
o’clock news, and then, sometime around midnight, Mr. Pirzada walked back 
to his dormitory. For this reason I never saw him leave, but each night as I 
drifted off to sleep I would hear them, anticipating the birth of a nation on the 
other side of the world. k

ne day in October Mr. Pirzada asked upon arrival, “What are these large 
orange vegetables on people’s doorsteps? A type of squash?”

“Pumpkins,” my mother replied. “Lilia, remind me to pick one up at the 
supermarket.”

“And the purpose? It indicates what?”
“You make a jack-o’-lantern,” I said, grinning ferociously. “Like this. To 

scare people away.”
“I see,” Mr. Pirzada said, grinning back. “Very useful.”
The next day my mother bought a ten-pound pumpkin, fat and round, and 

placed it on the dining table. Before supper, while my father and Mr. Pirzada 
were watching the local news, she told me to decorate it with markers, but I 
wanted to carve it properly like others I had noticed in the neighborhood.

“Yes, let’s carve it,” Mr. Pirzada agreed, and rose from the sofa. “Hang the 
news tonight.” Asking no questions, he walked into the kitchen, opened a 
drawer, and returned, bearing a long serrated knife. He glanced at me for 
approval. “Shall I?”

I nodded. For the first time we all gathered around the dining table, my 
mother, my father, Mr. Pirzada, and I. While the television aired unattended 
we covered the tabletop with newspapers. Mr. Pirzada draped his jacket over 
the chair behind him, removed a pair of opal cuff links, and rolled up the 
starched sleeves of his shirt.

“First go around the top, like this,” I instructed, demonstrating with my 
index finger.

He made an initial incision and drew the knife around. When he had come 
full circle he lifted the cap by the stem; it loosened effortlessly, and Mr. Pirzada 
leaned over the pumpkin for a moment to inspect and inhale its contents. My 
mother gave him a long metal spoon with which he gutted the interior until 
the last bits of string and seeds were gone. My father, meanwhile, separated 
the seeds from the pulp and set them out to dry on a cookie sheet, so that we 
could roast them later on. I drew two triangles against the ridged surface for 
the eyes, which Mr. Pirzada dutifully carved, and crescents for eyebrows, and 
another triangle for the nose. The mouth was all that remained, and the teeth 
posed a challenge. I hesitated.

“Smile or frown?” I asked.
“You choose,” Mr Pirzada said.
As a compromise I drew a kind of grimace, straight across, neither mournful 

nor friendly. Mr. Pirzada began carving, without the least bit of intimidation, 
as if he had been carving jack-o’-lanterns his whole life. He had nearly finished 
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