in his own right. He had envisaged this dream ever since he was told that the pleasure of breaking the piggy bank could be his only when it would be brimming with coins and notes. One day, a twenty-something fairy on a night shift was conducting a house-to-house search for sulking boys pretending to be asleep. She sneaked through his window by the garden and clearing her throat, introduced herself as Miss Fairy Al Islami.

She gave him these excellent tidings that the boy’s wish was about to be fulfilled and he would be rewarded for his impatience as per the rules of the fairyland (Actually impatience was a typo in the rules of the fairyland which has now been corrected, I am told reliably). With her magic stick that was of the size of a matchstick, she would weave a 15-day spell on his parents that would entrance them to treat him like a prince. If he became convinced on the spell’s trial version, he could be bestowed upon the full licensed product from the fairyland.

When Chand woke up the next morning he dismissed it as a dream. But little did he know that fairy’s spell had magical efficacy about it. Chand noticed queer warmth in the looks of his mother that morning which he had not earned since the day he entered into a peace treaty with his elder brother after two years of violent clashes.

Chand’s initial misgiving about mother’s twinkling eyes was that he was about to be informed that he was in fact adopted and his biological mother or father had won the custody battle. He drew on his readership of fairytales to conclude that he did indeed need a stepmother rather desperately to make things ‘happen’. His fears grew stronger when the mother started whispering to his father who also threw an affection-dripping glance at him.

They took him out and, to his relief, reached Tariq Road within 15 minutes. (It is not a typo as in those days, traffic was thin as the menace of banks’ auto-loans was a few decades away) The boy’s father briefly put him over his shoulders as a mark of newly unearthed paternal fondness. It did not last long though after the father had this Roald Dahl-ish kind of feeling that his face had somehow shifted to his stomach and eye-sockets had their origins in his abdomen. Hence acrobatics gave way to normal finger holding.

He was taken to various shoe shops and different shoes were tried on his feet. Two Bata branches and three Service stores later, they returned home empty-handed only to resume the expedition the next day. It took them five strenuous nights to decide what was the best pair of shoes in town (Incidentally it was the same pair they saw and criticized to no end in the first shop on the first night). The devotion shown in the quest for his shoes made him believe in fairies and magic.

The next whole week was consumed in selecting the finest possible clothes for him. Finally, the mother picked sherwani and the father chose trousers in the same departmental store from different shelves. They insisted he would look stunning and unique in the combination. He protested by walking out of the store, but his father was no Darrel Hair, and he was pleaded to come back and undress (for trial, of course). They had to additionally buy him a pajama and a Hong Kong stitched shirt. Thanks to the initial schism between the married couple, he ended with two sets of expensive eastern and western clothing. Obviously, another pair of shoes was bought. He was so overjoyed that he felt that this time he wanted to carry his father on his shoulders. But better sense prevailed and he did not utter anything as his father might have consented, as he was tiring after hectic shopping excursions.

Exactly after 14 days of the first visitation, the pretty fairy, this time sporting makeup and Rayban sun glasses, wriggled through the closed eyelids and interrupted Chand’s dream in which he was seated atop a throne wearing a crown resembling tied shoelaces and people were humbly trying different shoe on his foot. The little fairy winked, but the boy was languid in winking back, for which he regrets to this day.

She told him another excellent tiding that she liked the boy and as a special privilege, he would receive this treatment from his parents this time each year till he attained the age of puberty for which he had to wait for the signs. She then smiled and told him that the next day would be the day he would cherish for the rest of his life. It would be the day when people would shower him with money. They would thrust currency notes in his hands and pockets although parents would do their best to stop them. This once-a-year privilege was also to last till he attained a certain age.

The next morning, his mother woke him up at dawn, got him dressed and sent him with his father for Eid prayers. Just as the fairy had portended, he began to be handed money by affable elders. First came his grandfather who summoned him to his room. After probing his pockets that took eternity, he took out a cigarette pack. Before Chand could tell he did not smoke, the grandfather conjured up a red crumpled note from the pack. Fairy’s magic was even placing money in the cigarette packs, he mused to himself.

