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ABOUTVOL.8

Art is never chaste. It ought to be
forbidden to ignorant innocents, never
allowed into contact with those not
sufficiently prepared.

Yes, art is dangerous. Where it is chaste, it
Is not art.

(Pablo Picasso)

“I'm thinking sex, I'm thinking scandal,”
half-jested our Creative Lead when he
proposed this issue’s theme: Forbidden.
Little did he know how true his words
would turn out to be. Virtually every poetry
submission we received was about sex,
romance or illicit, Oedipal trysts under a
waning moon — so much so that we issued
a bonus call for poetry submissions on our
Facebook page, with the one condition
that the poems could be about anything
but guidelines on breaking the ‘thou

shalt not covet’ commandment. "l mean,
forbidden fruit has got to mean something
other than just the low-hanging ones!”
our Associate Poetry Editor groaned.

This issue’s theme is quite simply about
everything that we are not supposed to be
doing. Interpret that as you will.

Papercuts is the bi-annual literary
magazine of Desi Writers Lounge (also
known as DWL) — an online workshop for
writers of South Asian origin and writing
on South Asia. Both DWL and Papercuts
are not-for-revenue projects, proudly

run by a team of part-time writers purely
as a labour of love. The latest issue of
this online publication (as well as the
submission guidelines) can be viewed

at http://www.desiwriterslounge.net/
papercuts/.

Our previous cover (an immaculate
self portrait by Tehreem Jafri) was
always going to be a hard act to
follow, but we think we've upped the
ante with our current cover image.
Moving from artwork into original
photography, and shifting the focus
from the aesthetic to the political
(not to mention irreverent), has given
\Vol. 8 a sharper look and an edgier
personality.

The photograph you see on the
homepage and on the contents pages
was taken on Zamzama, the busiest
commercial street in Karachi, Paki-
stan. It is remarkable not just for its
concept and execution (it is stencil
graffiti) but also for the fact that it
has survived for months on a wall

at a major intersection in a country
that constantly receives bad press for
being religiously and socially intoler-
ant, particularly when it comes to
women. In the midst of all the hype,
Marilyn (as we've fondly christened
her) stands out as an odd kind of am-
bassador for the alternative. She is a
reminder that there are always voices
of dissent who challenge prevailing
notions of right and wrong, who find
ways to express themselves even in
the most oppressive of atmospheres,
and who manage to make people
listen.

We do not know how long she will
continue to inhabit that wall, but for
now at least she stands there, demure
and yet upbeat, holding her own in an
angry sea of other graffiti messages.
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NOT ENTIRELY APPROPRIATE

Must have been no later than 3:15,
that hot July night, when he first visited
my dreams. | lay on my side, on my side
of our bed, facing away from you.

A forearm, not muscled, not light,
not entirely tan. Corded my waist,
not entirely flat. Pulled into that
hollow of him, | filled him with me.

His breath was warm on my neck, my
breast heavy on his arm. White covers,
soft cotton layered in muslin sheets,
lay sheer but extant, between us.

Wrapped like sushi, we waited on the
blue china spread. Not entirely still,

for the night to move over us. For the
sunlight to drown a faceless rendezvous.

Were | awake, | would have known if it
was you, or another between us.
Many times since. But | am always

on my side, with him and you behind.



THIS WORLD

Sana Tanveer Malik

strives to bisect

you and me

by the colors of passports,
broken-bottled peripheries,
daggered enmity,

fancied

and real,

like the spine

of a holy sutra

is fractured into two,
never to meld into one
except by havoc.

Yet cling onto the Rope
and cling fast,

never to let go,

so that one day

you are my angel

and I'm your houri

in the gardens that
hinder no love.




DESIRE, ITERATED/JOURNEYS OF ITERATION,
DESIRED

The pomegranate did not want to be eaten. She sought to be held. Perhaps to be cod-
dled. Certainly, stroked. Perhaps, a slight suck, syrup spilling. She says, women these
days, giving up seed whole, every curve splayed, awaiting ransack, trail of ripe stain on
every lip and fingertip, trail of stain neither tears nor prayer can reverse.

*

You mistook peacock feather for flame. Smoke subsides: you left with an eye of brown
crumpled, tendrils of green/blue waiting to curl near breeze, a bent spine seeking
flourish of air or siphoned sound. You say, | wanted only the most concentrated part of
the rainbow, light refracted into hovering wing, every arc of you in that far line of dusk
touching horizon. You say, if this desire is smoke, | will still inhale.

*

Lifting lid of a red teapot, | smart. Steam too can burn even when flame has passed.
Even when flame has passed, a burn marked. Even when scored, a thirst.

*

After outpouring, the well aches. The sun has baked one too many hearts. Oasis al-
lures; journey dissuades. In this maelstrom, you reach for the red pail: it has always
held what world can be encircled, what sweet certainty can be drunk.

*

You crave to cup chin. | seek to encircle chalice. Do not be afraid: one’s hand alone
cannot hold forever. Even chalice needs a table upon which to rest. The table may be
plain or it may be the mahogany of muddy rivers or the cherry of new desires. You say,
in your chin there is no tangent that cannot be expressed. | say, this chalice too bears
such powers of sorrow and surprise.

*

In the mirror, a bruise under arm. Some hurts are hard to pinpoint, some evoked only
through glass. So too with desires: does the night jasmine propel the moon to shine?
Or is moonshine a perennial, disappearing sweetness in each & every full moment, this
camera of a heart, an always absent, this absence always.

*
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Your desire has turned to smoke — a wisp of laden air & threads unraveling, residue of
smoldered fire. You hear others chatter and it is a foreign language: scales of a piano,
birds beckoning spring, or your singed heart calling for rains.

Speak gingerly: the world is listening. Should you bare your heart again and again, the
sun too may turn away in orange-red blush. Some desires are best stolen, released one

by one as the spores of shaking dandelion into the freedom of unseen, albeit dynamic,
air.
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THE DEEP END OF THE FOUR-POST

Osman Khalid Butt
_ ‘ ,‘*_ george.
_’_ b (to the tune of ‘who's afraid of the big, bad wolf") Who's afraid of Virginia Woolf?
martha.
I am, George,
[am.

‘Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?', by Edward Albee.

my amber-eyed infection

lies naked by my bedside

ready for round two;

cigarette stubbed out

the last smoke circle dies virgin -
she missed out on

all the fun.

i denied him thrice

last tuesday, but my mind played truant
the day after; it now plays

hopscotch with Woolf and her
pocketful of stones.

my dragon-slayer, my don juan,

my david, my goliath

he skips the foreplay, bends me over
and gets right to it

rationality is white noise

or so his voices whisper

between the slapping skin; between
the gdementia mustnotsayitoutloud

something went snap

in my head; the mother who warned me
- of boys and the thing in their pants

- of invisible monsters that. .. i forget
just broke like a porcelain doll.
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i would shed perhaps a tear
or two, or fifteen

but i am kissing

the mouth of madness

a 6 centimeter centipede
wrapped around my —
somewhere.

and

who doesn't
enjoy

a

good fuck.
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“INHY DOES SOMEONE HAVE TO DIE?”

| am afraid of Hell;

of a man holding a gun to my head and raping me;

of not knowing when to stop cutting;

| am afraid if  am caught | will be beaten,

my lives taken from my body,

my body exposed to its vulnerability at some other’s whim

| don't know what you're trying to say.

| don't know what /'m trying to say, what | am saying
if I am even speaking words or piecing together

a vowel, a consonant, an acute pain strung

into guttural-fuge, my voice

trying to speak the thing itself and failing

| want to tell you that there is a place in my body where a human being can grow

but also—

my body is walking death,

liable to flinging itself off a roof, off a cliff.
Every step is a question the ground refuses.

And in the dark, when the dead come to visit/
O, the dead! Here,
for tea again and some idle chatter
and(!) a beating heart -each
lub-dub reverberating in the hollows
“Would you like some scones? Biscuits perhaps?”
(chanay, samosay, halwa)
the carpeted floor glistening with the skin of worms
and a few rancid chunks of half
decomposing flesh that the cat delightedly nibbles

/When the dead come to visit there/ their
waves of paroxysmic mal-ody seize
my body in fetal cruci-fiction,

my tongue — cracked and sp(l)itting with the pain of a contracting womb

giving birth to tongues in shit. and piss.
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No more tea. The infant

tongues have been lopped off. The guests have gone.

I've been wiping blood off the walls but it's just faded

to a rosy pink like the scarf | bought from H&M the other day.

And the chores have to be done.

15




ALL MY MEN

all my men

write most discernibly;
smoke with twisted wrists
almost

and not quite,
musing.

all my men

cross their ankles

under the table and watch
themselves

settle

then fade
-- a fog.
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TALE OF A CITY AND FORBIDDEN TIMES

The charcoal laden clouds
adorning the minarets
often break down in unison,
rinsing the serpentine lanes
of my yesteryears.

The city itself

shorn of concrete and glass
(but built of you and me)
resonates

of forbidden times -

street hawkers, Doordarshan,
a fistfight for marbles,

and

home, of course:

on sultry summer days,

with an eye on the door | used to lie,
huddled

under the petulant fan,

gnhawing

comics books

buried

under the cover

of “World History”.

While | scampered to prayers,
skull cap tucked neatly

in the pocket of a freshly starched
oversized kurta,

Mrs Verma watched,

nervous

and suspicious

as always,

perched on her balcony.

Holding on to dad,

| swerved past stray dogs
and puddles, en route to the book shop,

17




percolating my senses
with the impending smell of new books
and the touch of virgin pages.

A world on the terrace -

of kites,

a winter sun,

and a few stolen glances

towards the hazel beauty a block away,
indulgent in a game of candour

with her paramour,

leaving my heart in smithereens,
every single time.

Today,

the vintage smell of my
innocence
lingers

alone,

inacity

raped and
reeking of
death -

on the hands of
its own
servants.

18



Darling sir
if you are like me
in the search of love

Let me advise you that it is unfashionable to wear
so much intelligence in eyes
as exquisite as yours

Pedestrian love is now too twittered to enjoy
the algebra of graceful flirtation

| know you will wince
You were always better at sensing crudeness
behind the heat of absolute words

Tongues of words like Happiness and Nationality
Spirituality and Paris and Democracy and Hitler
never quite melted in your mouth

the way they do in mine

The thing is that | think | lost at least half

of the happiness of your perfume

and most of the spirituality of your shoulders
to dreams of a better future

Today when a man casually touched
the back of my hand with his thin, sweaty finger
and talked about his favorite video game

| missed for a second your sleepy lectures in bed
about the liquid contours of the White Nile

and the invisible sketch on my spine

mapping the dancing winds of the Indian monsoon
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He is home tonight.

The walls close,

the noose tightens.

Latent reluctance, he cannot see
as | remain shrouded

even after he uncovers me

Life leaves on the first touch
and serpents crawl

over a frigid carcass.

The ophidian then breaks in
and colors fade;

black, gray and white;

a disappearing spectrum
extinguishing all sensation

Brighter, they return
red, pink and blue
as a sinful fantasy
reincarnates you.

In another world,
ecstasy brings to life
your doting girl,

not his feigning wife

Misunderstood pleasure
for one

and perpetual venom
for the other

ends this night.

Won't you come now, darling?
Perhaps in a dream
to purge out the poison?

20



28 and married.

A man | think is my husband keeps his fat
arm around my waist — my body — always.
A child - my daughter

plays

with this boy, my son - | think

In this dream | am always

washing dishes, the house is quaint.
Clean.

The children are well-dressed.

Later we lie in bed with his fat arm
draped lazily around my [his] waist

still.

“There is a man in my room that watches me from next to my closet,” | say.

“But you just named it. You just gave it a name.
The name of something that has power over you.”

The Future has its eyes on me, hawkish
and preying
the spectre of Death, waiting.

“I' know it's ridiculous” | tell him. But I'm still afraid to undress
to touch myself to the rhythm of you.

“Confront it.” - he says, and Death, listening,
unfurls its lazy tendrils
webs through the walls, the unkempt clothes, the carpet at my feet.

You've got beautiful hair -

21




:

The half-frozen trickle of water

behind us, falls 37 feet into a gorge called The Devil’s Punchbowl
She showed me, “This spot has the highest suicide rate.”

"l can imagine,” | said and | could/would/should.

In the midst of our dispassionate sex | politely ask her if I'm dry.
Her
inarticulate fingers graze my left breast.

| go numb and don't know where she's touching me.

We clean up. I'm late for class.
She apologizes.

The next day | buy a box-cutter and wander into the woods. But it's too cold to kill
myself this way.

| want to scream “Death is upon us!”

prophecy the end of the world, delve into lunacy before -
before | -

touch

my lips to the pulse on your neck, mouth

kisses instead of words; before

my hand in gentle sleep, finds

your skin/heat/breath

| don't know how to tell them.
(Any answer at this point would be wrong. They know.

But what do they know?

- the thought of your body settled
like warmth in my bones

- the touch, the smell of you

- the curve

of your breast -the drip

of water from your skin -your
beautiful fingers in me/mine - | -

Do they know this? What

22




do they know?)

"28. And yes, married”
“Kids?"

“A daughter”

“Really? What's her name?”
“Sorry?”

“Her name?”




ON THE TUBE

The gent next door falls asleep;
must be creamed — this carriage
has about a thousand people

per square inch. His head

flops on my shoulder,

then he sort of snuggles in

and | feel a thrill, sure as that shock
| got from Christmas lights one time.

It doesn't last long — we hit a bump
and he jolts awake, sits up so straight
| almost think he's had a seizure;

he's too humiliated,

| quess, to apologise.

| want to tell him it's OK, to grab a kip
if he fancies, but of course | can't -
can't say a goddamned thing.

So we're stiff as our seats and silent
for the next nine stops — he

with these bleary eyes, blinking sleep
into submission or something; me —
the old heart still going

like a yellow-bellied rabbit’s,

my guts a sudden grease trap;

I'm sort of crying too.

24
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i planted

a fistful

of

threadlike tresses

split ends and swan songs

and in this

bone orchard

may they sprout

an

obedient daughter

from the womb of an earth
soiled saffron

a proper

daughter.

when your lips press against her cheek
what will she taste like -
blackberry flavored with copper
some salt,

perhaps,

from the oceans | have carried
within eyes that could never be
the right shade of brown

she will have drunk

the milk of my suffering

i wonder then,

will you scratch

clean its blackened

residue

from her chin, her mouth

her everywhere;

ten years of

salem witch trials, convictions
executions;

as swiftly as you unmade me —
will you notice

the lump

on her left breast —

the cancer

25




of four-post pillage

that ate my spirit whole
no

you will dress her up
and send her back

to the man who will play
mandolin

with your hand-me-down
every night as you

sip your chai and

listen to Gulzar's poetry
and other pretty things
on the radio.

I will have stolen her voice
so you will not

hear of

his tone-deaf odyssey
silence will replace
slaughter

so prop your feet up,

and still your heart,
mother

your work here is done.

26
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THE HOMEGOMING

Ayat stood in the kitchen, rolling out a neat, round roti. It was almost dinnertime

and she knew that Mugtadil would be home soon. She had been busy cooking and
cleaning all day, just as her husband would have liked. The kitchen had been scrubbed
fastidiously until it gleamed; no offending smudge of flour or oil remained. Everything
was in order. Even the boys, despite their boisterous resistance, had been bathed. Now,
lying quietly in front of the television, their gazes fixed at the cartoons playing on the
screen, they looked as clean and disciplined as the rest of the house.

Ayat heard a low hum through the kitchen window. It was the automatic front gates
of the house opening to signal Mugtadil’s arrival. She bit her lips, already blistered by
compulsive chewing, then took off her apron and reached up to hang it behind the
kitchen door.

“Boys, Baba's home,” she called out in a thinly veiled warning. Walking toward the
main door, she glanced momentarily at the colorful stained glass window above the
entrance. The pointed pattern etched on the window showed a delicate woman raising
two oblong palms at the sun. It shimmered in the golden light of evening, casting a
beatific shadow on Ayat as she hurried toward the cobbled driveway.

“Assalaaaaammmm!” she smiled the smile of an angel, holding her arms wide open
to receive the burly man who was reaching for his briefcase on the backseat of the
Pajero. “How are you Baba? How was work? Here let me take that briefcase. Kia baat
hai, boss. Looking so handsome in that suit.”

Mugtadil smiled in return and nodded pleasantly, allowing the briefcase to be taken
from his hands.

“How are you, Mama? Where are the boys?”

"Oh they are watching cartoons inside like obedient boys, Baba. | told them not to
upset you, like they did yesterday.”

Mugtadil’s lips thinned and his smile turned into a frown of disapproval.
“Who said | was upset with them?”

Ayat stiffened as she put the briefcase in the study. She turned and looked at her
husband standing in the hallway.
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“Oh you said you had a headache and you didn't like...”
“Just because I said | had a headache yesterday doesn't mean | was upset with them.”

“Arey, boss. Why are you getting so angry? | just told them to sit and wait for you until
you stepped inside,” Ayat said, sliding her arm around Mugtadil’s waist to placate him.
“They're in the T.V. room. We can go and see them together.”

"It might be a custom in your family that elders greet their youngsters, but not in mine.
Cet them over here and make them say Salaam to their father like normal boys do.”

Mugtadil shrugged the jacket off his shoulders and looked at her expectantly, his face
unreadable.

“Haroon? Faiz? Baba's home! Come and say Salaam to him, darlings,” Ayat called
obediently, her saccharine voice dripping with anxiety.

The boys did not appear.

Yesterday, Mugtadil had flown into a rage when they had run and hugged him in the
driveway. He had lectured Ayat on the necessity of disciplining the future generation
before shoving the children away roughly. He had spent the entire evening locked in
his bedroom. The boys had heard their mother knock and sob silently at the door for
two hours, apologizing until their father let her in.

This morning, while taking them to school, Ayat had told them to sit politely in the
lounge and wait for Mugtadil to greet them. As soon as they had heard their Baba was
home, they had seated themselves on the sofa, and had decided to stay there until he
came to greet them, just as Mama had told them. They weren't going to disobey her.
They didn't want her to cry again.

“Haroon! Faiz! Come here, janeez, Baba's home,” called Ayat, wringing her hands.

She looked back at Mugtadil, who merely tapped his foot and looked at Ayat
impatiently, but didn't lose his temper. Ayat headed for the lounge to call the boys.

“NO,"
She froze in her tracks.
“As | said yesterday,” Mugtadil continued. “Just because you are able to give birth to

boys doesn’t mean you can control them. Go back to the kitchen and prepare dinner.
I'll tell the boys how a father is to be greeted. What are you looking at me like that for?
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Go on!”

Ayat obeyed. She knew from experience that if she protested too much Mugtadil
would take his anger out on the boys. She didn't want them to be beaten; not anymore.
Faiz was already having problems at school — he'd begun to fail at math. Haroon, the
younger one, who was more indulged by his father, was getting violent himself. Just
yesterday his teacher had called Ayat and complained that he had slapped a girl in his
class.

No. A scolding would be better than a thrashing.

Ayat put the apron on as she listened to her husband scold his sons. She tied the knot
gingerly, wincing as her little finger touched her back — its fingernail had become
infected again. She held it away from the apron and used the other fingers to fumble
up a knot. Her brother Ahmed, who was a doctor, insisted she should let him take

her to the hospital to have it treated, but she had refused. Only Mugtadil would take
her. As it was, he resented any interference from her family. Even though it was his
family too: They were first cousins. But after the Nikah, he had grown distant from her
parents and siblings. He had also grown distant from her. The wonderful man who had
showered her with gifts and called her “"Meethi” had withdrawn from her.

It was futile to think of that though. She would only think of the roti she was rolling
out, carefully rounding it to make it a perfect circle. She took a sieve and placed it on
the roti, to check for irregular edges. Practice made perfect; it was flawless.

“When your father enters the room, you stand UP!"” Mugtadil’s voice boomed from the
other room.

