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‘They burn holes into my son...
No eyes. No mouth’

she found a flyer carrying the face
of an unidentified South Asian
woman killed at the World Trade Center.

As she picked up the flyer, she naticed the
eyes and the mouth of the woman in the pic-
ture had been defaced and bumt. That inci-
dent, along with the several occurrences of
backlash against South Asians in general
and Muslims in particular led — Rehana
uses the word “forced’— her to document the
events around het in the form of a play.

Barriers, which opened September 4 in
San Francisco after a sucoessful run in New
York last year around the same fime, is
about a Mustim famiy that has lost a son in
the terror sttacks at the Twin Towers.

It has been two years since that day and
the play will premiere for the first time out-
side the eity that witnessad the tragedy, Will
audiences in San Francisco and Los Angeles,
thousands of miles away from New York
City, be interested?

Absohitely, says Rehana, who believes the
play’s thernes go beyond g/11. It is about
grief and loss and bow s family deals with
both those things.”

opened September 4 in
ses on the fallout of 9/11 for
ica, reports Shakti Bhatt

The play revolves around the family of
Khalil Abbas (Wajid), 2 i who

San

American growing up in a Muslim family,

lives in New Jersey and is married to
Chinese-born  and Islam-convert Naima
(Diana Tanaka). They have a teenage son
Shehry (Rodney Jao), who after 9/11 feels
forced to casry a gus to high school for his
safety, a daughter Sunima (Meera Simhan),
who lives in New York with her fiancé Roger
(Tyler Pierce). The deceased son Nabhil is
played by Sunkrish Bala in flashback scenes.

The idea behind having a Chiness woman
as a Muslim housewife, its playwright says,
is to convey the various faces of Islam. ‘1
wanted to make 1t universal and portray
Islam for what it is, a multiracial melting
pot,” says Rehana, whose parents immigrat-
ed to the US from Pakistan.

Rehana studied creative writing at New
Yotk University where she wrute several
plays on subjects that dealt with dual identi-
ties and coming of age. Her interest in politi-
cal issues precipitated with 9f11 and the
backlash against Muslims in Ameriea that
enxued

“In school they teach you that ‘you write
what you know.,™ says Rehans, "but every
time 1 wrote about my experiences as an

the feedback would be that it is not believ-
able or understandable. And by the time
9/11 happened, my vuice was dying 1o come
out and tell a story.”

The play opened in New York last year to
full houses and audiences continued 1o fill
up theaters especially after a becoming men-
tion in The New York Times. ‘The perti-
nence and poignancy of its subject in the
current context is indisputable’ wrote
Times’ Bruce Weber. 'If the play's idea is to
make a plaintive case on behalf of a commu-
nity, it is a deserving case, a deserving
plaint. You leave the theater sympathetic 1o
fellow Americans who don't feel much fel-
lowship at the moment '

That was a year ago. But things, since,
have changed little. claim both the writer
and ber sister, Rohi Mirza, who is the pro-
dncer of the play.

“The play carries a very timely and impor-
tant message,” Rohi, who studied for an
MBA ut Rutgers University, says. “Racial
profiling continues until today and we are
basically saying, through the play, ‘hey, this
is still happening ™
Whereas the producer had initial diffieul-
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ties getting funding for the play during its
first run in New York City, its success
prompted the Asian American Theater
Company to contact the Mirza sisters about
premiering on the other side of the coast. -
“It seems like a wonderful project and | ¥
was really impressed by the themes the play
deals with,” Sean Lim, AATC's Managing
Artistic Director, told India Abroad. “It is a
mature, tragicomedy family drama and it
would resonate with residents of the Bay

the train and despite knowing that the man is
¢ m‘!hu enemy,’ he cannot help wanting to ‘hit

Director Kapoor believes in the light of the
- ¢fforts by Homeland Security 1o beef up secu-
Nty measures against tecrorism — mainly by
o Ml\ulmot Act I — the general audience
- Would be interested in watching the dynamic
Of a typical, and in many ways atypical,
Muslim-American family.
“Muslims continue to be treated with suspi-
clon and targeted without solid ground,”
~ Kapoar says, “So in that sense, the play's rele-
Vancy will not die for a long time.”
et their run in the Bay Area, Rohi wants
10 make the play an off-Broadway show. The
¢, she says, has never been more ripe for
South Asian artists, citing the upcoming

Area.

