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Chapter 1: Such a Small Matter

[image: ]


We stood before Father with our hands folded. Our faces were trembling with fear.

Our bodies showed signs of an earthquake within. Our eyes reflected anxiety and confusion.

We had folded our hands the way people do during prayer. Meanwhile, Father was completely absorbed in his newspaper.

He had certainly seen us enter his room, but after that he had become so engrossed in the newspaper again that it seemed as if he had never noticed us at all.

It was the middle of a bitterly cold season. Father had the habit of finishing the dawn prayer and then climbing into bed to read the newspaper.

Until breakfast was ready, he did nothing except read the newspaper.

After breakfast, it was just him and his thick books.

Sometimes we would wonder where he had managed to collect so many large books from.

Once, the question finally slipped from our lips, and he replied:

“I started preparing for this stage of life a long time ago. When a person retires and has no work left except bringing groceries home, then the best pastime for him is to remember Allah and read books.”

When we realized that things would not work this way and that he was not going to lift his head from the newspaper to ask why we were standing there, I made an attempt of my own—I cleared my throat.

At that exact moment, Mother entered the room. When she saw us standing in that posture, she looked surprised and said:

“Why, boys, are you offering prayers? But this is not the time for prayer, and besides, the direction you are facing is not the Kiblah. Although your father is sitting in that direction, and children often regard their parents as their Kiblah out of respect. Even so, there must be some reason for standing like this.”

“Yes, Mother, there is a reason,” I finally spoke.

“Have you done something wrong?” she asked in a gentle, affectionate tone, beginning what seemed like an interview.

“No, by Allah’s grace, we have not done anything wrong.”

“Then have I or your father done something wrong?”

She looked at us sternly.

“Oh, goodness no! What are you saying, Mother? How could you or Father ever be wrong?”

Mason quickly touched his ears in disbelief. To do so, he had to remove his hands from his stomach, but the moment he touched his ears, he folded them again.

“Then what is the matter? You seem worried. I mean, have you gotten yourselves into some trouble?”

“N-no, not yet,” Ryan stammered.

“What do you mean, not yet? Are you planning to get into trouble?” Mother asked anxiously.

“No, not at all. We have no such intention.”

“Then why don’t you tell me? What exactly is the matter?”

“We came to say something to Father, but he still hasn’t asked us why we are standing here like this.”

“What kind of conversation is this?” Suddenly Father’s voice struck our ears.

“So, have you not heard a single thing that has been said in this room until now?” Mother asked in a slightly annoyed tone.

“No. You all know very well that when I get absorbed in the newspaper, I hear nothing around me. Even now, I only realized you were all in the room when I finished reading one article.”

Saying this, he looked toward us and then exclaimed in surprise: “Oh my! Why are you standing like that?”

“W-we... th-that... tel...,” I stuttered and could not continue.

“Yes, ‘tel...’? What is that supposed to mean? Is it a word from some other language?” he asked in confusion.

“No, it is a word from our own language. Brother is actually trying to say ‘tele...’” Julian could not finish the sentence either. The moment the word “tele” left his mouth, it seemed that he too had lost the ability to speak.

“Tele? Are you trying to say ‘television’? Oh, I see. You mean to say that there should be a television in the house. Look, boys, that is almost impossible. We do not have the means to buy a television. And even if we somehow bought one, where would we get the money for the electricity bills and the annual license fee? No, that cannot happen. You may all go now.”

He delivered his verdict as though a judge had announced a final decision.

“You... you misunderstood, Father,” Ryan said, gathering enough courage to speak.

“What did you say? What did you say? I misunderstood?” Father glared at him.

“N-no, sir. Of course, you can never misunderstand anything. The thing is, we wanted a tele...phone.”

No one knew where he suddenly found the courage, but he actually managed to complete the word “telephone.” Beyond that, however, he could not continue.

“Oh, I see! You want to make a telephone call. All this nervousness just for such a small matter? Good heavens! Go ahead and make your call. But remember—don't make more than one call.”

“You have once again...” Ryan stopped in the middle of his sentence. Quickly changing his words, he continued, “The thing is, Father, we don't want to make a telephone call.”

“Then why have you come here? Tell me quickly. I still have to finish reading my newspaper.”