Ayat blocked it out. She focused all her energy on setting the dinner table. Mugtadil
insisted that she serve meat, vegetables and lentils with rice and roti every night so

he would have plenty to choose from. Today, there was keraila geema, chicken karhai,
daal, and kheer, all freshly cooked. Ayat — a model of meticulousness — laid everything
out in clean bowls, wiping their sides with a paper towel to remove smears. Mugtadil
hated smears.

Dinner was a silent affair, but far more pleasant than the previous night. She was
jubilant when Mugtadil praised the keraila geema.

“Thank you, Baba,” she gushed, her eyes lighting up. “But it's not as good as when you
make it. Boys, do you know that your father is an excellent cook? He taught me how to

make this dish.”

Mugtadil bowed his head and accepted this adulation like a bored monarch.
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“In fact, you know my mother-in-law, your Dadi, was the best cook of all. She taught
me all | know. Uff, Mugtadil, do you remember when | made those koftay and they
were hard as rocks? How embarrassing was that. But Amma Jan made sure | stayed
in the kitchen and cooked them all over again so | would never make those mistakes
again. Wasn't that funny, Mugtadil?”

“Pass the daal” came the laconic response.

"Oh here you go, boss. Faiz, don't spill please. You know Baba doesn't like it when you
are careless at the dinner table.”

Dinner was routinely followed by green tea. The boys sat next to their father on the
sofa, watching television. Ayat carried the heavy wooden tray her mother-in-law

had given her, and placed it on the coffee table. She stirred, her little finger pointing
tenderly away from the steam of the tea. Mugtadil noticed the swelling.

“Why is your fingernail black?”

Ayat almost hid her hand behind her back, but then stopped herself.

“Oh this, Baba,” She extended her hand so that Mugtadil could see. "I had wanted
to ask you to take me to the doctor’s. | was talking to Ahmed and he said it should be
drained. So | thought you might take me on the weekend, when you are off from work.”
"Acha, so Ahmed knew about this.”

“Yes, you see | didn't want to disturb you at work so | called Ahmed to ask him.”
“Well, he's wrong. It will heal by itself.”

“But M-Mugtadil, Ahmed said if my joints started hurting it would be an infection.”

“Just because Ahmed is a doctor does not make him God. It's just an infection. Take
some antibiotics for it.”

“But you just said it would heal by itself,” Faiz pitched in.

“Hush. It's not polite to contradict your father,” chided Ayat, frowning at her first born.
“But he... he did say it, didn't you Baba? | heard you.”

Mugtadil scooted up the sofa and grabbed Faiz by the collar and dragged him to the

stairs. “First you don't come to greet me. Now you are arguing when your mother has
told you not to argue. If you can't listen to your mother, then you can go up to your
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room and stay there!’

Ayat stood up, but then sat down again. She looked at Haroon who was staring
defiantly at the television.

Mugtadil returned and leaned back on the sofa, stirring his green tea. Ayat’s finger
was forgotten.

*kk*k

When Mugtadil would be in a good mood, he would make love to Ayat. Since that was
not often, she relished the contact, even though his attentions left her sore afterwards.
She watched her husband roll over and go to sleep. Ten years older than her, he was
still a handsome man. He was getting slightly paunchy, but Ayat's mother had told her
this was a good sign: a man without a paunch in his middle age was a man married to
a lousy cook.

She reached out to caress him but her hand hurt. This was going to be a problem. If he
didnt want to take her to the doctor, he wouldn't.

Ayat wanted to complain, but she had so much to be thankful for. He was the director
of a bank, and they lived in a beautiful house. He was loyal to her. He didn't drink,
didn't smoke. They had two beautiful boys. In the initial months of her marriage, her
mother had told her that men tended to be mean sometimes. It was normal. It took
them some time to cool down. She had been married to Mugtadil for seven years now.
And she did do the silliest things sometimes, she thought to herself, like not clean the
house properly, or burn the kebabs when she was nervous.

Ayat made a pledge, curling her hand into a fist: she wouldn't make any mistakes. No.
She'd be perfect. Mugtadil would have nothing to complain about.

With that resolution, she drifted off to sleep.

*kk*k

Since Mugtadil didn't let Ayat drive, and the driver tended to be chronically late,
mornings were always stressful for her. Her father used to send his car with a driver,
but Ahmed’s wife had objected to the car being used by Ayat because she needed it
in the mornings herself. Ayat resented her sister-in-law for this interference but said
nothing to Ahmad about it. However, the driver casually trotted in at the nick of time
and the boys were shipped off.

Ayat fixed a breakfast of pancakes, eggs and orange juice. She kissed Mugtadil on the
forehead to wake him up. She ironed his shirt, careful not to leave out any crease. As
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he came out of the shower, he said he was in the mood for potato bhujia and puri. She
was used to his impromptu demands, and told him he might have to wait for half an
hour.

“Don't bother,” he said. “I'm getting late for work.”

He left without even saying goodbye. Ayat cursed herself as she helped the maid

with the dusting. She should have asked Mugtadil what he wanted for breakfast, she
thought. One should not take so much for granted with a man like him: he had a bank
to run, and he had the right to ask for something different for breakfast. So much for
her new resolution.

“Bibi Jee, your hand is swelling,” the maid interrupted her thoughts. “It's not good.”

She was a waif of a girl, flat chested and long-faced. "My mother cut her hand once
and it became that colour. The hakeem said that it could have poisoned her.”

"Uff!'l didn't know you were a doctor too,” Ayat sneered. “You focus on your work and
not on my hand. And work quietly. You talk too much.”

The maid resumed her cleaning, her face becoming even longer with hurt. Ignoring
her, Ayat called her mother to say good morning, as she did at twelve o’ clock every
day.

“Good morning, Ayatay,” her mother addressed her affectionately. “"How are you, beti?’
“I'm fine, Amma. How are things at home? "

“Bas, beti. One must always be thankful to Allah.”

Ayat knew this was what her mother said when she was displeased about something.
Things had been tense since Ahmed’s wife had come to live with them.

“What happened, Amma?’

“Well, Amna and Ahmed have been fighting,” Ayat’s mother sounded unhappy. “She’s
gone to her mother’s again.”

“Again? Didn't you and Abba have a talk with her about her behavior? Why do you let
her get away with this?”

“Bas, beti, she’s not like us. She doesn't understand that men have to have their way.

Ahmed doesn't like her working, but she goes anyway. When | told her she should not
do anything without her husband’s permission, she became enraged. You know what
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she said to me? She said that she'd put a clause in her nikah-nama that she should be
allowed to work. What respectable girl taunts her mother-in-law with a nikah-nama? |
told her that a good wife listens to her husband, not her nikah-nama.”

“She’s ungrateful, that's what she is,” Ayat said, growing increasingly incensed at her
sister-in-law’s antics. “Ahmed is under so much stress. Being a doctor in Karachi is not
easy. Instead of taking care of him she’s ruining his peace of mind. If you ask me, he
shouldn't ask her to come back. Good riddance.”

“She said Ahmad had told her to get out of the house. | asked Ahmad about it. He
didn't deny it.”

“So? Men work day and night to support their wives. Sometimes they are harsh. It
doesn’t mean you leave your house every day and create a tamasha every other week.
Ahmed should just leave her there. Then we'll see how she reacts.”

“No, beti. We don't believe in divorce, you know that. Your father always says, “"Once a
girl leaves her father's home, she can only return in a coffin.” But enough about Amna.
How are you? How's your hand?”

“It's OK. Don't worry about it.”

“Ahmed was saying it needs to be drained. Did you ask Mugtadil to take you to the
doctor's?”

“He said | just need antibiotics.”
“But...”
“"Amma, please. I'll handle it,” Ayat cut in. “Don’t worry.”

“Just like you handled it when that terrible infection landed you in the emergency
room?”

Ayat remembered how Mugtadil had told her she didn't need a doctor when she

had contracted a Urinary Tract Infection after their wedding night. “You just need
antibiotics,” he had said. Her fever had raged, unabated. Only when she passed out
naked in the bath tub did he relent and take her to the hospital’s emergency. Later, he
shouted at her for being careless with her health.

“Amma, you know Mugtadil doesn't like it when | argue with him. He will be upset

if | got without him. You know how he reacted when we took Haroon to the hospital
because he needed stitches.”
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“If only he wasn't so lazy he'd have taken his son himself instead of just lounging about
in bed. | don't know what is wrong with that boy. If only your father...”

Ayat's mother stopped short, but Ayat knew exactly what her mother wanted to say.
If only her father hadn't insisted on her marriage with Mugtadil. He was her father’s
nephew, and had returned from Australia after his first wife had left him. There had
been rumors that he had beaten her but those were not to be believed, of course.
When Mugtadil saw Ayat, he proposed and her father was ecstatic. Her mother was
less eager: she was certain Ayat, with her sweet temperament and her good looks,
would easily secure a better, younger, more suitable match. But Ayat's father insisted.

“Acha, beti, tell me, when are you going to visit us?” Ayat's mother broke the silence.
“Why don't you come today? I'll ask the cook to make Nihari for us. Your father will call
Mugtadil. We haven't seen Haroon and Faiz for so long.”

Ayat cheered up at this prospect. It had been two weeks since she had seen her family,
even though they lived down the road. Mugtadil was very particular that she only
visited them in his presence but he would always make up excuses not to go when she
would ask him. He would never say no, however, to an invitation from his uncle. It was
against his code of conduct.

*kk%

Ayat was almost ready. She was wearing her best dress and standing just inside the
hallway, her eyes fixed on the woman in prayer on the stained glass window, as she
tried to put on a particularly stubborn earring. The rays of the setting sun filtered
through the woman'’s hands, casting a depressingly pale blue glow on the hallway.

It was apparent that Mugtadil was in a temper. The tires screeched as he pulled into
the driveway abruptly. He ignored the boys standing by the door, and stormed inside.
Grabbing Ayat by her elbow, he dragged her to the lounge.

“You've been learning new tricks, haven't you? Asking Chacha to call me at work so |
couldn't say no. What had | told you about going to your parents’ house for dinner?”

Ayat blinked back tears. “Mugtadil, it wasn't my idea. It was Amma...”

“What did | tell you about going to your parent’s house?” Mugtadil shouted, his voice
rebounding off the walls.

“You... you said we would go next week.”

“Is it next week yet?”
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“Mugtadil, please,” Ayat pleaded.

“Is it next week yet?”

“No, Mugtadil it isn't. I'm sorry. | will call and tell Amma that we're not coming.”
Mugtadil let out a roar and threw his Blackberry at the fridge in a rage. It smashed
into several pieces. “You'll tell her what? That | spoiled the plans? What will you tell the

boys? That Baba doesn’t want to go. Isn't that what you want? To make them think I'm
bad? So they'll only love you?”

“No, janee, of course not. You're their father. They love you. Mugtadil, I love you! If you
want me to cancel, | can tell Amma that we cannot make it today.”

“Cet ready to go. Next time, tell your father not to disturb me at the office.”

They filed silently into the car and drove down to the end of the road.

*kkk

Mugtadil was despised by Ayat's family and he hated them in return. But this ill feeling
was disguised in the warmest of displays. Ayat's father clasped him in a warm bear
hug, and Mugtadil was the picture of decorum with his mother-in-law and Ahmed’s
wife, who had returned after Ahmad assured her she could continue her job.

After dinner, when Amna wished for Shahi Supari, Mugtadil actually drove out to get
her some, much to the apparent delight of the family. Ayat secretly bristled. He could
be sweet to a spoiled brat like her sister-in-law but not to her. She remembered what
her mother had once said to her in a moment of bitterness: once trodden, always
trodden.

While the supari was being eaten, Ahmed asked Ayat about her finger.

“Ayat, it's not looking good. If you don't get it checked the infection can spread to your
bone.”

“I'm fine, bhai, really.”

“I'm telling you. You shouldn't let these things fester. They creep in and all of a sudden
things get serious.”

“"Ahmed likes to overreact, doesn't he?” Mugtadil interrupted. "I think we should head
home. It's getting late and the boys look worn down.”
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“But | don't WANT to go,” Haroon let out a loud wail. Mugtadil looked annoyed.

“Oh Mugtadil, you can't leave just yet. We haven't had dessert,” Ayat’s mother
proclaimed, but Ayat glared her down.

“No Amma, Mugtadil is right. We have to get going. But thanks for a wonderful
dinner.”

On the inside, she dreaded returning home.

*kkk

She lingered in the children’s bedroom after putting them to bed, afraid to go into hers.
Mugtadil was waiting for her.

“I'm leaving you.”

It wasn't the first time he had said it. When they were newlyweds, he had often lost
his temper and kicked her out of the house. Once, he had made her pack, and left
her outside her parent's house. Ayat knew her broken marriage would kill her parents,
so she had dragged her suitcase up the road, thanking God it was the middle of the
night and none of the neighbors were around to witness her shame. She had wept as
she rang the bell. He had let her in only because she was pregnant with his child. She

knew this because he had told her so.

Amma was right. Men did mellow after a few years of marriage. Mugtadil no longer
kicked her out of the house. He just left himself.

“Janee, I'm sorry that you're upset. But Ahmed was just concerned. He doesn't know
you said | should take antibiotics.”

“Why doesn't he know?”

“What?"

“Why doesn't he know? He doesn’t know because you didn't tell him. He doesn't know
because you don't tell him not to interfere in our personal issues. He doesn't know

because he doesn't respect me, because you don't respect me.”

“Janee, please, don't do this. | haven't gone to the hospital. | haven't. I'm on
antibiotics.”

“If you are on antibiotics then why is your hand infected right now? No, I'll tell you
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what | think. | think you haven't had any medication. You want to make a fool of me.
Prove to the world that | am wrong about everything. That's why you wanted to go to
dinner tonight. To show your family I'm not taking care of you.”

Ayat teared up. Her hand was hurting and she was tired.
“Please. Please don't punish me.”

“I'am a punishment, that's why I'm leaving you. For your sake. Go on and marry
someone else. A ghar-damaad like your family wants. I'm taking the car.”

Mugtadil slipped off the bed and walked away, shoving Ayat aside as she tried to
stop him. She collapsed on the sofa in the living room, hoping he would return in the
morning, like he usually did.

*kk*k

Mugtadil did not return the next evening, or the evening after that. He had smashed
his phone so there was no way to call him. She called her father tearfully and told him
about the situation.

"That bastard! That bloody bastard! After all I've done for him and his family. | paid for
his entire education because my sister was a widow. | gave him my daughter when he
returned alone from Australia. To repay me like this! Now, now, don't cry, Ayat, don't cry,
my Jaan. He will be back, he will be back.”

“Abba, I'm so alone,” sobbed Ayat, ready to collapse with grief and exhaustion.

“No, you are not alone. We are here for you, Ayat. If you want me to come and get you, |
will be there right away. You can live with me. | will support you.”

“No one in our family has ever gotten a divorce, Abba. | don't want to dishonor you.”
“It's not a dishonor. Just tell me. What has Mugtadil to complain about? You are
beautiful. You've given him sons. You cook and clean. You don't fight. Yet he treats you
like this. If I had a daughter-in-law like you, | would thank my lucky stars. But Ayat, |
am telling you, I'll not tolerate this anymore. | don't care what your mother says about
our family reputation. If Mugtadil is not back by tomorrow, I'm going to come and bring
you home.”

“Abba, what about my sons? He'll take them away from me.”

“No, beta. I'll get the best lawyers. Money is not an issue.”
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Ayat's shoulders heaved as she sobbed violently. She was used to living with a sense of
hopelessness, but her father’s words were giving her hope. He would take her home.
She would be protected. But, what if things didn’t work out? What if, after a few days,
her mother sent her back? What if Mugtadil came back the next morning?

To have hope in her heart and then to have it crushed would kill her, she thought. No,
she couldn't afford that.

“Go to bed, my chanda. Take a sleeping pill and go to bed. Don't think about him. Let’s
see what happens tomorrow. I'm down the road. Just call me and I'll be there,” her

father consoled her.

Ayat obeyed. She took a sleeping pill and curled up in between the boys. They fell
asleep in each other’s arms.

*kkx

She woke up to see the sunlight streaming in: she had left the window open at night
so she could hear the sound of Mugtadil’s car if he returned. She stiffened instinctively
and then relaxed. She liked the sun. Its brightness annoyed Mugtadil but he was not
here to scold her for her carelessness. He wasn't here.

Ayat looked down at Haroon and Faiz, asleep on her arms, snuggling close. She smiled
and felt comforted. The clock struck eleven. Ayat gingerly placed each boy’s head onto
a pillow and tucked them in and shut the window. She checked her cell phone. Her
father had called five times. She dialed his number.

“Mera Beta,” his kind voice greeted her like the warm sun rays. “Why were you not
picking up?”

“Salaam Abba,” Ayat's voice sounded hoarse even to herself. "l was asleep. | mustn't
have heard it.”

“Did you sleep well, beti?”

“Yes, Abba, | did.”

“Is he back?”

“No.”

“I'm sending the driver. Pack up all your clothes in a suitcase. Where's your jewelry?”

“It's in Mugtadil’s locker. In the bank.”
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"It doesn't matter. I'm coming home from the office. You get ready and come home.
We'll think about what to do. Don't worry, beta. Things will be fine.”

Ayat smiled her first genuine smile in a long time. Things would be fine.

*kkk

Ayat sat next to her mother, sipping a cup of hot tea, which the cook had mixed for
her. She felt at peace. She didn't have to worry about cleaning or cooking. It was like
she was on a vacation after years of work. She stretched out her arms and hugged her
mother, who lowered Ayat’s head in her lap, stroking her hair like she used to when
Ayat was in school.

That night, they had a family conference. Amna had been told to take the boys to
watch a movie. Mugtadil had not returned. He hadn't called, either. Ayat's father
decided she would move in with them permanently.

“But where will she stay?” asked Ayat's mother, alarmed.

“She will move into Amna and Ahmed’s room. It's the biggest in the house and Haroon
and Faiz also need to have their space. Amna will have to make do with living in the
guest room. When Mugtadil comes home, | will talk to him. The way he has treated
Ayat is unacceptable. | will not stand for it any more.”

“A divorce?” asked his wife, hesitantly.

Ayat started and looked up at her father. She hadn't thought that far.

“Separation, for the time being.”

“But, he’s the father of her children. She's his wife,” Ayat's mother protested.

“She’s my daughter. | forgave him when he tried to separate her from us. All couples
have their problems, but enough is enough. If I knew Mugtadil would behave like
this I would never have given my daughter to him. But | can take her back as well, if |

please.”

The dictate was given and Ayat felt relieved. For the first time in years, she was finally
home.

Ahmed took Ayat to the hospital to have her hand treated. It was painful and the

doctor asked her why she had waited for so long. Ayat gave him a tired smile and said
she had been busy.
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Days spilled into a week and then two weeks. Life became idyllic for Ayat. Her parents
pampered her, oiled her hair, cooked her favorite foods and fed her with their hands
like they had done when she was a baby. She and Ahmed talked for hours on end. The
children were happier too, laughing and riding the old bikes, which had been taken
out of the store and serviced. Every evening, Ayat cooked something for her father,
knowing it would be praised to the skies. She helped Amna with the dusting, and
eventually took over the duty after Ahmed remarked that the house had never looked
cleaner.

After the longest time, she actually read a book. Somehow, when she had been
married to Mugtadil, she hadn't been able to focus on a single sentence, even in a
newspaper. Now, she picked up an old copy of Anne of Green Gables and read it from
cover to cover.

At nights, before going to sleep, she sometimes thought about Mugtadil. Where was
he? Why would he not return? He had no one to go to. His parents were buried in
Australia, and he had no siblings. Not even any close friends.

It had been three weeks since Mugtadil had left. Her hand hurt less and less.

*kkx

They were having dinner when the bell rang. Ayat recognized it instantly: it was curt,
to the point, like a rap on the wrist. Mugtadil had returned. She leaped up instinctively
and was about to rush to the door as she had done for years, when her father’s voice
called out sharply.

“Ayat, stay inside. | will open the door,” he commanded. “Take Haroon and Faiz, and
go to your bedroom. Close the door.”

Ayat felt her short-lived peace of mind desert her. Why had he come? Did he want
her back? Had he come for the children? Would her father send her back? What would
happen? Her head was full of questions.