The play in its second run has incorporat-
ed many changes. Besides having a new
director — Ravi Kapoor, who frequently
appears on ABCs Gideon's Crossing and
NBC's Crossing Jordan, replaced New
York's Ashok Sinha — many characters have

been more fully rounded. Y Dreams as an example. .
Tyler Pierce, who plays Roger, Sunima’s “This play also shows that the South Asian
Amierican fiancé, fails to understand why ~ community in general do not take help when

she is unable to tell her parents about their [
impending plans for marriage. Pqu-'n char-
acter now has a monologue, which was 3
absent earlier. 5
“Now my character makes a full journey i
and people understand his motivations, .
Pierce says, detailing a scene where he &
remembers sitting aext to an [ndian man on

they need it,” she says. "It is about how they
Brieve, and how their pain is often so con-
tained and bottled up. And when it explodes,
148 a revelation of sorts.”

For more information please see
Www.desipina.org or
Wnw.asianamericanthealer.org

ActT,Scene 2

[Lights up on Shehry, 16, asleep on the
couch, sprawled out, eagle-winged. The
tolling fades away into faint background
noise of television newscasters. Sunima,
28, walks in, a small duffel bag over her
shoulder. She lays it down, and looks
around her childhood home, taking in the
scene with one swift and appraising look.
She spots Shehry on the couch, and grabs
the remate off from his belly and turns off
the television. Shehry wakes up with a
start]

Sunima: You're late.

[Shehry looks about frightened and
bewildered, registers Sunima, and imme-
diately lies back down)

Shehry: If you're calling me to prayers,
g—g left those unanswered several years

k.

Sunima: No - loon. School. You're late.

Shehry: Oh that. Yeah. [ don't do that
either.

Sunima: You're not sick. Get up.

Shehry: Correct diagnosis, Non-doc-
torate holder. Thank you very much for
asking. | am indeed in fine health.

Sunima: Shehry...

[

hry: 1 don't do school.
Shet 4
inima: That's when the school
L B
Shehry: And for me it ended —
SU:iﬂma: How could Mom and
Dad—

Shehry: Don't start Sunima. Things
are fine around here the way that they

are —

Sunima: Shehry, it's your senior
year!

Shehry: Yes, doctor, and my case of
senioritis seems to be very severe.

Sunima: Will you stop calling me
doctor?

: I'm not five, You can't put
me in a pair of overalls and shove me
onto the school bus anymore.

Sunima: How about I shove your
nose cartilage into your brain then, so
something can penetrate —

Shehry: Sweet sister. So good to
have you home.

Sunima: You make me nuts.

Shehry: Welcome home,
everyone here already is.

Sunima: Your education is not a joke,
Shehry. Are you seriously telling me that
you haven't been to school in nearly four
months?

Shehry: The educational system is a
farce, Sunima. It exists for the ignoramus-
es of the world to gather and regurgitate
the same shit that their parents were
forced to swallow with a smile. It's for
people who are too idiotic to open their
eyes and thus need a cruwbar to pry open
their shut, simplistic minds. But yon
know what, my skin is already brown
enough. I'd rather not sit back and let all
of that horseshit that they're feeding me
in there turn it browner. I don't want to
associate with them, and I frankly think
that you belittle your little bro to want me
to,

Sunima: Gee, 1 thought you were too
slacker grunge to be so snooty. Guess |
was mistaken.

Shehry: Hey, mistakes happen.

Sunima: You're case in point.

Sunima,

The Abbas
household four months
after 9/11...

Shehry: Ouch. Your wit has improved
under the nourishment of mindless dreck.
Was the barter worth it?... [clarifying] A
degree in exchange for your freedom of
thought... how charming.

Sunimal: An idiot GED haggler for a
brother, how not.

Shehry: You never wanted a haggler
for a sibling, | never wanted a hag. No
one said life was fair.

