
 

Book Gang Podcast Transcript: 
Aisha Hassan (00:00) 
Hi, my name is Aisha Hassan. I'm the author of When the Fireflies Dance, which is my 
debut novel 
 
(transition music) 
 
Amy’s Warm Introduction: Hey, Book Gang! Aisha Hassan's debut, When the Fireflies 
Dance, reads like a period piece, and that is why it is more astonishing to discover that it 
is not only modern but also based on a shockingly true story. This soapy family drama 
takes readers to Lahore, where a family struggles to move on after losing their son and 
brother, his death enshrouded in mystery until the story's conclusion, unspooling for the 
reader in fragments as Lalloo revisits the night of his death through his memories. 
 
Working as a driver for a wealthy family, Lalloo is desperate to earn enough money to 
help his sister get married and to help his parents out of a dire financial situation, 
especially as his father becomes increasingly ill from his back-breaking job. His parents, 
owing a debt, must spend their days from morning until nightfall working as brickmakers 



to repay it, coated in red dust and breathing in the smog. The amount of money they owe 
is mythical, both in proportion and in any contract. The only thing they do know is that 
their family must make 1,200 bricks daily... or else. When his father is unable to work, his 
mother must step up her brickwork, forcing Lalloo to become increasingly resourceful to 
save his parents from another family tragedy. 
 
That's why when he's asked to discreetly help his employer's wife take photos as part of a 
personal investigation to find out whether her husband is cheating, he seizes the 
opportunity, believing the money he earns could help his sister marry with the sum 
promised. When these photos lead to an unsavory outcome, payment is refused, leaving 
Lalloo desperate and cornered. It's then that he makes a chilling decision—blackmail 
becomes his only option. What spirals from there will leave you breathless as this plot 
twists and turns in ways that the reader will never expect.   
 
In Hassan's author's note, she states that many major cities in Pakistan are dotted with 
brick yards noticeable by their tall red chimneys, where millions of people live their lives 
in virtual slavery making bricks. This arrangement ensnares generations of men, women, 
and children who find themselves trapped in loans that accrue astronomical interest, 
with an estimated 4.5 million people, including one million children, working in slave-like 
conditions at around twenty thousand brick kilns across the country. 
 
Brick making, in Pakistan, is still largely done by hand—mud mixed with water, pressed 
into wooden molds, laid out in long geometric rows to dry in the sun before being fired in 
traditional kilns called Bull's Trench Kilns. It's grueling, dusty work. The day starts early 
and ends when the light gives out. And the pay is often tied to a system of advance loans 
that are supposed to "help" a family through a crisis—medical bills, a wedding, a crop 
failure—but the interest compounds. The surprising aspect of all this is that the 
obligation can pass from parent to child, which is how something that looks like 
employment on paper can start to resemble generational captivity. 
 
Even though bonded labor has been illegal in Pakistan since 1992, the issue still exists 
because there isn't enough economic motivation or political desire to tackle it. The story 
of this family really sheds light on what these victims go through. It connects their 
personal struggles to the bigger ecological crisis they're facing, showing how it affects 
not just the community as a whole but also their individual lives. 
 
Blending romance, brotherhood adventures, and the weight of family sacrifice, this week's 
featured debut will be an enormous hit for fans of The Kite Runner, anxious to dive into 
another heart-wrenching, page-turning saga that also will educate you on the hidden cost 



of survival—specifically the generational grip of bonded labor in Pakistan's brick kilns and 
the impossible choices families make when fleeing debt as your destiny. 
If you're new here, Hi! I'm Amy Allen Clark, the voice behind the Book Gang podcast. This 
podcast celebrates debuts, backlist books, and under-the-radar book gems.  
 
In today's conversation, we explore Aisha's challenging journey to publication and the key 
moments that influenced her writing. She shares how her early visits to brick kilns 
inspired her atmospheric novel. The author also discusses her decision to reveal family 
trauma in fragmented pieces. 
 
This week's free bonus book list offers readers 41 family drama books to explore on your 
next library day, which you can browse while listening to today's show for free by clicking 
the link in today's show notes. This brand new book list includes upcoming releases, new 
releases, and backlist books to reserve now. Aisha's novel is available today as part of the 
Kindle Unlimited catalog, so if you are a subscriber, be sure to take advantage of that for 
your weekend. 
 