Suddenly, she felt rage. She wanted to go and hit Mugtadil, ask him why he had
treated her so badly. She wanted to tell him to talk to her, to face her, not her father.
Why was he not demanding to see his wife? Why was her fate being decided in a
conversation between uncle and nephew?

For two hours, she heard the men speak outside. Then, the door opened, and her father
told her that Mugtadil had gone home.

Ayat was bereft. Mugtadil had gone home? Not asked for his sons? Not asked to see
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her. She felt as if she had been punched in the stomach.
Her father caught her as she fell, fainting.

*kkk

When she woke up, she was in bed. Ahmed was taking her blood pressure, and Amna
hovered behind him. Her parents sat at the edge of the bed, with their grandchildren
on their laps.

“Ayat? Can you hear me?” asked Ahmed gently.

Ayat nodded and felt a wave of dizziness. When it settled, she turned to her father,
with tears in her eyes.

“He didn't want me back?”

Her father told her it was not the time to discuss such things. “Go to sleep for now, my
Jaan. We will talk tomorrow.”

*kkk

Mugtadil wanted Ayat back, her father told her the next morning, but he had said that
she must come back herself; he would not come and get her.

“But where had he been all this while?”

“He'd gone to Bangkok. He said he had a business meeting and decided to travel
around a bit.”

“But how could he have just taken off?”

“Ayat, you need to focus. He is selfish. He did it to hurt you, to hurt us. God knows
what crime he’s punishing me for by treating you like this. Ayat, you have to decide
whether you want to stay with us or go back to him. Whatever decision you make, it
needs to be final.”

“Abba, my children?”

“He lives down the road, he can see them whenever he wants. You're not going to be
divorced right now anyway. Just separated. Once Mugtadil comes to his senses, you

can go back on your terms. In a position of power.”

Ayat stirred her cereal. Not to go home to Mugtadil. To stay with her parents,
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surrounded by their love. To have her children grow up in a wholesome atmosphere.
It seemed too good to be true. She felt her heart would heal. She knew the sting of
Mugtadil’s insult would fade. It always did.

But, people would find out. These things had a way of making themselves known.
Generations of good repute would be sullied by her separation. Her mother had often

told her the cruel things her father had done to her in the first year of their marriage.

But her father had changed. He treated his wife like a Queen now. Would Mugtadil
also come around? If she went back? Did just a little bit more?

She thought of the freedom she now had. Not waking up with a sense of dread in the
pit of her stomach, pressing her down like an anvil on her head. Not worrying about
constant criticism. Oh, the luxury of not having to measure each and every word she
uttered in a disapproving presence.

The more Ayat thought about it, the more confused she became. The more her torment
increased. She asked God for a sign: anything to help her make her decision.

*kkx

That evening, after Ayat returned with the boys from their Karate class, she saw her
father pacing the living room. Ahmed sat staring at the television, not really watching
the cricket match that was being aired. Her mother held his hand, with tears in her
eyes and a tasbeeh in her hand.

“What happened?” asked Ayat, a chill creeping up her back.

“Amna. She has left.”

“Again? She'll be back, Ahmed, don’t worry. Just go back and get her.”

“She’s taken all her clothes, Ayat, and all the jewelry.”

“So? She can bring them back with her. What's her problem this time?”

Ahmed remained silent.

"I don't know why you put up with her, Ahmed. She doesn't love you. If she did, she
wouldn't leave all the time. She would not do anything to displease you. She would live

her life to serve you. Let her go. To hell with her!”

Her father put his hand on her shoulder.
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“Ayat, she’s handed Ahmed the divorce papers.”
“What?”

“Divorce papers. It seems like she’s been planning this for some time. She moved out
her things bit by bit to her mother’s. Her lawyer called Ahmed at the office today. She
has left forever.”

Ayat blinked in disbelief. “She gave him the papers! Who is she to do such a thing? My
brother is an angel. If anything, he should have left her. Kicked her out of the...”

She realized the words forming on the tip of her tongue. Kick Amna out of the house,
the way Mugtadil had kicked her out.

Ayat shifted on her feet and looked at her father, who was looking away.
“Ayat,” interjected her mother. “You must go back to Mugtadil.”
“"What?"” Ayat swerved to look at her mother.

"One divorce in the family is bad enough. If you stay here, people will think it's our
fault. We won't be able to show our face in public.”

“Why, Amma? Why won't we be? It's not Ahmed’s fault Amna left him. She was always
selfish. And everyone knows that Mugtadil's first wife left him because he beat her.
They won't blame me. This is perfect, Amma. The four of us together again. No Amna.
No Mugtadil. Just we together - like old times.”

Her mother put her face in her hands and started crying. Ahmed got up and walked
out of the room. Ayat heard him start the car and pull out of the drive way. She looked
back at her parents. They looked away. Once trodden, always trodden.

*kkk

The lights were on as Ayat stepped in. The woman in the stained glass window
seemed to be asleep in the pale light as if she'd lost all hope of her prayer ever being
heard. Dust had gathered on the window. It made her look as if she had been buried
alive in sand.

The marble floor glistened under the yellow light. It seemed that the house was empty
but she knew Mugtadil was there — she could hear the television inside their bedroom.

After putting the boys to bed, Ayat squared her narrow shoulders and curled her hands
into fists by her side. Her finger had healed, but there was a slight stiffness in the joint.
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She opened the door. Mugtadil sat calmly, staring into space. His coal black eyes raked
over her. He smiled a humorless smile as she walked in.

“Welcome home, Mama.”
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| THE PINK VEIL

Yumna Ali

_ The Sublime evades him. No matter how hard he tries, the leaves appear as leaves, and
B the apples shine with ordinariness. The Maali tries hard to look behind veils but unlike

the pantheists, he cannot see the golden radiance, cannot connect with aura, lives
T with the pain of spiritual rejection.

"‘ ;; . Still, he toils. He enters. The garden is his pilgrimage. Overwhelmed by the blooms, his
e breath exhales a holy love which permeates the air, becoming part of the essence and

fragrance of the garden.

-5 He treads on, with bulging metatarsals and hard curved ankles, as the soil embraces

: and embeds in his toenails. Below his stitched garment hanging to his knees and un-
der his milky white chador draped across his chest, his veins pulse with faith. He car-
ries the shovel as a formality. No other tool, only his slender fingers would penetrate
the soil, each particle performing ablution by touching his hands. With infinite care, he
lowers the seeds in the hopeful earth, adding moisture from his rusted tin water pot.
The saplings call out — it seems to him — but not to him. Still, he toils.

A myriad of colorful flowers proudly stand, happily swaying. But one stays apprehen-
sive. Her cocoon shed, she has just emerged, knowing that metamorphosis is as much
about time as form. She waits, knowing the time is right. Glossy pink, her skin sparkles
with dew and destiny. Footsteps. She straightens, curling her thorns inwards.

The Maali turns. And sees.

The water pot clatters to the ground, forgotten, as the Maali blinks at the sudden
swirling mist concealing the space between him and her, his footsteps faster, longer,
crazed, as galaxies explode across his irises, colors refracting, her aura clear, every
atom between them vibrates and connects in a dance of divinity.

Falling to his knees, arms raised in supplication, he weeps. She turns to look beyond,
sketching his eyes on the canvas of the moon. A firefly buzzes, flickers, lights an eter-
nity. Now the Maali knows. The search, the pain, the desperation was preparation. She
had waited in the breeze.
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Snip snip snip. The monotonous sound of greasy, rusted scissors was driving her mind
into a frenzy. This noise had been hammering away at her brain all day now. Scratch
that. It had been this way since she started working in this dingy salon in Karachi five
years ago. Five years of her life, she thought, had been spent in this suffocating room,
surrounded by mirrors so faded they had stolen her reflection and blurred it. Five years.
As she tried to focus on the work at hand, the faulty CD player sitting in a corner woke
up with a start to blast the air with an obnoxious story of lost love. She tried to shut
out the nauseating cacophony in her mind. Overhead, the rotating fans seemed more
exhausted than her. She craved for a hint of cool air, but even the air conditioner, fitted
into a wall with green paint chipping at odd intervals, was decidedly spraying warm
water.

Snip snip snip. She looked down at the customer. The owner of the brassy blond hair
being trimmed was chewing gum hypnotically as she flipped through pages of a
foreign magazine. Perhaps this silly woman was dreaming of a love life, oblivious of the
fact that romance was a luxury in this country, she thought. Here even the holding of
hands between lovers was considered sacrilege. It didn’t matter if they had signed a
mutual contract of lifelong commitment or not. Romance was something that could be
read about, but hardly experienced.

She gazed at the face of this woman as she trimmed the uneven edges of her hair. She
wondered how this woman spent her day. Did she toil all day in a small room reek-

ing of hairspray, choking on freshly cut hair flying around? Did she get dizzy from the
stench of wax? A smell so pungent, it could rob you of your senses and sanity. Did she
walk into a job at ten every morning and leave at ten at night? Drained of the strength
and the will to do anything besides curling up in bed; thoughts of a wasted life plagu-
ing her all the while she lay awake.

Did she have to worry about a mother who was dependent on her measly salary or a
father who wallowed all day in complacency? Did she have to ward off the sexual ad-
vances of a disgusting brother? Or cover her jeans and torn black t-shirt with a cloak?
The stifling burga, which hid her clothes, but did not protect her dignity. The cloak
that did not save her from being pinched on the bus home; did not prevent tears from
streaming down a face too weathered for a twenty-two year-old. Did she?

Probably not. Because this woman, now enjoying an article on dieting tips, did not
have the weight of poverty bearing down upon shoulders barely old enough to hold
their own. She did not belong to a family that refused to provide her with even an
ounce of security.
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Her thoughts once again turned to her parents. She realized she couldn't blame them
for who they were. Scrimping for money had reduced them to a point where they had
given up trying to make themselves useful. They had become dependent completely
on her. But this dependency hadn't led to gratefulness. It had just paved the way for
bitterness and more demands. She felt that one day she would be bereft of all drive,
drained of all ambition. This is where she was headed. She could sense it, because life
had refused to become better. It just kept getting worse.

Her father, a thin man with sallow, expressionless eyes and a mouth perpetually
molded between a snicker and a frown, sat all day, planning schemes he wasn't smart
enough to execute while cursing all his blood relations, whomever he could remember,
for his present destitution. His anger, rightfully upon himself, was never directed there.
It manifested itself in his laziness and the outbursts, which became more frequent
when told that an extra pack of cigarettes for him was a luxury they couldn't afford or
that food would be scant that week. Anger was all he possessed, and the delusion that
one day he would become successful.

Her mother, a bitter woman, unlike her father, was ambitious, but never for herself.
She wanted to wring out the ambitions of others and make them her own. She prided
herself on being a master manipulator and spent all day either wallowing in self pity,
or comparing each and every child in the neighborhood to her own failed offspring.

It was a vicious cycle, one that could become as hypnotic as convincing. To her, her
son was a failure but one who could at least pride himself on being born the right sex.
After all, the world had always reminded her that a man is superior to a woman.

Snip snip snip. Once again, the movement of her fingers brought her back to the pres-
ent. The blurry image of the woman in the mirror was frowning. The deep lines furrow-
ing on her forehead were a sign of hell about to break loose. And even before she had
put down the scissors, the screams began. The hair wasn't cut right. The length was
always too short. The treatment was always too harsh, the hairdresser always too dis-
tracted. The woman got up in a huff; picking up her brightly colored bag, with strange
letters interspersed on its rugged skin, and walked to the manager.

She knew the routine by heart. The manager apologized, the woman made elaborate
gestures of anger and disgust. It was always the same. In this place, it was never a

haircut; it was a matter entrenched in emotions. The reactions of unsatisfied custom-
ers could easily be mistaken for scenes from a bad production of a theatrical tragedy.

She put the scissors down. No point in putting up a defense. It would lead to argu-
ments that could never be won, and deductions from a salary, in which each penny was
too precious, were unavoidable. She had learned that ego was a luxury of the distant
past.
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She began sweeping the hair off the floor, wishing she could sweep her numbness as
easily into the garbage as well. She wiped the table and cleaned the utensils. The yell-
ing subdued in her head, muffled by thoughts of doom.

Finally, the manager was upon her. The yelling now grew closer in proximity, but
remained equally inaudible. She heard the taunts of losing her job, of being thrown
onto the streets. They made no sense to her and she was used to them anyway. She
kept about her business and once the yelling was over, she walked into the cleaning
closet and shut the door behind her. She sat down, staring onto the chipping door, in
the darkness, deaf to the rumbling of the blow dryer and the laughter of gossiping girls
outside.

She wondered why she thought so long and hard about nothing. Why she sat there,
among the stench of bleach and detergent, pondering over a life that had no such
depth. She cursed her mind for creating thoughts, for giving her the power to think.
Nothing positive had ever come from these musings. Nothing.

After all, what could be expected of a life that was average? She had nothing to be
proud of. Things might have been different, she thought, if she had been pretty or in-
telligent. But she was not, and her existence didn't mean anything to anyone. She had
nothing to look forward to. Some might have said she was ungrateful, but she felt she
could not muster gratitude when her mind refused to think beyond despair.

She wished her mind would shut down now, that her thoughts would stop hammering
away at her brain with their torturous blows. The pain in her head was unbearable. She
felt a cold sensation graze her fingers as the brown door began to blur. It moved gently
first to the left then to the right, then left again, and right. She tried to steady herself,
but it seemed impossible to focus. Something was crawling at her wrist.

As her head jerked to the left, her bloodshot, watery eyes could not make sense of the
crimson tattoo, which had just appeared on her body. A bubbling red burst of liquid
was frothing near her wrist, escaping the confines of her body through a narrow slash
and desperately pooling by her side. As the monotonous sound in her head slowly
faded away, the fingers of her right hand loosened. A pair of rusty scissors hit the ce-
ment floor with a clunk.

She looked at the stained instrument. The source of her income, the validation of her
existence, lay beside her marked with her blood. These scissors were the reason she
had been able to go home and avoid looks of intense disappointment from her father.
The reason her mother had managed to limit her insults to just words. The reason her
brother's perverse intentions had chosen to vacate her mattress, finding her money
more attractive than her body.

Today, the scissors were the reason it all came to an end. The reason she got away.
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IN THE COURSE OF A LIGHTER DAY

The line at the security belt was moving at a snail’s pace. Setting the luggage on the
belt, Vaisam wiped hot beads of perspiration off his forehead with the palm of his
hand. He checked his watch again with impatient curiosity and calculated the time

it would take to get to the ticketing counter, past passport control, and finally, bliss-
fully, to the departure gates. Well not really, he thought somewhat perversely; it was a
tedious and lengthy process from there on: two security enclosures to be crossed, the
escalators to be transcended, and those meandering moving walkways to be endured,
which were always blocking the endless passage, all the way to the duty free.

The duty free would be insignificant to his wife though. She considered buying any-
thing other than the dire necessities a hobby for the mindless.

‘Killing time. .. by spending unneeded money on unwanted things,” she would declare
with dismissive authority and a measure of disgust.

The typical cynical explanation for avoiding anything that came even remotely close to
acquiring human pleasure, Vaisam thought with some degree of distress.

She would not stop for coffee or tea either, as she was not fond of anything other than
‘desi-chai,’ grumbling that the corrupt foreigners had violated tea — turning it into
chalky milk. Her need to go to the restroom would also be temporarily suspended.
Agonizing and pondering over the toilet bowl, infested with the germs of millions of
foreign strangers, she would forsake the growing discomfort and ignore the persistent
urgency in her bladder in an almost comic heroic determination.

And even if the potential health hazards weren’t dangerous enough, a visit to the rest-
room was completely out of the question because it would break her ablution. No, she
would stodgily walk past the otherwise commonplace distractions for ordinary people
and seat herself meticulously at the departure gates.

He could picture her sitting on her seat: a broad-boned figure with strong arms hold-
ing a religious book in her lacerated nail-cut hands, droning to herself and stirring
slightly in her trance like state; oblivious to the world. Probably ranting away some
prayer to ward off the evil eye from a possible travel calamity like a bowel disorder,
Vaisam thought with some loathing.

Collecting his wife's boarding pass after ensuring she was seated next to a female he

felt almost giddy with urgency. An awkward hug and a customary wave later, she was
gone.
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To call their marriage arranged was an understatement. In the typical South-Asian
culture, where two people are formally introduced in the possibility of a companion-
able future together, the approval of the male is inherent and, at times exclusive. In
Vaisam’s case though, he had little to do in the determination of his marital fate. His
mother, a domineering woman, whose authority had become more pronounced and
validated after his father’s untimely death, had declared one formidable morning that
she had found him a suitable bride.

‘Just like your father,” she remarked disappointedly at his initial refusal, flicking some
bread crumbs off the plate with her fingers for effect.

He felt perplexed in the wake of her disillusion. This sudden emotional discordance
faltered his decision and left him tongue-tied. He lost his conviction to express his
views confidently. His mind was dictating that this hesitation, almost cowardly in na-
ture, was absurd but his body and heart refused to acknowledge it. His conscience was
aware of this incompatibility between mind and actions and it mocked him into shame.

Six months and several segregated family gatherings later, he found himself married
to this person he knew little about and desired to know even less.

Parking his car in the driveway, Vaisam let himself in the house. The silence that
greeted him brought serenity and peace within him, contradictory to the forlornness
and distress some of his friends said they had experienced in similar situations. He
glanced at his watch and noticed that he still had some time before heading to the bar
to meet his friends. He switched on the TV and sank into the plushness of the couch,
its gathers enveloping him into little blankets of comfort. Free from the disapproving
glares of his wife and her habitual sarcasms on the evil of modern TV and its curse of
inducing forbidden desires, Vaisam basked in the light of this intellectual freedom. He
taunted his wife’s imaginary presence by turning up the volume while Deborah Harry
tempted her lover with unequivocal promises of kisses and sexual ecstasy a call away.

As far as Vaisam could recall his life was a blurring mix of control (his mother’s) and
retaliation (on his part). This retaliation, however, was discreet and, to a large extent,
trivial. Vaisam was mute when it came to declaring his nonconformance to his moth-
er's school of thought and too immobilized to refuse to follow her code of conduct.

His father had passed away when he was only ten and his memories of him were
scarce and scattered: a dark looming figure suddenly appearing in the hazy corridor,
his outline rimmed by the sunlight behind, carrying a bag of orange sweets; a silhou-
ette in white with a dark mass of hair lying sideways on a divan, his right arm across
his eyes and forehead, his left barely holding a newspaper, the toes of one leg lightly
brushing the floor; dressed and patiently waiting, his perfume sprinkling the air mark-
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ing an occasion, and then eventually defeated, retreating up the stairs in his mother’s
aloof aversion.

Then one day, this unattended persona disappeared as if dissolving into the vapors of
the particles of the very perfume he wore, which still seemed to linger in the house.
Vaisam felt as if his father went up the stairs and never came back.

His mother had been devastated by her husband’s sudden death. She had rocked

in anguish, sobbing uncontrollably, the tears flowing down her face with her hands
clasped on her chest, symbolic of her mourning. Relatives and friends would gather
around her anxiously, each competing with the other to offer a more profound expla-
nation of his untimely demise, peppered by small reminders of his good deeds and
noble character to justify his rather short life by fulfillment of a greater purpose. At
that time, Vaisam had felt unease over these attempts by the relatives to pacify his
mother’s grief. He had doubted the sincerity of her mother’s tears. He felt ashamed at
her antics. Like he had felt the day a kind candy store guy had endearingly given him
a free bonbon while his fingers wrapped nervously around the two stolen ones in his
pocket.

His mother isolated herself in her room, refusing to eat and drink. Insistence of well-
wishers was met with despair. Then, one day, a friend of Vaisam's father came to settle
his will. Vaisam had stood by the door opening into the lounge, where this dark fleshy
man sat rigidly and authoritatively, his hefty fingers drumming the table with mea-
sured impatience. The man was wearing a gold ring, the top of which was carved in an
animal-like face. A thick gold chain submerged in the layers of flesh around his sweaty
neck.

