
        
            
                
            
        

    About the book
Ayesha Siddiqui, 31 and independent, has just proposed to the man she loves. His silence makes her crash through the windshield of her car. In her comatose state, Ayesha floats between Time Past and Time Present. The narrative meanders through Ayesha’s life, throwing up startling facts about her immediate family, relatives and friends. It brings to the fore her anguish, her love-hate relationship with her mother and her failed relationships with men, as she struggles to survive and build a career and an identity in a male-dominated society. The story is set against the backdrop of Karachi - a city where the past, present and future battle it out on billboards, TV and the backs of rickshaws. The throes of flux, fluidity and transition being witnessed by the country provide a parallel to Ayesha’s own angst.
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AVOID ACCIDENTS HERE
SIGN ON KARACHI’S SUNSET BOULEVARD
~
Karachi snarled as I sped down its streets, its walls hurling obscenities, its lanes and side roads lifting me up only to drop me again, its phallic monuments mocking me, reminding me I had always been and would always be just a woman in a man’s world. I ignored the cacophony of insults and comments that came to me on the breeze through the open window of my green Alto, turned away from the man urinating openly by the roadside as a woman passing drew her dupatta even more tightly around her head, but the metropolis had infinite cards up its sleeve. If I wasn’t willing to admit I was fully marinated and ready for cooking, it decided, there were other ways to show me what my life in it was all about. And so it struck.
Very few people choose to go head first through a windshield. I know I didn’t. When I fled from Saad’s infuriating calm into my car and sought the madness of the roads, thinking their chaos would be balm to my troubled soul, going through the windshield was the very last thing on my mind. My immediate problem was how to avoid crying. Ignoring the imperatives of why and where, I headed straight for Shara-e-Faisal. I didn’t really have any friends, and it was the road that had always comforted me. It cut through the city’s grime like an alcohol swab across a wound, made it possible even for a hardboiled Karachi egg like me to imagine we truly were as modern, progressive and sophisticated as we claimed to be. If we weren’t, then there really wasn’t any hope for me, and I needed to believe that there was.
But that day even the sight of the Finance and Trade Centre didn’t do it for me. So what if it had an auditorium? So what if there was a bustling theatre scene? So what if the size and splendour of the billboards dotting that stretch of the road rivalled anything I’d seen in other cities across the globe? Some idiot had recently seen fit to position a flyover right across that particular intersection, and the debris of its construction still littered the side of the road. Its concrete legs seemed strangely naked, vulgar almost, in a culture unused to nudity. And right across from the FTC, Gora Qabristan seemed to chuckle quietly to itself. Gora Qabristan, white man’s cemetery. Still named after the days of the Raj despite the decades since Partition, reducing the Christians amongst us to their proper rank, nameless, invisible, unimportant, unless white.
Depressed as I was, I certainly wasn’t planning to up and kill myself, or let someone else kill me.
~
I blame the tears. If my vision hadn’t been blurred, my nose not red and bulbous, my hands on the steering wheel not clenched like the talons of a shrivelled predator, maybe the accident wouldn’t have happened. Then again, maybe it was simply meant to be. No doubt bored by my petty love problems, sick of all the oppressed South Asian women forever cursing their lot, God in his infinite wisdom had thought it best to point out the downside of the ‘whatever must be will be’ platitude we tended to offer up in the face of failure, whatever the real reason might be. God’s will? He must have muttered to himself, I’ll give you God’s will …
The accident wasn’t my fault. Honest. The only thing I had done wrong (in the last fifteen minutes anyway) was pull up at a red light with the sniffles. Okay, I was driving fast, but what sane person in Karachi didn’t? There was a water tanker ahead of me in line at the traffic light. It had a pink eagle on the back, hovering over the couplet ‘Karachi ki aurat kamzor nahin, Karachi kay murd main zor nahin.’ Truck art at its most garish, and possibly perceptive. If I had been a European tourist, maybe I would have clapped my hands in delight, but I wasn’t. I was in fact one of those very Karachi women who couldn’t be called weak, not by anyone who valued their self-respect anyway, but that rhyme – summarizing as it did my place in the cosmic pecking order after the events of that morning – the rhyme pushed me from sniffles to fullblown sobs.
So there I sat, howling behind the wheel of a car practically rammed up the backside of a bubblegum pink water tanker, no doubt, driven by a drug-addicted, STD-ridden, child-molesting thug (stereotypes were offensive only when applied to me), when a speeding Corolla drove into the back of my stationary Alto and propelled me through its windshield. Everything went black. Or a very dark shade of purple, to be more precise. And thus began a day in the life of Ayesha Siddiqui, 31, of 42 D, Street 7, Hussain D’Silva Town, North Nazimabad, Karachi.



WHO DO YOU TRUST?
SANITARY NAPKIN AD
~
When I came to I was floating above the body of a woman protruding from the windshield of a green Alto, sprawled face down on its tiny bonnet in a slowly expanding pool of red, a human magnet drawing bodies to it in a rapidly swelling crowd. My first thought was ‘so this is what kestrels do all day’. My second was ‘that’s me’, and my third, ‘why isn’t anyone helping me?’ On the innermost fringes of the seemingly petrified multitude was a burly man with paan-stained teeth attempting to comfort a distraught city slicker with his hands-free earpiece still dangling over his shoulder.The driver of the killer car? The manicured hand on the death wheel? This was the instrument of God’s will? I wanted him to be better-looking, more along the lines of ‘it would take nothing less than an Adonis to fell Ayesha’. The other I assumed was the tanker driver, partly because his hand on the yuppie’s shoulder and the filthy young cleaner glowering at them both from his vantage point on the top of the tanker, fit right into my trucker scum theory.
The boy and I really had the best seats in the house. That being said, I wouldn’t have minded trading mine. The crowd was pressing inch by inch closer to the wreck, and me on it. The meeting point of Sangster road, Shara-e-Faisal and Korangi road traffic next to the FTC was an acknowledged death trap, especially after that nanga bridge had reduced visibility to a minimum. Typical. Make the big gesture, ignore the little details. I should have been more alert.
Most of the men in the crowd were probably professional gawkers, lured to that point at least once a week to watch someone else’s suffering etched in plasma, metal and glass on the unforgiving canvas of the road. Karachi’s version of popular art, right up there with trucks and rickshaws and their musings on mortality, love and women. It shouldn’t have been surprising to me that everyone was watching but no one was helping. Also typical. Everyone was a critic, no one a doer. Those two yakking in the front row were probably discussing whether my right arm was positioned right. There I was, helpless, bleeding, in need. And the mob around me still waited for its cue.
A middle-aged man finally pushed his way through and approached me. I watched him raise my hand, hesitantly, as if even now that mythic Karachi woman might object to his familiarity and rise from her death bonnet to slap him. He straightened and asked loudly for someone to help him move me to a car so I could be taken to a hospital. And then came the words, the voice of the mob, the distinctive yap of the human mongrel that placed supposed honour over human suffering, ‘but she’s a woman! We can’t touch her.’ Unless, of course, no one was looking.
This time I pushed off myself, away from the rapidly diminishing tug of gravity and towards the realm of pigeons, crows, kestrels and blimps celebrating the rise of the Islamic bomb. If this was reality, I wanted a divorce.
The last thing I noticed before turning away, forever I thought, from the scene of my demise was a hijra coming forward to help the man move me, pushing my hair behind my bloody ear before lifting me effortlessly and crooning ‘there there doll, your sister’s here’.
The whole time, I didn’t once think of Saad.