Just a friendly, final reminder for all our fantastic Patreon members—mark your 
calendars for February 26th at 8 PM ET! We're going to dive into "People of Means" by 
Nancy Johnson while celebrating Black History Month together. If you have a $5 monthly 
membership, you not only get access to the book club but also this month's awesome 
36-page reading guide. It's packed with new reviews, upcoming book releases, and all the 
adaptation news to make your reading experience even more enriching. 
Your support means the world to us, really! It helps keep our show ad-free and covers the 
costs of producing and editing every episode. I could not do this without you! 
 
Now let's meet this week's guest: 
Aisha Hassan is an award-winning writer living and working in London. A graduate of the 
University of Oxford's prestigious Creative Writing Master's programme and a Curtis 
Brown Creative alumna, Aisha's play Pickled Mangoes was performed at Soho Theatre, 
and her poetry has appeared in Under the Radar and Campus magazines. When the 
Fireflies Dance is her debut novel and has been longlisted for the Bridport Novel Award 
and Hachette's Mo Siewcharran (Sew-CHAR-un) Prize, and shortlisted for the London 
Writers Award. As a child, she lived in Lahore, Pakistan. 
 
One final thing: if you love this show, leaving a review on iTunes is a free way to support 
my work. And to our patrons who keep Book Gang running, you're not just fireflies… 
you're the whole summer sky. Thank you for supporting human creators in a world 
turned upside down by AI! Now let's get chatting! 
 



 
 
Amy Clark (00:07) 
Aisha, I'm so happy to have you here on Book Gang and celebrate your debut. I loved this 
book so very much. And of course, the first thing I thought was, I need to know what 
other family sagas you have loved because this is such a saga that you're bringing to us. 
 
Aisha Hassan (00:21) 
Thank you very much. Thank you for having me, Amy. It's a real pleasure to be here. 
Family sagas, my gosh, yes. I read The Whalebone Theatre by Joanna Quinn, I think it is. 
Fabulous book. But also one of my favorite books of all time, which actually isn't a novel, is 
White Mughals by William Dalrymple. And that's historical fact, not fiction. And it's a 
fabulous book to read. So do read that if you're interested in that sort of thing. 
 
Amy Clark (00:53) 
Okay. I knew about the first one, but I actually have never heard anything about that. So 
we do love a good under the radar gem over here. So thank you for bringing that. Well, I 
want to get into your writing story. We always start with our debut novelists about the 
experience of writing a book. So can you take us back to that very beginning, like the 
seeds of the first thought that you had about wanting to approach this for a novel? 
 
Aisha Hassan (00:57) 
Yeah, so it's, it's, this story is actually inspired by a true story and true life events. The 
first time I sort of even heard about this was in a newspaper article. So I read this article 
about a family who worked at a brick kiln they were indentured laborers and something 
terrible had happened to the this this old man and something terrible happened to his 
son and he was he had a whole folder of papers and he was taking it police station to 
police station trying to get justice for his son. And because he was poor and voiceless no 
policeman would even register his case. You know, he was just trying to get justice and he 
couldn't get it. I think that's what the article was about. And I think that was sort of the 
first seed, you know the true inspiration for the story where I thought, wow, that's quite a 
story, you know, to write about. That's quite something to write about. 
 
Amy Clark (02:21) 
Yes. I, you know, shared with you my best friend is Pakistani and my college roommate 
was from Lahore. So like, it's very interesting to read this because I didn't know anything 
about this and to get to talk to them about what they knew about it and their experiences 
has been really eye-opening for me.  
But as a US reader, I think a lot of us had no idea that this is going on. So you have this 
incredible idea. Tell me a little bit about starting the process of writing a boo, you know, 



thinking about an idea and then actually executing it are always two different things. So I 
want to hear about how this started, how long it took you, all of that. 
 