Vaisam had never seen a man wearing gold and felt repelled and scared by his for-
bearing presence. The man looked at Vaisam with an expression of both pity and
disinclination. Apparently his father had not been a possessor of large amounts of
savings or any valuable investments. His assets were few and ordinary. As everyone
stood around trying to comprehend this information, he saw his mother's door opening
a crack, gesturing him to come.

‘What is that man saying?’ she asked, her hands on his shoulders, her face wiped of its
wariness and now alert, a flicker of anxious doubt in her eyes, her mouth closed in a
tight line. She held on to his shoulders so tightly it hurt.

After that, she avoided him for months.
Vaisam got up to fetch himself a glass of water. Night had fallen and the soft orange
glow of the table lamp gently illuminated the objects within its reach, its halo offset

against the embrace of darkness around it. The flashing images of the TV cast chop-
ping, flickering slashes of electrical light on the objects nearby, claiming their domain.
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Vaisam switched off the TV and the serene semi-darkness conquered the room; envel-
oped in it, he felt safe and protected.

Protection made him think of Saka. That is the feeling he most related to his unlikely
partner in crime; hired by his mother sometime after his father’s death as domestic
help, although Vaisam had an inkling it was also to provide him with the company

she felt she could not provide. She would spend her days frowning into her meals or
humming into the telephone receiver. She would nod her head back and forth and put
down the phone only to lie back on her bed and stare at the TV listlessly or flip through
magazines. In the evenings, they would visit her relatives, where women and men sat
in separate rooms, the men voraciously arguing politics over tea, their hands stopping
midway in exaggerated motions, while the women leaning forward in confidential
secrecy, murmuring trails of gossip, dispersing as a Chinese whisper.

Those days had a lingering sadness to them as Vaisam felt out of place in his sur-
roundings. It was as if he was at a party where he knew no one, standing in a corner
with a drink in his hand and an awkward smile on his face, feeling large and helpless.

With Saka things changed. He led Vaisam out of his self-imposed barricade with noth-
ing but a quick smile and an assuring nod. Saka tantalized his senses and teased his
mind by pushing boundaries. In his camaraderie, Vaisam blossomed into a new person.
He opened Vaisam’s mind to believing and imagining, his heart to experiencing and
submission. They had their daily rendezvous under the mango tree, mischievously
exchanging ideas: Saka dictating and Vaisam acquiescing.

‘Aray choot this is the way you hold it,’ the tan quick-footed Saka would say, holding
the cigarette between his orange pan-stained fingers. He would stand cockily, eyes
narrowed at the tip of the cigarette as it burned slowly; inhaling the nicotine deeply
and exhaling smoky rings from his constricted mouth and thin lines through his nos-
trils.

The forbidden exploration of these temptations of youth was a welcome change in
the otherwise restricted life of Vaisam. His mother had strictly controlled his activities
outside the mundane routine of school and tuition up until then. Now he was able to
free himself of his inhibitions with Saka’s help. With Saka he felt he was the Vaisam he
wanted to be: spontaneous, animated and expressive.

Vaisam sat on the couch, his bare feet aimlessly stretched on the coffee table, an
empty glass of water in one hand. He was still marveling at the accuracy of dismissed
memory, trapped in its melancholic gloom, absently clicking the table lamp on and off.
The room lit and hid itself with each flick of the switch. The unpredictability of life and
relationships, Vaisam thought dejectedly.
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Saka would usually work during the day and be sent off to home come evening. One
day, when Vaisam returned home late in the evening after his football practice, he
found his mother not at home and Saka there instead. Rushing through an early din-
ner they resumed their daily adventures, which had by now assumed a more diabolical
nature in their minds.

That night, for the first time, they stepped outside the boundaries of the house. Saka
led the way oblivious to Vaisam’s nervous plodding. Very soon they were in the small
colony where Saka lived. They dodged through open sewers stinking of rotten food,
shit and garbage, across stone and pebble walkways and screaming naked children,
their mothers holding up their garments to their knees, a bucket in one hand yelling
obscenities. Vaisam passed a man sitting on his haunches, staring into a spot on the
urine-stained wall; his eyes watery and empty, his mouth slightly ajar. Vaisam had
never witnessed such crude vulgarity and in spite of the oppressiveness of poverty and
hunger all around him, he felt intrigued and exhilarated. Suddenly Saka turned around
and told him to wait there. He disappeared into the narrow lane and Vaisam stood
waiting, finding himself in a dark circle lit by a lantern from a hut a few meters away.
A heavy man lay on a charpoy in the hut, his belly moving up and down like a snake in
its path, his face hidden by his flesh. All of a sudden Vaisam felt vulnerable and scared.
He looked around in helplessness. When Saka appeared, he led him through another
alley to a hut, where on the side there was a slight opening. When Vaisam peered in he
saw a young girl of about eighteen with dark brown hair, tanned supple skin glisten-
ing with sweat that highlighted her curvaceous body through the white flimsy material
covering it. She lifted her shirt and Vaisam’s heart stopped beating. He felt confused
and clammy. Shaking and shivering, he ran. Ran out through the dirty, decrepit colony,
through the sickness of it all, stopping only when he reached the light of the main
road. Saka came after him and slapped him jokingly on the back.

‘Real pussy you are,” he mocked Vaisam.

Vaisam ignored him. Understanding that he was perturbed, Saka turned quiet and
they walked back home in silence, at one point Saka even put his arm around Vaisam’s
shoulders to pacify him.

A few feet away from the house they saw a car parked outside; its headlights were
dimmed and the summer dew glossing its windows made it difficult to see through
them. They walked around it from a distance with curiosity, straining to see who was
inside. As Vaisam crossed the car, he froze in his tracks. It was the same man, the
beefy lawyer who had read his father’s will. The lawyer’s fleshy lips were caressing a
woman’s neck. Behind the foggy windows of the car, Vaisam’s mother sat with her back
against the seat, eyes closed; the lawyer’s fingers stroking her lips now.

Next to him, Saka chuckled.
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‘Two free shows in one day,’ he said. But Vaisam'’s body had stiffened and his eyes were
stinging.

The next day Vaisam told his mother that Saka had stolen his books. He never found
out when Saka left. He relapsed to his old self so instinctively it was as if Saka or that
day had never happened.

Vaisam woke up with a start. He realized he had fallen asleep. Dreaming had never
been so faithful, he scoffed himself. He had fallen asleep on the couch, lamp switch in
hand. He hadn't slept so carelessly in months. Lately, whenever he had woken up, his
body had felt knotted and his mind, tangled. He would wake up with some thought
buzzing in his head and sleep would merely feel like a suspension of that thought. But
today he felt lighter.

A glance at his cell phone indicated that he had twelve missed calls: the greater num-
ber from his mother. He expected her telephone calls to always ask less about his well-
being and inform more about her version of family gossip. Otherwise, she would begin
her indirect and manipulative efforts at making him feel guilty for not calling her often
enough or not thinking about her enough along with subtle reminders of her growing
age and rowing inability to take care of herself. She would subtly endorse the signifi-
cance of motherhood with a fancy story of some great deed performed by an obedient
son. How it is the hallmark of all accomplishments in life and will certainly reward him
with great prosperity in this world and even greater ease in judgment in the hereafter.
She had, over the past few years, turned to religion with a zealous passion. This new-
found importance of religion in her life, which had previously only been occasional and
negotiable, could be explained better by idle time than by divine enlightenment. But,
as with other things, it had also come with impositions.

Vaisam reached the bar later than he had planned. His friends were already there and
well into their second round of drinks. Drinking was a release for Vaisam: it made him
feel lighter and made him think more clearly and coherently. It made him let go of his
inhibitions. As a result, Vaisam could smile more impulsively; engage in conversations
in a fluid and confident fashion, and regard people with less wariness and hostility.
Part of his subconscious also felt that he had been wronged and he had not entirely
come to terms with it or rather he avoided to; drinking was not only a rebellious back-
lash to all the things prohibited but also redemption for his suffering.

An English Premier League football match was on the TV monitors, which adorned the
four corners of this small, cozy neighborhood bar. Various men and women, some lone
and stray, their eyes shining with the hope and possibility of some adventure tonight,
evaluated their surroundings for potential copulating mates. Couples engaged in
romantic dramatics, anxious to please one another, to catch that missed word by tilting
their heads towards each other. Everyone was clapping to their teams' support and
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discussing the tactics of each team. The bar erupted in roars whenever a goal was in
sight, but the volume of cheers descended to a low tutting of disappointment at an op-
portunity missed. Vaisam felt a reeling sensation of happy nervousness in the pit of his
stomach. It pulsated to the music in the background and the cheering of the audience.
His mind trailed along the waves of sound traveling to his wife as he imagined her
sitting here between all these strange people in her traditional solemn attire, amidst
the suggestive tight jeans and short skimpy skirts, booze and loud boisterous laughter,
the cheering and the slight thumping to music. He imagined her shocked face trying
to administer all the evil in the bar through the uptight, judgmental binoculars of her
religiosity. He giggled inwardly at her wide-eyed comical image.

He wondered why he belittled her and decided it was not her religious attitude exactly
that made him form this ill perception, He considered himself a god-fearing person
too, albeit with his own views about religion. But something about his wife, rather ev-
erything about her, made him feel repulsed. Was it her? Or was this attitude a product
of his personal failings? He quickly suppressed that accusatory thought.

Vaisam made his way to the center of the bar and sat on a bar stool, motioning to

the bartender for a drink. He rested his elbows on the moist counter; his right cheek
cupped in his right palm, his left arm lying on his lap aimlessly, and surrendered
himself to the unraveling intoxication of the vodka running through his veins. He was
on his fourth drink by now or was it his third? He didn't know and he didn't care to
remember those numbers. The alcohol had numbed his senses. The very effects he de-
sired. The match receded into the background, the music felt distant and impersonal,
the surrounding chatter felt remote; he had descended into his own personal haunt
characterized by a suspension of thoughts. This was mere bliss.

Out of the corner of his eye, seated about two or three places away, he caught a hint
of a black silhouette with blondish hair looking his way. Or was she looking at the TV
monitors above? Vaisam was not sure. He allowed himself to look fully in her direction.
Yes, indeed, she was acknowledging him with a slow smile on those bright, red-stained
lips. He took up the cue to appraise her and noticed she was young, in her mid-twen-
ties maybe. She was tall and lanky, her height emphasized by the short black dress,
which revealed toned, tanned legs. The lankiness seemed to suit her well though. It
brought certain glamour to her lean face accented by short blunt bangs barely con-
cealing lazy, green, heavily lidded eyes. She was no great beauty, he concluded, but
her languid body language had a wild attractiveness to it. She stood with an idle
ignorance; one coral painted nail hand on the table and the other holding a drink. She
made her way towards him now with lazy strokes like a panther on the prowl.

‘What are you having?’ she inquired, her voice liquid smooth and casually interested.

He saw green eyes steadily grazing him, the black pupils expanding and contracting,
dropping a hint of her level of inebriation.

56



‘Just vodka — on the rrocks, said Vaisam with an unexpected stammer, which annoyed
him. The elegance and self-assuredness of this mysterious woman unnerved him. Her
straight forwardness was aggressive and he could not counter it with wit or presence
of mind. All of a sudden, he wished she would not speak to him any further.

‘Ah, so you are a vodka guy,’ she teased him, poking his side playfully.

He only managed to grin in reply.

‘What's your name?’ she asked, taking a sip from her bright green beverage.

‘Vaisam,’ he parroted.

‘And yours? he mustered himself to inquire.

‘Sherry — Spanish, like the wine,’ she said. Though I'm from Georgia.’

This contradiction must have struck her as wistfully humorous because she let out a
short, raspy laugh.

She trailed her index finger on the wet surface of her glass drawing short zigzag lines
from the tip of her long pointed nails.

‘Vaisam and what is it that you do?’ she asked, pronouncing his name Vah-saam. It was
throaty and he liked it that way.

She looked around distractedly while he told her he worked in finance. She looked
everywhere yet nowhere in particular. He felt agitated at her sudden non-committal
attitude, angered by this display of hypocrisy.

‘| like your dress,” he said, more in self-defense to this ignorance than as a bait of flat-
tery.

That seemed to perk her up. He smirked to himself at the irony of her predictability.

‘Oh thanks, Vah-sam,’ she drawled, and laid her hand on his, resting it on his lap. Her
nails teased his inner thigh and it sent a mild tingling sensation.

She drew her face close to him and he caught a whiff of alcohol and tobacco on her
breath. Her big slanting green eyes appeared larger and heavier and he could see her
makeup cracking around her eyes and mouth, giving way to dark sunken eye bags and
patches of chapped dry skin underneath.
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‘You are not so bad yourself," she said huskily. ‘Vah-saaaam,’ she teased him, draw-
ing out the aaaa, whispering it in his ears, blowing the words through her lips. He
trembled.

The complexities of desire burned inside him as she lured him with an unspoken prom-
ise of sweet greed. Obscene temptations and imaginary fragments of lurid fantasies
gnawed at his mind. He felt an impatient stubborn sensation in his body that was both
pleasingly arousing yet made him feel disconcerted and irritated. He had to rid himself
of this erotic itch.

She had her hand on his shoulder and seemed to be mumbling something in her now
drunken state. Her words formed disjointed sentences, half-filled and changing course
unexpectedly. Vaisam tried to recall her name but couldn’t. The dizziness in his head
and the noise around him was suddenly deafening. The bar felt confined and claustro-
phobic. He was sweating.

Impulsively, he wrapped his arms around her waist, pulled her off the bar stool and
made his way out the bar.

*Zassssu you whore fucking robbing me of those last few dollars | had and now the flat
— I'll tell Roger to fix her good,’ she swore pointing her finger to the wall, eyes shining
with empty disgust. Then just as suddenly, she collapsed on Vaisam’s shoulder.

It took Vaisam a while to get to the car while carrying the woman. By the time he got
home she was snoring.

Parking his car in the driveway Vaisam robotically got out and made his way to the
other side. He felt his actions were precise, his course direct, his attention undivided.
Crabbing her right arm and putting it over his shoulders, he placed his left arm around
her waist and yanked her out of the car. A black shoe slipped and fell on the carpeted
floor of the car. Her colored toes, naked and visible, stumbled over the foot of the car
seat, skinned along the stones and gravel in the driveway, struck the marble of the
front steps and bruised as Vaisam carried her to the house.

He deposited her on his bed. She lay there on her stomach with her back to him, her
torso on the bed and her legs dangling partly. Her dress was hunched up, exposing
the smooth fleshiness of her upper thighs. All of a sudden, Vaisam realized he did not
know what to do with her. Her unconsciousness made him impatient and angry. He
was tired and beat, his arms aching because of dragging her weight around. And now
she was comfortably sleeping. What the hell was he supposed to do now? Tuck her in?

Vaisam got a cold glass of water, turned her over and threw the cold liquid on her face.
Her eyes twitched and her face contorted in irritation. He slapped more water on her
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and this time she spat and spluttered awake, coughing and blowing through her nose,
sitting upright now. Little black streams of mascara ran down her alcohol seduced
white ashen face. Recovering, she looked around in confusion.

The woman saw him, and then her dress spotted with water stains, her bare feet and
the bruise on her toe. Her hair was now damp and clinging in thin lines to her wet
face.

‘What the. .. who the fuck are you? What am | doing here?’ she shouted in confusion
and anger. She got up staggeringly as if to make her way to the door.

'Sit down,” he said hoarsely, and pushed her back on the bed, but it was a push that
lacked authority. He felt confused. She sensed his irritation.

'Sit down? You are going to order me around, you worthless sleaze bag? What are you
going to do huh-huh?’ she had gotten up again and was pushing his chest with her
index finger. He backed away, his eyes vacant, his mind numb.

She let out a cruel laugh.

‘Pussy,’ she spat. Her eyes blazing and her lips curled in an ugly sneer.

He saw a man’s jeering face in front of him.

Vaisam saw himself, the coward, dodging through naked children and open sewers
on a fateful afternoon, the rotten stench of poverty rushing through his nostrils to his
mind, numbing his senses. He paid no heed to all this as he escaped. But then, right
then, the hypocrisy of adulthood punched him in the face. Too much too soon.

But wasn't it always like that?

You cannot stand up to anyone, the voice inside him mocked.

He noticed his clenched fists, the knuckles had turned white and the bluish veins were
threatening to pop out. His teeth clenched in his mouth. He could feel his heart beat-
ing violently against his chest and his brain screaming against this palpitation. Rage
suffocated him, demanding release.

He looked around, but she was gone.

‘Bitch,” he spat as he ran out of the room.

Vaisam saw her near the front door trying to escape. She turned around and saw him
thudding down the stairs. His face was enveloped in the shadows of the night, the
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hallway and house were dark, their forms accented by the light of the moon peering its
way through the glass windows in the lounge.

‘Where the hell are the keys?' she ordered with disgust.

He struck her hard on the face. Relief flooded through his body and mind like a power-
ful wave rushing to the shore wiping away the dirt in its process. Dots of pink rapidly
formed on her cheek filling in the gaps to form a dark red slash. She yelped in pain,
fear in her eyes, and her hand on her face. He smiled at this subservience.

“"What the hell do you think you are doing you son of a...” she cried.

He slapped her again. And again. Left and right across her bruised cheeks making
them turn from red to a dark gothic violet. He didn’t know when he started beating her
but soon she was on the floor, cowering, with her hands on top of her head in attempt
to shield herself from his hammering blows. He leered at her cowardice. She scram-
bled away on all fours, pushing herself further with all her might. He grabbed her by
her hair, yanking her back, tearing a handful in the process.

She let out an agonizing, painful scream. He stared at her for a split-second and at the
strands of hair in his clenched fist. She seized at his temporary lapse and kicked him in
the groin with all her might. He cried in pain; the ferocity of the kick disarmed him to
the wall, grabbing his genitals, his mouth twisted and contorted.

She ran to the door forgetting that it was locked. He reached for her and grabbed her
from her hair. One hand still clutching his groin, he beat her head against the cold
marble floor with the other, blow after blow; his mind vacant except for the persistent
pain. Somewhere deep inside his head, the resentment started to loosen, just as her
body also slacked under his grip, its resistance fading slowly. And then it dropped,
almost voluntarily, to the floor like a bag of rocks drowning in the sea.
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THE TEMPLE

Asha Sundararaman
“Leela, are you ready?” my mom shouts up the stairs at me.
“Hang on, I'm coming,” | call back.

We meant to leave by 7 am and it's already 7:30. Oops. | grab my duffle bag off the
bed, swing my dupatta over my shoulder and make a dash for the staircase. | take the
steps two at a time. Downstairs my grandmother’s maid is cleaning up the remnants of
our dosa breakfast. As | pass her on my way out the door, | grab another one from the
container she's about to put away. She shakes her head at me, smiling.

| climb into the first SUV, the one my uncle’s driving, and plop down next to my cousin.
My uncle navigates the car out of the driveway and onto the main road. My grand-
mother’s driver, in the car carrying my parents, my grandmother, and my aunt, follows.

My cousin looks at me curiously.

"What's with the salwar Leela?” he asks.

“To blend in, of course. | have to look like a proper TamBrahm,” | say.

“Then you should have worn a sari,” he replies. “"Now you just look like a Kashmiri.”
We both laugh at the old joke.

Through my window | watch the city pass by. People pile into share autos on their way
to Thiruvanmiyur and Adyar. Men with their dhotis hiked up to their knees chat with
each other next to store fronts. Humidity hangs heavy in the air, coating everyone with
a perpetual layer of sweat. It's a typical July morning in Chennai.

My uncle turns off East Coast Road towards the highway. We're doing what | like to
call “the temple tour” again. It's a favorite of my family. A few years ago, we drove from
Bangalore to Mysore, stopping at all the temples and palaces along Mysore Road on
the way there, as well as any we hadn't already hit on our way back. By the end of that
trip, my cousin and | had decided we'd had enough spiritual karma to last us for at
least two years, perhaps even three. And here we are again, about to generate more
karma for ourselves, on our way to Trichy, and the Sri Rangam temple.

