3
A Magic Pencil

By the time I was eight years old, my father had more than
eight hundred students and three campuses—an elementary
division and two high schools, one for boys and one for girls—
so our family finally had enough money to buy a TV. That’s
when I became obsessed with owning a magic pencil. I got
the idea from Shaka Laka Boom Boom, the show Safina and
[ watched after school. It was about a boy named Sanju, who
could make anything real by drawing it. If he was hungry, he
drew a bowl of curry, and it appeared. If he was in danger,
he drew a policeman. He was a little hero, always protecting
people who were in danger.

At night I would pray, God, please give me Sanju’s pencil.
T won’ tell anyone. Just leave it in my cupboard. I will use it t0
make everyone happy. As soon as [ finished praying, I would

check the drawer. But the pencil was never there.
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One afternoon the boys weren’t home and my
T]()[}
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walked to the dump, just a block or so from oy houge

asked me to throw away some potato peels 4 | '
S, |
W"in_
sure I didn't step on anything in my nice shoes, If only | hag

giant mountain of rotting food. As I tossed oy rubbigh, ontg

kling my nose as I got close, Swatting away fljes
Sanju’s magic pencil. I would erase it all: the smel,

the heap, I saw something move, | jumped.

It was a girl my age. Her hair was matted and her skjj, Was
covered in sores. She was sorting rubbish into piles, one f,,
cans, one for bottles. Nearby, boys were fishing in the pile for
metal using magnets on strings. I wanted to talk to them, by,
I was scared.

Later that day, when my father returned home, I told him
about the children at the dump and dragged him to see them.
He spoke gently to the children, byt they ran away. I asked
him why they weren’ in school. He told me that these children
Were supporting their families, selling whatever they found for
a few rupees; if they went to school, their families would go




A MAGIC PENCIL

g me what my life might be like if I couldn’t go to

was show!
ol.
scho 1 lalieved 8 magle penc
Undl then, | had believed a magic pencil could change the
d. Now [ knew / would have to do something, | didn't
ori . . '
k oW wh&“ it was. But | ;lsk(‘(l (m(| for f/)r _ffrrwy!/; /m// Cour
rn d

be the world a better place. | signed my letter, rolled it
piece of wood, placcd a dandelion on top, and

m that flows into the Swat River. Surely ( rod

age " mé
uLP qedittod
Hmf‘i‘d irin a stred

would find it there.
As much as 1 wanted to help the children from the dump,

my mother wanted to help everyone. She had started putting
bread crusts in 2 bowl on the kitchen windowsill. Nearby was
an extra pot of rice and chicken. The bread was for the birds;
od was for a poor family in our neighborhood.

d her once why she always gave food away. “We have
¢ is like to be hungry, pisho,” she said. “We must

the fo
[ aske

known what 1
never forget to share what we have.”
So we shared everything we had. We even shared our home

with a family of seven who had fallen on hard times. They
sed to pay my father rent, but more often than not,
g them money. And although my father’s
he gave away more than a
e wished he could have

started serving a few
” she

were Suppo
he ended up lendin
school wasn’t really making a profit,
hundred free places to poor children. H

given away more. My mother, meanwhile,

girls breakfast at our house each day. “How can they learn,

. [{q .
said, “if their stomachs are emptY?”
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One day | noticed that‘somc of our longtime St“Udents hag
not returned. 1 asked my father where they were, “Oh, Jani?
he said, “some of the richer parents took their children out of
school when they found out they were sharing classrooms yj}
the sons and daughters of people who cleaned their houses o

washed their clothes.”

[ was young, but I was old enough to feel that wasn’t right
and to understand that if too many paying students left, it
would mean hard times for the school and for our family,
What I didn't know was that a bigger threat was looming—

not just for our family and our school, but for all of Pakistan.