HUMMA HUMMA KAR BHAIYA, ALLAH
 HI SAY DAR BHAIYA
MOHD ALI SHEIKHI AND ALLAN FAKIR SONG
~
But as I slept, Saad crept unnoticed back into my thoughts like the stealthy new-age virus that he was. When I rose from perfect stillness to hover over the gurney on which my body was being wheeled through the aged, distressed, swing doors of a hospital’s emergency section, there he was again. Saad. Saad Saad Saad Saad. If I died, as I heard one nurse remarking I was sure to, would he be sad Saad? And if it became common knowledge that he was indirectly responsible for my little tangle with the tinkly glass, would he be bad Saad? Probably not. Convinced, as she was, that any man willingly involved with a woman like me was either an idiot or a saint, my mother was sure to feel nothing but compassion for him either way. ‘Poor Saad’, she’d say to my brother, ‘see how inconsiderate your sister was of him, upsetting him by dying like that?’
I had plenty of time to think about how different people would react to what had happened or might happen to me, since the emergency ward staff refused to act on ‘this case’ till the medico legal officer had grilled the good Samaritan foolish enough to bring me in. And it was Samaritan, not Samaritans, I realized, drifting through a gauzy memory of my hijra sister blowing a kiss at me as she closed the back door of the car that had been my rescue chariot. It was a good half hour before the resident doctor collared a consultant and began making desultory conversation about how long it would have taken me to bleed out.
The nurses fidgeting with my clothes – trying to remove the yards of dupatta in which my transporters had thoughtfully wrapped me, perhaps to dispel any suggestion of impropriety while moving female goods from point A to point B – were distracted by the sounds of a commotion near the entrance to the ward. It could be a particularly gruesome injury demanding much hollering and shouts of ‘lookie this’, it could be a casualty of a political, ethnic or religious dispute escorted by sixty of his closest friends, or it could simply be my family. Would they be allowed in after me? Was I at Jinnah or Civil? Jinnah would have been closer to the scene of the accident but did it really matter? The four-foot-high wall that formed the only barrier between the open ward where paramedical staff and doctors did their initial exams and the thoroughfare that led into the hospital’s main hall couldn’t have kept out a family of Daulat Shah’s holy midgets, let alone the remnants of the Siddiqi clan. If indeed it was the clan, at least one of the absent patriarch’s plans had come to some kind of double-edged fruition.
The most tangible legacy of my father’s disappearance fourteen years ago were the cards we all had to carry on our persons at all times. Name. Age. Address. Blood Group. Numbers and names of people to call in case of emergency. Someone had obviously been rooting through my wallet.This was a government hospital, so I didn’t expect to find any cash left in the wallet if I ever got to go through it myself again, but it was reassuring to know that some of the staff, at least, could read.
Saad wasn’t on that list yet, since we had no formal relationship, just an unspoken understanding. I had awkwardly attempted to formalize today by asking him, so rapidly that he made me repeat myself twice before he could make out what I was saying, to marry me. But women don’t blatantly court men here in Pakistan. Most women anyway. They capitulate, manipulate, tempt, flirt, induce seduction, but they aren’t supposed to lead the mating dance, only (occasionally) participate in it. Was that why some mythical force had seen fit to propel me head first through a windshield? Had I broken the code? Upset the apple cart? Set fire to the dhobi ghat? Did it serve me right for serving him the wrong side dish? Palak plea instead of palak aloo.
It was really all my mother’s fault, I mused while watching as emergency ward staff swarmed over me like flies on a carcass – a nurse in a slightly grubby uniform ventured a needle stab here and a pinprick there while another placed an oxygen mask over my face – if she hadn’t latched onto me in her passive aggressive ‘it’s been three years I’m only thinking of your best interests’ style, Saad and I wouldn’t have parted as we had. Badly. Abruptly. The silence after the plea. My question hanging in the air like a baby mushroom cloud over the Chagai hills, a woefully inadequate manifestation of the destruction beneath. I had rushed out without waiting to hear his answer. Any answer. Not wanting him to see me cry.
If I hadn’t shown emotion everything would have been all right. But my emotional constipation had been relieved by the laxative of pain, my bubble punctured by the prick of self-pity, and Saad was probably still clueless and no one had bothered to tell him I was fresh road kill and and and …
I wasn’t usually like this. Ice maiden, that was more my style. I claimed extenuating circumstances. The shock was wearing off, and the reality of my situation latched onto my ankle and almost dragged me under.
There lay my body on a bed in the emergency ward of one of the city’s busiest government hospitals. The yellow enamelled walls, the paan stains in the corner by the entrance, the bloody lumps of cotton wool tossed carelessly under a bed, my private medical nightmare had obviously begun. Doctors and paramedics were doing officious things to my arms, chest and head. They varied in size, girth and skin colour, but were united by the same carefully cultivated look of festering, ceaseless bitterness. Had they not been paid again? I remembered the strike from last year … focus, Ayesha, focus, stick around.
An orderly slouched in a corner looking bored. He probably saw dozens of people like me every day. Except he couldn’t, because there weren’t dozens of people like me. There was only one me. Someone needed to be aware of that. There were other comatose and non-comatose people in the ward at the moment, but you only had to look at me to know I wasn’t one of them. I had far better skin for one, cranial gashes or no cranial gashes.
A doctor motioned to the orderly and he helped a nurse move me from the ward. I was taken into an operating theatre. A cockroach crawled across the instruments arrayed behind a nurse. A creature of the darkest drains. Milky. Probably blind. In a hospital. Those instruments would be picked up, used, inserted into my poor body. If the accident didn’t kill me, infection surely would. I read the papers, I worked in a pharmaceutical company, and I knew the facts. Even if they managed to stitch my head back together and revive me I’d probably develop complications because of poor hygiene standards and post-operative care. Bugs swarmed in blood banks. Staphylococcus nestled in open wounds. Cats wandered through maternity wards. Who hadn’t heard the one about the newborn and the hungry tom? The heralds of the germ brigade had probably already sounded the battle cry; bacteria were no doubt converging in orderly formations upon my helpless appendages as my soul thrashed, panicked and trapped, in the air above.
I tried to dive back in, slip into the glove of my flesh, rise triumphantly from the table and annihilate that roach, rip the scalpel from the nearest hand and yell ‘thanks I think I’ll just take two Panadols instead okay? Bye!’ but I couldn’t. Over, under, next to, above, beside but never in. Leaving the room, reaching my mother was also like straining against an invisible leash. Surely she’d hear the anguished silent cries of her first-born, heed the metaphorical tug on the emotional umbilical cord that was supposed to bind me to her? But no. Bad reception. Cable hadn’t gone astral yet. Once again, I had been reduced to passive onlooker, a spectator in the contact sport of my own life. I needed to get out of here. Out of this state-funded, top heavy, germ-ridden hellhole. It didn’t matter if the emergency staff here had more experience than all the rest of their private cousins combined, I was a child of my generation, and what I feared most was the things I couldn’t see.
‘Take me to the Agha Khan,’ I yelled. The scream echoed in my ears. The medical staff continued their dispassionate probing, chatting amiably about this and that, cricket and music, TV and red tape, undisturbed by the turmoil in the air around them.
If only someone would tell Saad. He’d get me out of here.
I whimpered in a corner till they finished. Then the orderly rose from his upright stupor to wheel my gurney into what must be a recovery room, cluttered with all manner of whining electronica, two doctors separating from the pack to settle me in. Then my mother rushed in to stand by my side, and the cockroach, even the accident, became a distant, almost pleasant memory, a minor chord in a discordant cacophony now being conducted by the pit mistress herself, the mother of Ayesha.



MAAN KI DUA, JANNAT KI HAWA
BACK OF RICKSHAW
~
My mother is one of that special breed of women for whom helplessness is the critical survival mechanism. Rain or shine, crisis or calm, she has made such a habit of ostensibly throwing herself upon other people’s mercy, I am surprised she can still walk upright. It would probably be easier to just squirm like the sun-resistant worm she has become. I love my mother but, as you can probably tell, the sum total of my respect for her coping skills would probably feel lost on a needlepoint.
And as she lurched to my bedside, doing her best impression of a pious aunty overwhelmed at a dars, it became apparent that she was running true to type.
‘Oh, Ayesha Ayesha! What has happened to you? How has it happened?’ She lifted her dupatta to wipe the tears streaming down her face. The male doctor seemed unnerved, but the woman put her clipboard down long enough to squeeze my mother’s shoulder reassuringly.
‘Now Auntie, she isn’t as bad as she looks.’
‘Good, because she looks dead. Tell me beta, when will she wake up?’ In the blink of an eye, my mother had rejected the nurturance of the female and courted the indifferent male.
‘Dr Fauzia can answer that question better than I can. This is her case, I’m just observing.’
A lesser woman would have been embarrassed by her own misogyny, but I knew that for my mother snubs were often just stepping stones to emotional confidence. And she didn’t disappoint.
‘I didn’t realize you were the senior doctor, beti, you just look so young. You tell me then, if she isn’t dead, when will she wake up?’
The two doctors exchanged glances. The man turned away. I began to get worried.
‘She had some external head trauma which we’ve addressed, and she’s stable, but in a case like this there are other factors that come into play. With head trauma, we don’t know much about the extent of the possible internal injury for forty-eight hours. We’ll know more in a day or so.’
‘You might not know much right now but that’s still more than I do. So whatever it is you know, tell me!’
I didn’t expect her to get a straight answer. Most local doctors were given to cryptic proclamations from up high, hardly ever taking the time to explain what was happening, automatically assuming the layman incapable of understanding. It might have evolved as the quickest way of coping with a largely illiterate population given to fits of emotional excess rather than a focused plan of action, but that didn’t make their arrogance any less annoying. Still, nearly all of us had fallen into the habit of accepting it. I would have pegged my mother as one of the pre-cowed supplicants mutely accepting the aforementioned cryptic proclamation from on high as her due, and the ferocity of her words caught me by surprise. I wasn’t the only one either.
‘Look,’ Dr Fauzia cleared her throat, ‘the impact of the car that hit her propelled your daughter’s torso through the windshield. She obviously wasn’t wearing a seat belt, because, you know nobody here does. Everything is God’s will, isn’t it? If you have any other children, perhaps you might insist they wear one. If you have any in your car, of course.’
She must have seen a lot of accidents like these, I realized. And she was really quite young.
Despite how annoying they became when they actually got their medical degrees, I had a healthy respect for people who wanted to be doctors. Eight years of higher education, at least, and then a lifetime of exposing yourself to all the ills of the world. Okay, I wasn’t that impressed with dermatologists or dentists, that was light work, but the poor emergency room doctor …
‘Anyway,’ she had collected herself, ‘she has suffered significant head trauma, perhaps internal as well as external. The extent of the damage won’t be seen until the swelling recedes. A CT scan would give us a more accurate picture of where we stand, but until we can do one we won’t have any idea how long the coma will last, or how responsive she will be when she wakes up. And even then there are no guarantees.’
‘So why aren’t you doing a CT scan right now?’ There was an edge to Ammi’s voice.
The doctors looked a little embarrassed. The man suddenly decided to saunter over to the other bed in the room and study the machines its occupant was hooked up to. Was it a man, was it a woman? All I could make out was a badly burnt hunk of human-shaped flesh, the scar tissues precluding any hopes of identifying gender.
‘The er … the machine is … er … out of order.’
‘When will it be fixed?’
‘Soon hopefully, but the administration knows more about that than we do.’
‘But this is probably the city’s busiest hospital! You might have dozens of accident cases like this! What do you do when you have a patient who needs it?’
‘We generally do without it.’ Dr Fauzia also found something engaging to look at on her clipboard.
‘Isn’t there someone you can ask?’
‘Look, even after a CT scan we might not have definite answers to your questions. For now all I can offer you is be grateful that there doesn’t appear to be any spinal injury.’
My mother wasn’t coping any more. She looked strangely absent-minded, asking almost wistfully, ‘Can she eat?’
‘Nutrition is being provided intravenously. If she doesn’t improve enough to chew, we can feed her through a tube. Only a liquid diet, of course.’
‘Like suji ka halwa with milk?’
‘As I said, we’ll know more in a day or two. Until then, just pray. I can speak to you in more detail later. Right now, I have other patients to see.’
The two headed for the door. Dr Fauzia paused long enough to say, ‘If there is an adult male family member as well, bring him with you so I only have to brief both of you once.’
My mother and I were finally left alone. Together. Sure there was another person in the room, but he/she didn’t count. Probably how he/she got burnt in the first place. You’re so worthless and insignificant I can set you on fire and do a pagan dance around you …
Focus Ayesha, be positive. Think positive. Maybe it was an accident, like it was with you.
‘Can she hear me?’ Ammi looked inquiringly at the neighbour.
There was an oppressive silence all around.
‘Why are you doing this to me?’ she demanded suddenly of the ceiling. ‘Huh, why me?’
It had taken my mother all of ten minutes to steer the conversation back to herself.



