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AJ WAVY

Son, brother, artist

 

 

 

The final clock-out, and it felt like heaven.

 

I’d known those digits for so many years,

The same routine job, the same one gear,

 

But pressing those buttons for one last time,

Meant a brand new beginning and a brand new climb.

 

So now I walk past casually, almost magically I’ve found myself waking up to a whole different reality.

From shop floors to red carpets, I take pride in the fact that this didn’t happen randomly.

Success happens gradually.

To a focused mind and a devoted heart success happens oh so naturally.

I know what I’m about to say may hurt but pls try not to be mad at me.

 

Sometimes you have to give up.

Your comfort, your stability should not stand in the way of your true capability.

I’m not telling you to leave your job or sell your house, cos at the end of the day, your dreams don’t always work out.  

All I’m saying is every morning I get to eat my toast,

knowing the chances I took allow me to wake up and do what I love the most.

I get to watch my dad smile at my silly videos, even though some of them make him roll his eyes, he’ll still wish me luck before every single one of my shows

 

A lot of people tell me giving up is wrong,

But here’s the thing – giving up the right things at the right time is the only reason I’ve finally got to where I belong.

 

So whether you want to quit or whether you want to stay,

The choice is one that’s yours to make.





 96 – A Conversation

DANNY RAMIREZ

Actor, writer, producer, director

 

 

 

From the United States of America to the United Kingdom, Danny Ramirez and Hussain Manawer jump on a catch-up call to discuss all things hustle and healing

HUSSAIN: My man, I don’t even know where to start, congratulations on everything, take me to the beginning, where did your relationship with acting come from, did you start acting in Miami?

 

DANNY: Thank you bro, I appreciate you, congratulations on everything to you. Even though I grew up in Miami it actually started in Atlanta where I was a freshman playing college soccer. I was an extra in a film and that inspired me to drop out of spring semester to head back to Miami to study and read on it. A few months after returning home, I had three options for the following year

 

1.  Stay in school in Miami, live with my mom, save that money, find an acting scene close by

2. Play soccer in Missouri. If I did this I would have some extra cash in my pocket every month that I get to keep while still pursuing my soccer dreams

3. Play soccer at NYU Poly (New York University) in a big city with a more established acting community.

My mom encouraged me to make a pros and cons list for each of the places I wanted to go. I categorised it up, looking into costs, locations, acting scene, quality of life etc, tallying it up with numbers from 1–20 (20 holding the highest value).

 

*Example of chaotic magical system below



	 


	Miami


	New York 


	Missouri 





	Acting Scene


	10


	20


	 0





	Location


	19


	  9.5


	 0





	Costs 


	 9


	 0


	18








 

 

This continued all the way down twenty categories until the last point was given. I was giving places single points or half points and then added them all up. They each equalled 96.

I couldn’t believe it, I’ve created this chaotic point system and there’s no way this could have happened. I showed my mom and her reaction was the same. She then said, this means wherever you go, you’ll be great, you’ll be good, trust that. She then told me to pick the one that was most important to me, no matter the costs.

 

HUSSAIN: So what did you pick?!

 

DANNY: I decided to go with option 2.

 

We’re going to New York!

 

It’s the most expensive option, but it’s also the one that is directly tied with the things I want to be doing.

Even though there were many obstacles at the start I really believed this little crazy graph I made gave my mom and me confidence, because getting the same number across them is something that shouldn’t happen. I’m not a big mystical numbers guy, but this felt like it meant something.

But the reality was the magical number 96 didn’t take away the high price point. Although I would have access to the best teachers I could find, the sum of the student loans turned out to be $250,000. My mom really encouraged me to go and pursue my dreams. So I accepted the offer to NYU Poly.

 

HUSSAIN: You must have been celebrating?!

 

DANNY: We celebrated and I got right to work, but the celebration I remember the most was actually a weird one when I look back at it. It was midway through the semester, my mom called me when I was at the library. I could tell she was crying through the phone and she told me the loans had finally been approved. I also started crying at the library, excited but more than anything relieved I would be able to finish this semester.

What makes the celebration so weird is that someone allowed us to take a loan from them. We were celebrating that we are now in $250,000 debt, but at least I was able to participate.

 

HUSSAIN: What feelings overcame you?

 

DANNY: How much my mom put into this and that I better make something out of it. Even though the obstacles at the start were hard, I’d rather be struggling in something that I love instead of doing anything else. I had to keep reminding myself to really push through when it wasn’t easy. But I had to have my mom’s back just like she had mine. I had to make this work.

 

HUSSAIN: Did you develop or adopt different mentalities from this point?

 

DANNY: Yeah, this was a time in my life I developed some viewpoints that are still with me today. The uniqueness of the situation was that there was a literal price for participating. That fuelled me to take full ownership of my education for the first time in my life.