[Enter Naima, with a basket of laun-
dry, dressed in a shalwar with a tabata
draped loosely around her neck. She
stops abruptly at the sight of Sunima]

Naima: Sunima! You're home!

[She drops basket of laundry on the
couch and grabs Sunima in a nght, tight
embrace. Sunima, stiffens, as her mather
clings to her like a small child, dwarfed
by her oun tall, slender figure]

Actl, Scene 4

Sunima: I'm going, Papa. Do we have
to go through this every time?

BARRIERS

9 Playwright Rehana Mirza (left) with sister Roki

[Khalil erosses the room, then crosses
back again. Khalil pauses back in{mnra/
the bookshelf, then turmns to look ar
Sunima sadly)

Khalil: You are not leaving — it is too
s00n—

Sunima: | am leaving, Papa.

m not five...

Khalil: {angered] Yes you have gotten
50 old you forget! You forget so easily!

Sunima: [ can’t forget! That's why I'm
going. I'm doing something. I'm living,
taking classes, making my art. And at
least 1 have someone who's doing the
same, right alongside of me—

Khalil: [turning back ta books] He's a
fool just like you then,

Sunima: I kiew it. So two seconds ago
were just pretending to accept him
ally, deep down ~
i {turning back to Sunima] 1
don't care about him! I care about you —
and I don't want you to go!

Sunima: You can't keep controlling
me—

paper to reveal Nabhil's picture with the
words MISSING — LAST SEEN AT WTC
heading the top)

this paper. All [ have of him, is this paper.
They do this to the dead, Sunima. What
would they do to you? Hmmm? [ eant
lose two... Tean'L...

Suanima: Huosh, papa.. Shhh__jt's
okay.. not going... I won't go into the
city tonight, okay? Shhh.. I'm home...

I'm staying home...

meet gaze of mother]

Excerpted with permission from
Barricrs, an original stage play
written by Rehana Mirza, which
made its West Coast premicre at
the Nohk Theatre in San Francisco
September 4 to 14. It will be staged
at Stages Theater Center in Holly-
wood from September 25 to 28 8

Khalil: Sunima! Enough! Do you
understand me! Enough!

[Enter Shehry watching off to the side]

Sunima: No! | don't understand you! I
don't understand why. | don't understand
why this house is locked up in silence.
‘Why nothing can be said. Why we have 1o
let it eat away at us until there’s nathing
left! So I'm going. I'm getting out! And if
you can't tell me why then U'll just have 1o
leave you to rot... In this, in this.. Hell
hole. Wondering why you don't know how
10 make the pain go away... Because you
don’t know bow 50 all you can do is tell
me NO!

[Naima takes a step forward)

Naima and Khalil: Sunima!

Khalil: No.. YOU DONT KNOW. 1
know! You think you know better. You
think you can just tell your father..
You're not the father, Sunima. Be glad
that you are not. Because you don’t have
to suffer like | do. You think you are so
much smarter? Then why is it that y
don’t know what's going on in front of
your face? .. [Khali pulls that charred
piece of paper from the book and
waves it af her] Look. You want to see.
You want to knew. Th k! L

[Sumima takes the picce of poper out of
his hand siouly)

Khalil; They burn boles. Thev burn
holes in his eyes... His mouth. My son.

Mera beta. And they do this. [ don't

know why. Maybe because when they

read = Musim name, Yaey dom
AD e Kind eyes stadog back at them.
Maybe becanse when they see s
brownness, they only remember how
to hate.

You remember, though. You
remember, you tell me, Papa, [ will
put fivers all over the city, with his pic-
ture, with the word "Missing' so they
will know to look for him, to bring him
home to vs... And your friend would
even belp vou. It was Roger, right?
That friend?

But even as you and your American
boyfriend walk by his picture and light
your silly candles, when your back is
turned they disgrace him, they take

your candles and they burn holes into
my son... NO eyes. NO mouth, It's just
paper, but... They burned holes into

m.
[Sunima wunfolds the charred picce of

Sunima: Papa...
Khalil: Four months later, nobody, just

[She looks up over father's shoulder ta

EndofAct ]