Aisha Hassan (02:58) 
Yeah, I completely agree with you there in terms of, you the execution is something vastly 
different. Yeah, it took me a long time. You know, it's my debut novel. I didn't know how to 
write a novel. And so it went from an idea where I thought, maybe this is something that 
I'd like to write about. And then when I started writing, I thought, well, actually, that 
maybe this is a novel length idea. It took me many, many years. And of course, I wasn't 
doing it full-time. I was doing it in between all the other things that happen including a 
full-time job and children, et cetera. So it took years and years to actually write. And then 
once I'd written the entire thing, then to sort of go in and edit it. I think, you know, before 
that as a reader, I had no idea how long it takes and it does take almost forever. Or that's 
how it feels like when you're in it, definitely. Yeah, years and years. 
 
Amy Clark (03:49) 
Yeah. it's always good to be green to a process, right? Then you can really tackle it 
because I think sometimes if we all knew how long something would take us creatively, 
we might not start it. So, you know, it's probably a good thing. 
 
Aisha Hassan (04:08) 
Absolutely. No, exactly. Yes, yeah quite. Except for then when you go in and start writing 
book two and you're like, I know how difficult this is. Why am I doing it again? 
 
Amy Clark (04:19) 
You're right, right. Yeah, I know book two is a whole different beast. And that's why we 
always focus on the debuts. We love to hear the enchanting story at the beginning, right? 
So what all transpired to get your agent and then to go through the process of selling the 
book? Tell us about that moment. 
 
Aisha Hassan (04:24) 
Yeah. Absolutely. Yeah, so when I got to the bit where I had written it all and I had edited 
and like I said, that process took a very long time, and then I started sending it out to 
agents, I got to the point where I sent it out to a few agents and I got some very good 
feedback from them, but nobody actually took it on. 
 
And, you know, they always say that if you're getting any kind of feedback from agents at 
that stage, then that's a good thing. And it was great. It was very, you know, encouraging. 
But at the end of the day, I still didn't have an agent. So then at that point, I sort of took 
the manuscript back and I said, right, I'm not going to send this out. I'm going to edit it 



again. So we went through another round of edits, which again took many, many months 
until I sort of got to the point where I thought I can't edit this anymore, you on my own, I 
can't give any more to this story. At which point then I sent it out to agents again.  
 
And then it was, then the process was fabulous because my agent, you know, so I'd sent it 
out on a sort of late Friday afternoon and I shut my computer because I thought, right, 
you know, it's Friday afternoon, no one's going to get back to me now. And also, I know, 
agents do take their time to fully read a manuscript, etc. It can take many, many weeks, if 
not months. And sort of a couple of hours later, I had, you know, my agent popped into my 
email saying, do you have the full manuscript? And I thought, and I was absolutely 
shocked, you know, on a Friday evening, I sent it out to her. Of course, that made my 
weekend, again, I didn't expect to hear back from her for many weeks, but she sort of 
came back to me before the weekend had ended. So that was such a joyful thing. 
 
Amy Clark (06:17) 
I love it. Well, since you're working on book two, was this a two book deal that you got 
then when you landed this book deal? 
 
Aisha Hassan (06:25) 
Yes, so then when Heli then sent it out to editors, yes, so it's a two book deal in the UK 
here, yeah, absolutely. Yeah, yeah, yeah. 
 
Amy Clark (06:34) 
That's amazing. How did you celebrate that moment? 
 
Aisha Hassan (06:37) 
Oh goodness. I think what happened in between was with my agent, I then did a round of 
edits as well. So then again, it's such a long and involved process. And she was fully 
confident that when it went out to editors, they would love it, et cetera. And then it would 
be a quick process. And she was absolutely right because my editor sort of bid on it right 
away and it was very, very quick when it actually happened.  
 
But I think because the run up to that was so long, you know, with many, many years of 
writing and editing and all that blood, sweat and tears, I think I was just relieved. Oh my 
goodness, I can't believe that it's actually happened. So yeah, a lot of relief there. 
 
Amy Clark (07:21) 
My goodness, but you didn't do anything special or did you do something special? 
 
Aisha Hassan (07:25) 



I think I just celebrated with my family, yeah, with the kids. 
 
Amy Clark (07:28) 
Yeah. Do you remember what your comps were for this book? I always like to ask because 
it gives us some like, you know, bumpers for where you may land with their reading lives. 
 