 

HUSSAIN: Is that when you started acting, at Poly?

 

DANNY: I read a ton of acting books during the year while I was at NYU Poly and then I transferred to NYU Tisch. The acting world was so new to me, I looked at everything with a magnifying glass. I started to break everything down intellectually, artistically, creatively and in the abstract. I started pursuing acting later than everyone else. I needed to play by different rules. I pursued it like a mad man knowing that my mum had put herself in a financial hole.

I became ritualistic around my acting process in my own way. I didn’t want to be tied to an ideology. I took different tools from different philosophies and picked it apart and created my own.

 

HUSSAIN: Wow, thanks for breaking that down for us and giving us the insight. You’ve been on an incredible journey, what’s been helping you recently?

 

DANNY: I’ve been speaking to my therapist lately (he’s dope) and what had previously helped me through my entire life has been me saying, ‘it’s me against the world’. And the byproduct of that, when it wasn’t against me, was that it still felt like it was, because a part that nobody teaches you is at one point the world isn’t necessarily against you and you realise maybe it never was.

 

HUSSAIN: Tell me a bit about your healing process.

 

DANNY: The healing process has been to develop awareness around when out of muscle memory or necessity I put things in front of my own way. Because in all honesty, I never really trusted when things were easy. Turns out many people feel the same way.

Therefore a big thing that we’ve been talking about around healing is getting to a place where there’s more agency and control over my mindset. And I’ve chosen to put up less resistance. And that doesn’t necessarily mean comfortable.

 

HUSSAIN: Not to be a therapist, but can you unpack that?

 

DANNY: I had borrowed so much of my mentality from role models in the sports world, where there’s a huge idea of not getting comfortable. For a while I had connected that to the feeling the world is against me, but now I’m glad to say I’m in a lot more control over it. I now dictate when I put myself in uncomfortable positions with how much work I put into my craft, skills I learn, gym, reading, work and love I put into relationships in my life.

 

HUSSAIN: Damn, Danny, you are doing a lot of work I hope to start doing!

 

DANNY: I then became fascinated with the exploration of myself and once I had the language of life, I really saw the time you spend on something does matter. Once I became a big believer in the 10,000 hours of mastery, I started loading up on books and started watching everything I could. From movies, YouTube to live plays, now my shelves are full of books. The only books I had ever read were assigned to me, none were from my own free will. Until I started acting. I have now read over 120 books over the last ten years.

 

HUSSAIN: And now you’re in one!

 

DANNY: That’s crazy.

 

HUSSAIN: I’m guessing it’s fair to say books hugely impacted your life?

 

DANNY: So much, especially when combined with real life experiences. Not just intellectualising it but really living it. We met during a time where I was grieving the loss of my dad and I didn’t really know I was preparing for it until I thought back on some books that have impacted me. One of them was The Year of Magical Thinking by Joan Didion. That book and therapy has given me a safe space to discover how I grieve. Seeing her grieve in her unique way gave me the freedom to do so in mine. Reading has been one of the biggest discoveries throughout this entire process.

 

HUSSAIN: Sorry for the loss of your dad. It’s empowering to hear you speak.

 

DANNY: I appreciate you man.

HUSSAIN: A huge shoutout to Jay Ellis for introducing us and also Greg Tarzan Davis, the night we met you before the Top Gun premiere in London I am glad we got to celebrate you all by giving you your flowers.

 

DANNY: Thank you for celebrating us the moment we were achieving something, that was really impactful. Up until that point I only celebrated once the coast was clear. Celebrating the moment something was happening always felt premature or like it could get taken away, but those flowers that day shifted my perspective. Celebrate and if it gets taken away at least you get to smell the flowers.

 

HUSSAIN: In this case literally! We had to get you flowers, what you are all achieving is incredible. Last question, is there anyone you want to give flowers to through this book?

 

DANNY: My mom . . . duh!





50 Years Living With Parkinson’s

MATT EAGLES

Positivity activist

 

 

 

My name is Matt.

I am a positivity activist.

I have Parkinson’s.

Not that unusual, I am sure you would agree. Middle-aged, white, male – surely the absolute stereotypical Parky man according to Dr Google!

However, if I told you I was diagnosed with this chronic, degenerative neurological disease on my seventh birthday, it would probably come as a bit of a surprise. Not an ideal present, particularly as my preference was a bicycle!

Despite the average age of diagnosis being seventy-plus, people can live with the early signs for many years without seeking medical advice or without knowing anything untoward is happening to them.

REM sleep disturbances, excessive tiredness, apathy, depression, balance issues, problems emptying your bowels or an urgency to pee, micrographia (small handwriting) and a hand tremor are some of the more common ones, but there are over forty recognised symptoms and not all manifest at the same time.