Then it was the turn of the uncle who being a banker had played smart and doled out crisp notes toward him that somehow seemed much more than their fifty-rupee value. Even the neighbours and relatives that visited and that were visited chased him down; some grabbed him by the neck and others tickled him to death. When freed, he was richer in his pockets. During this time, his parents remained at variance with relatives and friends on the issue of giving eidee to the boy. With one neighbour, his father almost came to blows when he tried giving eidee to Chand as well as to his mother. He knew in a strange way that somehow his father had to pay back every paisa, hence his resistance.

Eid and whatever preceded it was etched in his memory. In the coming years, Eid stood out as the day when young children got their wishes. The boy initially saved a lot of money, but when the smell of the notes wore off, he began to dispose them of and in exchange got a toy Boeing with a mock airhostess, miniature cricket game and other items that you would have guessed by now.

After a few years, the boy discovered that the fairy was also gifted in the art of lying as well since this special privilege was bestowed not on him alone as claimed, but also on hundreds and thousands of children. It seemed that a full-fledged Edhi-like service was being run by the fairy. It did not bother him that she had lied. He lived happily ever after (actually till he began having the signs as the fairy had predicted). Suddenly the money and the clothes stopped. He sulked, but the fairy never returned. (Many thanks for not using the television remote for the duration of the fairytale.)

Well, in this age we still have a festival called Eid. We still look forward to it, but for different reasons. The office goers wait eagerly for it is on the Eid holidays that they get the opportunity to unwind and oversleep. Eid for women is mercifully still a day to celebrate and ornate themselves. They are able to flaunt their new clothes and shoes on the day. Salaried employees’ Eid bonuses are spent toward this ‘noble’ cause.

As for the kids of today, Eid is rapidly becoming synonymous with boredom. Today’s boys and girls have enough pocket money and other luxuries to make them indifferent to the pleasures of eidee. They buy enough new clothes round the year and Eid shopping has become a routine matter. In fact, the tradition of giving eidee is also vanishing. I do not remember when my kids last received eidee from outside the family. (No, the article is not inspired by this personal grievance) And even the kids don’t mind it much.

Every festival should be a celebration of life. No celebration can occur if the faces of children betray disenchantment during the time of these celebrations. The consumerism of our age which roughly translates into financial overstretch through personal loans and plastic money, the irresistible glitter of shopping malls and the relatively affordable travel to the First World that is Dubai, has lead to our children losing their vigour about Eid. One way to reinvigorate their enthusiasm is probably if the government announces minimum eidee amount of Rs1,000 like the fixation of nisab. But, seriously speaking, we need to ask some questions: do we need to sleep or to celebrate?

Eid is not Eid because we do not regard it a day of festival. The fact is that we still celebrate chand raat, but actual Eid is a humdrum affair. Every society needs an original festival of its own. We do not want our children to be groping in search of festival they can call their own. We do not want them to end up celebrating Christmas one day, something that, in fact, has already started here in the high society. If we cannot take pride in our traditions and festivals, and make our children do the same, then we are heading for a serious identity crisis as a nation. We should not allow consumerism to steal away our tradition and make us anonymous in the world.

Festivals lose their hues of fanfare without children’s ownership. Our children now have disowned Eid, but the onus to change lies with us. We have to bring them on the Board of Directorship of ‘Eid Incorporated’. Why cannot tie the bigger joys of their lives with Eid. That ‘play station’ that we bought them during random shopping meant so much to them. Why it could not have waited for Eid? True, eidee is no longer enticing, but these bigger gifts are. Why cannot we hold a family feast that day? The forgotten neighbours can also be visited. I am sure our children will enjoy meeting their children and bonds of friendships will engender. Let children become the impetus for celebrating Eid. 