MUJHE TUM SAY NAHIN HAI PYAR,
 TOBA TOBA ISTAGFAR
DR AUR BILLA SONG
~
Visitors shuffled past the nurses’ station just visible outside, but no one stepped in to my room. Saad’s absence was irritating yet not illogical, but where was my brother? He might be a baby to my mother but at twenty-four he was an adult, the only male in a family of three, bidden to keep his cellphone on at all times in case of emergency. Like now. Someone must have brought my mother; she didn’t drive and was afraid of all public transport after an unfortunate incident in a bus almost ten years ago.
Buses are no place for a woman like me, she had said. Maybe you can handle it because you’re one of those modern girls, but I feel very ashamed. The shame was not hers, but she refused to understand that. Or maybe it just wasn’t convenient for her to understand that.Who had brought her then? If Adil had come he would have come inside by now. There were entire battalions of people moving through one booth, the one attendant rule was a joke in most government hospitals. Local hospitals tended to be gatherings of the great unwashed. But forget about the illiterate villagers, what really ticked me off was the affluent patients, the ones with wealth or connections. They were very insulted if their fourth cousin’s third wife’s gardener’s dog wasn’t allowed to bend the rules and come for a visit. Their men might wait for the guard enforcing the rule to come off duty and beat him to a pulp.
And it wasn’t always the patients either. One of my sales representatives’ favourite clients was the orthopaedic surgeon in a small private hospital who sometimes took him into surgery with him. The rep made his pitch while the surgeon worked. His stock rose as the story spread, at least amongst his immediate colleagues. It brought him that much closer to real medicine, you see. The kind that was practied, not sold. What was the difference again? I didn’t blame the sales rep for being star-struck by the power that surgeon wielded in his little world, the excitement of being in the middle of something important probably lifted him right out of the world of scuffed black shoes with discolourations concealed by clever use of a blackboard marker, the wide trousers with seats polished from hours waiting on leather couches in crowded waiting rooms, the broken buckle on the square carrying case … pharmaceutical sales was a time consuming and gruelling business. Good thing I was a manager and not a pavement pounder. One of the few upsides to being a woman here. If I only knew who to address the thank you card to …
Mamu appeared hesitantly by the nursing booth and the mystery was solved. My mother’s only surviving family, their elder brother had passed away over a decade ago, he was ten years younger but looked ten years older. Predictably, his wife was held responsible for this, but I knew that wasn’t the complete picture. Until recently, when Adil finally finished college and I began earning enough to support the three of us on my own, Mamu had borne the brunt of our expenses over the protests of his wife who, quite understandably in my opinion, wanted to know why an educated, urban woman like her sister-in-law couldn’t go out and get a job. Yes, buses were Satan’s mini vans and women were easy targets for exploitative employees but there was always teaching, wasn’t there?
Yes there was. But Ammi had other fish to fry.
Mamu edged forward. His salt and pepper hair stood on end in patches and his white kurta was creased. A yellow stain spoke of recent mango consumption. I would have liked a mangoes right then, but unless God saw fit to hijack a truck carrying mangos and send its juicy little soul to join mine in this strange dimension, that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.
His hand snuck out to caress my foot and I remembered suddenly that my mamu loved me. I was touched.We were prone to much ritual touching, son to mother’s breast, hand to daughter’s head, double-handed extra respect handshake, and backhander to errant child, but this timorous foot stroke was different. Natural. If I ever woke up, I was going to hug my mamu till his eyes popped out of his head.
‘What did the doctors say?’ He asked Ammi, who dragged her eyes reluctantly away from her battle with the errant ceiling and turned her gaze on him instead.
‘That they don’t think she’ll make it.’
‘Is that exactly what they said?’
‘Well, they said they need to wait a day or so to know for sure how things might turn out.’
‘That isn’t the same thing then. So let’s not leap to the worst case scenario immediately.’
‘Where is Adil?’ Ammi spoke for us both, ignoring his comment entirely, which was an old habit we were all used to. If she didn’t like what she heard, if it didn’t follow the path she laid out, she’d just ignore it entirely.
‘I’ve left messages at the switchboard. His mobile is off.They say he’s on a shoot and can’t be disturbed.’
‘Did you tell them it was an emergency?’
‘They said they would tell him as soon as the shoot was over, they had orders from the big boss not to let any calls through on any pretext.’
‘Uff …’Ammi wasn’t impressed. ‘I have to do everything myself. I’ll go and call Adil in a minute if you stay with her.’
‘What if something happens? What do I do?’ Mamu sounded nervous.
‘Nothing, there are nurses right outside, I think some of this gadgetry sounds when something goes wrong.’
‘Still, I don’t want to be alone with her like this. Will you send Amna in when you go out? I’m sure she wants to see Ashoo too.’
My mother nodded grudgingly. Amna Mumani would never be real family to her, she wasn’t blood.
‘Did you at least manage to get through to that other boy?’
‘Saad?’
‘Yes.’
‘He’s on his way.’
Ask him if he sounded upset, I shrieked at my mother. Ask him if he showed any emotion. Shock. Horror. Delight? Where was her inquisitiveness when I needed it?
‘Good. Maybe that will wake her up.’
*
Saad had probably been at work when Mamu called him. Work, where we had met. My workplace. His workplace. Our workplace.
Me, a pharmaceutical manager. Him, the marketing director. Me, the only woman on the team behind all new products. Him, the owner Seth’s son.
Rumour had it that he’d rejected his father’s offer of starting at the top and decided to work his way up instead. No one felt comfortable enough with him to point out that marketing director wasn’t exactly Step One. Or no one was stupid enough, might have been a better way to put it. These foreign graduates were all the same, it was felt, a lot of ‘tell me what you really think’ rhetoric but under all that slick western veneer lurked the same insecurities as the rest of us.
When I got to know Saad better I realized that he really did want to know what people thought, a quality that made me want to mass produce, bottle and market him instead of our many pills. Also, marketing director wasn’t as low as he wanted to start but as low as his father felt he could start without significant loss of face. ‘If I were a Memon, of course,’ Saad had joked, ‘I’d be lugging crates in the factory, but I’m not.’ The Memons were a business community notorious for their tight-fistedness.
In the beginning, like everyone else, I was prepared to find a pimple-encrusted prodigal itching to try his foreign acquired management techniques on a workforce still struggling with timecards. But there were no pimples, and if he realized most of us saw him as an imposition he gave no signs of it. Not only did he not have pimples, he was actually attractive. And older without being too old. A rarity in any workplace in Karachi. Not that I cared, of course.
I’d like to say there were fireworks at our first meeting, but I’d be lying. There was nothing. Zip. Zilch. Zero. Just a cursory greeting followed by a seemingly interminable presentation of developing the market.The slides were nice though, far better than anything our own team could do. And he asked for my input instead of my having to forcibly penetrate the conversation, another rarity in a situation where I was the only woman on a management team made up largely of bitter middle-aged men. He asked for it in front of all the bitter middle-aged men too, and I’m sure that added to their misery. It was bad enough that women like me were infringing on their domain, instead of offering my breast to my fourth or even fifth child, but here was this annoyingly chirpy new boss actually asking her questions about important things.
I was so surprised by his overture, that I stuttered and quickly passed the buck back to R&D. Strangely, I found myself resenting his effort to involve me. After years in a male-dominated workplace, I had learned to pick my fights. As token female manager, ever ready to be paraded before foreign clients as evidence of equal opportunity policies, I didn’t want some idiot waltzing in and forcing me to disturb the status quo till I was good and ready.
But over time, as the launch of that particular product loomed close, my opinion was assiduously courted, and that is really where it all began. Not the fact that he was articulate, intelligent, funny, not even the fact that he wasn’t pimply. What it all came down to was, who doesn’t like a man who wants to know what you’re thinking, even if it is only about a broad-spectrum antibiotic?
*
Amna Mumani had come in while I drifted. A petite, still pretty woman in her early forties, her delicacy belied her strength. It was that delicacy, that apparent frailty, that had led my mother to shortlist her as a potential bride for her younger brother. Since Mamu had stepped in to fill the financial void left when Abba passed into the great beyond (the great beyond us, I mean), when it was judged to be the right time for him to settle down, Ammi had engineered a union with what she felt was a pliable young woman. Courteous, educated, docile, someone who knew her place, that’s what my mother was looking for when she started combing through old diaries for phone numbers of women she hadn’t spoken to in years to enlist their aid in the great matchmaking scheme. Turns out Amna knew her place a lot better than my mother did. Within a year of their marriage, Mamu and his bride had moved out. My mother’s attempts to point out the impracticability of increasing Mamu’s monthly expenditure by renting another flat was given due consideration. To offset that increase, a reduction was accordingly made in Mamu’s contribution to our household. To my brother and I, it was two newly weds beginning to plan their lives. To my mother, it was war. The moral of the story, with no comment on whom the bad guy was, is that women are generally their own worst enemies.
I had no bones to pick with Amna Mumani. She had always treated me well.Actually, she had treated all of us well, even Ammi. Gifts, food, time, concern, love even, things my mother was often careless about, especially with me.That of course, made my mother even madder.
‘The most humiliating way to destroy your enemy is through kindness,’ she had yelled when I’d asked her once why she was so hostile to someone who went out of her way to be considerate of us. Family, enemy, the lines of my mother’s world were often blurred and contradictory. And the negativity was one-sided. Amna Mumani had never even acknowledged my mother’s animosity, let alone respond in kind.
Even now, standing by her husband at my bedside, she seemed calm. Unruffled. Ever practical, she smoothed the sheet where it had bunched across my chest and sighed in exasperation as she touched the bruise forming around the canola in my hand.
‘We want to be a world power, but we can’t even learn the simplest things,’ she remarked softly, ‘look how roughly they’ve pushed this in.’
The nurse in the room gave no signs of having heard her comment and waddled out soon after.
‘And there’s bloody cotton wool on the floor. Don’t they have any notion of hygiene?’
‘Sssh Amna.’ Mamu and his nervousness. ‘Speak softly.’ He shot an apprehensive glance towards the nurses outside.
‘Jaan, this filth is dangerous for someone in her condition. Don’t you remember what happened to Akhtar Bhai? His bypass was fine but then he contracted that bacterial infection in PO and it nearly killed him.’
What was it with middle age and the onset of medico babble? Overnight, people went from being as unconcerned about cleanliness as the next Karachiite to becoming obsessed with disease and decay. Perfectly obnoxious adults who once spat in stairwells now rolled out the heart disease section of medical manuals with aplomb. It was odd to hear post-op from my mumani’s little bow-shaped mouth. Abbreviations from her convent educated lips seemed almost profane. At the same time, astral me was happy someone was concerned enough to be making even the mildest fuss.
The machines connected to the burn victim next to me had been making anxious noises for a while now, but there were no attendants by that bedside and the nurse ignored them.
A nostril tube was the only indication of where the nose had once been. A milky eye permanently fixed on the ceiling where the eyelid had burnt off. I decided it was a her. They generally were.
After that initial glance, I did not have the courage to look at her. Although the beggar freak-show at traffic lights in the metropolis had done its best to fry my compassion for human suffering, the maimed window-rappers tended to be male. And when they were female, their injuries were blatantly fake, only the most superficial nod to gender equality in the beggar workforce. Frequently accused as we were of being a patriarchal, retrogressive society all hung up on honour, we didn’t like to parade female victims of violence (accidental or deliberate). We tried to restrict their anguish to hospitals instead or if they had any notion of patriotism (went the extremist mantra), then they just died and saved us the embarrassment. Any number of infidel civilizations eager to point fingers at us would rush at the chance to exploit one of those (mythical, of course) kerosene or acid-burn victims that popped up every now and then.Was this woman one of them, I wondered.
Her gruesome injuries made my mummy-wrapped head look trivial in comparison. And I wanted to dwell on my own misery, so I turned away. If I forgot, for a second, my connection with my body might snap. I might drift away, up, down, sideways. I wanted to be here, stay here; at least till I had seen all those I loved.
How many of us daydream about what would happen if a horrible accident befell us? How would people react? What if you died? Would your family, friends and lovers be sad? One of my favourite daydreams was now my only reality. If God had just upped and decided to start granting my wishes why didn’t he do the one about the hips?
Mamu had filled Amna Mumani in on what the doctors had told my mother. She stroked my arm lightly as she thought.
‘We have to get a second opinion,’ she said brusquely.
‘Shouldn’t we wait for forty-eight hours like the doctor said?’
‘We should find out whether we should wait or whether there is something else that needs to be done.’
‘But the doctor …’
‘Look around you Najam!’ The voice was still gentle, but the tone suggested ever so delicately that a straightening of the spine was the only proper way to respond. ‘Look at where we are? Don’t you read the papers? Haven’t you seen a million accusations of malpractice and neglect on the city pages? And this is not a standard appendectomy; it’s a head injury. If I know my niece, she considers that the most important part of her, and you need to do your duty and see that it’s well taken care of.’
I was beginning to enjoy this. Really, I was. Mamu was very endearing when nervous. When he had lived with us, Adil and I used to yell ‘Fire,’ or ‘Dacoits,’ every once in a while just to watch his reaction. He was like a sparrow trapped in the old children’s trick of basket, seed, stick and string; even now in stillness that same frenetic hopping nervousness seemed to ripple under his skin.
‘Right. Er … yes.’
‘Yes what?’
‘Yes we should get a second opinion.’
‘Good. Now go out and arrange for one. Perhaps we should move her to another hospital like the Agha Khan.’
‘Is it a good idea to move her?’
‘Why don’t we ask that doctor you’re going to go and get?’ Mumani smiled sweetly.
At the door Mamu turned. ‘How do I find the right doctor? We don’t know any.’
‘Isn’t that boy she’s been seeing well connected? Talk to him. His father probably has connections with a lot of medical people.’
She had no idea how right she was. After years of assiduously courting the patronage of the movers and shakers of the Pakistani medical realm, Saad’s father had connections with a lot of ‘medical people’ indeed. In this part of the world, criminal complicity was the start of many a beautiful friendship.
Pharmaceutical malpractice, while widespread, didn’t get a lot of press in the home country. Newspaper owners not supported by government advertising in exchange for ‘editorial restraint’ relied on corporations. In essence, take a harsher line with officialdom but turn a blind eye to the policies of the big private corporations. Of course it was same all over the world, but at least in developed countries there were watchdogs baying for their blood. Pakistan’s consumer protection initiatives were generally stillborn.
The point was, Saad’s not-quite doting daddy’s connections with certain luminaries of the medical community weren’t entirely based on the principles enshrined in that oath they took. Tickets to regional conferences, sponsored junkets in Bhurban, an avalanche of calendars, diaries and wall clocks, it was more about presents than products. His generosity always made it easier to ‘win friends and influence people’. But whether he was willing to exploit those relationships for me was a different matter altogether. In his version of the film about our lives, I was definitely the villain.