I do consider myself to be very lucky though; I cannot remember NOT having Parkinson’s so everything I have managed to achieve, I have done so despite it. I have nothing to compare my life with, it has been an ever present in my life.

The fact is I didn’t choose Parkinson’s, rather it chose me.

Ideally, I wanted to be the next Jacques-Yves Cousteau and sail the seas looking after marine life, but circumstances conspired against me. It’s a double blow really as I’m a lifelong West Ham United fan and that hasn’t been easy either.

I am now in a unique position to be able to pass on my experience and knowledge, not only of living with Parkinson’s but also the communication difficulties PWP face daily.

I like to believe I will change the way you can live with a chronic neurological illness by promoting positivity while not forgetting the seriousness of the condition.

Parkinson’s disease can and indeed does control every aspect of my daily life, from waking up in the morning writhing about like a newly caught fish on a river bank to trying to make my way to the bathroom to go for a wee like the scarecrow trying to reach Oz down the yellow brick road – yes, I am aware scarecrows cannot wee, but stick with me on this.

Showering becomes an Olympic discipline, a kind of crazy dance as my body twerks awkwardly to the cascade of water as I grip the safety rail attached to the stubborn tiled wall. To the uninitiated it might look like I’m practising for a stint on Strictly Come Dancing. I can assure everyone I’m not!

Falling off the bed while trying to put on my undies, one leg in and one leg out, has become a particular favourite pastime of mine. Not very dignified, but rather amusing to watch according to my wife.

Each room in the house, each transition between rooms, is fraught with risk.

The kitchen in particular is full of danger. I break crockery while washing up and drying dishes. I cannot move pans on the gas hob for fear of burning myself and sending the contents of the pan all over the floor. I cannot use a kettle; we now have a water boiler. When making a cup of coffee, I spill the coffee, then the milk, then once the cup is full, I often spill that too, forcing me to start all over again!

Every single task most people do every day without even thinking can become my Everest. It’s never-ending!

It’s super difficult to answer our landline without my ear inadvertently ending the call prematurely.

Typing on a keyboard, holding a book, taking selfies for social media posts, can all at times be beyond me. Even trying to do up shoelaces is a nightmare, and trying to eat sometimes just becomes impossible as I cannot get the food onto the cutlery to put it in my mouth.

However . . .

This is my everyday – and all the above can be incredibly frustrating and stressful, but I then ask myself this question. ‘Did I choose to have Parkinson’s. Is it my fault? Does it help to get angry and upset about every little mishap or fall?’

The answer of course is NO!

Many times, I’ve sat on my bottom in our galley kitchen, my t-shirt and trousers soaked by a tidal wave of dirty washing-up water that has leapt over the lip of the stainless seal lip of the sink, broken crockery looking like oversized croutons in a soapy soup surrounding me on the floor, wondering how ridiculous this must look to a casual bystander. It makes me smile and helps me cope. It was also the spark I needed to put together my wellness programme for the Parkinson’s Community – Parkylife, the brighter side of Parkinson’s! – to help others to cope with their diagnosis and to give them hope.





A Chameleon’s Skin

EMMA HEDILE AL-MUNSHI

Writer and friend

 

 

 

When you ask me, how are you? I’m going to tell you, I’m not doing so great.

Imagine that. A bit of honesty. The kind that instantly makes people blanch. A revelation that puts you in a true place of vulnerability.

What if you think I’m crazy? What if my answer makes you uncomfortable? Or even worse, I’m just over-sensitive?

But you’ve asked me now. And I’m going to be brave and tell you exactly what’s going on in this mental cloud of mine.

I’m struggling with the skin I’m in. On every level.

I used to marvel at the fact that I was a bit of a chameleon really. I’d jump from group to group and use my extroversion to make sure you never saw my flaws. And trust me, there are lots of them. But it’s getting harder to be that shape-shifter.

My brain isn’t quite as sharp as it used to be. The months of lack of sleep has caused those awkward bits of me to poke through. A stretching of self-beliefs manifesting in a host of unhelpful ways.

I must have dreamed the same nightmare four out of seven nights last week – showcasing a multitude of ways you can get fired from a job for just being yourself. And that’s common for me when I’m feeling down. I call it my anxiety dream. I suppose some life experiences really do leave a mark.

Like, I didn’t know how to adjust to my new post-partum body, holding back tears whenever I looked in the mirror. The one with the new lumps and bumps and the big old scar. The same scar that brought my beautiful child into this world also causes me anxiety. The infection that took hold made me feel like my body had failed me. I couldn’t walk. I couldn’t lift my son. And when I told them something wasn’t right, I was brushed off. Now, I struggle to look at pictures of myself from back then. I’m fearful of growing my family.

Meanwhile, I still can’t work out who I am meant to be. A mum, yes. Wholeheartedly so. But also, someone with a lot of baggage; a struggling writer; a neurotic woman who cares too much about what people think of her. How can all these things coexist?