Aisha Hassan (07:38) 
Yes, so The Kite Runner by Khalid Hussaini, The Beekeeper of Aleppo and interestingly 
enough, my American editors, Marjan Kamali, the Stationary Shop and yeah, 
 
Amy Clark (07:50) 
Yes, that makes sense. That does make sense. Well, this is so exciting. Obviously I really, 
really loved this story. So at the beginning, when we were first discussing this, you talked 
about visiting the brick kilns years before writing that novel. Can you tell us a little bit 
about the research process with all of this and how you wanted to fully develop it for your 
novel? 
 
Aisha Hassan (08:03) 
The first time I visited a brick kiln, I came away from that visit and I was in a black car 
and the car was fully enveloped in this fine layer of red dust. And I think that alone, just 
sort of that image stayed with me for a long time afterwards because it was such a stark 
image. It was such a stark landscape and I think again that was sort of one of the seeds for 
you know the story when I started to write it and so that was one of the things that 
helped sort of going to a brick kiln and visiting them.  
 
I talked to people there. I talked to some charities that do, well, they're sort of, they're 
called non-governmental organizations that do work helping the people who work in 
bonded labor, just to try to get a fuller picture of what life is like at the brick kiln. And 
then I, when it came to writing the book, I wanted to be able to contrast the sort of very 
stark imagery of the brick kilns themselves to sort of the centre of Lahore, you know, 
what life is like. So it's sort of colourful, it's vibrant, it's full of people. So there were sort 
of almost two very visual and very different visual images to the story. 
 
Amy Clark (09:37) 
Yes, it's interesting that you bring up the dust film that's on the car because in a way 
when I was reading it, I felt like what was happening, the ecological warfare that's 
happening from these kilns is a character in itself. Did you see it as a character? 
 
Aisha Hassan (09:43) 



Absolutely, and I wanted it to be quite, it is, it's a character who's sort of quite oppressive 
and quite sombre and, and has sort of, you know, actions and deeds of its own almost. So 
yes, the landscape for me sort of very much did become a character. And I think in the 
beginning, you know, the chimney even speaks to Lelou as he walks past. And it was sort 
of that kind of sort of oppression. That's, I thought that was really an important part of 
the story because it's a trauma on many levels, you know, if you're working in this sort of 
bonded labor. 
 
It's not just the fact that the people have to work there and can't leave. It's also the fact 
that, you know, any sort of even idea of healthcare is almost non-existent. You know, it's 
the fact that when the children are crouching down for 12 hours at a time molding these 
bricks, lifting these heavy molds and, you know, and molding the bricks, you know, their 
shoulders and the way they're hunched, it all affects their bodies and their posture. So 
they, they grow up like that, you know, it's, it's, it's on many levels. And I wanted to get 
that across, you know, the silicosis that the father gets in the novel, you know, he's very 
ill. The cough that he gets, it's an incurable lung disease, you know, it's, it's, there's no idea 
that he would get any healthcare or any kind of assistance for that and I think that was 
quite important to come across in the story. 
 
Amy Clark (11:28) 
Yes, I agree. And, you know, speaking to obviously the children being involved and, you 
know, looking at these stark statistics that you are sharing about how many people are 
involved. I mean, it's like a Ponzi scheme. It's an MLM, you know, that you can never get 
out of. I think what really surprised me was that these amounts of what they have to 
deliver don't actually have a tied amount of money the amount of bricks. There's this 
almost obscure, you know, thing that they're doing every single day but don't actually 
know how they're paying down the debt. Can you talk to us a little bit about that, 
especially for the U.S. who may not be aware of how this all works? 
 
Aisha Hassan (12:13) 
Yeah, I mean, you know, it is a form of sort of, you call it bonded labor, called indentured 
sort of slavery. It's a form of modern day slavery where a family may need money for any 
of life's circumstances. It could be because, you know, a child has fallen ill or, you know, 
the family are in debt or, for any number of reasons. So they will go to these sort of brick 
kiln owners and they were like, absolutely, you can have some money. Here you go. Here's 
a loan. And it's sort of, it's called a beishki. It's sort of like an advance payment. And the 
idea is you get this money and then you pay it off and you pay it off through working, i.e. 
making the bricks. 
 