Years ago, when my great-grandmother was still alive, she used to lecture us about Sri
Rangam, telling us it was (and still is) the grandest and most important of the Vishnu
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temples. My memory of the temple is hazy, but I've being reading up on this architec-
tural wonder, so much so that | can clearly make out the forms of the seven enclosures
and twenty-one gopuras — the colossal tiered towers, which mark the points of entry
to each enclosure — every time | close my eyes.

Since it is the largest functioning Hindu temple in the world, | figure we should get
about five more years of karma. At least.

It's been twenty years since we've made this trek. Usually we stick to the sunken
temples at Mahabalipuram or just the usual local temple in Chennai. But this year my
grandmother decided we should go home. To her ancestral village near Trichy, where
they had lived before her father moved to the big city. She also wants to show us the
statue that her family gifted to the temple nearly a hundred years ago, which still
stands somewhere within the seven walls of this sprawling, one hundred and fifty-six
acre temple (except she can't remember where exactly, so it could be a long search).

We hit the outskirts of Chennai and | sink back into my seat remembering our last visit
to Sri Rangam as the noisy, crowded city dissolves into villages and fields outside.

My daddy’s moustache is twitching. It does that when he gets mad. He’s angry at the
brown man in the dhoti with the string on his chest. Usually daddy’s voice gets loud
too but not this time. This time his voice is strong but low. But | know he’s mad because
his moustache is twitching.

| wish | could understand what daddy is saying. He's talking in his language. All the
sounds are running together in my head.

The man in the dhoti has a circle on his head that has no hair. It looks like it's on fire. |
imagine he's on fire. If he was really on fire then daddy wouldn't be talking to him and
we could go into the temple.

| want to explore the temple, but mommy is holding onto my hand. | try to get away,
but she’s hanging on tight. | look at my little brother. Pahttiis carrying him so he won't
run away from us into the crowds of people, | think. He's looking up at the faces on
triangle-shaped thing. | look too. This temple is so old that some of the stones are
missing some color. | can't see all the way up there, but | think some of the faces don't
have noses either. I've never been to a temple this old.

| try to pull my hand out of mommy’s again, but she won't let go. She looks down at me
and says,

“Stop it Leela.”
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She looks tired. Why is she tired? Daddy and the man are still talking. When will they
stop? | hear daddy say the word punnu. | recognize that word. Is he talking about me?
Why is he talking about me? The man in the dhoti points at me and then he points

at Mommy. | look up at her, but she isn't looking at me. She’s looking at Daddy who's
looking back at her. | see her head move just a little bit, as if she’s telling him some-
thing without saying anything. Maybe she’s psychic.

Daddy turns back to the man and starts talking very strongly again. Mommy sighs. |
look around and see that people are watching us. | pull on Mommy's hand.

“Mommy, can we go in now? People are watching us.”

“Daddy’s talking to the man so he can let us into the temple, honey. Don't worry about
the people, just ignore them.”

“But they're staring at me.”

"I know sweetie, just try to pretend they're not there.”

\\Ok‘ll

| close my eyes and pretend Mommy, Daddy, Amit, Pahtti, and | are the only people at
the temple. | can go wherever | want. Pahtti can pray. This makes me smile. Wouldn't
that be fun?

| hear English and open my eyes. The man is looking at Mommy and saying:

“No, no whites. They can't go in. This temple is for Hindus only.”

| look down at my skin. Is it white? | put my arm next to Mommy's and examine our
colors. Her skin is pale and slightly pink, but mine looks yellow. The man must not be
talking about me.

Daddy says something in his language and the man walks away.

Daddy comes over to Mommy and whispers in her ear. She nods. | look up at Mommy.
“Can | go in now?”

“No, we have to stay out here.”

\\Why?ll
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"Because the man said so.”
“He said no whites. I'm yellow.”
Mommy smiles and shakes her head.

Pahtti puts Amit down and takes his hand. They start to follow Daddy into the temple.
Amit looks back at me and says:

“Come.”

| look up at Mommy.

“Can | go?”

“No, Leela. We have to stay here.”

“But Amit is going. If he’s not white, I'm not white.”

She gives me her “don't ask me any more questions” look.

Pahttiand Daddy pull Amit away. | sit with Mommy outside. It's not fair. Amit is just as

white as | am. Except maybe he's a little tanner. | stare at my skin, willing the sun to
darken it. And | wait with Mommy for them to come back.

| open my eyes to find our car pulling into the dusty parking lot of the temple and real-
ize that | had managed to sleep through the entire ride.

“Somebody’s up early today,” | hear my cousin joke as | step outside the car, rubbing
my eyes to take stock of the surroundings.

Boys shout nearby, trying to get tourists to buy their wares. Buses full of tour groups
unload their passengers: people of varying shades, some carrying large cameras,
looking vaguely out of place. | stare up at the colorful gopura rising towards the sky.
It's even bigger than | remember from twenty years ago. Behind it, | see more gopuras
emerge, marking each subsequent enclosure. | follow my family nervously towards the
entrance. Will | be allowed in this time?
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| was thirteen when Amma fell. Just like that. None of that Crash. Boom. Pow. Prob-
ably more of a Thud. And then... nothing. It was one of those sticky days where the
sweat trickled down, causing your kameez to press against your back creating a heart-
shaped stain. Maybe not heart-shaped. Perspiration rarely dribbles so romantically.
More of a paisley design, perhaps. It was a lethargic summer day where the minutes
merged, seconds synthesized. .. a perfect mango sucking day. Mangoes. Al-Manjoo.
Aam. (Sorry, | don't speak any more languages. To be honest, | don't really know Arabic
either, but I've learnt words here and there from the Qur‘an, and from my second son,
the contractor in Dubal.)

It really was a perfect day. .. until she fell. Munnoo was actually a munna back then
(and not the jiggly waste of flesh and blood that he’s become). We could even fit on to
the same charpoy. It was a late July afternoon, and we had dozed off. But Munnoo had
shuddered awake, startling me. A group of women in white had assembled around us
while we were sleeping. “Shh..."” | remember telling him. “Go back to sleep. They're
angels. We're not allowed to stare.” And with that, we both turned the other way and
went back to our summer siestas. Only later did | realize how right | was. Angels they
were—malak al maut—the angels of death.

They were the Christian ladies from the dispensary across the road who had arrived in
their knee-length dresses, frocks so short that Abba said he would cane my legs until

they were nothing but pulpy oblivion if | ever wore them. They were summoned when

Amma fell, but they arrived too late.

Can a perfectly functioning, reproducing-annually-without-fail, thirty-two-year-old
barely-begum just die? Of nothing, absolutely nothing at all?

rn

"Of course it wasn't ‘nothing’,” Abba would say later. “It was a headache.”

A headache? Can one die of a headache? Allah knows best, but. .. oh, the mangoes.
After Pakistan was made, | — who was used to only bucketful of mangoes with hairy
pits which got stuck in my teeth — was dismayed. Along with Kashmir and the Taj
Mahal (which was built by a Muslim!), the British had given the Hindus the land better

suited to growing mangoes.

Amma was eating a mango the day she died. Munnoo and | sat next to her, as she
brought out a knife from the fourteen-piece set that Auntie Farah had brought her

65




from London and cut the mangoes into eighths. Munnoo and | sucked on the mangoes
and it looked like the peels were our teeth. Dull yellow teeth with black specks. Scary
smiles.

The ayah said Amma had a scary smile when she fell. Those who saw her said Amma’s
lips were curled into a haha-I-know-something-you-don't-know smirk. Even years after
the fall, the ayah would quiver and touch her earlobes whenever someone mentioned
Amma.

“Arrey, she leered at me afterwards! Something wasn't right. She didn't have the
peaceful look of death. And | swear on the Qur'an, her teeth turned yellow and had
black spots, and her hair, it became white instantly, minutes after she died...”

My hair went white too, the year after Amma went thud. | was fourteen.

“Alyaa! She’s an old maid!” they shrieked once | stepped into the palanquin. "What
kind of bride has white hair!”

That was my first meeting with the in-laws. | didn't see the future father of my sons,
though, of course. We were strict, purdah-observing Muslims. All | knew about him was
that he was thirty. | was barely fifteen. Fifteen times two equals thirty. | was always
good at mathematics. Sister Mary was always proud that | was top of my class at the
Bharatpur Girls’ School. She said | would go far; take the world by storm one day. Not
many other Musalman girls made it to Class 8. | did. My husband was educated until
Class 10. Just two years more than me, and he worked as a government officer. | always
thought | could become a dentist like Fatima Jinnah. | wouldn't want to pick out the
mango hairs from people’s teeth, but | would like to perform more complicated proce-
dures like root rivers or lakes or whatever it is that my American doctor’s son’s white
wife did for me. Before the days of Colgate and Aquafresh, we were simple miswak—
chewing stick — using types. Teeth consumed our thoughts.

Abba told us that the Prophet (May he rest in peace) had urged his people to main-
tain hygiene and take care of all their loaned body, but especially of their teeth. | also
learned that to avoid confrontation with the in-laws about my hair color, all I had to do
was form a concoction of henna and coffee and leave it in my hair for two hours each
month. The smell of the paste on my head also appeared to repel the husband enough
into staying away. That was helpful; | no longer had to sip the revolting potion the ha-
kimgave me to avoid having a new addition to the family every nine months or so. That
was an unexpected relief.

| got married in 1942. My oldest son, the anesthesiologist in America, loves Bollywood
films. His favorite is 1942: A Love Story with Manisha Koirala. | hope he realizes that |
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wasn't her and his father wasn't Anil Kapoor. There were no stolen kisses, no longing
gazes, no fluttering yellow saris and dancing in the rain scenes between his father and
me. Where would a girl confined to the women’s quarters even find such love? On the
roof, in front of the neighbors? Things like that only happen in atrocious Punjabi films.
In reality, when a girl's mother dies, a part of her ends too. There remains no one who
will fight for her. She must be strong; she is her own keeper. At the sight of the first
blood, she is restricted to the zenana and is told by aunts that the time to put together
a dowry has come. All dreams of dentistry are destroyed. It becomes instead a time

to embroider bed covers and crochet curtain tie-backs. If | had known, | would have
feigned sickness and hidden the monthly to buy myself some time. Would | have had
an illicit roof-top affair with the boy next door? Probably not. But who knows? If there's
one thing I've learnt in my life, it's that people can surprise you.

After | began to live with the father of my sons, life became all about how circular my
chapattis were rolled. Originally, mine looked like Australia. Even if | only went to Class
8, it doesn't mean | don't know what Australia looks like. Just because | don't speak
English furr-furrlike the rest of them doesn't make me stupid.

| was unlike the other daughters-in-law who devoted hours making perfectly-shaped
pieces of bread which were to be consumed by the men without remark about whether
it was Australia or New Zealand that was more accurately represented. While they
pined for some recognition of their geographical knowledge, | used the lid of a Quality
Street chocolate box almost like a cookie-cutter. And so, my chapattis were the most
circular of all. This meant, however, that teeth were forgotten. Multiplication tables
were pushed away to the back of my mind. | was now in Pakistan, too, so mangoes
went from being brought home in buckets, to being prodded, squeezed, and weighed
kilo by kilo. Life was now measured. No time for useless ponderings.

Back when days weren't calculated, computed, and quantified, Munnoo and | used
to build houses out of matchboxes. My house always had large windows. His always
included a swimming pool. He had heard about pools from Auntie Farah's youngest
daughter Safra. Her name is Arabic for “yellow” — | learnt that from the now-unem-
ployed son from Dubai.

| needed fresh air and a view of the outside world; Munnoo needed to submerge him-
self. One day, Munnoo dropped all of the matchboxes and one of them slipped into a
crack in the wall by the floor where some plaster had peeled off. We saved the minia-
ture boxes, but the hole in the foundation seemed to grow.

The week after Amma'’s chehlum, | found something on the floor, stuck between pieces
of plaster. It was a glass vial. It had a bit of mango-colored liquid. | pressed it into my

hand, not knowing what it was, but intuitively realizing that it was not something to be
shared. It was to be a secret. | had never kept one before. .. | was too dutiful, too naive,
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too trusting of others. | pressed so hard, the cover of the bottle imprinted itself into my
sweaty palms. | was branded with the sign of a paisley.

Just over half a decade later, on the train from India, to guard our honor from the Sikhs,
my brother-in-law gave me a tiny vessel of yellowish fluid. | was instructed to gulp the
contents of the bottle should a non-Muslim enter our ladies’ cabin. It's more honor-
able for a Muslim woman to surrender herself to death, rather than be touched by an
infidel. A man must have created this concept of honor. |, frankly, would rather just be
alive. To make my brother-in-law happy, though, | kept the bottle, just in case. | pressed
it tightly in my hands until | felt an indent. | looked down and saw. .. a paisley. Amma.
Suicide is forbidden — haraam. Amma taught me how to pray. She was buried in the
Muslim cemetery with due reverence. No posthumous casting aside for her. Paisleys
are stylized mangoes. Mangoes. Paisleys. Fertility. Bleeding out babies. Bleeding out
life. Yellow liquids. Yellow teeth. Black spots. White hair.

I've carried the twin vials side-by-side, for as long as | can remember. The broth of
death. No one ever found out. After Benazir Bhutto was killed, the people of Pakistan
demanded that she be cut open. Autopsy. Science. Truth. But “no,” said Zardari. “Leave
my wife alone.”

After Amma fell, no one had demanded an autopsy either. Her supposedly bizarre
countenance after death was attributed to the heat. No one knew about the bottle,
of course. Women dropped all the time then, just like flies. But quite honestly, what a
romantic way to die — just like Romeo and Juliet, or Socrates. So much more feminine
than cancer or getting run over by a bus.

I'm old now. Yesterday, | realized it was time. After dinner, | walked to the almirahin
my dressing room. Behind the dowry silks, behind the fading sepia prints of Amma,
Munnoo, and |, wrapped in an old cotton summer dupatta were two bottles. Had |
thought about putting it in my evil-eye giving, sister-in-law’s chai or my son'’s cross-
bred American, probably-Jewish, wife? Of course. | had never, however, thought of
using the stuff on myself. Never. But enough was enough. | had carried the bottle

for long enough. The doctor said | was beginning to have heart problems. Of course,
family secrets eat you up from the inside until you're hollow. One morning after Fajr,
the time when, | was told, the angels came out, | thought it was time to do it. The yel-
low liquid accidentally-on-purpose spilled from my hand to the floor in the shape of a
heart. And this time, it really was a heart. And no drip, drip, drip... like | thought there
would be. No sound at all. And no paisley or mango in sight.

The stain darkened into a shade of burgundy before being completely absorbed by the
cement floor.
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THE BARBER'S SHOP

The barber fastens the white protective cloth tightly round your neck and proceeds to
fill the spraying bottle with more water. Finally, it is your turn.

While waiting, desultorily flipping through the pages of a magazine, you watch the
others deliver themselves into the hands of the barber. And you think, how utterly deli-
cious the movement of a sharp blade entering deep into the throat of a man, as if slic-
ing through butter, bringing forth warm gushing spurts of blood, live red pure blood.
Of course, the hands could always be washed later.

While waiting, your ears wander toward the music playing in the barber’s shop, through
the overhead speakers: infinitely irritating movie songs, produced assembly-line, coo-
ing sweetly like a bus running at high speed on punctured tires. You follow the so-
called notes with painstaking attention, trying to grasp the significance of the lyrics,
missing nothing. You know all of this by heart. You hate every single minute of it. But
it is futile to try to divert your attention. You listen to the music. It carries on mechani-
cally, a jangling joke in the name of melody. You listen, simmer, and watch the hair on
the head of the person in the barber’s hands grow shorter. Barbers are not known to
play sensible music.

While waiting, you look at all the mirrors reflecting each other: in front and at the back,
and on the two sides, and one on top, slightly angled, looking down. You wait your turn
and wonder which mirror reflects which mirror. Everywhere you look, it's the same.
Only a slight change in the looking glass: front, behind, left or right. There is no mirror
that distorts, changes perspective, heightens or deepens, obscures, or makes you van-
ish. Everywhere, the same barber cutting the same man'’s hair, or slitting his throat!

The gossip that has a habit of ringing through a barber’s shop can almost drive you
nuts.

‘Oh! What is the big deal in that? When | drive my car, my friend, it doesn't run, it flies!’
Does it, indeed? Then why don't you go fly with it?

‘The amount of money he made there is not funny. You only have to know the right
people these days, and you can get away with almost anything!’

Groan. Not money again.
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‘We are mere barbers, sir. Open our shop at 6 in the morning and shut at 10 in the
night. Carry on an honest business!’

Enough, enough, enough of this nonsense, you shriek, shout and cry, though no one
hears you, of course. The fucking asshole sitting in the chair is too busy being hearty
and self-assured and the man standing over him is too busy smarming up to him. Oh,
you plead and pray, why can't one bury one’s head in a black stinking drain so that
one’s hair, which has the revolting habit of growing back no matter how much of it is
cut, can simply be washed away, with all that shit, never to come back? If there is a hell
on earth, it is here, in this air-conditioned barber’s shop.

The cut precedes the shave. You must get both done, now that you have come and it is
your turn, besides the slitting of your throat. Of course the barber unctuously inquires
if you would not also like a facial massage or oil in your hair. Would you? Would you be
so stupid as that? You certainly do not look it in the mirror, whether in the one that's
right in front of you, staring back at you, or in the ones beside you, to which you can
turn and bump into yourself. How about it then, are you stupid enough in the mirror at
the top, do you look adequately insane or inane in the mirror that he holds up behind
you after he’s done cutting your hair? Come on then, there are other people waiting,
cursing you in their hearts. No, thank you, just a shave please.

Oh really? Does Monsieur now desire to watch his blood flow into the bowl placed
under his throat? Will now be the right time for it?

Staring systematically turn-wise at all the blank walls in your house, you come to

a decision regarding the necessary and pending visit to the barber’s shop. It is not
very far away and the whole thing will hardly take an hour, if you're lucky. Of course
there are other chores, too, that you haven't done for a while now. Like cleaning away
the cobwebs that stretch from the ceiling down to the floor in your house, and which
re-form behind your back as you walk through them on your way to the kitchen or the
bathroom. Or going to the market to get some milk, which you haven't had in your
kitchen for the last twenty years.

The dirt plastered on these walls reminds you of how smooth the walls in a barber’s
shop are, in fact how smooth everything is, there. The tiles, the lustrous overhead
lights, the elevated chairs, the spanking-clean shining ceiling-fans that are hardly
used anymore because of the air-conditioning. It's the mirrors that do it, that make
everything appear so unbearably smooth, that turn everything into cream and oil.

Maybe this extraordinary fear of barber’s shops originates here. Or maybe it is the nu-
merous glinting blades, full of menace. Or maybe it is the constant yapping of all those
anxious scissors, yap-yap, yap-yap, annoyingly near your ear, that finally, finally, drives
you over the edge.
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The sound of the traffic whizzing past the shop is highly disconcerting. You have just
now taken your place. All you want now is to be at peace in his hands, fully delivered,
preparing for the sacrifice. It has a ritual flavor to it, this whole exercise. The draping of
the clean white cloth over your everyday clothes, the careful taking-off of your glasses,
the automatic lowering of your head in expectation, the demure folding of your hands
over your lap, almost the closing of your eyes, while he still stands at the basin filling
water into his round plastic bottle. This half a minute, thirty second gap or interval or
period, must contain the most sacred meaning of all, materially embodied by the meet-
ing of your eye-lids over the horizons of your mind, and the sound of the water rushing
into the bottle from the tap at high speed. And your heart must now stop, stop, stop —
utterly stop, to ponder over the course that it has run in the sun, or the shadows that it
has erected, up till now...

Instead, what you hear is the sound of a motor-bike zooming past outside, leaving the
din of its high-pitched beeping ringing in your ears. Followed by a car shrilly honking
its horn. Followed by just sounds and sounds and more sounds. Nothing can shut it
out, this continuously jarring flow of traffic — not the closing of your eyes, nor the grit-
ting of your teeth, nor the fierce concentration on the alleged music from the overhead
speakers. There is no sound of water from the tap now; there are no landscapes of the
mind left, only traffic, traffic, traffic, and its noise. The barber approaches with a hor-
rible grin on his face.