Sometimes, in the dead of night, I don’t feel like I’m enough. Enough of a human, enough of a mother, enough of a wife. Yet, I feel myself growing more and more selfish. Perhaps, I’m just going through the process of putting boundaries in place. The same ones that will save my brain from melting and my emotions from exploding. Protection, to ensure I am strong enough to always keep my family safe.

A carefully constructed facade of who I thought I was began to crumble away with each unfollow. With every cold shoulder. With every lost connection, a part of myself broke away and added to a feeling of failure. I’d become irrelevant.

These thoughts have been festering for some time now. But deep down, I know they’re at odds with what I know to be the truth about myself.

So now it’s my turn to ask myself something. What is my truth?

I’m a bit chaotic, but I enjoy life. I’ve gone through some really crappy experiences, but haven’t we all? My son means the world to me and my body was his home for nine months. He’s brought a new sense of purpose to this life and, every day, I can’t wait to wake up and see the smile on his face. The pain and sickness my body went through was worth it.

No one else but me can judge me for my decisions. And any form of character assassination on their part shows more of their insecurities than my own. I am enough because I say I’m enough. I am fortunate enough to have what feels like an endless love. My husband has supported me through thick and thin. He’s seen the ugly and the downright brutal, and he still married me – twice, I might add.

I needed the rotten parts and appendages to dissolve away. Remove themselves from my universe so that I could start fresh. Become








And Yeah, Gratitude

BASHIR ‘DOUBLE S’ BAZANYE

Music artist

 

 

 

There’s so many times that I wanted to quit

Waiting on heaven’s door, knowing that the angels exist

The dark times were just moments, so I took me the risks

On a lighter note, I knew it was gonna be lit

There’s always light at the end of the tunnel

But in the the circus you juggle

I had to hustle, back to the wall the Jay-Z struggle

You won’t understand me if you ain’t seen struggle

I’ve seen it twice so my name’s ‘Double’

I’ve seen the bad and the good, I’ve seen different perspectives

It’s how you see it, it’s just different selections

You gotta make a decision

On this road, I’m a man on a mission

I won’t get lost if I stick to the vision, I see it bird’s eyes

You’ll never get it right on the first try

Persistence and disciple can make a bird fly

You might turn into an eagle on the third try

This poem is more than a metaphor, it will make your soul fly

I believe in a higher presence

So what I want for my birthday ain’t just presents

I show gratitude and get blessings

I ain’t a doctor but know how it works, it’s just patience

Because these trials and tribulations really tested my faith

Life’s a restaurant, my job at the time was to wait

If I work smart the chef will probably chef me a plate

I’m gonna make it I believe in my Fate, that’s why I keep me the faith





An Account Of Pakistan Floods

Hussain Manawer

Throughout the winter months of September–December 2022, myself and my dear high school friend Luqman Khan embarked on three trips to Pakistan to do what we could to help those impacted by the floods. Another lifelong friend, Amir Awan, joined the first trip, with film-maker Jack Harries joining the third. With the power of social media we managed to fundraise £60,000 to help.

Thank you boys, for everything you all did on these missions to deliver aid, for your time, love and generosity.

Thank you also to everyone who donated throughout the fundraising period.

Another special thank you is to Saifullah Afridi for driving them long distances in the heat, for taking care and looking after us every moment of the day and night, much love my brother.

Brother Naeem Afridi , thank you also, for your care and consideration on our trips. Your guidance was extremely valuable and your love held no bounds.

And to Brother Adnan Raz at Alkhidmat Foundation, you do such incredible work, you show the spirit of Pakistan and charity in its purest light, thank you.

 

This passage of the book is an account of our journey to try to help, stories first hand from those on the ground who survived one of the world’s deadliest floods due to climate change in 2022 and what needs to be done, now, to help.

FROM BELGRAVE ROAD TO

TERMINAL 3 HEATHROW

 

It’s the evening of Thursday 8 September 2022 and I’m sitting with two of my close friends, Ikram and Amir, at Amir’s family home and we stumbled across a video on YouTube that showed that Pakistan had been hit with a disastrous flood, impacting the lives of multiple millions of people. We sat heartbroken, confused, concerned and wanting to do something. I suggest setting up a GoFundMe page and Ikram said, ‘Bruv you will raise a lot of money, make sure you set a high target,’ followed by Amir saying, ‘Yeah, and let’s go ourselves to help.’ Almost instantly, I called another dear friend of mine, Luqman, and said, ‘We need to go Pakistan, we need to do something to help.’ He immediately dropped everything and days later we found ourselves boarding a flight at Heathrow Airport to Islamabad.

Eight hours later, upon landing, we meet Saifullah (a member of Luqman’s family), who has also come to help.