But actually, you know, the people who work there tend to be uneducated. They are 
voiceless. They don't have any power. And so they're taken advantage of, where these 
brick kiln owners or managers will be like, right, no, no, no, you haven't paid it off yet. 
Right, here you go. You've got this much left to do. And they're never actually told and 
they're never actually encouraged to ask questions. It is just a case of here you go, this is 
the work, keep at it.  
 
And unfortunately, what often happens is the debt is passed on through generations, 
which again is illegal. But you know, if the head of the household dies, but you're the 
family still have to pay off this debt. Therefore, you know, his children keep working on 
that sort of thing. So it's unfortunately still happens. A lot of people who read the book 
say, is this historical fiction? Unfortunately not. I wish it were. And and also, I think there 
are many people in Pakistan today who either don't know about it or do know about it but 
it doesn't really affect their lives so they sort of go on carry on you know you know to 
mean it's something that sort of happens over there they don't need to worry about it 
because that's just the way the system works which doesn't make it right 
 
Amy Clark (14:07) 
Yeah, it's surprising that this is legal, that it's allowed. And I'm wondering, why do you 
think this has not been solved? How is this persisting in this modern timeline? Again, I 
also thought this might be historical fiction, and then to realize, oh no, this is actually 
happening right now. 
 
Aisha Hassan (14:23) 
Yeah. Yeah, I think, I mean, you know, it is illegal. It has been illegal for a number of years. 
I think the people who are caught in it are uneducated, powerless. 
 
They don't have a voice. The people who perpetuate it tend to be the people who have 
money and the people who are in power. And it then becomes for everybody else, it's just 
a case of apathy. It's just the way the system works. It's the way the world goes round. And 
unfortunately, there's no will to solve the problem. And it keeps on happening, which is a 
travesty. 
 
Amy Clark (15:05) 
We this travesty running and then we also have the family itself where we get to be more 
insular with the experience of what it would be like to be a child that's involved in this but 
also witnessing this father who has become very ill and unable to turn over the amount of 
obscure amount of bricks that they are supposed to be doing every single day. One of the 
biggest tragedies that they are weathering is the loss of their son. That you know this is 
given to us in very tiny fragments throughout the story. Why was the decision to 



approach it in that way like sprinkle it throughout your plot rather than let us know right 
away about what is happening in this family? 
 
Aisha Hassan (15:52) 
Yeah, think, well, there were two things. So firstly, I was very aware when I was writing 
this, I wanted this to be Lelou's story. You know, it's the main character and his story in 
the present. So obviously there are some terrible things that have happened in the past 
and which affect him to this day, but it is his story today. That's what we're reading. And 
so everything that happened in the past was very significant, but it wasn't the story. 
 
So there was that. And then it was a case of, like you say, sort of as a reader, we come 
across this, to be honest, we come across it very, very early on in the story that his 
brother has died. And so that's not a sort of a surprise or anything like that, but how he's 
died, the circumstances under which that has happened. I also then wanted to tell Jugno's 
story and to tell it almost from the beginning was a nicer way to do it than to sort of 
almost dump it on the reader right away because it is traumatic and I think it is 
important for the reader to come across it when hopefully they feel something for him 
and for his brother and the circumstances that they find themselves in. 
 
Amy Clark (17:04) 
Was there any challenges with writing from a male perspective as a female writer? 
 
Aisha Hassan (17:09) 
There should have been, I don't think there were. I think at the end of the day, as a writer, 
you have a very human perspective and it's a case of almost empathy, isn't it? It's almost 
put yourself in their shoes. 
 
And then what happens? What happens when your father's unwell? What happens when 
something terrible has happened to your brother? What happens when you want to 
protect your sister? And those are sort of very human qualities. And it doesn't matter if 
you're an illiterate bricklayer or if you're living in the US or the UK and you're an 
educated person. The feelings are universal, aren't they? Those relationships are 
universal. And I think that's what, as a writer, I was sort of playing upon maybe. 
 
Amy Clark (17:57) 
Well, I loved that. I loved the brotherhood story of it all. And I also have, you know, this 
beautiful romantic arc to go through too. I do want to mention that because I know it can 
all sound quite heavy when we're talking about the main themes, but you also had a 
romance in there. Can you tell us a little bit about the romance that you wanted to 
develop in this story? 