AA BAEL MUJHE MAAR
FOLK SAYING
~
When Saad first began showing an interest in me that was beyond the professional, his father was probably the fourth person to know about it. Right after Saad, me and the super sleuth stool pigeon that told him. Why else would he have engineered a one-on-one meeting? It was ostensibly to review my team’s performance, but I had worked for Dada Labs for two years at that point, and this was the first time he had shown any blatant interest in one of his ‘chotas’, as he called anyone not on the board. Like any Seth with the label, he knew everything that happened at the SITE headquarters but made sure he never appeared to snoop.
Like a one-day batsman facing a bouncer right into bat, I was forced onto the back foot which is what he intended, of course. The rest was about acquiring knowledge, and subtle intimidation. He wanted to gauge Saad’s seriousness, and my chances, all at once. Show me that he knew what was happening, humiliate me into understanding that a climber like me wasn’t good enough for the only son of a man like him. And that’s when I decided to respond to Saad’s overtures. While I had decided early in the professional game to be smart and forego office romances, now I really wanted to annoy his father. I was a social climber, was I? When my ascent was done, he’d be scrambling to lick the mud off my shoes. Sensible wall climbing shoes, of course, not stilettos. I was a working woman, after all, not a trickster angling for a prize.
Saad’s pleasure at my finally saying yes to his repeated requests for a cup of tea at a nearby dhaba was flattering.While I’d known he was attracted to me before he did (it’s all in the body language), I had considered it more nuisance than new beginning.Yes, he was good-looking (five feet eleven, twinkling eyes, luminous skin), rich, articulate (bonus in the land of the emotionally constipated), but he was my boss. I didn’t want an action replay of my last job.
After getting my BSc in chemistry from Karachi University, I steamrolled through a series of professions while doing an MBA at the IBA’s evening programme and going into sales. I had never planned to do an MBA, in fact it had figured nowhere in my list of ‘top ten things to do in the evenings’ (much like the accident), but it seemed impossible to find a worthwhile job without one, and also it got me away from the simmering stew of tension that was our house in those days.
I wasn’t content to be a lab rat, having nurtured delusions of worth all my life. Everyone was happy when I landed a job at Airway Travels after getting my MBA. Ammi was especially happy I’d gotten that silly degree, she thought it would help drive up my market value as far as marriage prospects were concerned. She was probably right, but at that point marriage wasn’t on my list of top ten things to do in the evening either.
At Airways, I started out being responsible for all corporate sales. I’d always been good at telling people what to do, where to go and how they should get there. It seemed like a logical progression.
Direction savvy, that’s what I was. Not bossy, there’s a difference.
There are two kinds of women dominant in Pakistani organizations. Parasites and pit bulls. Sure there are others; mousy non-entities flitting from desk to bus and back again, hoping no one will notice and their husbands/fathers won’t beat them too badly for an imagined indiscretion, confident urban graduates that thrive in controlled environments where the men have all undergone sensitivity training and khaddar is king (or queen?), like equal opportunity NGOs, women who work in groups and move in packs (teachers at all girls’colleges for example), occasional trailblazers that pop up in individualistic fields like film or art … but there are more parasites and pit bulls than all the rest together.
I felt this now after years of working, or possibly because the head injury had finally forced the lesson to sink in, but this version of reality had long been discussed anytime the women in my MBA class had a minute or two to chat or gossip. The buzz was that if you wanted to succeed in the local corporate world and you were a woman, you couldn’t just ‘be’.Your gender had to become your best friend or your worst enemy. Either you batted your lashes and tittered helplessly at all the right people (don’t waste your wattage, make every smile count), or you annihilated all aspects of your femininity and assimilated into the male mainstream by epitomizing its worst aspects, that is, its crudity, machismo and ruthlessness. The only way to break that glass ceiling, and at that time this was experienced vicariously through tales of so-and-so’s sister’s adventures in retail, was to make everyone want to sleep with you or no one want to have to fight you. Bitch in heat or Alpha Male. So it was.
And so it shall be, I wanted to weep on that hospital bed, till some cosmic power hitches us to its tractor and hauls us out of the dark ages. If I had just accepted it when I was still studying, Mr Khairuddin wouldn’t have been such a shock to my system.