We left Islamabad to drive a two-and-a-half-hour car journey to Peshawar, which is in the province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, where we were scheduled to meet Adnan and the team at the Alkhidmat Foundation. We began viewing a map of the flood-affected areas and noticed some areas were hours away from roads, limiting access to them. I then questioned and said, ‘What happens here? What happens to the people that live here?’

We were informed that many areas were not only hard to get to due to there not being roads, but the journey to these areas posed a serious risk of threat, due to robbery, heavy fog and mist, lack of light after sunset, theft of aid and also potential hazards due to lack of road structure.

We discussed it and decided these hard-to-reach places are where we are meant to go. Maybe the inner saviour complex in us developed an ego, but it didn’t matter, we were determined to get to people who really needed help. After sitting in a meeting room at the foundation’s office for hours, we made a plan: that the aid was to travel the night before us, so we wouldn’t have anything on us in case of a robbery, we would hire off-road vehicles to help cope with and handle the lack of road structure, and we planned to leave early in the morning to travel as many hours of the night to maximise our time in daylight.

We were set to travel to the Dera Ismail Khan district, where the relentless downpour of heavy monsoon rain and merciless floods have ravaged villages, destroying infrastructure and amongst this, taking precious human life.

With international calls to our friends, family members and colleagues back home we, collectively with the team at the Alkhidmat Foundation, developed a comprehensive plan for the funds raised. Our strategy consisted of a two-tier operating system:

 

Part One: Providing Immediate Aid

- 1,500 mosquito nets (holding two people)

- 700 food packages (consisting of daal, kidney beans, salt, sugar, rice, flour, tea, jelly, mango juice, water and oil) reaching approx 4,900 people

- 20 medical pop-up day camps with qualified doctors providing medicine and hygiene kits, seeing approx 350–400 people a day

- 10,000 hot cooked meals of potato and rice

Part Two: Developing A Long-Term Sustainable Plan

- The development of four solar-panelled sustainable wells to be dug at 1,000 feet deep, providing fresh drinking water for up to 4,000 people, cattle, farming and crops. The wells to be protected with walls and gates in case of future flooding.

 

We got a night’s sleep and headed out in the morning at around 5 a.m. A six-to-seven-hour drive down one of South Asia’s longest and oldest roads, the Grand Trunk Road. Also known as the GT Road, it is an ancient pathway that stretches approximately 1,600 miles, and in itself it is an extremely important symbol of cultural, geographical and historical significance. It reaches various cities throughout Afghanistan, Pakistan, India and Bangladesh, including Kabul, Peshawar, Rawalpindi, Islamabad, Lahore, Amritsar, Delhi, Kolkata, West Bengal, Dhaka, Gazipur, Tangail to name a few.

Within moments it became impossible to not notice that ‘lack of road structure’ was not a light statement, as sixteen-wheeler trucks lay helplessly overturned, the road embedded with uneven large-scale unpredictable potholes, cliff-edge drops, people sleeping in the middle beneath any shade they could find, random police stops, signs of rock slides. I had no idea what to make of this. But through travelling down this ancient highway, I thought, Where are all the aid trucks? Why can’t I see anyone else in charity vests? It started to become painfully evident that there was an extreme lack of support attempting to reach those who really need it.

Once off the GT Road, we entered DI Khan and continued for a further three hours off road. A bumpy, hard-hitting commute took us deeper into the heart of many villages within this province. As we travelled further, paved roads turned to stone roads, to sand roads, to eventually no road. Our vehicle was scratched by numerous thorn-ridden branches from all directions the closer we were getting to our destination, with our driver turning and saying to us ‘No car has been down here in a very long time.’

Once the bushes and branches eased up, we began passing the bones of many deceased animals: skulls, ribcages of buffalo, goats, cattle, as they lay out on the road beside us; and then, the monster itself. The flood water, stagnant, dominant, stubborn with its sinister presence, ignoring nature’s and science’s laws of evaporation despite being under this intense heat, holding firm onto its newfound territories.

A meeting of water none of us will ever forget.

As I asked how much of a drive we have left, we suddenly stopped, and the car filled with an instant silence as heartbreak revealed itself. A young father with his two young children kneeling down to drink from this infected, dirty, contaminated water while filling up buckets of this murky liquid to travel back home with.

My heart began pounding and I wanted to scream, ‘Don’t drink that, what are you doing?’ But who am I to say anything, as I clutch a half-empty mineral water bottle in my lap, with a neck pillow, and an iPhone.

This man is trying to survive, he is trying to provide for his family in these extremely difficult circumstances. I couldn’t believe it. And to further upset the children had no trousers, they had no undergarments, they were unshielded, they couldn’t be older than three or four, unequipped, unprepared and half naked. Toddlers, who have had their rightful childhood robbed. These children have been forcefully propelled to the unforgiving frontline of this climate calamity; they should be living carefree with joyous moments of blissful youth and innocence, but instead they carry a weight of fear and danger far beyond their years, invisible but evident through their powerful stunning eyes. A sip away from further infection.