Nausea overcomes me and | quickly close my eyes to overcome it. It would seem that

| have a particular susceptibility to vertigo, nausea, sickness and general unease. The
muscles in and around my heart contract, come together with crunching force, and my
mind whirls in the face of this latest menace. The pressure in my pelvis is enormous,
my stomach stiff and sunken, my chest blown out from the drawing in of my breath, |
close my eyes.

Failing to make any headway either through scissors or through blade, the barber now
approaches with an axe. It is only twenty years now since | last got a cut or a shave.
The roots, the thick lush black roots that | have pushed out during all this time, now
prepare to be cut, or rather, to be hacked away. As the barber raises his axe for the
first blow, my breath — held up until that moment — escapes my breast and my eyes fly
open to notice the thick strands of hair populating the barber’s wide arm pit.

The cut precedes the shave. Mercilessly he scythes through all obstinate clumps of hair
that dare to stand in his way. He hits from the left and from the right, from a height
down to the nape of my neck and from my belly up to my hidden, secret forehead. He
swings his two strong muscular arms every which way and works up a sweat, drops of
which begin to fall on my fast-naked skull. He takes a final mighty heave and lets out a
cry almost of despair as the axe slips out of his sweaty grasp and flies across the room
to shatter the mirror on the wall.




My throat bobs invisibly under my beard, as | swallow.

Having hacked through the reams and forests of hair on my head, the barber now
wipes the sweat off his brow, in all this air-conditioning, and takes a wary mistrustful
look at my beard. | can read the fear in his eyes. With a single stroke of the sharp and
worthy tool, with a single blow that severs all entrenched roots, with a single swipe
that reduces all life to nothing and restores meaning to everything, he slices through
the utter frailty of my hair, annihilating my beard, and slashes lustily through my
awaiting, expectant, full throat, hewing my one single body into two, to taste the first
warm drops of pure, red blood, on his parched, white lips, deeply awaited and fulfilling,
like rain.
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(THE M. WORD)

Pagliacci
In an alternate sense of the word, | have already masturbated my life away.

| have imagined fantasy sojourns to invented places; won fictitious victories; had suc-
cesses and pleasures; and a million other visions. In my adventures as a superman |
have swum out of the ocean after jumping 10 thousand feet from a crashing airplane;

| have run for office to become Prime Minister and have camped out with the tribes
until peace is won; | have invented underground trains that run at the speed of modern
aircrafts using electromagnetic energy; | have changed the world. It has been fun but it
has all been unreal; | did it all with closed eyes, inside a mind struggling to sleep.

Imagination knows no boundaries. We are all guilty of useless fantasizing and day-
dreaming. But what baffles me is that while it's considered alright to daydream, yet an
army of moral and religious policemen tries to hush up sexual imagination. Maybe
society worries that openness to ideas of sexuality would breed disorder, create unin-
hibited individuals who would express more than their sexual imagination — perhaps
violence and anarchism — and that we would lose respect for human relationships.
Perhaps that's why society puts such guilty labels as sinful, evil and immoral in big
bold letters all over the acts of sexual fantasies, but in doing that, does not discrimi-
nate between masturbation and perversion, both of which are extremes of fantasizing
- although one is completely harmless (to others) and the other may not be. No doubt
that fantasy, masturbation and perversion are spread over the same spectrum and one
can easily spill over into the other, and | understand society’s unease with perverts; but
| don't understand why a private act like masturbation has to be vilified to the extent
that it is.

It is really odd that the clergy synonymizes masturbation with sex, as well as brands

it an agent of bodily harm and moral degradation. There are no alternatives to sexual
fascination in religion except a monogamous relationship — and we all know how well
that has worked so far. What's worse is the allegory that masturbation amounts to rape.
It is an extreme position and could have arisen either because of some exaggerated
insecurity resulting from an all-controlling religion’s inability to reign in all its believ-
ers, or something that happened with a past society that was destroyed because of its
open lust for masturbation. | won't be surprised if clerics cite Sodom and Gomorrah or
the ancient Greek society with its perverted aristocrats as examples of such societies.
But as | already said — perversion is not the same thing as masturbation — and there-
fore | am left to believe that it was the need, or a desire, of some of the older religions
to control an individual’s private life that made them come down so hard on masturba-
tion. Fantasies may be tolerated to some extent but no religion looks favorably upon
masturbation.

But is there something really wrong with masturbation, at least biologically speaking?
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| think it's a private process, or act, and may not necessarily be a bad thing because it
helps fulfills the needs and desires of an individual (since a partner may not be close
by to reciprocate or even appreciate an individual's needs or desires). It is useful be-
cause it does not need proximity for fulfilling a simple human pleasure. It is harmless
to the one (or many) imagined in the process. | personally believe that fantasizing to
masturbate helps an individual explore his or her sexual needs and is therefore a nec-
essary exercise for the mind. Just as a young child cannot imagine a sphere without
first knowing a circle, a human mind cannot explore all its sexual needs without first
letting all the urges, images and fantasies that constantly oscillate inside the mind go
wild. For those of us who believe that we are constantly changing, wouldn't our defini-
tions of pleasure and our wants for stimulation change with us as well? And therefore |
find it foolish to think that masturbation is just a teenage kind of thing.

Up until now | have tried to suggest that sexual fantasizing and masturbation are not
biological aberrations. However, the whole idea of fantasy and experimentation hangs
at such a slippery precipice that it could possibly drag a society down into a moral
abyss. But even with such fears, mainstream religions cannot be allowed to clutch the
human mind into such violent submission against a basic proclivity. The only case |
see against masturbation is “addiction”. The tendency to want sexual pleasures solely
through masturbation or to overdo it can affect a person socially and it can destroy
relationships but so can addiction to food, drugs, sex, alcohol, and gambling. Every
society has its share of addicts; China was infamous for its heroin-addicts, India and
Pakistan has its share of paan-chewers. Alcoholism is common in Europe and US and |
am sure there are a hundred other stimulants with millions hooked to them all around
the globe. Interestingly enough every society also has its own unigue contributing
factors to addiction: economic woes, thriving drug trade, repression, ease of access

or quite often just a popular trend among a social class. While | am not an expert on
addictions of all forms, | do know that no form of addiction is universal, even within
the most addicted society; | also know that most addictions result from the struggle
between hormones and neurotransmitters that make us seek gratification and pleasure
and the frontal lobe that keeps us in check. My mind gives in more easily to the call of
calmness that comes with the release of dopamine and the actual calmness associated
with it. | am scared of dopamine’s control on me and scared of overindulging in simple
pleasures; scared for the diminishing returns. My intellect warns me that | am becom-
ing anti-social and becoming more isolated. | am not fighting to stop myself from
pleasures; | am fighting to not become an addict.

| guess my point is that the only way to talk about masturbation in an open way is to
treat it like a potent addictive stimulant, not by doing the opposite i.e. treating it the
way most religions have treated it so far. Maybe | am the odd one out but | highly
doubt that there are adults in this world who have never ‘done it’ so let's act a little ma-
turely. This is not a fight between religion and biology; this is merely a difficult conver-
sation. | don't want people up in arms; | want to know how far we really are from the
edge of the cliff? | am not asking for a million-march with placards in people’s hands
saying ‘| masturbate’ | am only saying: | am tired of lying.
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EARLY MORNING RANT OF A FEMALE LAWYER

Maliha Zia Lari

It is not particularly “early” in the morning as | write this, considering that it's already
9 a.m.; but “earliness” is quite subjective, isn't it?

This isn't exactly a “rant” either; a rant is supposed to be angrier. | would say that | am
irritated, frustrated and sleepy, but definitely not angry. This is more like a series of
musings.

Anyhow, to continue:

| don't understand why it is so excruciatingly difficult for people to accept a woman
as an official in our courts. Many women work in our legal system today — a lot more
compared to the times when | began studying law many years ago. Admittedly, things
have changed in the last few years: if a female lawyer is found talking to one of her
male colleagues, the judge does not automatically decree that they are sleeping
together; nor is it considered an open invitation to flirt if a female lawyer walks in with
her hair open. If she wears bright lipstick, the clerks do not assume that she is “easy,”
and if she wears open shoes with her toes exposed, it doesn’t mean she is trying to
entice every male lawyer in the building.

Nevertheless, women in our courts are still considered anomalous, especially those
who continue to work even after they are married and have had children.

Recently, one of my male colleagues was sitting in the court’s cafeteria, where he ad-
dressed some of the young female lawyers sitting around him.

“"How can you women handle court?” he said with surprised disdain. “With so many
men around? And the heat, my God the heat! Don't women’s bodies require warmth
and attention instead of being broiled in this mad heat? Aren't only men supposed to
be lawyers?”

Oblivious to the growing animosity around him, he continued.

“You all should join corporate practice or practice as in-house council or work at an
NGO — women are more suited to those kinds of jobs. It gives them time to run their
homes. And you know, we will still consider you lawyers even if you dont come to

court.”

He continued with his words of wisdom for the next 10 minutes to the dozen or so
female litigating lawyers sitting at his table, presenting his ever conscientious oral ar-

76



guments and passing his summary judgments upon us. Needless to say, he only barely
survived the deposition.

To top it off, while he was uttering his judicious testimony, a number of lawyers — all
male — seemed to heartily agree with him. What he was saying seemed to be the gen-
eral consensus carried by these men. One of them addressed me and asked me how
my husband “allowed” me to come to court with so many men around. Did my hus-
band not know of the discriminatory attitudes all the male lawyers had against women
lawyers?

“Do you know what men say about women lawyers behind their backs?” he asked me,
and then answered his own cross examination by testifying that he would never let his
wife come to court because he knew everyone would look at her “the wrong way” and
that everyone would “pass comments.”

Thoughts of me smacking the man across his face whirled in my head and | felt like
giving him a piece of my mind. | wanted to scream at him and say that | didn't need
anyone’s permission to come to court. Instead, | calmed my nerves and told him that
my husband supported me in whatever career choices and goals | wished to pursue. |
thought that this should have ended the discussion, but the lawyer did not take that
hint. He continued to interrogate me and probe me, asking me personal details of how
| managed to balance my professional life with my personal life and how | was able to
“look after” my husband with my late hours at work.

What he was actually insinuating was that | was a bad wife because | had a demand-
ing career and that women were not supposed to behave in this manner.

It is at times like these when | realize that the expectations of women to act in their
stereotypical roles have not changed in our typically patriarchal society. Today, fe-
male lawyers may get to stand in courts to prosecute criminals and grill suspects and
witnesses, but when most of the men in that courtroom look at them, all they see are
women who should be at home cooking, cleaning and looking after their husbands and
children.

It makes me happy to see an increasing number of women coming to court and prac-
tising law. I'd like to think that this is a progressive move and that women are finally
being accepted and taken seriously as litigators. | want to believe that things can only
get better from here.

But a few minutes in the cafeteria with my colleagues, and all my hopes are disil-
lusioned. How am | supposed to keep hopeful when everyone keeps telling me to fix
my dupatta because the faintest outline of my bra is showing under my black coat and
my white uniform? | know that | would be a happier and more productive lawyer when
people stop telling me to tie my hair so that | do not “entice” the male lawyers; when
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/ people stop questioning my choice of career in this “male oriented profession” and
stop wondering how | can continue working as a lawyer and look after my family at the
same time.

All of this is especially frustrating to me because | want to ask the men the very same
questions. For once | want to be the plaintiff and not the defendant in this trial of

P genders. Why do all the male lawyers think that it is difficult only for the women to bal-
. : ance their professional and personal lives? What about the men themselves? Do they
i LS not also have to balance their lives? Be lawyers and be good husbands and fathers?
« Bt Don't they also have to spend time with their families after putting in long hours of
oy S work? Why are only women questioned about balancing their lives and not the men

when it takes both a man and a woman to make a family?

It saddens me to think about the place of women in our society and how we have only
taken a few steps forward towards women's empowerment instead of the leaps and
bounds that we feel we have taken. Yet, | persevere. | continue to take pride in my work
and myself. | know that this lawsuit to fight for our rights is going to be long and diffi-
cult. It would require a lot of patience and optimism, not just from other female lawyers
and myself, but also from our overall judicial community. | know it's going to take many
days in the court, back and forth examinations and cross-examinations, lots of testimo-
nies and depositions, early adjournments, allegations, appeals, and arraignments, but |
am positive that it would all work out.

| take solace in the increasing number of women lawyers in Pakistan, especially when
| see them diligently showing up in court and working just as hard, sometimes harder,
than their male counterparts. This keeps me optimistic and that's what keeps me go-

ing.

And beware all men: the next time any one of you asks me a stupid question, | will sim-
ply object to your line of questioning, pass the verdict that no one can forbid women
from being here, from taking our place in the public space, and sentence you to a
smack across the face by yours truly.
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THE ELEMENT OF PLAY: AN INTERVIEW WITH
MOHAMMED HANIF

| was 10 when Ceneral Zia-ul-Hagq fell to his death in a C130 fresh off the runway from
Bahawalpur. We were visiting my aunt in Lahore. The television had been running
when the transmission was interrupted. Everyone knew immediately that something
was wrong but no one was quite sure what. After eleven years under Zia's rule, | don't
think anyone could really imagine (or dare hope) that he could just die like that. A
while later, my mother received a call from a friend of hers who worked at PTV, and a
few minutes after that the transmission resumed with a tearful newscast. That's all |
remember from the day when everything changed.

Twenty years on, a book titled ‘A Case of Exploding Mangoes' appeared on the shelves
of Mr. Books in Islamabad. Apparently, someone had revisited that fateful day of 17th
August 1988 in a novel. Frankly, I'm not sure if anyone would've cared if it hadn't been
for the mangoes. But the irreverence of the title was intriguing. People picked the book
up and started talking about it. The foreign press picked it up and started talking about
it. Then it got longlisted for the Man Booker prize. Now everyone was talking about it.
‘Exploding Mangoes' (the book and the term) took on an almost cult-like status.

Three years later, the author's ready to serve up his next offering: a novel called ‘Our
Lady of Alice Bhatti’. Evidently, Mohammed Hanif isn't one for boring his readers with
staid titles.

A.A. What's the new book about? Give me a synopsis.

M.H. Ugh. That's the hardest thing to do. After all, if | could talk about something or
tell you a story or an anecdote or tell you how | feel about it, why would | write the
book, right? Sometimes you have to go through this whole process of writing to try and
capture something that is not everyday, that is slightly more complex. I'll tell you what |
can tell you.

| think it's a love story. It's about a working girl and her life and her struggle to improve
her lot. The main character is a nurse and she’s had a troubled past. She's been to jall
and is trying to find a job. She's very independent minded and doesn't take things ly-
ing down. She falls in love with somebody unexpectedly. That's what it's about.

A.A. You picked up on a number of topics in Exploding Mangoes that were considered
taboo — morally and politically. Is that something you're doing again in the new book?

M.H. One doesn't set out to break taboos when one’s trying to create a work of fiction!

80



You create your own little world and obviously it doesn't have to be very realistic, but
it has its own internal rules. .. it has its own weather. .. that you have to stay true to.
You were mentioning Exploding Mangoes. That has a little boy-on-boy action (pauses
for thought) which | thought was very tastefully done (laughs). While | was writing it,

| had to stop and think whether | could do something else here. But whatever I'd done
before that was in a way leading up to this moment. They were teenagers. .. nothing
but hormones. .. there was no way for them to interact with women because there
were no women for months and months, and they had no family either. Obviously in
these kinds of situations (especially when you're in a bit of trouble) physical interaction
becomes more intense. So it had to be done. It made sense. If | break some taboo in
that, | do. But | don't write that way: | don't sit down and think, “This is my plot, these
are my characters, these are the taboos I'm going to break.” Having said that, there is
a certain kind of childish joy in writing about something that is forbidden.

In a way, the basic act of creating fiction is forbidden, especially in our society where
It's not considered very productive. You're already breaking some taboos when you
decide that today you're not going to office or making dinner for the family - instead,
you'll just sit in a corner and think up of bizarre stuff and write it down.

A.A. So you don't know the plot or characters before you start writing. How do you set
down the basics?

M.H. | don't. | write in a very chaotic way. | don't go from chapter 1to 2 to 3. .. that's
not how it works. | usually start with an image or a half-remembered line or a vague
character | might have seen somewhere twenty years ago. That kind of stays with you
and you get more curious: who is this person, what's happening, what’s she thinking?
And out of that blurred memory, something emerges. It starts to become clearer. And
after doing this for about six months you realize it's not going anywhere (laughs). You
think, "I really love her, but she’s not doing anything.” Then you forget her for a while
and start imagining other significant people in her life. That's where the element of
play comes in. You build up a para here, a page there, and slowly things start to con-
nect and suddenly you realize that this is the story.

A.A. That does sound like a very unstructured way of writing! How much rewriting do
you do?

M.H. When | have something on paper, | like dismantling it and polishing it and repol-
ishing it. | can't rewrite on screen. | have to print it out and read it. | must have a big
cupboard full of printouts of this novel. | really believe in burning the forest (laughs).
It's a kind of basic rule that someone mentioned recently and it's so obvious: every time
you take a printout and you go through one page of what you've written, the chances
are that with every rewrite you'll find ten things in it that you can do better. This is true
for me. .. in fact | consider myself lucky if | only find ten things
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A.A. The characters in Exploding Mangoes were known people in the political domain.
Was that choice affected by the fact that in journalism you have exposure to so much
real-time politics?

M.H. I'm sure it was, but not in the way you're talking about. Yes, there were characters
who were real but | just borrowed their names and public identities. | have no idea who
did or said what. In a way | just reached into this collective memory (General Zia's face,
his voice) and then completely fictionalized it. Now, good journalism shouldn't teach
you to do that!

Journalism helps because it trains you to write without overstating things, finishing a
para, starting another section — technical skills that you take for granted that are very
important in fiction. It can also completely destroy you because as a journalist you get
used to instant gratification. You write something and the next day somebody will say,
“Oh how nice” and somebody else will say, “What nonsense.” And now because of the
internet, you'll have thirty people commenting instantly on what you've written. Fiction
writing is a very lonely process.

A.A. What contradictions do you see in Pakistan in terms of definitions of morality,
what's taboo and what isn't, what's okay and what isn't?

M.H. There is something I've noticed. When big money started coming into Karachi in
the 1980s, a lot of it was heroin money. A lot of big mansions and five star hotels you
see were made on that. | don't want to make this sound like a ‘good old days' scenario,
but initially people were reluctant to have any part of this — there was a sense of
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‘they're not like us'. | think that's been completely wiped out now. And it's gone beyond
irony in some cases. You'll see that every bank is offering some kind of halal financing

or halal account or halal stock shares, everything’s labeled halal, whereas most of it is

actually as haram as it can get.

| suppose this hypocrisy was always there but now it's become way more pronounced
and glamorous. The thought is that if we somehow put a religious label on something
or behave in a certain way, we're all going to be safe — which is probably not the case.
Pakistan is on the top-ten list for corruption and the top-ten list for charity giving!
Almost always it's the same money you get it wrongly from one place and give some to
the masjid or go on Hajj with the same money.

A.A.Tell me something. Pakistani writers are all the rage these days. But they're only
talking about things that people outside Pakistan would be interested in. It's almost

like there’s a process of social mapping going on. How much do you think that has to
do with the success of the books? And how much of it is actually good writing?

M.H. Are they all the rage? | thought Pakistani writers were so last year (grins). | think
a lot of the writing is very good and would be considered good writing wherever it
came from. Yes, there is a tour-guide approach to writing fiction on Pakistan through
which an international audience can sample some of the delights and be surprised
that these people have sex and they do drugs and drink. Why it should surprise people
in the first place says more about them, and not about the writers, | would say.