DEKH MAGAR PYAR SAY
BACK OF RICKSHAW
~
To say that I was naïve when I joined that travel agency is like saying that the sky is blue, or the Arabian Sea is polluted, or even that Karachi has a solid waste management crisis. Perhaps because I’d never stuck to any workplace long enough to learn anything other than superficial lessons, I was still labouring under the illusion that despite my being a second class citizen of Pakistan by virtue of my gender, in the workplace at least I was equal to, if not better than, my male colleagues. Mr Khairuddin changed all that. In hindsight, he probably did me a favour, but if I’m ever in a position where I can hurt him, I shall rip his head off and feed his eyeballs to the crows. I’d feed them to the vultures, but apparently they’re practically extinct because of some drug South Asian veterinarians continue to use on animals despite it being banned elsewhere in the world.Yet another footnote in the murky history of pharmaceutical malpractice in the Third World, but I guess that’s a whole different story.
It was a busy day in Airway headquarters when Mr Khairuddin strolled into my cubicle. Outside, the sun was shining, rickshaws were putt putt puttering and every once in a while a pigeon would guttergoo contentedly after depositing a fresh load of guano on the windowsill.
‘So Ayesha Bibi, how do you like the work so far?’
‘It’s interesting, Sir.’
‘Not too difficult?’
‘Not at all difficult, just time-consuming.’
‘Yes, but then someone like you would have a lot of time.’
‘Someone like me?’
‘Well, you’re not married, are you?’
‘No. But I do have a family to go home to.’
‘If you had a husband, that would be a totally different thing though.’
I wasn’t sure where this was going, so I just nodded and looked at my computer screen again.
‘See, a husband likes his wife to be available all the time. When he comes home, she should be fresh.’
The line evoked a vivid image of bananas and melons glowing in the sun. I was offended by the sexual undertones of his comment but wanted to avoid a confrontation with my boss so early on. Noncommittal, I figured, was the way to go.
‘I wouldn’t know, Mr Khairuddin. Like you said, I’m not married.’
‘Hahahaha. Yes, yes.’
He got off my desk and said, ‘Married women aren’t always the only ones with men in their lives.’
The next day the office peon brought me tea every couple of hours without being asked, to the annoyance of everyone on the floor. I made him stop, but not before he loudly requested that I tell Mr K that I’d insisted he did.
It didn’t help that I knew my options for retaliation were limited. Good old General Zia-ul-Haq. This was really all his fault.
I’d had my share of the leering and pinching during my daily bus commute when I was at the IBA, but this was the first time someone in authority was walking the line with me, and also the first time the game was being played on such a delicate level. I hoped I’d established my lack of interest.Then again, who said the woman had to be interested?
Mr Khairuddin let me stew in my disquiet for a week before swooping down to perch at the edge of my desk like a particularly grotesque species of migratory bird.
‘And how is everything with you, Bibi?’
‘Going well, thanks.’
‘Found your way around the organization?’
‘Yes.’
‘Any technical problems you need some advice on?’
‘I’ll ask if I have any. So far none, thanks.’
‘The boys aren’t bothering you, are they?’
This was rich, ‘the boys’ of which he spoke being the most emasculated collection of XY chromosomes I’d ever had the misfortune of being around. Mr Khairuddin wanted to ensure he was Alpha Male. I probably had more testosterone in the hair follicles on my pinky finger than every other male, barring Mr Khairuddin, who roosted on my floor.
I had actually become quite friendly with two in particular: Ahsan and Shan, and we had started taking our lunch break together at the coffee house around the corner.Was that what this was all about?
‘The boys are all very well behaved, and I don’t think that problems like that occur in a workplace as professional as this one.’
I hoped the pointed flattery would earn me a reprieve. Till the next time anyway. Show signs of weakness and they lapsed into protector mode, taking you for one of the parasites. Be aggressive in your denial and you were labelled a pit bull, with male colleagues often acting together to ensure that you were leashed.
‘Well, of course we’re very professional. We are one of the best in the field.’
‘Yes sir.’
‘You let me know if you have any problems.
Ahsan and Shan had already started teasing me about Mr K’s desk perching. Shan had shared a story gleaned from an older colleague, that a pretty assistant sales manager was standard for Airways Travels.
‘So don’t start thinking you’re our equal,’ said Shan, ‘you only got the job because you don’t have as much facial hair as we do.’
When I got to work the next day I found a plush new swivel chair where my creaky one used to be. I hadn’t requisitioned it, even if I had had the authority to, which I didn’t.
‘Ah Ayesha,’ Mr K waved as he walked by, ‘hope you find that one satisfactory.’
Everyone else on the floor was studiously avoiding looking at me. With one masterly stroke, Mr K had begun to separate me from the herd I had been trying so assiduously to blend into.
I thought long and hard about what to do with my new chair. Mr Khairuddin waved me through the open door of his office before his secretary could get a word in.
‘Would you like me to close the door?’ He slammed it shut before I could answer. The thud reverberated through the floor. His closing the door suggested an intimacy between us that did not exist
‘Sit, sit. Be comfortable.’ He parked himself in his chair; arms elevated behind his head, and looked me up and down.
‘No thank you. I have that report to submit. I’ll only take a moment of your time. Thank you for upgrading my chair, but I was comfortable with the old one.’
He waved his hand towards the door. ‘You are not like them. They’re beneath you. See the chair as recognition of what makes you special, why don’t you? You should be happy you’re so appreciated.’
I bit my tongue to stop myself from telling him he was just a dirty old man and I wouldn’t let him even lick my (sensible) shoes. Whatever happened, I could no longer afford to not have a job. Adil was in his final year; Mamu’s contribution was not enough to cover his tuition and our household expenses. Ammi didn’t work and she could not claim a pension for a missing husband. My months being unemployed had been increasingly difficult for everyone. Mr Khairuddin didn’t know it yet, or maybe he recognized it from my sensible shoes, but at that point in my life I was vulnerable to all manner of infection, financial or otherwise.
*
Much like I was now. I had drifted back to the present, to my self in the hospital. Mamu and Ammi were missing, Amna Mumani was praying and blowing over me as if mystically infused carbon dioxide was going to help me wake up. But then, we all have our crutches.What was taking mine so long? If Saad showed up, maybe his presence would be strong enough to drag me out of the unpleasant memories I was recycling.
Mr K seemed to take my silence as encouragement, aiming his body at me as he spoke. ‘You should know.You’ve studied all these new management theories,’ a slight smile indicated his contempt for them, ‘one of the signs of a top manager is the ability to realize and nurture talent.You have it. I see it.’
‘My job has little to do with talent, Mr Khairuddin. It’s a standardized procedure that just needs hard work and focus to be effective. Please don’t praise me unnecessarily. I don’t like it.’
‘Most of the men out there would like it.’
‘It makes me uncomfortable.’
‘Like your new chair? You’re very fussy, Ayesha Bibi.’
I left quietly. If I made a fuss, people would attribute it to female hysteria, hypersensitivity, vanity, more reasons to keep women out of decision-making circles. How arrogant of that new chit of a girl to think she was so interesting that the boss, a family man, would jeopardize his reputation for her, haina? I could almost hear the gossip.
And he was a family man! A wife. Two kids. Teenage boy and girl. The girl went to an all girls’ school. The wife weighed in at over 200 pounds and was an acknowledged bully, having terrorized the female staff at Airways’ annual Sandspit picnic the last twelve years in a row. Perhaps since the children grew further enough from her to let her see the bigger picture.
The next day an avalanche of work began pouring onto my desk. Travel requirements, difficult agents, brochure design, trivialities that could have been competently handled by staff below me, were personally referred to me by his secretary. My work hours grew longer. For the first time in years, Adil and Ammi started eating dinner without me.
One day I looked around my deserted floor, and realized I was being waited out. Shadows pooled in corners, paper in dark cubicles whispered in the breeze from an open window, and the only light at the end of the tunnel was the band visible under Mr K’s door.



TAKE HO GAI
'90S LINGO
~
Thinking of that light now, I flipped again to the present. Would I see one when I died? Or would it be the reddish glow of the fires of hell reflected on the walls of the chute taking me straight down to it? Amna Mumani had finished praying and blowing Arabic flavoured air over me and was now taking a more practical approach to preserving my life. Covering all the angles, I thought, as she began questioning a nurse who had come by to check on me. ‘Any change? What’s the situation? Where is the doctor? When will his rounds bring him here? Have you seen other cases like this? Do they survive? Tell me honestly, in your experience, what are her chances?’
What were Mr K’s chances seemed a better question.
*
One day the band of light under the door grew to illuminate the corridor. Mr K stood framed against its radiance, a sewage puddle of a man, looking at me hunched over my desk at the other end of the floor.
‘I didn’t know any one was still here.’
Liar, I thought, but my mouth said, ‘I’m nearly done. I’ve had a lot of work in the last two weeks.’
‘Are you saying you have too much work?’
‘No, just a lot.’
‘Because, you know, if you want me to, I can assign it to someone else.You only have to say the word.’
‘No, I can manage.’
‘You know, there’s nothing wrong with asking for help.’
‘But I don’t need it.’
‘Fine. I’m sure you know what’s best for you,’ he headed towards the exit.
‘Khuda Hafiz, Mr Khairuddin.’
‘Why don’t you call me Aslam? All my friends do.’
‘Khuda Hafiz, Sir.’
‘By the way, I forgot to mention something earlier ... I want the sales forecast for the next two quarters on my desk first thing in the morning.’
He was gone, and so was all hope of making it back for at least a cup of tea with Ammi before she retired for the night in our ground-plus-nothing house in D’Silva town. Its simplicity, its classic utility, was an anomaly in the stacked shoebox architecture that sprang up around it over the years, just like we were.
The explosion came after a month of nail-biting, trouble sleeping, falling hair excessive irritability and near total aversion to food and TV. I found myself unable to find joy in anything. Not family. Not food. Not TV. Pleasure in all of the little things in which we urbanites could potentially lose ourselves in the days before people reclaimed the night was suddenly denied to me.
When I had started working at Airways, I used to feel a little tingle of pride every time I entered the office, comparing its relatively posh interior to some of the other businesses housed in the ancient Patel Court building. Now the paan spit staining every corner of the stairwell seemed to leap out at me, the cigarette butts and discarded beverage containers and food wrappers tossed carelessly into corners forced themselves upon my retinas, a chaotic display reflecting a total lack of control over my surroundings. I’d begun darting to the window that looked onto the courtyard every few minutes once it began to get dark outside, convinced I’d see an army of rats coming out in an orderly formation to march up the stairs and upon me.
I stopped saying Salaam to the chowkidar. He stopped opening the taxi door for me.
Even the city after sunset, post rush hour, its myriad fragrances, its graceful old buildings and brash new ones, its occasional wide boulevards just begging for speed, the city that had once seemed so vibrant and beautiful, so exciting and full of promise to me now seemed menacing and sordid on my way home each day. Writers and poets who had compared it to a whore were right, I would think on the commute – my head resting on the sweat-soiled seat back of the black and yellow taxi that carried me to and from work every day – it was a whore, a manmade, man-driven, man-gratifying whore.
Not that I had ever met a whore.
I even considered compromising and indulging in a little harmless flirtation just to stop the madness of the paperwork that apparently reproduced asexually and the incessantly ringing phone. The problem was, there could be no ‘harmless’ flirtation with someone like Mr K. Give him an inch and he’d think you were giving it all. So, one day, I just cracked.
The trigger was a call from a travel agent who wanted to know when PIA was going to induct those Chinese planes into its fleet. What Chinese planes? Which fleet? More importantly, how and why would I know? I supervised a team that pitched the sales of block booking seats to travel agents.That was my job. My job did not include an up-to-date inventory of aircrafts in various airlines.
He wasn’t asking about various airlines. He wanted to know about PIA. It was our national carrier, I worked at a Pakistani travel agency, and it should be of interest to me. Ah, I replied, so PIA aircraft inventory is critical to true patriotism? What an intelligent way of looking at things. He must be a really smart man, how sad that God had chosen him to waste such genius in a position as menial as that of a travel agent.
He told me I was obviously a very frustrated woman and slammed the phone down.
When I put down my headset, I noticed my hand was trembling. Life had been reduced to the cutting words of little men. It couldn’t go on.
Mr K’s door was open, as usual, when I barged in and began yelling at him. Anger gave my already loud voice extra projection, and every head on the floor was turned towards his room when I finished my diatribe on ethics, morality and odious personal philosophies.
‘My dear Ayesha Bibi,’ his tone was paternal. Hurt. Concerned. ‘Reported me for what? I hope you don’t think I ...? I mean no offence to you but ...’ He beckoned his secretary inside.
‘Rukhsana Bibi, this poor girl is very upset. Do something to calm her down. I’m going outside for a while, call me on my mobile and tell me when I can have my office back.’
On the way out he stopped and winked at Ahsan and Shan, flabbergasted at their adjacent desks.
‘Women,’ he muttered, ‘they just get so emotional sometimes.’
Rukhsana intercepted my rush towards him at the doorway and hissed, ‘Why must girls like you make such a big fuss out of little things?’
One day I would figure out what girls like me meant.
I pushed past her and headed for my desk to collect my things. There was no one to complain to, no one to call, nothing to complain about, even. Perhaps I had to learn what girls like me were after all.They were just like everyone else. It was a crude, but effective revenge. Ahsan and Shan were studiously looking elsewhere as I walked out.
The elevator felt like a coffin.