As our car slowly began to drive to our destination and the father smiled goodbye to us, my heart felt a heaviness I hadn’t ever experienced, indescribable. My mouth was unable to formulate words, my brain pounding against my skull: How on earth is this allowed to happen? Where is the global outrage? Where is the international community? Where is HELP?!

The vehicle stopped, surrounded by mud huts, straw, smoke, dust, ash, heavy stones and what looked like a pond. I turned round to see a group of young children dancing within the smoke that our car had caused as if it was a special treat for them. And as the dust settled they stared at me. I couldn’t look them in the eyes at first and, when I did, I attempted a smile and they smiled back and ran over to us, to see if we had any gifts for them.

We did, we planned for this, we had sweets . . .

I then felt sick to my stomach, handing out sweets to children in this horrific situation. One, two sweets each. Even though our aid activities were set up, I wanted to help more.

The emotions within me were massively conflicting and clashing. By this point the rest of the village had come around our vehicle to see what was going on and my eyes were fixated on a group of young girls walking with empty buckets on their heads. They were laughing and joking with each other and then slowly began picking up pace, running, chasing each other towards the water; they each removed the bucket from their head and placed it beside them and began filling it up with water. This was not a pond, this was not a well or a reservoir, it was flood-infected water that had set in the middle of this village.

A norm so horrifying that every single home to the local people’s knowledge now has waterborne diseases within it. Riddled with infections, bacteria, parasites, viruses and, to add to this, hovering throughout the sky mosquitoes and flies. The lack of access to clean drinking water is now fulfilling a cycle of suffering, despite the fact that these people have already lost absolutely everything.

I walked closer towards the water, I saw dogs swimming within it, I saw frogs, I saw dirt, filth, and so much more. It was at this moment that a local man approached me and said, ‘This water you are seeing is the same water we clean the bodies of our dead relatives in when they pass. And so many have been passing lately.’ I looked stunned, even more so because the line that followed pierced.

They were upset that when they presented themselves to their God when they died, they would be doing so having not washed in clean water.

I was speechless, that the pain of this life is following them into the next.

After we had distributed some sweets and biscuits, the elders in the village came to walk us over to the part of the land that we had purchased from the money fundraised to begin construction on this solar panel well.

We measured the land with a rope, said a prayer and began digging. They called this a ‘groundbreaking process’. I, for one, felt so many emotions of extreme utter privilege versus sadness amidst a sense of self-entitlement.

How much this well would do for this community of people, animals and their crops was truly evident. The majority of them are farmers, and the floods took their crops and by taking the crops took their livelihoods and life as they knew it. As we headed inside a mud hut and sat on a string of straw beds, the elders of the village appointed a spokesman on their behalf.

Very professional, well mannered, he welcomed us and the words that came from his mouth rang hardhitting, raw, hopeful and true.

‘Our government has forgotten us, the world has forgotten us, people speak of villagers as uneducated people, they say that we are best to be left, our women are ill, our children are starving, we have heard you travelled far to help, thank you.’

My response was: ‘I’m glad you accepted our help and it is by no way in any shape or form enough, we will come back, we will raise more money, this is not it, I’m so sorry.’

 

Introducing: Mulazim Hussain

My name is Mulazim Hussain. The deadly floods hit this area, which brought destruction on a large scale. Children and animals (in particular) are badly affected. The crops on the other hand have also been acutely destroyed. There are no proper roads that we use for transportation. The water level is almost seven feet, which caused massive destruction. There are approximately five hundred homes in this area and all have been affected by the devastating floods. The entire infrastructure is badly damaged such as schools, madrassa etc. We humbly request the government and NGOs to assist us at this critical juncture so that the things may get normal. Clean drinking water is one of the worst problems here as there is scarcity of drinking water. I, on behalf of the entire community, appeal to government and NGOs to please come forward to render clean drinking water and that shall be possible only when we have water of our own. There is no hospital in the vicinity, so we take the patients to a distant hospital, which itself is a Herculean task as there is no passage that can be called a road. Women and children sometimes die right in the middle of the way being carried to the hospital.

 

Introducing: Inam Ullah

My name is Inam Ullah and I belong to this area, which has been completely damaged by the flood of August 2022. It was evening when the fatal flood hit us. We hardly survived ourselves and the cattle as there is no proper transportation and roads. The time we came back after we survived, all our houses had totally perished. It was impossible for us to even walk because there was seven to eight feet flood water. The government primary school was completely damaged and the kids are now getting education under the shadow of the trees. Apart from this there is no dispensary and doctor here. Due to the unavailability of the hospital, our patients (pregnant women in particular) sometimes die on the way because of no roads. We hardly carry our patients to DI Khan. The condition of the sewerage system and the streets is alarming. Shelter is one of our basic needs. We humbly demand from the government agencies and the NGOs to help us in this critical time. Shelter, dispensary and school need to be established on a priority basis. This is what we demand from the government and NGOs.