To tell you the truth, after | finished writing A Case of Exploding Mangoes, | really
started wondering who the heck cared about Zia-ul-Haqg. Nobody except journalists,
who trot out his name at every possible chance. But | know a few editors and | know
that they judge work on literary merit while the publishers” marketing departments
judge it on marketability. So, yes, they are probably saying something along the lines
of, “Someone must want to read something from this ****ed up country!” I'm sure that
plays a role.

Some years ago, | met an editor who said, “*Do you have a friend who can write a novel
about Kashmir?” and | said, "Well... | can ask around...” So you see, there are people
in the business who talk in terms of there being ‘a gap in the market’ and someone
needing to ‘plug it"and I'm sure that approach works in a certain sense. But my ques-
tion is: there are so many more non-fiction books about Pakistan than fiction books.
I'm sure anyone who wants to find out about Pakistan won't pick up a novel first, right?
If you wanted to find out more about Singapore, would you pick up a tour guide or look
up their fiction writers?!

| hear this quite often — this ‘write for a certain kind of audience’ idea. My own expe-

rience has been different. | don't have the figures but | would say that my book sold
as much in India and Pakistan as it did in the UK and other countries. So | think the
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perception that we're writing for a foreign audience is slightly exaggerated. | really
wish | knew what some old English woman sitting in a London suburb wants so | could
entertain her. But there’s no way of doing that. So you end up writing what you can.

If you're writing in English, certainly you're writing for a certain class. But | don't think
it's necessary that if you write in English you have to write about certain subjects and
not write about others. | was at the Karachi Grammar School — they have a Library
Society — and since I'd never seen the inside of Karachi Grammar, | thought why not
go (laughs dryly). So | went to talk to these kids and one of them says, “Listen, it’s all
very good but basically you write for the elite.” And | said, “Yes... you!”

So there is this tendency for us to say, “Write about the real Pakistan; the real issues.”
But what are the ‘real’ issues? | mean, if | come across what | think is a real issue dur-
ing my journalism, I'll write a rant about it as a good citizen. But when writing fiction,
I'll write what | feel like writing. | think all the Pakistani writers who write in English are
all quite different in their styles and subjects. But yes, we grew up in an era and we live
in a certain time and | think that's bound to have an impact on what you write.

A.A. But Pakistan does attract international attention (for all the wrong reasons). No
one expects to see this kind of stuff coming out of here and that’s what they pay at-
tention to. There were so many top class stories in the Life’s Too Short anthology that
sort of got lost along the way because everyone was talking about your translation of
Challawah.

M.H. Yes, but that kind of attention for the real stories won't be there until there’s a
local reading public. When Exploding Mangoes came out, | thought people who were
interested in politics or who had lived through that era would be interested in it, but
mostly it's kids — teenagers and people in their early twenties — who read it.

A.A. One of the really tragic things is the demise of the Digest. That was such a big
part of our reading culture, don't you think, and it's almost gone.

M.H. Ah but you know what happened to all those authors who used to write for the
Digests, right? They've gone to TV. All these soaps and dramas you see are written by
those same people. So in a way they've just moved to another medium.

A.A. Do you think there’s a market for your kind of work in the Urdu reading public? Do
you think they can deal with that kind of craziness?

M.H. I hope so. A friend is translating the book. Novels in Urdu have a very short his-
tory. People read poetry, non-fiction, travelogues, short stories. I'm kind of hoping that
this will find an audience. Someone’s looking into translating it into Sindhi as well. ..
I'm more optimistic about that because there’s more of a literary culture in Sindh. The
problem is that there is so little in it for the translators that one has to push a bit for it
to happen. But hopefully within a year!
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CELEBRATING THE FORBIDDEN: POLITICS OF
INTOKICATION IN URDU POETRY

Gl Gl 18 g Chpal Bl
U s odh s eaen g a gt

These mystical issues and the way you speak of them
Ghalib,
You could have been a saint had you not been a drunkard

(Asadullah Khan Ghalib, 1797-1869)
(Transliteration)

It is an interesting fact of the kaleidoscopic Muslim ethos that what is forbidden in
mainstream Islam — looked down upon and detested — is relished and celebrated in
the traditions that run parallel to it. Mystical Islam or ‘Sufism’, for example, is the most
powerful anti-thesis to the legislative, orthodox Islamic discourses. It functions from
outside the peripheries of the hegemonic narrative, yet it penetrates the mainstream
with an incredible strength, inspiring and influencing rebellious traditions within mass
culture.

Urdu poetry is a very significant anti-orthodox narrative that has always worked from
within the realm of the familiar and has taken heavy inspiration from mystical Islam in
terms of ideas and form. One finds innumerable references to mystics such as Man-
soor Hallaj and Sarmad in Urdu ghazals. Like them, Urdu poets have approached with
passion and enthusiasm several attitudes and rituals that are forbidden in conservative
Islamic ideologies, celebration of alcohol being one of these themes.

Unlike Sufism, however, intoxication is not divine in Urdu poetry; rather it is something
mundane and worldly — more radical, more political. Also, Urdu poets deal more with
the consumption of alcohol per se rather than full-blown intoxication. Perhaps this is
why Urdu poets and their celebration of the forbidden alcohol are generally not de-
spised by the masses. It is a fact widely accepted even by the mainstream of the Urdu
speaking world that shairi (poetry) is fundamentally incomplete without the mention of
sharab (alcohol) and shabab (women).

So why do we see this celebration of alcohol in Urdu poetry? What does it represent?
How is it used as a metaphor to convey certain ideas and emotions by the Urdu verse-
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wielders? | would like to discuss the life and
works of the famous progressive Urdu poet
Majaz to analyse some of these trends. The
reason | have chosen him is that probably no
other modern Urdu poet internalised alcohol
in his life and his works the way Majaz did.

Indeed, Asrar-ul-Haq Majaz, a bohemian poet
from the early half of the twentieth century,

Is the best example of the celebration of the
forbidden. He drank all his life, and he drank
himself to death. He was found dead on the
roof of a tavern, popularly known as tarikha-
nas in the lower-middle class urban areas of
India, on the cold winter night of 5th Decem-
ber, 1955 in the Indian city of Lucknow. He
was only in his early forties.

Majaz was not the only popular Urdu poet who was obsessed with alcohol. But he
represented the quintessential image of an Urdu poet: of a melancholic, dejected and
eccentric romantic, who, to a great extent, is cut-off from society, repulsed against its
conservatism, and who indulges in activities that are generally forbidden by the domi-
nant groups.

One of his most popular couplets goes like this:

e (FHoe el ) e S 5 S Jiae
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In this festivity of pomp and frolic, the erudite merely sat with their goblets
Here | drained my glass, even spilled some wine
(Transliteration)

The verse echoes the tradition of the French and English Romantic poets (Majaz was
often compared to Shelley and Keats) and also the existentialist ideas of Jean-Paul
Sartre, Albert Camus and the likes, who were quite popular in Majaz's time. In this
couplet, Majaz is hinting at the apathy and inaction of modern society, whereas on his
part, he says he has seen it all and done it all. He uses alcohol as a symbol in this verse
to signify his attitude towards life and poetry. In effect, he is ridiculing life, its base-
ness, its lack of purpose, its futility. It is something similar to what Hamlet says in one
of his soliloquies, when he is given the task to kill his uncle, the murderer of his father.
Hamlet merely ponders over life and death with cynicism and disgust.
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How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable
Seem to me all the uses of this world!
Fie on't! O fie! 'tis an unweeded garden,
That grows to seed; things rank and gross in nature
Possess it merely.

(Hamlet, Act I, Scene I, by William Shakespeare)

Essentially, Majaz had an insatiable and sensitive soul that could not be disciplined. He
never came to terms with the hypocrisy of the people around him, one of the reasons
why he abhorred the nature of Indian politics. He was very critical of the Muslim
League because he believed that the League was dividing the Muslims of India on re-
ligious grounds. And then came the partition of India, the massacre and the bloodbath
that followed it, which completely devastated the poet. Maybe his excessive drinking
had nothing to do with the political events of his time, but they would certainly have
had a very negative impact on the mind of an idealist like him.

In this respect, the Urdu poets, irrespective of their ideological leanings, are more
political than the Sufis in their challenge to the State, its dominant ideas and its domi-
nant groups. Majaz, as a young bard who was writing at a crucial time in the history of
the Indian sub-continent, was a nationalist and a Marxist. He was also a member of
the Progressive Writers’ Association of India, which is credited with bringing those so-
cial and economic issues into the realm of literature that had been hitherto ignored by
the Urdu literati. Despite being a staunch Marxist, however, he would not be confined
to the Communist Party of India’s dictates, its ideology or its manifesto.

It could be said, in fact, that Majaz was averse to all kinds of authority and conform-
Ism, something that was most apparent in his growing fascination with the forbidden
nectar: alcohol. He had to be hospitalised many a time as his health deteriorated
because of excessive drinking. His emotional and mental health also worsened and he
was sent to the mental asylum in Ranchi. He came out of the asylum and, paying no
heed to his family’s and friends’ advice, started drinking again. Josh Malihabadi, one of
Urdu literature’s giants, who was conferred with the title of the Sha'ir-i-Inquilab (or the
Poet of the Revolution), wrote a long poem for him entitled ‘Pand Nama’, in which he
admonished Majaz and asked him to abstain from drinking. Majaz’s response to that
long poem was a short quatrain:
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What would an ageing man know about the desires of youth?
What would he know of its passions, its vigour?
The armour of the revolution is full of holes
What would the Poet of the Revolution know?
(Transliteration)

By that time, Josh Malihabadi had already attained the stature of a saint among the
Progressive poets and writers: someone who was looked up to and admired by the
younger poets. This alone was enough reason for Majaz to ignore his advice. He was a
Romantic to the hilt who was waging his own war against societal norms from within.
He did not desire any sainthood, nor did he believe in any saint.

The fact of the matter is that the Urdu poets suffer from a greater dilemma than that
confronted by the Sufis. The reason is that they work within popular culture, contrary
to the Sufis for whom the popular domain does not hold much significance as such.
Alcohol consumption and alcoholism, therefore, for the Urdu poets, is their way of
challenging the ways of the society; it is not an escape from the mundane.

Celebration of alcohol, its consumption, and its use as a metaphor is therefore a
means to an end for the Urdu poet. For centuries, Urdu poetry has employed alcohol
as a device to scoff at the dominant, conservative norm. Alcoholism in Majaz's poetry,
particularly in his landmark poems such as ‘Aawarah’ and ‘Aitraaf’, only holds up a mir-
ror to the society in which he lived and he wrote. There was nothing larger-than-life
about it, nothing metaphysical, transcendental or surreal. It reflected his torment... his
suffering in a society that was suffering itself.

For the Urdu poets, celebration of alcohol is a political comment and not a mysti-
cal forbearance. And it comes with a lot of anger.Often, when people around Majaz
taunted him for his excessive drinking, he lashed out at them by saying:
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Yes, | drink alcohol. What do you drink? Blood!
(Transliteration)
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THE FALLEN WOMEN OF URDU LITERATURE

Ayesha lgbal

My mother and | were discussing the works of Ismat Chughtai and Fahmida Riaz one
day when she remarked in a concerned tone that | should not justify, glorify or support
any obscene trends in literature in any of my writings.

This censure (apart from being thoroughly amusing) immediately convinced me that

| had to explore some of the questions that had been playing on my mind about the
controversy that follows women in Urdu literature. Were characters such as Sultana
and Sogundhi really so unreal that they could only be considered figments of the
writers’ imagination? Were the feelings and desires of Begum Jan that resulted from
her unfulfilled and imprisoning marriage too shameful to discuss for an Urdu-reading
audience? Should we have to write in a language other than Urdu to describe these
taboo aspects?

‘Songs without Words'

The contributions of those writers who have defied convention cannot be appreciated
without understanding the social fabric we are all immersed in and the literary tradi-
tion that these writers opposed. Historically, women characters in Urdu literature had
been portrayed as puppets of men’s imagination — as individuals without a voice of
their own and, most importantly, being devoid of courage or the ability to deal with
their woes. As soft creatures filling a special space, these characters were not capable
of becoming agents of change; they had to follow a certain set of rules as dictated by
societal norms — rules that limited and directed their emotions and their womanhood.

In the words of Fahmida Riaz:

Apni mubhum si ibarat kay dupattay mein chupi
Sur jhuka kay nazrein kutra k nikal jati hay

When some of these writers chose to push the existing boundaries of the traditional
way of writing, they were branded as controversial, bold, outspoken, and overtly frank.
However, it is only when you touch the strings, sounding some deeper human chords,
that you become Manto; when you courageously and radically question male suprem-
acy that you emerge as Rashid Jahan; when you fearlessly break through the network
of pressures and constraints that you grow to be Ismat Chughtai; and when you stop
censoring your words and let them flow unabashed that you turn out to be Kishwar
Naheed or Fahmida Riaz.
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Coming into their Own

The Progressive Writers’ Movement of the 1930s proved instrumental in breaking the
astounding discord between women’s image and their truth by providing a platform

on which writers were broadly able to reflect social realities. Taraqqi pasand adab
(progressive literature) took a challenging new road by denouncing the conformist and
largely apolitical writings of that period and before. Instead of producing literature in
the traditional, moralizing manner to correct female behavior or portraying women
only as objects of love, engaged in a constant struggle to fulfill the standards chalked
out for them by patriarchal society, writers such as Rashid Jahan, Ismat Chughtai and
Khadija Mastur began exploring taboo subjects previously left untouched. By doing so,
these writers broadened the scope of Urdu literature.

Rashid Jahan's trend-setting work, titled ‘Angare’ (Burning Coals), brought to light
the problems that women confronted in their everyday lives; problems that were very
conveniently taken for granted. These issues included sex-related issues, tales of un-
wanted pregnancies, accounts of husbands’ unfaithfulness, threats of remarriage and
divorce. In the 1940s, Ismat Chughtal, strongly inspired by Jahan, daringly took up the
same banner and started addressing such topics in her work.

Obscenity vs. Social Reflection

Chughtai’s feminist sensibility and consciousness eventually redefined the param-
eters of Urdu literature. Through her stories, she provided insightful glimpses into the
lives of women and children belonging to the lower social classes, including the poor
servants and maids who worked in rich people’s homes. It is not surprising, then, that
many of her sensitive stories, such as “Lihaf,” "Til,” “"Gainda,” "Bhool Bhullaiya,” and
"Ziddi” caused enormous furor. Her writings earned her wrath in literary circles and
came under considerable criticism and scrutiny. Various critics, especially Sajjad Zahir,
strongly condemned this “obscene” literature, explicitly referring to the works of Ismat
Chughtai and Sa’adat Hasan Manto.

Zahir disavowed any connection between progressive and so-called obscene literature,
but | believe that such writings and the motives behind them have to be investigated
and understood before passing judgment on them. In reading Chughtai, we find that
she was able to achieve greatness by voicing the daily hardships of marginalized
groups and by challenging the various mechanisms of repression in our society, all the
while staying true to the aesthetic values of literature and writing.

The same could be said of Manto, who wrote clearly and sharply about exploitation
of women, proving that one did not have to be a woman to understand the plight of
women. Manto refused to take the cover of metaphoric or symbolic language. Sogun-
dhi from the short story “"Hatak;” Sultana from "Kali Shalwar;” Shanti in “"Shanti;”
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Kalwunt Kore of "Thunda Gosht;” Sarita from "Dus Rupaey;” and the perturbed, name-
less and sleepless prostitute of "Sou Kendal Power ka Bulb” are all fallen women. They
are all outcasts of society and victims of social injustice or unfavourable circumstances,
all commoditized and consumed by male sexual needs. Manto sketched them with an
unusual directness, thus showing his readers that these characters were real. He too
faced criticism for his boldness. A notable critic, Aziz Ahmad, even went to the extent
of saying:

“[Sa'adat Hasam Manto's] conscious and subconscious are surrounded by such a mag-
ic of sexuality that is purely and grimly sick. Sex seems to be the religion of Sa’adat
Hasan Manto.”

A Continuing Struggle

The tussle on what is considered “appropriate” literature is ongoing. The act of ar-
ticulation, as opposed to silence or oppression, is a significant theme in the poetry of
Kishwar Naheed, a prominent modern poet who has challenged conservative thought
through her writing. Though her ghazals are mostly in the traditional classical mode,
many of her azad nazms (free verse) and nasri nazms (prose poems) are considered
unconventional and bold. Needless to say, the critics” heavy hammer did not fail to fall
on her. Renowned critic Dr. Saleem Akhtar commented that her book “Galiyan, Dhoop,
Durwazay,” was the expression of a woman with unfulfilled sexual desires. The title of
Naheed’s first memoir - “Buri Aurat ki Katha” (A Bad Woman's Story) — was a telling
response to such criticism.

Naheed’s contemporary and partner in controversy is Fahmida Riaz, who writes with
astonishing frankness. Her poetry is deeply reflective and helps us understand the
problems faced by lower middle class women. She has written in simple, rural lan-
guage, rejecting the dominant tradition of using grandiose Persian diction in the
traditional ghazal. She advocated equality and attacked social and political injustice
in “Pathar ki Zuban”, her first book of poetry, and spoke out against sexism in "Badan
Dareedah” (1973). “"Apna Jurm Sabit Hai” (1986) included poems representing the
emotions of lively, vigorous and viable women who rejected the backwardness and rot-
ten traditions of the past and were ready to replace them with fresh ways and values.

These female writers, with an unflinching honesty and clear sightedness, have at-
tempted to describe women's position in social and historical contexts. It is important
to read these authors, if only to realize the truth of women’s place and role in our
society, both historically as well as in contemporary terms. By confining ourselves to a
certain version of truth or by simply closing our eyes to the facts, we cannot perceive
such dark and harsh realities, which many contend are non-existent and untrue.
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One may like or dislike the ‘controversial’ aspects in literature but one needs to under-
stand that these aspects do not originate in these particular writings but they are part
of our culture and societies. We can no longer divide the women of our age into the
Akbaris and Asgharis of Deputy Nazir Ahmad by outlining what women can or cannot
do. We need to expand our understanding to view the sensibility of women writers in
this changed landscape of Urdu literature. In the words of Ibsen:

“Was | wrong? Does this Path

Not lead to the light?

But the light blinds my eyes

If I seek it in the mountains

No, | must go down into the dark

Eternal peace lies there

Heavy hammer, break me the way

To the heart-chamber of what lies hidden there.”
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2020: YET ANOTHER CONSPIRACY THEORY

The end of the world is nigh and the world as we know it is about to change forever.
Operation NewWorld will soon begin and it will be much too important for them to be
leaving open any loose ends. The ultimate culmination of this Operation will be total
global domination and control. This Operation will span not only our observable world,
but also the inner world of creatures: their minds, thoughts, and souls, all of which
have been slated to be brought under the control of the powerful. A gradual mapping
of these inner worlds will take place, starting from the animals. Sheep, dogs, and pigs
will be the first to go. Then will come the crazies amongst humans, after which the ba-
bies, infants, and tweens will follow, with the rest of the adult population of the world
next in line. It will not only be the living things taken under control, but repositories of
knowledge and libraries that will also be taken over by military intelligence agencies
so that no elitist language will remain free of the command and control structure of
the NewWorld project. All symbols will be encoded according to a standard dictionary
of symbols in a way that no advertisement of a product will be able to attract a secret
following of dissenters.

This plan will ensure that a select variety of species is kept alive and healthy for the
transition into the NewWorld post-2020. This selection will be according to the taste
and whims of the Euro-American elite, who are ultimately going to be revealed as the
designers of the NewWorld Project. These white elites will select certain races and
species of humans and animals and save them for the shift into the NewWorld. Those
not on the list will be considered dispensable and placed on the ‘to be disposed of’ list.
Many methods will be used to ‘dispose of’ populations to keep the world population
under manageable levels so that the world’s resources could sufficiently feed everyone.
To do so, an evil plan will be put into action, one that will enable the creation of disas-
ters designed to appear natural. Tsunamis and earthquakes will become increasingly
frequent as the year 2020 approaches but only the enlightened will note that they hit
only the world's poorest people: those considered dispensable by the better off. Since
such disasters will present a large percentage of uncertainty and uncontrollability, oth-
er methods will also be employed. They will include encouraging internal and external
conflict and war. Weapons will be freely given to dissident groups within select coun-
tries to encourage civil war. A third method will be encouraging immigration by forcing
men and women to live away from their families, thus controlling the birth-rate in their
home population. Since this will be the most boring method for population control, it
will also be the most unpopular amongst the Euro-American elite.