“Wait, Father. I'll explain. These people will keep fumbling forever.”

For the first time, Mason spoke. Throughout the entire conversation he had remained completely silent. And how could he have spoken? Nobody had given him a chance.

“Very well, then. You explain.”

“The matter is this, Father. By Allah's grace, we have solved the very first case of our lives. We achieved remarkable success. The Inspector General, the Judge, and the lawyer were all very pleased with our performance. The Inspector General has granted us special permission according to which, as long as we continue our work without violating the law, nobody will object. In other words, we can continue serving our country and our people while carrying on our own work. Therefore, we now wish to establish a proper office. As a first step in this direction, we have come to seek your approval.”

Mason Ahmad continued speaking fluently. We were amazed at his eloquence and also somewhat regretful that we had not made better use of it ourselves.

As soon as he finished, Father said: “You should also explain why you have come.”

“Sir, I just told you—we want to turn our office into a proper office.”

“Then do it. What am I stopping you for?” he said with a puzzled expression.

“Well, for that we need a phone...”

“Oh! Now I understand. You want to install a telephone in your office.” He spoke loudly.

“Y-yes, sir,” I replied immediately.

Father remained silent for a few moments. Finally, he said: “All right. I have no objection. Get a telephone. But don't misuse it.”

Our astonishment knew no bounds. We had never imagined that the matter would be resolved so easily. Otherwise, we would not have stammered so much or taken so long to explain it.

Carrying the telephone authorization, we ran to our office. We immediately called our electrician friend Owen and had the telephone connection installed there.

Then we turned our attention to the second problem. The second problem was the signboard.

Our signboard was extremely ugly, torn, battered, and poorly designed. Since it had been painted by Mason himself, it looked even worse.

Therefore, we decided to have a new signboard made. We would hire a proper painter to write it neatly and then install it on the office door.

Now we were no longer afraid of any Inspector Jasper.

Although he held quite a grudge against us, the organization was no longer poor. Its bank balance had reached one thousand dollars. We could easily afford a magnificent signboard—and that was exactly what we did.

After that, we also ordered tables and chairs.

A few days later, when the office had been completely transformed and we were sitting proudly in it, Julian—the accountant of our organization—announced: “The organization's bank balance is now only thirty-two dollars.”

“Oh!” All of our mouths fell open at once.

Then I said: “Well, never mind. We'll see what happens.”

“If Allah sends us even one case,” said Mason, “we'll be in great shape again.”

“The real question,” said Ryan, “is when that case will come.”

“How can anyone say when a case will come?” Julian replied. “When Allah wills it, it will come.”

Even so, our office now truly looked like an office. My desk stood separately. Mason and Ryan were given a small table of their own.

Julian was assigned a third desk in a corner. Two or three registers were placed on his desk.

He used only one of them for accounting. The registers actually belonged to Father, but since several blank pages remained in them, Julian was putting them to use.

We spent the first day waiting, but nobody even peeked into the office. The second day also passed in disappointment.

On the third day, an idea occurred to me.

“I am going to make a couple of phone calls,” I announced quickly. “I think the organization can afford the expense.”

“But why is there any need to make phone calls?” Mason objected. He also made a face as though he had accidentally put something bitter into his mouth.

“To obtain cases, we must make some effort ourselves. How long can we keep sitting here doing nothing?” I replied irritably.

“So now you're going to obtain cases over the telephone? That's a strange idea,” said Ryan in surprise.

“What's strange about it? Just wait and see.” I placed my hand on the receiver lying on the desk.

“Very well,” said Julian. “We'll keep watching, and you keep calling.”

I dialed the number of the Inspector General. After a short while, the call connected.

“Hello, who is speaking?” he asked.

“Sir, this is the representative of Shaw & Co.,” I replied quickly.

“Oh, I see. Tell me, Lucas Shaw, how are you?”

“By Allah's grace, we're surviving. Actually, I called to inform you that we have established a proper office.”

“You've done well, Lucas Shaw. I'll keep it in mind. Just make sure that you only take on work that doesn't bring you into conflict with the law.”

“Don't worry, sir. We will be especially careful about that.”

“Anything else, Lucas Shaw?”

“No, sir. Thank you very much.” I hung up after he did.
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