 
Aisha Hassan (18:06) 
Yeah, I think that was really fun to write and you're right, you know, some of the themes 
in the book are quite heavy and I didn't want it to be a book that was just really a struggle 
to read or really heavy, while at the same time being able to deal with a very serious topic.  
 
So yes, I have the romance with him and Fatima. So she's somebody who comes back into 
his life after a long period of time and he realizes that it is something that he wants to 
pursue. It is something that he really wants. then you also have the very consistent 
companionship of his friend, Salman. And it was almost a, it's almost his relationship with 
Salman is the real romance. Do you know what I mean? Like the brotherly love that he has 
there. It was such a lovely counter to what was going on at the party while at the same 
time not diminishing anything, that it was a real joy to develop both of those relationships 
actually. Yeah. 
 
Amy Clark (19:20) 
Yeah, as a writer, I would imagine it gave you some reprieve. I would imagine when you're 
dealing with these very, very heavy themes. 
 
Aisha Hassan (19:25) 
Yes, but also I think it was very important for him as a character to have that reprieve. 
You know you can't go through so much heavy stuff and still be okay unless you have 
something else. And for him, his life that, to be honest, he built it himself. As a child, these 
are his found family, you know, Salman, Fatima, the people in Lahore, in Sardar Bazar, 
where he's growing up. He finds these people and he keeps them close because he knows 
that's important for himself, even as a child. And so I think that was really important for 
him to have that and then to have that continuity over the course of the years as well. 
 
Amy Clark (20:08) 
I will say with a debut, I think a lot of times, you know, my experience reading debuts for 
the show is that it can be very difficult to have such a big ensemble cast as your first book. 
I mean, you do have a big ensemble cast in this book. Were you like, how are you mapping 
this all out? Like tell me how you wanted to develop this process. I know that all of these 
side characters, they sound so important to you. And I know as a reader, they're also 
beautifully developed, but to create an ensemble and not have like a background where 
you're a screenwriter or something where you're used to working in an ensemble 
environment is really 
 
Aisha Hassan (20:45) 



Thank you. I don't think I set out to do it like that, but I think, again, you know, I just 
thought it was important for the story. 
 
And obviously as a writer, you you're sort of very aware that you can't have a cardboard 
character. You have to have a fully formed character and there has to be a reason for them 
to be in the story. So it was a case of, and yes, it took me many years to develop them, but 
it soon became clear as I was writing that you know, each of these characters was 
important for different reasons and they needed to be there. And then it's just a case of, 
well, not just, but it's a case of developing them and making sure that they are human 
beings.  
 
And I think one of the ways, like I said, one of the ways I do that is by, you know, it's 
almost this empathetic thing where you put yourself in their shoes and say, okay, what 
happens if what would happen if I were to be married to this man and he does these 
horrible things to people and actually I've been brought up in this way and I think my 
daughter's like this, you know, whatever the case is for each character, you know, for 
example, the mother, Asuma, you know, she's an interesting one, even though she has a 
sort of vaguely minor role to play. But yes, that's the exciting bit as a writer, isn't it? When 
you get to do all of these, all of these fictions. 
 
Amy Clark (22:06) 
It's very ambitious for your first book. I think it's amazing. You have to tell me though, 
what was the nuts and bolts process for making all these characters? Like from a writing 
perspective, did you have a storyboard? How were you working? Were you pen and 
paper? Were you someone who used a digital file? 
 
Aisha Hassan (22:08) 
I do a mixture, so I do have a whiteboard sort of, you know, notes on it and I can 
probably... Can I show you this very quickly? Ooh! That's my booktube progress. So I do 
have a bit of that, but I also am a big spreadsheet person, so I have it all on a spreadsheet. 
So this is what happens in this scene, this is what happens. Some of it I plan out, but some 
of it also, you know, I call it the magic. The magic happens in the writing. It is partially 
planned and then the rest of it, I sort of, leave it so that when I write, I can discover bits 
of the story as I go. 
 