 

Introducing: Ranjha

My name is Ranjha and I have six children. The flood of 2022 was a horrible day of my life. The deadly flood that hit the area washed ashore each and everything. Our houses, school, madrassa and the rest of the infrastructure has totally been damaged. I am working on daily wages nowadays while before I owned my own shop, which has been destroyed by the disastrous flood that hit the area. When the flood came, we had nothing to eat and drink. Our herd of cattle perished in a flash of time which was my source of income. The weather here is quite hot just like a blazing inferno. In short, life has totally changed after the flood. In short the flood severely impacted our lives that can’t be properly mentioned in words. I request the government and NGOs to help us in this time of trial.

 

Listening to their stories, standing amongst their broken homes, the demolition of their villages and lives, it was abundantly clear that their strength, willpower, faith, love and human spirit is truly remarkable. Once they finished speaking they provided us with gifts of beautiful fabric, they wrapped it on our heads and crowned us spokesmen for them and then as they heard we were coming they left the little meat they had and cooked it for us.

We then told them we couldn’t eat their food. The village elders took offence. The same thing happened with the cloth. I told them, we can’t take this, but then decided to make a promise instead.

I said hold on to this piece of fabric for when I come back, and when I come back I will take it then. Because I will come back, we will come back. I have never felt more love anywhere else on this planet than I have stood amongst these people, their eyes holding depths consisting of compassion, love and fight. I then turned to one man and said, ‘I feel guilty because even still in this situation I am getting something from it.’

I then asked if they would pray with us? They agreed, we prayed, we said our goodbyes, and as we did it became very emotional.

Just before we left, Luqman and Amir noticed a young child with a very serious ear infection, but he had no money for treatment. As we offered to take care of it, he told us about another child whose infection was worse than his and that child needed it more. We ensured his ear treatment was taken care of and left funds for the other child also.

There is so much more to be done here. This not only is one of the greatest disaster tragedies of all time, the aftermath and what has followed it and the lack of aid is a huge violation of international human rights. It must be addressed: immediate aid, sustainable solutions, help is needed. Not just in Pakistan; all across the world there are people suffering through causes that they individually or collectively as a community played no role in causing.

This all stemmed from a promise my mother made me make many years ago. She made me promise her, if I was ever in a position given a platform and voice, I must do what I can to help feed the world.

And that leads me to end this chapter of help with a poem I wrote on my way to the airport getting dropped off by Luqman and his dear mother, called ‘Phir Milenge’, which translates to ‘We Will Meet Again’.

 

 

 

Phir Milenge (We Will Meet Again)

 

When the glaciers melt

When the water drums

When the rain doesn’t help

When the world doesn’t love

 

Phir Milenge

 

When the animals fall

When the trees tumble

When homes are rocked

When baby feet touch rumble

 

Phir Milenge

 

When hope ring the way it could

When help does come through the way it should

When those who can never would

 

Phir Milenge

 

When dust fills the sky

When the soil in the earth runs dry

When the clouds burst and can’t control their cries

When humanity needs a gravestone because it has died

Phir Milenge

 

When medicine is a mother’s kiss

When childhood is a gift that’s been stripped

When fatherhood is ripped

When your circumstance makes you externally poor but internally rich

Phir Milenge

 

We will meet again

 

Phir Milenge





After Pain Comes Strength
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February 2011, I’m nineteen years old and I just had a child. August, a few months later, and my dad experienced a sudden heart attack and sadly passed away. Three months passed and in November, my mum had a sudden brain aneurysm and I lost her too. I was nineteen, I went from a yard where my mum was doing everything for me, ironing my clothes, cooking dinners every day to now being responsible for bills and a mortgage. I wasn’t inclined for that way of life and because I never paid, following all of this, our family home got repossessed.

Being a lad and being nineteen it’s so easy to get caught up in things. My area was gang-affiliated but I wasn’t. I loved motorbikes and cars, all the mad sh*t. I got into a lot of trouble for driving, because I was doing so before I was actually allowed to drive, and that eventually got serious to the point I was sentenced to fourteen months’ prison. I never thought I’d go to prison, I just thought my ban would be extended. I was on a two-year ban, got caught driving, got given another two-year ban, got caught driving, and before you knew it with no licence. I tried to get away; I got incarcerated.