Another part of the plan will be to release a virus that will spread throughout the plan-
et infecting every living creature. This virus will contain a biological organism that will
enter the human bodies and reside in the brain. It will take a few years for the organ-
ism to reach maturity, after which it will be read to play its role in the Project. Once the
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cognitive mapping of the humans is complete, the organism will kick into play, allow-
ing them to control everyone through social engineering. Mapping will be conducting
using the iConnect Method, which will be designed to allow the human inner voice to
be spoken by sophisticated military technology. Host humans will be made to believe
that all other humans, animals, and electronic objects around them are able to hear
their inner voice. The subjects will then be commanded to submit to the organism’s
colonized inner voice and act as it is instructed. Subjects will have no other choice but
to submit to this manipulated inner voice. Subjects will be led to believe that iConnect
agents are watching them wherever they go and controlling everything around them. If
it rains, it will be because iConnect made it so; if subjects enters a café, the agency will
be the one selecting the music that is being played inside; if subjects go bird watch-
ing, it will be because iConnect tells them to; when subjects will walk on the streets,
the pedestrians’ walking patterns and the traffic flow will all be meticulously choreo-
graphed. There will be no escape from the omnipotent, omniscient agency. Fortunately,
there will be no room for an all-powerful God other than the agency, as God and her
places of worship will also come under the agency's control.

2020 will be the year in which the world’s population will be completely colonized.
Without their inner voice, humans will lose their capacity to act independently, to think
freely, to feel solitude. Of course, just as it is with every machine, some kinks and cogs
will remain unhinged. A fleet of ‘fallen humans’ would continue with their resistance
against the Project. They will try to keep the human will and the human spirit alive in
silence. It will be to the benefit of the Project to keep them hopeful and for them to
quietly wait for a messiah; a savior whose inner voice will be too hardened to defeat,
someone who will not submit to the invisible agents and their authority. These fallen
humans will hope that the messiah will arrive and wage an inner silent war against the
colonizers; that she will persuade the listeners to act for the sake of human freedom,
for the values that they hold dear; that she will plead with the listeners to not allow the
complete colonization of the inner space of humanity, the most inner sanctum of the
sacred body inhabited in their short lives.

This inner silent struggle to maintain freedom from internal colonization will be the
final battleground for the future of humanity. The silent resistance will aid this messiah
to continue struggling. In her humility, she will not think much of her role in the inner
battle. She will learn how to reverse the flow of control by using her mind to destroy
machinery used against her. Others will learn how to resist her stories and will thus
enjoy moments of solitude, moments of inner freedom and peace. These moments will
be the only happy ending in this inner battle because the controllers will create better
and more sophisticated technology to colonize the inner world.

And thus, all humanity will come to its final resting place with everything being con-
trolled perfectly according to the needs and requirements of the select few controllers
and agents of Project NewWorld, with the dissenters kept busy by their hopeful long-
ing and patient tolerance of their messiah.
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OUR LAST

in the brick building,
paneled over the brick
paned brick, strolling out
from some reticent

years, some discordant
notes and awkward leave-

takings —on this frigid,
undecided season— we leaned
over this frayed land,
the derelict stricken
with this native mélange,
our gazes teasing the walled green,
cautious, drawn,
awed
by our own newborn

synchrony. straggling down the
unasking sky, we watched the arch-
shadow of this vast
mock-city,
the loping, vagrant mist-skirt of its
sprawled buildings
— jagged cavity of
windows to phantom lives —

when your palms parted
their first private
whisper.
it was your reaching, deliberate
smell.
tobacco. flowers

splayed by the chocolate dark
earth of my mole where your
fingers grazed their

inching
promises

and your one long look
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at the abstraction found me
a centre, alien tower;

flagship gray, your eyes
lit me

window by glow-

worm window—

the city alight

there was a call, the beam,
the pirouetting, groping
dart

by the circle-full, | stood:

vortex to the brindled immense—

the answering wind whip-
ping the ocean coat;
folding directions,

a homecoming

then your tremble on my name—

assailable now | am
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easy to count are hands
from these hands, fingers
from pegs that clench;

such mouths do you come from
limp as laundry lines
straggling in the air;

walls skewer me in and against a sky,
taut and trite as a moral.
all noon such layers descend on me.

nightly, they petrify into
vacant spaces on the frieze
till every morning crackles

inside you, spiteful as an egg.
a heart pokes and cooks—
fibers burn, burn

the elixir's swerving
incandescence of bones.
trampling torch, ballerina, what

mangled jungles blaze a-
wake: faces sliding over
this spinning

masquerade—
what a sanctuary in these veils,
in this quick clap of locks,
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barriers blooming into depth;
we do not communicate—
what do you do, how do you say

yet words, words perk up
busy knives, flashing
spite — eye-tip to

the next, new slice
till | am the heart, the crimson
fright that splits and flies through

toasts between these teeth:
archway of pearls, all night they
guard an abyss, mending, working

shapes beneath palms, stoic
and upturned in this casual guilt
our secret is.
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The heart
is mighty above all things.

You will never know this better as when you see this girl
for the first time; a picture of her, searing a bright fever
behind your closed eyelids, night after restless night spent
watching moths orbiting suns inside light bulbs, immolated
by supernovas in candleflames. To you, the world seems

dim, except when her silken sari is slowly unfolding before
your hungry eyes. Her name is a pounding fist upon your heart,
setting your ears ringing with sweetly succulent vowels

of rounding, lilting love-melodies; haunting phantom-wails
emerging whole from cavernous mouths,

lipstick-shaped lexis to anthems that reverberate across
the panorama of this old television screen, this
urine-stained linen sheet that doubles as a neighbourhood
cinema screen. Hero, you could care less if your tongue

is singed by your stale cigarette or the blue smoke of her

huntress hair. You could care less,
you could wager less,
you could die for less.

Your heart is a warrior; it is mighty above all else.

It knows —
it's always about the girl.
It's always about the girl.

So, when you see them running after you with guns,
with swords, with fiery spit-firing anti-aircraft missiles;
know —

bad guys can't shoot for shit.

And it will always start to rain in the forest

only when you feel like it,
only when her mascara is waterproof, white sari
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pleated to perfection, come-hither eyes crooning,
‘I'm ready’, in the stillness of the moment

before she starts to dance.

Technicolor-true,

not a hair will be out of place, not a tear

will go to waste. All your lone quests will lead
to this place, this warm smile, the promise

of her embrace.

This girl

you could spit at demons for,
murder a brother for.
Shanti-goddess-music

will play (always) when you

reach out to touch her. ..

and | speak these words into black-sieved mouthpieces
of strange phones set in forgotten rain-rusted booths. | have
not dialled the number of the party | desire to reach because | hope

to catch you breathing on the other

end and know, somewhere, you too, are holding a phone
next to your ear, listening to ‘Please enter the number
of the party you desire to reach’.

| have not dialled a number; | could not
dial a number, even
if I had one for you.

Your silence keeps me gambling with words that spill

into such empty echoes of promises;

| will live for you Iwillwaitforyoulwillbehereforyoulwillbeforyou
Iwilldieforyou

because
it's always about the girl,
you see,
it's always about the girl.

101




:

An odd delight

in your certain words

your tongue tied in tenor | fail to understand
amusement

branching out of childhoods pickled

in wombs of foreign lore—

my rikshaws and scarf and halva

your democracy and tees and hot dogs

a gulf of sweet nostalgia

and no route to let you in

a single car key

toothed in ignition to start an adventure

over dusty mountains that smell of warm mud
when rain’s fingers begin to melt

in the dry waistline of soil ready to burst

a caper of drops

marks your wrists that | always feel

| have seen before in the gloss of magazines
you undiscovered aristocratic ease you
have you known me at all?

the exquisite ways in which |

was born to adore

like only a poet can

nuanced adoration at its finest

baby

still

does not mean love

maybe you have known it long

the ecstasy of discovering cultures crossed
hands absconding to unconquered skin

or maybe you have simply paraphrased

all this complexity | take pride in

in that bite of your mind

that likes to feast on objects

exotic
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THE STATISTICIAN
OR SIMPLY

THINGS THAT YOU TAUGHT ME:

Sana Tanveer Malik
mathematics, more specifically statistics, by solving problems on paper and heart while
i rested on your chest and gazed awestruck at the impatient hand and the hawk eye

love: is an attitude: i could have chosen to embosom it or shut the frosted window with
my breath clinging on to it against the indifferent Minnesotan wind

how to love the one who neither spews me out like an unsettled meal after a night of
restless heartburn nor embraces me like the wind clings to every pore of my body as i
let myself go limp in its squeeze

how to be the bigger person and accept that all the hitches in love are my hiccups
after a glutted meal and that it cost me the warmth of an indolent Lahori breeze

how to believe that the belief in belief is what makes or breaks us
insecurities are the tempest that corrode the soul

my language of love translates into the vexing monotony of a shrew that leads to
unhealthy beds under red lights and disgorged memories of logarithms and love
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:

"The best part of winter,” he said

“Are those super long leather boots.

| wait all day for her

To come back and gather her jeans

— Muddy and frayed around the edges —

Into hurried folds up to the bend of her knees
And then that sound that peels

Leather off her legs

Inside the silence of my room

That long black zipper, the way it cuts

Through the necks of Hellos and How-Was-Your-Days”

| could see countless metal teeth bend and smile
In the vague circles of his eyes

They probably don't even say goodbye, | thought
He probably waits in bed for that sound

That hugs her calves back to work

| wondered if he snored like a man or a boy

" like it when guys smell of detergent,” | also tried
To sound interestingly specific

"It smells like faint responsibility to stay clean
Which is rare in a guy, if you know what | mean”

"| often daydream about her socks,” He replied
“It's weird, you know

She has a pair with a print of small socks on it
Socks on socks

Isn't that too cute?”

104



i el Y
u!”. s z"
.'.‘,_A-:l -._-_.:—). e t.._'.. ’: : by e A A";\""l" _:
. - - xr A, e - 3 <
— R S I | ;

.

—r :
SR IR
o T,

- A




RUMINATIONS IN MONOCHROME

He's telling me to turn my head: “left,” he says. “No, that's not right. Turn your face the
other way.” | see her standing on the fringes of the room, clasping and unclasping her
hands, passing her fingers through her hair. “Chin a little higher... yes, yes! There.”
The starch presses into my flesh, and | can feel the golden buttons glowering at me in
the spotlight. "Don’t do it!” they seem to shout and my hands curl in on themselves:
thank God for small favors — the photograph is not a full portrait.

Soon, he’s going to tell me to get going: there’s a long line of others —uniform uni-
forms some with wives, some not. Fear writ on a few faces, excitement on others: me,
I'm just looking at them while my woman — her hands rest on her inflated belly —
dreams of the day | will return, run into her arms like they do in the films | have not yet
lived to see.

But I won't. | never will — gasping intermittently — expiring in an unmarked ditch
somewhere, with my last photograph slapped onto a postcard for remembrance.

They'll talk about that face | am wearing (trying it on for size), looking out into the
distance and wonder what | was thinking. They'll talk about the ruler-straight line
parting my hair almost as if it were measured and will put it down to the barracks, not
knowing it has nothing to do with ‘em. My Frances staring at me from beyond the pal-
lid light cast by the photographer, his flashbulb waiting to go off at any moment, dabs
her thumb with a bit of her spit and parts it through. Diligently. Every morn. She always
had a way with this stuff did Frances.

The postcard will be buried deep into a box, the one piece of me she'd rather not keep,
naming our baby after the man who never lived to be its father. Her middle name, his

only name. A child I'll never see, nor witness its first step, first word, first tear, first kiss
(nor hear a whisper of it later). And it's alright, really — | will continue living in my lan-
guid little box, buried somewhere deep, largely forgotten, occasionally remembered.

Until the day | am bundled up with others: a concentration camp Jew, a stillborn baby,
an old photograph of a dead colonel or the other — perhaps | passed him on a street
— his whiskers do look familiar. | end up in the hands of a bundled up girl, bundled in a
nunnish habit of some sort and know it's all over. | am dead.

Dead.

Oh my God, | am dead.
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SON OF A PLUMBER

Abdul Rasheed was one of the best plumbers in Lahore. Yet, he didnt want his chil-
dren to take on his profession. “"Najma! The son of a plumber should never become a
plumber!” he would often tell his pregnant wife.

But now that the child had finally arrived, there were other important issues at hand.
They had to name him. They also had to get him circumcised and invite all the neigh-
bors and relatives to celebrate the event. “He is six days, 2 hours and 17 minutes old,”
Abdul Rasheed whispered into his friend’s left ear. They were sitting in the Eid-Gah,
listening to the Maulvi’'s sermon.

Abdul Rasheed always found the sermons prior to the prayers boring. He could never
fathom why Allah would want every good Muslim in the world to learn Arabic. After all,
the noble Quran is written in Arabic, the Friday prayers and Eid Sermons are conduct-
ed in Arabic; one had to offer prayers in Arabic and even a person’s funeral rites must
be offered in Arabic.

Besides a few words, Abdul Rasheed didn't really understand Arabic and that was a
serious cause of concern for him. More so, because he was told by the maulvi that on
the Day of Judgment, Arabic would be God's official language. Just like English was
Pakistan’s official language.

The state of Pakistan claims Urdu to be Pakistan’s official language, but Abdul
Rasheed knew that if one could converse in English, he could claim a distinct advan-
tage over the ones who could only converse in Urdu, or worse, Punjabi.

Distressed by the thought, he nudged his friend and whispered again: “Bhai Naeem, |
think junior must learn Arabic as well as English. Arabic is God's language and English
is language of all the learned people.” Before Naeem could muster a response, the
Maulvi signaled the start of the Eid prayers.

“Allah O'Akbar!” Abdul Rasheed smiled and stood up with a broad smile, pulling his
shalwar above his ankles. ‘Allah has testified! Junior must learn Arabic and English!’
he said to himself.

After the prayers were over, Abdul Rasheed took his time, exchanging Eid greetings
with his friends. He had bought a new shalwar gameez for the occasion, which many
of his friends couldn't afford this year. He had also bought a new red dress and a set of
golden glass bangles for his wife. For junior he had bought a rather expensive shalwar
kurta, exactly like Mian Iftikhar's son wore last Eid.
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Mian Iftikhar was a grade 18, government officer and Abdul Rasheed’s most affluent
and influential client. While having casual conversations with friends, Abdul Rasheed
often bragged about his friendship with Mian Iftikhar. It was true that Abdul Rasheed
had known Mian Iftikhar for years; however, deep inside he knew that the only rela-
tionship that existed between them was that of awe.

Abdul Rasheed admired a man like Mian Ifthikar. He could converse in English, wore
the most gorgeous looking suits and ties, and smoked foreign cigarettes. Sometimes,
though, Abdul Rasheed wondered how Mian Ifthikar was able to make such a fortune
out of a job that hardly paid 35 thousand rupees a month. It had only been 5 years
since Mian Iftikhar was promoted to the grade 18 job. 5 years ago, he lived an ordinary
man'’s life but now he had a large car, a hefty bank account and a palace to live in.

Not to mention, his children attended the best of schools, where they taught how to
converse in English.

It doesn't matter how he got there but Mian Iftikhar is a true ‘officer’, thought Abdul
Rasheed. He wanted junior to be like that: arrogant, powerful, a bit ruthless, and above
all, fluent in English.

“That is it!"” Abdul Rasheed squealed, as he made his way to his bicycle, outside the
Eid-gah. "I want to name junior, ‘afsar’ (officer). He is destined to be an officer like
Mian Iftikhar.” With an odd, euphoric gait, Abdul Rasheed approached his bicycle that
stood tied with a fence that barred the Eid-gah. He stooped a little to unlock the pad-
lock chain attached to the wheel of the bicycle. It clicked open with a rustic sound.

Abdul Rasheed had not completely removed the chain when a speeding car whizzed
past him over a puddle, splashing last night's rain water all over his new clothes.

He stared at the car for a while and finally exclaimed: "It looks like Mian Ifthikar’s car!

Well, in that case, it is alright. One day Afsar is going to have a larger car... large cars
do this all the time.”
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Mavra Rana
The sun is about to walk out. It will be dark soon. s N

em sits in the balcony, which is not high enough to see over the grey wall. zee is inside, -
constructing a house out of a faded deck of cards. &)

Balance. Tamed friction.

He is stacking the second layer now.
Patience. Precision.

em’s rocking chair is making the only sound.
The sun has walked out.

Its remaining blush recedes to the edge of horizon, clinging to the grey wall while it
waits to be dissipated.

em (Without taking his eyes off the infinite grey): Did you see it? They were out on the
street yesterday, agitating.

The air is still; his voice crawls inside.

zee (Without taking his eyes off the incomplete tower of cards): No, you forget. That
was the time when we had countries and not a single united world.

em: | heard something. It sounded like a protest.
zee: Did you see it or did you hear it?
em: It sounded like they were fighting for a cause.

zee: It might be the leisure time allotted to this sector. You must have heard the chil-
dren out in the street.

em: They didn't look like children.

zee: Did you hear them or see them?
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em: They were fighting for something, maybe freedom?

zee: No, you forget, that was in the time of the man who thought he was King.

em: He was the King?

zee: No, he thought he was.

em: Was there no freedom then?

zee: There was room for more.

em: And now?

zee: Now there is nothing to be free of.

A slight movement. The unfinished tower of cards falls. A house of paper diminishes.
Sirens wail. It is time for dinner. Next time they call out in a drowning gloom, it will
signal the beginning of the night hour. They have one hour to eat but they keep sitting
where they are, with their backs towards each other.

em: What happened to the King?

zee: The man who thought he was King?

em: Yes, him.

zee: The revolutionary killed him.

em: So he fought for freedom and succeeded?

zee: Not exactly.

em: What exactly?

zee: The revolutionary never thought he was a revolutionary, but the people thought he
was. He was fighting because that is all he knew how to do, and the people thought he
was fighting for freedom.

em: Is that when we became a single world?

zee: Not exactly.

em: What exactly?
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zee: The revolution came. There was freedom. The people bowed to the man who they
thought was the revolutionary but in truth he wasn't. By the time they realized their
mistake he was already King. The world divided many times. Reduced one time. Dis-
solved the other. Hope ebbing away at its corner, in silence it spun around. Then for
the fear of diminishing completely the world had to unite.

em: Does he still rule the one world?

zee: He did till the militant waged a war on behalf of the people.

em: Did the people ask him to wage a war?

zee: The people asked for justice.

em: Was he the only one who listened?

zee: He was the only one with enough power.

em pauses, trying to hold on to all his thoughts.

The stars burn for sometime.

Hide under the sky sublime.

Only to be glimpsed in some moments during the assigned evening time.

The sound of the rocking chair has infused into the evening; the unrelenting grey
refuses to dissolve into the approaching night. The cards lie resigned.

There are moments. Of silence.
em: Is he the one? Did he do away with the geographical boundaries for good?
zee: Nobody knows. That was the point when they decided to stop keeping history.

zee speaks in a monotone, as he walks out onto the balcony into the discernible still-
ness of the night.

em: What became of justice?

zee: For a while it sat and watched over everyone. Now it's a fading metaphor of the
time we were once in.
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They both grow quiet, each trying to remember the last time they had encountered
Justice carved in stone with an unwavering gaze. Soon, even they might be obsolete.
They look out towards the ceaseless grey now doused by the seamless night. There is
a light flickering from across the wall. They both wonder about its source. The sirens
cry out again, finality in tone. Now there is no time for dinner. They will have to retire
to their bedrooms soon, as the progression of the night hour makes everything recede
further. Withdrawal till morning has been announced. They linger there for sometime.

em: Did you see? It rained that day.
zee: Did you see it or hear it?
em: | smelled it.

zee: No, you forget. That was another time as well.
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