Amy Clark (22:50) 
Yeah. I love that. Well, I will post a picture for our listeners so that you can see what her 
storyboard looks like. But you can just imagine it is a bunch of post-it notes with moving 
things that she can move around on the board so that she knows where she's going with 
her story, which I love to see because I'm just always fascinated by people's processes, 



especially when it comes to like a pen and paper process. Since I'm old school like that, I 
do love to see that myself.  
 
Aisha Hassan (23:28) 
Yeah, it's lots of fun. And you get to play with post-its. I mean, you know, what's there not 
to like? 
 
Amy Clark (23:31) 
I love it. I love to see people's storyboards. It's always exciting. Well, obviously, you know, 
a nod to the novel itself, like in the title, but also sprinkled throughout your story, we 
have these fireflies that are framing your story. So they are so symbolic in so many ways, 
but what do you think they represent to this story's arc? 
 
Aisha Hassan (23:57) 
I think they represent light and what I was talking about with regards to planning a story 
and the magic that happens for me. It was the magical moments in the story as well with 
the Fireflies. Lolo and Jugnu were two characters who I had, the two brothers. 
 
And then, you know, some of the characters, the names changed throughout the writing 
process, but with them, their names had always been that from the beginning as it 
happens. And it was only as I was writing. And then there's a scene in the book where 
Jugnu, the elder brother, shows Lalu the fireflies. And it's the middle of the night and it's 
sort of quite a magical sort of visual scene. And it was only as I was writing that scene 
that I realized, you know, it was one of those magical moments that hadn't been planned 
at all. That was that was just, you know, I just wrote it. And after I wrote it, I thought, oh, 
of course, that that's it. That's what the story is about. And sorry. So I should have said for 
readers who don't know, jugnu means firefly in Urdu. 
 
So that's his name, that's the older brother's name. Again, this was not planned, this just 
happened. And I got to that bit, I wrote that scene and it was suddenly, it all came 
together. And that's what I mean by the magic that happens, know, call it the 
subconscious, it whatever, you know, different writers call it different things. But it 
suddenly all came together where I thought, of course. 
 
This is what the story is about. This is the hope, this is the light that's in the story and it's 
his brother. It's literally, it's Jugnu. And so the title and then everything else sort of came 
about after It just magically fit into place. But it's not magic, of course, it's various things 
in play, but it feels like magic sometimes. Yeah. Yeah. 
 
Amy Clark (25:51) 



It does feel like magic when you tell me that and to know that that's, you know, what his 
name is in Urdu. I also just love that that's like a little montage that we get to look 
forward to throughout the book. It is that hopeful feeling. It is the magic of the story. And, 
you know, was that your title always, or did that title then develop as you figured out 
where you were going? 
 
Aisha Hassan (26:15) 
It developed, absolutely, yeah. And I think that's important because as a writer, I don't 
always know what the story is when I start to write it. So you have to be open to these 
ideas which come when you're writing, you know, the magic that happens, the sort of the 
casual little bits that you delve into in your story as a writer, because you let yourself do 
that. I guess what I'm saying is my stories aren't planned to the nth degree. They have a 
certain amount of planning, but not, you know, completely. And that leaves room for a 
little bit of maneuvering and a little bit of wandering around and meandering in the story. 
And then you suddenly realize what the story is actually about. 
 
Amy Clark (26:58) 
I love that. Well, you know, I usually get to talk to authors. Sometimes I'm the first person 
they get to talk to, but a lot of times I'm one of their early interviews. And for you, you've 
been out on book tour and this is actually really fun for me because I get to hear about all 
your experiences. So tell us what you've been up to and maybe what you have been 
surprised by with responses, either from the community itself or from the readers 
themselves. 
 
Aisha Hassan (27:08) 
Yes, it's been, it's actually been such a lovely journey. And as a debut novelist, you know, 
you almost, don't know what to expect. And then, and then it all takes you by surprise, 
which has been absolutely lovely. I've done quite a few events, and it's been a lovely 
mixture of sort of book signings in bookshops to book festivals in front of, you know, an 
audience to events at bookshops. And it has been absolutely lovely. And I think the real 
joy, which I don't think will ever get old is, you know, readers getting that sort of reader 
feedback. You know, I've had so many people coming up to me saying, I absolutely love 
this story, or I stayed up till two in the morning reading it, or it made me cry. you know, 
that just, it really it gets to you as a writer, I think, you know, that that's what makes it 
worthwhile. All the other stuff is just, you know, it's great, but it's fluff, really. You know, 
as a writer, I think my sole aim is for people to read this book and to enjoy it. And getting 
that reader feedback has been so joyful. 
 