DO BACCHAY HI ACCHAY
POPULATION CONTROL CAMPAIGN SLOGAN
 THROUGH THE ’90S
~
I clawed my way back to the present, but the memory of my helplessness lingered. It magnified at the sight of my comatose body, sustained by machinery and surrounded by strangers. Even Amna Mumani, for all her loving ways and loaded breaths, wasn’t a blood relative. And wasn’t blood always thicker than water? Didn’t it protect? Didn’t it nurture? Didn’t it heal?
The truth was that it did none of those things. We thought it did because we wanted to believe it did. It did more damage than good if you thought about it rationally. It marked us. Angered us. Weakened us. No blood, however dense and viscous it might be, could have protected me from Mr K. And it was pitiful of me to have wanted to be protected.
Why, after so much water under the bridge, after so many eventful years had passed, was I dwelling on a man who for all his lecherousness had not actually harmed me in any concrete way?
It was the feeling of being incapacitated. Vulnerable. The sense of being trapped in a situation not of your making which would not get any better without losing something of yourself in the process. The position I was in now.
Chalo, I tried to cheer myself up. That time with Mr K your selfrespect was at stake, this time it’s only your life. And life is cheap.
I laughed, it sounded fake and embarrassing even to me, and Amna Mumani’s lack of response mocked my defiance for what it was, useless. Not worth registering.
But I knew something that was even more useless. Not to mention thick. Thicker than the legs of an Ent, the tomb of the Quaid and all seventy-two or however many there were senators rolled into one; my idiot brother Adil, who still had not made it to his only sister’s (possible)deathbed.
To be honest, I wasn’t surprised. He was always late.
*
Adil was born seven years after me. I was convinced he was an accident because seven years between children suggested a blunder rather than a plan. I explained it all to him when he was old enough to understand. He had thought long and hard before speaking.
‘So you’re saying it was an accident that God made me?’
‘Yes.’
‘And Ammi, Abba didn’t want me then?’
‘Exactly.’
‘Then it must be really hard for you.’ He gave me a comforting pat on the shoulder, suddenly seeming much older than his ten years.
‘Why?’
‘To know that even though I was an accident they still love me more than they love you.’
In the sound tradition of our household, Adil showed early signs of being aikdum tez kya? While I like to think that I overshadowed him, dwarfed his colourful personality with the brute strength of my own, I realized eventually that he was simply more selective. He knew how to pick his fights. I tilted at every passing windmill. My words were like the bullet-spray of an AK47, his had the sweet urgency of a soft sigh from a sniper rifle. It’s no wonder television beckoned him. Most current programming is about knowing when to cut in and score points off someone.
And where was he as I lay dying? My younger brother, my only sibling. We didn’t see much of each other any more but retained our closeness. I could not believe he wouldn’t be here if he knew. He probably didn’t. We’d run up against this ‘no communication while on a shoot’ obstacle before after one of Ammi’s myriad SOS calls. How many minutes do I put my tea in the microwave for, have you seen your father’s watch I left it on my dressing table when I went to shower, I think there’s someone in the house … Adil had been firm about putting an end to it.
‘Ammi, you have to remember that when I’m shooting, you can only call me if there’s an emergency.’
‘But I only call you when there’s an emergency.’
‘No Ammi, you call whenever you feel like it. Now you know I love to hear your voice but I get in trouble if you keep interrupting my work. Other people mind.’
‘What is there to mind if a mother calls her son?’
‘I don’t think there’s anything to mind, but other people haven’t been brought up in the same way. Things are done a little differently now.’
‘Why do all you young people like to pretend you’re goras? If you have to pick up some of their habits, why don’t you pick up the good ones, like hygiene? I mean they learnt it from us after us, and I really feel it’s time we took it back.’
‘I agree with you Ammi, but you know I’m not the boss yet. The people I work for, they’re confused. They’re rebelling against our values.’
‘Poor things.’
‘Yes, it’s very sad. But these are the people I’m working with so you have to help me get along with them, okay? Even if it means I have to follow their lead.’
‘Okay. When have I been able to refuse you anything?’
When indeed, wondered jealous me.
If I was lucky enough to be witnessing one of these nauseating exchanges, Adil often shot me a triumphant grin over her shoulder as she hugged him, as if to say, ‘watch and learn’. My clashes with my mother tended to be brief and painful. To me anyway. To her, my awkward attempts at communicating the basic office etiquette of keeping personal communications to a minimum simply underscored her belief that I was rude and ungrateful. A blot on the face of a culture nurtured and preserved for centuries despite the ridicule of upstarts like me. Adil did what he liked but told her only what she needed to know, or simply lied. I told her everything, even the harsh truth, and watched her burn.
‘You are such a polite boy,’ she’d tell him as she shelled pistachios or peeled the white scum of oranges and he munched them in all their glorious (mother-created) nakedness. ‘Who would imagine you grew up without a father?’
Ammi. Adil. Khairuddin. Amna Mumani. I was getting more agitated by the second. Too much had happened. Nothing was happening. I was practically alone. Worthless. Powerless. Nobody loved me. It would be best if I died. There would be no one to carry me to my grave. It would probably be unmarked. I was considering the chances of having to share my chute down to hell with Mr Khairuddin when Adil burst into the ward.



LOVE TO SOIL PAKISTAN
TEXT FROM CITY GOVERNMENT BANNER
 DURING CLEANLINESS WEEK IN KARACHI
~
My brother had obviously been watching Indian movie reruns on cable TV because he took one look at me and went to pieces a la forlorn South Asian hero. He sobbed. He howled, he wrung his hands. At any moment, I expected him to rip his kurta into shreds, tie it all together and hang himself from the IV pole, so great was the grief he seemed compelled to express. It was really very embarrassing, but it certainly took me out of my own misery for a bit.
What is it about our menfolk? They belittle our coping skills, mock our decision-making abilities, jibe at our emotional frailty, but when crisis time comes they just fall apart. I hadn’t expected Adil to bustle in and take charge. I would have liked it, but too many doting women (Ammi, Amna Mumani, me), had been spoiling him rotten for too long. I hadn’t expected him to dissolve into blubbering man flesh either. Amna Mumani rigid next to him seemed a rock in a river of male ineptitude.
‘Can she hear me?’ Adil asked Mumani when he could speak coherently again.
‘I hope not,’ she replied, looking vaguely disgusted. I got the distinct impression she was resisting the urge to smack him.
‘I just can’t believe this could happen to her. Ayesha was just so full of energy, so alive, you know?’
‘She still is.Alive. She’s in a coma but we all hope she’ll come out of it.’
‘But she might not?’
‘Who can know God’s will?’
‘Surely the doctors can give us some hint?’
‘Your mamu is trying to find a doctor.’
‘In a government hospital? He’s going to have a hard time. One of our shows did a special on it. It was horrible.’
I remembered that special. One of Adil’s friends had called to talk to me while doing research for it. He worked for a flashy channel on cable TV. Adil had worked for them for a while, then left because he said it was like a club for spoilt rich kids with firangi accents. He now worked for Globe. Nearly everybody did. One day all would be Globe, even if their dramas were Titanics and their anchors biased. Adil was a producer, one of their youngest at twenty-four. He was working on a standard investigative reports type show; the burning issues of the industrial city or something along those lines. I didn’t really care. I was just happy that he was happy. And that he wasn’t directing music videos for four foot pop puppets constantly pretending to be Jesus (legs spread, arms akimbo and filmed from above to create the illusion of height).
‘Has anyone tried talking to her?’
‘We’ve mostly been talking “at” her. She hasn’t responded to anything or anyone.’
Adil brushed my poor, bruised forehead with his lips. I realized he was trembling slightly.
‘Achoo …’
Before he learned to enunciate, he used to call me Achoo, like a sneeze. He’d been so very small. I was all of seven when he was brought home, a blotchy red face, body swaddled in a blanket like an exotic spring roll. Everyone hovered around him. Neighbours and relatives came to see him, bearing Johnson and Johnson newborn gift sets, or food for the rest of the family. People walked by me as if I wasn’t there.
‘You have to take him back,’ I announced to my mother, but she simply beamed down at him and turned away.
‘He’s the cleaning woman’s son,’ I told a distant relative entrusted with the task of giving me dinner in the kitchen, away from the flood of guests.
‘I don’t like babies. They cry,’ I told Mamu when he asked me if I’d held him yet.
Abba had picked me up and sat me in his lap. ‘Give her the boy,’ he directed my mother. She hesitated, but obeyed him. The spring roll suddenly rested in my arms, my father guiding me, showing me how to cradle it. The baby’s eyes were closed, his mouth worked in strange sucking motions. He mewled. I grew nervous, chubby fingers reached out and pulled my hand to his mouth, latched onto my index finger. The mewling ceased. We both rested, my new brother and I, on my father’s lap in the midst of silent company as Ammi stood next to us, tired but bright-eyed. All seemed right with the world. Maybe this baby wouldn’t be so bad after all.
‘Achoo, can you hear me? Can you hear me Achoo? If you can hear me, raise your eyebrows.’
He waited expectantly, but my eyebrows just wouldn’t cooperate.
‘Achoo your mehram gives you permission to speak.’
I knew this one. An old jibe, from the time Ammi had wanted to go for Hajj but couldn’t because there was no male relative or mehram to accompany her. Adil was too young. Mamu busy with work. Abba, well Abba was long gone. It birthed any amount of bad mehram jokes in the household, but for all the apparent jocularity it made me more angry than amused. I tried to raise my hand to slap him but it wouldn’t cooperate either.
‘That would generally get a rise out of her. If she can hear me and can’t respond she’s probably fuming,’ he explained to the horrified Amna Mumani, ‘she gets very agitated about little things. And she’s morbid.Very morbid,’ he added helpfully. ‘Oye Achoo, I hope you’re thinking positive in there!’
Ammi and Mamu bustled in and the room became crowded. I don’t know about you, I thought in the direction of my charred roommate, but I think they really need to consider putting in a couple of comfortable sofas.
*
’Any word on the doctor?’ Adil and Mumani were speaking simultaneously.
‘Saad is working on it,’ Ammi replied primly, ‘he’s outside making a few calls. I managed to track him down, no thanks to my brother.’
Saad was outside? He was here? Did I have any facial injuries? How bad did I look?
‘I’m sure Najam tried his best,’ Amna Mumani was turning out to be every bit as territorial as my mother.
‘Quite possibly. I guess you can only feel the urgency of a worried parent when you have children yourself.’
That was cruel, but not surprising. Ammi frequently used references to the couple’s childlessness as a way to tilt verbal confrontation in her favour. Nothing was sacred when it came to putting (most) other people in their place. The only people she had never crossed the line with were Adil and my father. The rest of us were fair game. My father used to say she got her acid tongue from her mother. I didn’t know if she had though; my nani died when I was four. Ammi cried for a week and then stopped. She never mentioned her mother again. Maybe I would get a chance to meet her in the afterlife and ask her. Maybe there would be a clue to Ammi’s lack of warmth for me.
But I didn’t want to waste my time thinking about dead people when Saad was outside. Why was he outside and not inside? If Ammi had appealed to him for help, she could hardly have told him it was inappropriate for him to come in. Maybe he didn’t want to come in himself, maybe he felt obligated to use his influence, to attempt to help save my life and with the favour wipe the slate clean before moving on to another office romance. Mr K, after all, was just one face of a particularly insidious predator.
Saad wasn’t like that though. I just knew he wasn’t.
And just like that, I felt powerless again.