I was around twenty-three, twenty-four at the time and my daughter was four years old. I was in prison, with no trade behind me. I then began the process of rehabilitation. I was in this class and the first question was ‘Who are you?’ Who am I? It was presented to me on a spider diagram. It was asking me to list things as to who I am, and the woman leading the class said she didn’t want things on there like ‘I’m a brother, a dad, a friend’. I remember her clearly saying, ‘I want you to write, who you are as a person.’

I started looking around the room, giving a geezer next to me the side-eye, trying to see what he was writing. And after looking around the room I realised, nobody is writing anything. One guy eventually got up and said he was a builder, and as they went round one funny guy said he was a human. Everyone laughed at that. There were around six or seven people that didn’t write anything. I was one of them. I then kept thinking, ‘Sh*t, what can I actually write?’

Eventually she let us write down things such as ‘I’m a dad, brother, son’, and that’s all I was able to write. I went back to my cell and I took the booklet I was working on. Being in the cell you get very bored, you read, you start doing things you wouldn’t normally do. I kept looking back at this booklet thinking, ‘Why couldn’t I write who I am? What the hell is going on?’ At that moment a brainwave hit me. I started thinking, ‘What am I actually doing with my life? How couldn’t I even write who I am? What life is this I am living?’ In prison you get certain certificates for taking up subjects. I did English and maths again, as well as information technology and business studies. This helped a lot, especially as I got excluded from school in Year Nine, I got caught smoking and they didn’t play with me, no suspension or nothing; they kicked me out straight away. So from Year Nine I didn’t go to school. Doing this education in prison really got my brain back in gear, it was really mad for me. This process started making me want more out of life. The best classes that really helped me were maths, getting into sums, and business studies, which helped me develop the vision of wanting to become an entrepreneur. I started generating ideas of setting up a burger van, a shisha bar, a sweet company, dessert shops, they were all ideas I was having. It gave me drive. I had things to look forward to.

When I came out of prison, I needed a fixed address. But because I was living here, there and everywhere I had to move into a hostel. Then my independence started growing and stability followed. I was building, I got my passport sorted, my birth certificate, I got all the identification I needed for life. But it was back in prison I started rapping. I started writing raps and had a few beats and while in the hostel, Cobain said, ‘Yo, you’re cold man’ and he had a mate that works for P110, the broadcasting music platform, and for £150 he got me a onetake music video where I started rapping. It got put up online and from there, it didn’t stop . . .

I did a few grime things back in the day when I was younger but a lot of people thought I was either dead or in prison. It was mad, it was like a redemption. I was bringing a sound that they didn’t know was missing and now people have got it and they’re happy. Good comments and feedback started coming in, so I just decided to crack on. There was a thing at the time, where if your video gets a certain amount of views they give you a free scene smasher. I managed to get 200,000 views and then delivered a scene smasher. From that moment, God rest his soul Jamal Edwards reached out. He just got his MBE from the Queen and I sat there thinking, ‘Jamal who got an award from the Queen just hit me up!’ It was a big highlight for me. He asked me what I thought about doing a freestyle for SBTV, and after that Charlie Sloth hit me up and offered too, and to turn up on that platform was really crazy. I remember being in prison listening to Fire in the booth, so to come out and accomplish that was crazy.

I then had this idea to do big video, mind-blowing videos; I did one in Dubai then managed to do one in Iceland. And after that the recognition really started coming from the back of music and it was really rewarding knowing that the hard work was being noticed.

Another moment that followed from that point was the ‘Diamond in the Dirt’ tour. It sold out quite fast and to be honest it’s surreal for me. Doing a tour and seeing all of my loyal fans at these shows really reminded me that I came from nothing. To have all these people come to each city, to see thousands of people reciting my lyrics, watching the reactions, made me understand whatever I’m doing is actually amazing and people respect it. It was a wakeup call, it really allowed me to understand them.

When it’s been hard I always remind myself that with pain comes strength. If you get through the pain stage and grieving stage it gives you strength and it makes you stronger. Whenever you come out on the other side of anything that’s hard or whenever you’re going through something it’s there to teach you a lesson. Even the hard things and the bad things we have to go through, it’s all lessons learnt.

I tend to drive past my old family home all the time. If I’m with people as well to show them, the journey and the atmosphere of where I grew up. There’s been so much growth and for me to have my own TV show and be where I am is crazy. I’ve learnt as well, with regards to the journey of healing. We can sometimes get so busy and caught up with things in life we forget about ourselves. I think the main thing in life is taking care of yourself and then everything else will follow nicely. Without taking care of yourself there’s no taking care of anyone else. Even though things such as good food and making time to go to the sauna are important, it’s important to take care of yourself.

I’ve learnt and want to just say also, hard times don’t last, good times do.

And if I was to fill out that booklet now with a list of things about myself I’d say:

 

1. I’m An Entrepreneur

2. I’m A Music Artist

3. I’m An Entertainer

4. I have my own TV show

5. I’m A Petrol Head

6. I’m A Dad
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