Amy Clark (28:31) 



And it is such a perfectly baked book club experience, I feel like, because there's so much 
to talk about. There's so much to learn. There's things that you can go on rabbit trails with 
to find out more information, articles. I know that I was personally on a little bit of a hunt 
myself after I read it just to find out more because I was just baffled that I had never 
heard anything about this before. I always like to ask when we have a book that would 
really work well for book clubs, especially. 
 
What would you like to see book clubs discuss about your book? What do you want to 
hear? Like if you could like see someone executing the perfect book club experience with 
your book, what do you want them to be talking about? 
 
Aisha Hassan (29:14) 
I think it's definitely a mixture because there's a few things to talk about in the book, like 
you say, and sort of trauma and the things that Lelou and his family go through are a part 
of that most definitely. But I think there's so much more in the book as well in terms of 
the importance of family and hope in, what people do when they're in desperate 
circumstances, what human beings are driven to; what drives them, you know, the hope 
and the resilience that drives them forward. And then also the importance of found family 
as what sort of people do we build around us? You know, what relationships do we build 
around us when we know that we, even when we don't think so, but just to survive, know, 
to get through the day.  
 
And again, it's those things, isn't it? It's those, it's the things that are universal. It's, you 
know, what makes us tick, what gets us up in the morning? It's that, is it the relationships 
that we have? Is it the people that we meet? Is it the work that we do? I think it's that 
universal experience. So, yes, all of those things really. 
 
Amy Clark (30:23) 
I love that. Well, I want to know, can we hear anything about book two? What are you 
working on? Is it as ambitious as this first book? What are you up to? 
 
Aisha Hassan (30:34) 
I won't say too much about it because I'm still in the process of writing it. And I find that 
quite hard to, like I say, I don't know what a book's about until after I've written it, sort of 
strangely enough. It's not a sequel or anything like that for book one, but it is set in 
Pakistan and it's set on the banks of the river Indus and it's potentially a love story. That's 
all I'll say. 
 
Amy Clark (30:35) 



Okay. I am intrigued. Well, if readers really love this book, do you have any other 
recommendations or even some other authors from Pakistan that we should be checking 
out that maybe we don't know about? 
 
Well, Dur e Aziz Amna, we were just talking about her wonderful book, A Splintering, a 
fabulous book. Some of my favorite authors, Amor Towles, he's one of your American 
authors. I love A Gentleman in Moscow. William Dalrymple again, a very favorite author of 
mine. Kazuo Ishiguro, Remains of the Day, wonderful, wonderful novel. Yeah, those are 
some of my favorites. 
 
Amy Clark (31:41) 
I love that. Well, Aisha, at the end of our conversations, we always ask our author what 
they're feeling proud of, whether it's with this project or with life in general, and also 
gives me a chance to just say thank you for this beautiful book. I had such a beautiful 
conversation with my friend from Pakistan about this experience, about witnessing that, 
and I think it's such an important book to talk about, but I also think it's a beautiful story 
of brotherhood, of family sacrifice, and it has some really good twists, so readers should 
really latch onto that. But I would love to hear what you're feeling proud of, whether it's 
with this project or life in general. 
 
Aisha Hassan (32:21) 
Definitely it's being able to publish this book, to have it out in the world for people to read 
it. I'm really proud of it. And you know, it's one of those things where I am quite a humble 
person, but this one I will shout about from the rooftops. It's like, I wrote a book and it got 
published and people like it. So yeah, absolutely. 
 
Amy Clark (32:43) 
Well, lovely. Those of you that are patrons, we will meet you on the other side of the 
paywall. It is just $5 a month to support the show. It keeps us independent, commercial 
free, and gives spaces to debut writers to tell their stories. I would love to have you over 
there. And we are going to talk about all these twists and turns that we cannot talk about 
at the forward-facing space. So I hope you'll join me over there and I'll meet you on the 
other side. 
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