TARZAN BAGHAIR CHADDI
GRAFFITI ON KARACHI WALL
~
Dr Fauzia came in with a well-dressed, handsome man in his mid-forties or thereabouts. With his sharply creased trousers, pinstriped white-collared shirt and designer tie, he seemed like the CEO of a Fortune 500 company. Dr Fauzia’s deference to him, however, marked him as a doctor. On their own turf, doctors tended to treat all other humans as a sub-species; not of the chosen, as it were.
‘So we’ve stabilized her, but like I told the family, there really isn’t much more we can do at this point.’
‘Yes, but we can run further diagnostics and scans in case we’ve missed something. That will give us a better idea of where we are headed.’
Dr Fauzia looked embarrassed. ‘We’re still having the same old problem with the scanner, sir. We apply for funding regularly for the parts we need but you know how difficult it is.’
‘You don’t have to call me sir, Fauzia. I’m not lecturing you right now. And I’m well aware of the state this hospital is in. That’s why I left.’
‘Actually sir, I’m surprised to see you here.’
‘That makes two of us,’ he grinned, ‘but this was a friend I couldn’t refuse.’
Amna Mumani cleared her throat and the two doctors seemed to notice them for the first time.
‘Salaam,’ she said, and a string of similar mutters came from behind her, ‘you must be the new doctor.’
‘Walaykum salaam. Actually I’m here only as a civilian, at Saad’s request I don’t practise here and I have nothing to do with this hospital, all I can share right now is my opinion.To be honest, I’m sure Dr Fauzia here is quite capable of managing on her own.’
‘Perhaps she is,’ Ammi now stood shoulder-to-shoulder with her sister-in-law, ‘but like you yourself said just now, you know how these government hospitals are.’
‘Filthy,’ Adil said, ‘My friend did a special on all the germs that float around places like this. Even the doctors interviewed recommended that in case of emergency you should rush to a private hospital rather than a government one.’ He paused. ‘He could do another one if anything happens to Ayesha.’
Since when did people in the media get so uppity?
‘And the staff doesn’t care about the patients, that wretch has been alone all this time and not once has anyone seen to her,’ Amna Mumani gestured to the next bed.
‘I had to make a fuss before Dr Fauzia came,’ Ammi radiated righteous indignation.
‘No offence to Dr Fauzia here, but staff here are paid less, maybe that’s why they’re less motivated,’ Adil said apologetically.
‘Post-op!’ Mamu had decided to make a contribution after all. Everyone looked inquiringly at him, convinced there should be more to come.
‘Er … it means post-operative care,’ he mumbled, folding his arms to hide the largest of the mango stains on his shirt.
‘Yes, it does,’ the corporate-looking doctor reluctantly dragged his eyes away from my train wreck of a family and turned to Dr Fauzia. ‘Can you help me deal with the administration on this side? I’ve started the ball rolling at the other end and I’m leaving before the new head honcho realizes I’m here.’
‘I’ll get right on it.’ She left.
‘Now,’ he turned back to my bed, ‘we are going to move her to the Agha Khan. I had to call in a lot of favours to get them to take her, so you need to cooperate with me to make this as simple as possible for everyone.’
‘You,’ he gestured to Adil, ‘go and ask Saad to arrange for an ambulance. Tell him to make sure it’s a St John’s one and not an Edhi. Edhi does wonderful work but his ambulances have only the most rudimentary gear. Maybe if people didn’t keep burning them, he’d invest in more equipment, until then they’re little better than a big car.’
Edhi, of course, was Pakistan’s answer to India’s Mother Teresa. Except he was male, Muslim and married.
‘You,’ he pointed to Mamu, ‘find out what is owed to this hospital and clear it. They won’t let her go till the money has been deposited.’
‘You two,’ Ammi and Amna Mumani stiffend, ‘call my assistant at this number. She’ll give you a list of things you need to get.’
Indicating she would do it, Mumani took the paper and nodded mutely. It was a sorry-looking army, but by God it was determined to march in step with this brave new (corporate-looking) drummer.
‘Well, what are you waiting for? Off you go to do your things.’ He waved everyone off, except for Ammi.
‘You can stay. Keep her company when I’m done. No one likes to be alone, especially not in her condition.’
‘We didn’t know if she could hear us.’ Ammi looked embarrassed, for once.
‘Let’s just assume she can.’ For the first time his tone softened, ‘My intern will accompany her in the ambulance, with one other person. I’m going back to my clinic now but someone will let me know the moment the ambulance gets in.’
‘Thank you Dr … I don’t even know your name.’
‘Ejaz Shafiq. But you can call me doctor. And Bibi … there’s one other thing you need to remember.’
‘What’s that, doctor?’
‘Sure private hospitals are better at keeping germs out, but they’re also more rigid about visitors. Only one attendant at a time is allowed, if it’s allowed at all. Everyone should take turns eating, sleeping and proceeding with your normal routine. With a case like this, you might all be in it for the long haul.’
Dr Ejaz Shafiq left and my mother and I were alone together again. She shivered suddenly, as if someone had rubbed her spine with ice; a wrinkled, frail begum in her sari. Don’t be scared Ammi, I wanted to say, it’s only me. You can’t see me, but I’m right here.
That would probably have made her even more uncomfortable. The only person my mother had ever courted being alone with was my father. And the events of 23 March 1990 had put an effective end to that.



SADA BAHAR CHALAY, DUSHMAN JALAY
BACK OF RICKSHAW
~
I was seventeen, doing my second ‘A’ levels at an all girls’ convent school. Adil was ten, in Class 5 at an all boys’ convent school. Our schools were staffed, headed and partly funded by second-generation missionaries. Sure we looked down on our Christian compatriots as far as important things like relationships, rights and privileges were concerned, but when it came to education, it was widely acknowledged that there was nothing quite like a Goan with a Master’s. And if it happened to be a White Christian, well then, where did people sign up?
Fourteen years ago my mother was beginning the battle with obesity that was to claim so much of her time and attention in the coming years. One of those women who seem capable of expressing love only through food, she had taken to sampling the many delicacies she lavished on her husband and son. She didn’t really care what I ate, or if I ate at all. I resisted all her efforts to join her in the kitchen and was aided in this by my father who, while a staunch adherent of the gastronomic hierarchy, suggested that I was destined for another kind of servitude.
‘Look at these hands,’ he exclaimed in wonder that morning, prying my fingers away from my eyes as I tried not to cry after another of Ammi’s early morning tongue-lashings. This one began from the state of my room when she came to wake me and continued, as it inevitably did, to what an abject failure I would be as a woman. Other mothers had daughters that helped them, but I appeared to have no useful purpose.
‘These hands,’ he whispered so that Ammi and Adil were excluded from our corner of the dining table, ‘are meant for greater things than scrubbing dishes. They are delicate, but they’re strong. You Ayesha, can be just about anything you want to be. Except,’ he paused and flexed my fingers thoughtfully, ‘a mechanic. These might not be long enough to unscrew certain nuts.’
‘Doesn’t matter, her nose is long enough to poke into other people’s business. Whose shadow was that under our door last night when we were talking?’ Ammi had entered quickly and stood next to Abba, her hand clamped possessively on his shoulder.
‘You weren’t talking, you were arguing.’
‘Either way. What adults do in the privacy of their rooms is their own affair. Don’t you forget that. And you,’ the hand tightened, ‘don’t put ideas into this girl’s head. She can’t think straight as it is. Too much in that head of hers might cause a short circuit no mechanic can fix.’
‘Electrical engineer, Ammi,’ Adil surfaced from his bowl of Fauji cornflakes, ‘electricians fix short circuits, not mechanics.’
‘Close enough. You all understood what I was saying. Why does everyone in this house have to be so critical all the time?’ The beast returned to its smoky lair.
‘Ignore her,’ Abbu whispered, squeezing my hand one final time before returning it to me, ‘she’s just jealous.’
He rose, picked up his reading glasses and slipped them into his breast pocket. I followed his movements with a practiced eye, alert to the slightest deviation, but the pattern was unbroken. He retrieved his coat, slung over the back of the rocking chair in the drawing room and picked up his briefcase from the corridor leading to the front door, where he always left it the night before after he had completed any work he had brought home.
‘Jahan,’ he raised his voice so Ammi would hear him above the exhaust fan, ‘I’m leaving now.’
‘But I was making you an omelette. It’ll just take me two minutes.’
‘I had a jam sandwich. That’s fine.’
‘What kind of breakfast is a jam sandwich? Just wait a minute and I’ll give you some proper food.’
‘It’s good enough for Ayesha,’ he winked at me.
But she had already turned away and disappeared back into the kitchen. My father put down his briefcase and went and ruffled Adil’s hair. Adil stiffened and was visibly outraged. I don’t bother anyone, his stiffness seemed to say, why must you people keep coming between me and my Faujis?
Ignoring his reaction, Abbu reached down and shook his hand. Then he picked up his briefcase. By the time my mother scurried out of the kitchen with a steaming plate in her hand, he was gone.
23 March 1990. My father left the house for work like any other morning. He never came back.
My mother still hasn’t forgiven him for not eating that omelette. That’s probably why she’s still searching for his grave, so she can go and throw an omelette at what’s left of his face.
*
‘You are such a brave girl, you have so much courage. Life is so hard as it is, to cling to it in your condition, fight for it like you are fighting … that takes a special kind of courage. God has blessed you, my daughter. You are making your parents proud!’ My mother’s words brought me crashing back to the present. The sympathy, the compassion, the sudden kindness, Dr Ejaz’s mild rebuke seemed to have awakened her dormant maternal instincts. Dormant in my case anyway, Adil got a daily dose of calorific love.
‘You know, don’t you, that Allah never burdens any soul with more than it can bear?’ She continued, as if she had suddenly been given an emotional laxative. ‘Your suffering, your pain, it’s all for a reason. You will be rewarded for it. For every little bit of hurt you feel now, there will be a thousand joys. The life that is poison to you now will be like Roohafza, delicious and refreshing.’ She paused, then went on, ‘Piquant, like when you add lemon to it. You will feast on the laddoos of happiness, savour the gulab jamuns of love.’ The food imagery was beginning to overpower her senses; she couldn’t keep this up for long before making a break for the nearest edible item.
‘So continue to be brave, daughter,’ she was winding up in anticipation of her own need, ‘I know you feel all alone right now. Trapped. But you’re not. People care about you. I don’t even know you but I care about you. And we are all praying for you. Now I must have tired you out. Forgive the rantings of an old woman. Be at peace. And if it seems impossible to ever again find hope in this blighted existence, remember there is always the afterlife. Men will have their houris, but we are also entitled to our Shehzada Gulfam.’
Ammi turned away from the burn victim’s bed and returned to my side.
‘Oh Ayesha,’ she sighed, experimentally pushing the canula where it dived into my supine form, ‘I’m so hungry. I should have brought some blended suji ka halwa for you.’
When I felt hate for my father, as I did now, it was largely because he’d left me all alone with her.



HUT BHOOTNI KAI!
BACK OF RICKSHAW
~
They moved me within the hour, after confirming that I could indeed breathe on my own. The ventilator I had been hooked up to, needlessly as it turned out, Adil whispered to Mamu, was a standard way to inflate a patient’s bill. A poor person who needed it might possibly have died for want of it while I was in that hospital, he continued. Was there a woman in Adil’s life, I wondered? This sudden interest in the human condition was unusual for him. He was generally more interested in the condition of the abs and biceps on the female form (boys and their magazines, useful blackmail tool for sisters).
I passed clots of humanity clinging to the walls of the ground floor passage that functioned as the hospital’s main artery as my gurney was wheeled to ambulance access. Barefoot and well shod, deodorized and odour-ridden, travel-stained and lemon fresh, they squatted in the corridors or perched awkwardly on chairs in the many consulting rooms we passed. There was a group from the interior, chattering magpies in full purdah herded by a bearded patriarch, that tried to strut to maintain their respect. But his own insecurity about saying or doing the wrong thing in the concrete jungle had effectively emasculated him; his fingers knotted and relaxed as if yearning for a sapling with which to switch his flock so he could regain some sense of power. Even the yuppie on his cellphone in the corner seemed nervous, there was just something about hospitals.
There was a couple and their son, obviously out-of-towners. Their carry-bag proclaimed that they had come straight from the bus station. The man stood protectively over his wife, huddled in a corner, a chadar enveloping her baby’s torso as she breast-fed him, rocking back and forth in a timeless rhythm.
Officious-looking men scurried up and down with files tucked under their arms, clerks or administrators, PAs bringing some big shot’s test results to one of the many doctors who consulted here. A relatively affluent looking family stood waiting for the single elevator, the hulk of a son insolently gawking at nurses whizzing by. Then the elevator doors opened and he was lost in the tide of humanity that had erupted from within. They had merely looked uncomfortable, that family, not overwhelmed. Visitors, then. In-patients’ families would surely look more grim, tense, and faintly yellow. Exposure to the reality of government hospitals did that to the most resilient of people. That’s why I rotated the destination roster of my sales team. Incessant exposure to the grind robs you of energy and passion quicker than anything else. The best sales people need those in abundant quantities if they want to rise above the commission queue at some point in the future.
A woman began to wail off to the left and people converged on her. The nursing mother covered her child completely with her chadar, as if to protect him from the truth of loss. Up ahead, Adil and Mamu moved through the door at the end of the ramp with another man. Well-dressed, barely visible since his back was to me, but I’d recognize the shape of that head anywhere. It was Saad.
Saad! I thrashed and screamed, frantic to reach him, see him respond, even be able to simply look at him, but it was like yelling into a vacuum. He moved away, out of sight.
I didn’t pay attention when they moved me to the ambulance. It was becoming harder to remain interested. How sweet it would be to lie down next to me, look deep into my own eyes, and fall asleep together.



MAIN KAISI LAG RAHI HOON?
BACK OF TAXI
~
When my father didn’t come home that night, Ammi reacted with anger. She generally did, when anything or anyone threatened to spiral out of (her) control. Anger, in her philosophy of life, was the best way to deal with pain. Fear. Loss. A missing toothbrush. It pushed away whatever happened to be pricking your bubble, and suspended you in the warm nimbus of rage. By 10 p.m., Ammi had worked herself up to the point where she called her eldest brother and said, ‘That’s it, I’ve had enough. The children and I are coming to live with you for a while. Maybe then he’ll learn to appreciate me!’
We only heard one side of the conversation, but Ammi had calmed down a little when she hung up the phone.
‘Ayesha, go bring me your father’s telephone diary. It’s in the bedside drawer.’
But it wasn’t there. It wasn’t in his cupboard drawers either, or his jacket pockets, or the locked tin where he kept his identity papers, nikahnama, or other things of value to him. In fact, the box itself was missing. My mother finally began to worry as well as fume.
‘Call your Baray Mamu and ask him to come over. Tell him to bring Najam as well. It doesn’t matter if he’s asleep.’ My younger Mamu was living with his elder brother at that point. Before that he’d lived with his parents. Now that I think about it, I don’t think he’s ever lived alone.
Ratatatatat. Tat. Ratatat. The sound from the open window was ominous. Gunfire was common in our part of town in those days, but it was also the twenty-third of March. We had learned to tell the difference between shots and firecrackers. These were gunshots. It didn’t mean there was trouble necessarily, some thick-headed, trigger-happy villager might just be celebrating. It was still ominous though, too many people had been randomly pulled from their vehicles and shot recently. But my father was an organized man, he even carried a Red Crescent blood group card with his name, address and contact information. If something had happened to him, surely we would have been notified.
When the two Mamus appeared, they brought bad news. Baray Mamu had dug up the number of an old friend of my grandmother’s whose nephew had worked with my father in the provincial government. They had both been inducted into the government at the same time, part of an ‘unofficial’ quota to demonstrate to the vocal opposition that Punjabis were not, actually, the centre of the known universe. They had both given up fairly lucrative private employment to ‘do their bit’. ‘Earn their bit more profitably,’ as Baray Mamu was fond of saying. It had been a hot topic of conversation at our table at one time, with complex explanations of socio-cultural etiquette and the reciprocal expectations of a family connection, however faint it might be. The nephew and his family were not invited to dinner after all. Ammi sulked for days, saying Abba was rejecting a possible catalyst for progress, until Abba took to spending all his waking time with us and ignoring his wife altogether, at which point Ammi decided forgiveness was the Islamic thing to do.You have to love modern Muslim thought; Islam is a complete way of life, whenever it’s convenient for you to inhabit it.
Anyway, according to Abba’s co-worker, Abba had not shown up for work that day.
‘Then something must have happened to him when he left home this morning.’ Ammi’s anger was returning to the root of anxiety from which it had sprung. ‘He might have had an accident.’
‘He always carries identification Ammi, someone would have contacted us by now.’
‘Not if they stole his wallet. You know how this city is. Dacoits, cutthroats, pickpockets. If they saw an injured man they would rob him rather than help him.’
‘Let’s not jump to conclusions,’ Mamu interjected, ‘Jahan, you have to be calm right now so we can figure out what to do.’
But Ammi had the bit firmly between her teeth now. ‘Especially if it was planned.You know they are getting people like us right now.They’re mowing us down in plain sight.’
‘Jahan, if something like that had happened, we would have known about it by now. It would be on the news.’
‘When has Karachi ever been on the news? Huh? When? It’s all the president this, or prime minister that. Seventy-five people can die in Karachi in one day and that Shaista Zaid will still pretend nothing happened. The only information they give about Karachi in the Khabarnama is the humidity level.’
‘He’s a government employee Jahan. They take care of their own.’
‘Take care of their own! You yourself have said to me it’s the government who’s behind those butchers!’
Adil was looking like he was about to burst into tears. At seventeen, I’d had a couple of years to ease into the atmosphere of persecution and mistrust that permeated the code of business of so many of our community. Adil was ten. The only thing he knew about ‘our’ people was that they liked to wear pajamas. His father was missing, and his mother was suddenly wailing about butchers.
‘Adil, do you want to watch Airwolf with me?’ I hated that show; even if that pilot had a certain squinty look working for him, he was too white for my taste. Like something uncooked.Adil nodded mutely. Stringfellow Hawk would know what to do if his father disappeared.
Hand in hand, we retreated to the small TV lounge. He fell right into the ridiculous plot. Terrorists. Bad guys. Pretty women. A helicopter gunship that lived in a mountain, it was all so unreal. I preferred McGyver myself. Over the clatter of Airwolf’s guns, I could hear high-pitched dialogue exploding from Ammi’s lips like the rounds of an assault rifle.
‘What about the Pathans then? It must have been that crowd on the hill, you know they’ve wanted this property for years. Just last year they smashed our windshield and threatened to kidnap our children if we didn’t sell. It must have been them.’
So that’s what happened to our aged Mazda. We had been told the standard story of boys and balls.
No one was supposed to live on the low hills that circled Hussain D’Silva town, but the number of lights winking in the darkness above us on a moonlit night had been steadily increasing for some time. Some of the Christian residents had begun to leave already, in some cases moving out of the country altogether.
‘You be careful of yourself, child. Don’t walk alone on the street anymore, you hear? These savages don’t respect anyone or anything,’ kindly old Mrs Pereira had pinched my cheek as she spoke, ‘and a young girl as pretty as you … well, never mind.Times are changing, is all I’m saying.’
The Pathans as a corrosive tide lapping hungrily at the edges of our town; there were others who subscribed to Mrs Pereira’s line of thought.



BURI NAZAR WALAY TERAY BACCHAY JIYAIN,
 BARAY HO KAR TERA KHOON PIYAIN
BACK OF BUS
~
The orderly in the St John’s ambulance was a Pathan. Zarin Khan, the nameplate read. He looked uncomfortable in the white trousers and the short-sleeved shirt, with the classic fairness of skin, high cheekbones and light eyes that make so many Pathans look like a movie version of Jesus. His eyes were kind. Despite my mother’s rabidity towards all things and people ‘tribal’, I had known too many of ‘them’ after Abba disappeared to buy completely into her prejudice anymore. Sure, I blamed the Afghan Pashtun for bringing drugs and ammunition to Karachi, but I didn’t see a whole lot of other ethnicities marching beneath the peace banner either. Motorcycle murders, sociopathic law enforcers, the hathora gang, torture chambers, drilling through kneecaps, there had always been violence in the city. That was just the nature of the beast. And all those fossils who moaned about how ‘things used to be different’ and ‘you know the water came all the way to the bridge’ just couldn’t bend their tired minds around the thought of the town growing into the city. But that’s always been our attitude towards the maturing of something we loved. Stop it now! Control, that’s what it was all about.
Zarin Khan settled himself back into a corner after fiddling with the collar placed around my neck for the journey. How appropriate. All I needed now was a leash, and I would be Saad’s faithful little mongrel bitch, just like Ammi said I was.
Zarin left room for Adil to sit by me.
‘Ammi couldn’t come with you, her knees,’ he explained helpfully to my closed eyes. ‘She wanted to though,’ he added.
How sweet. Mummy’s little favourite comforting the underdog. But then Adil did display flashes of sensitivity every once in a while, perhaps gleaned from an adolescence spent mostly around women. Like Saad, whose extraordinary level of sensitivity (for an Asian man) became understandable once I realized just how much of a mummy’s boy he was. I’d never met his mother; Clue 7 to why we had that fight this morning. And indirectly, why I went head-first through my windshield. I hated her already.
The ambulance came to a halt at a traffic light. I wished the driver would turn the siren off. It was giving me a headache and no driver moved aside for it anyway, not since those horns with fire, police and ambulance siren settings had started flooding the market. Adil looked pained and kept glancing out of the window as if willing the traffic that enveloped us to move. The FTC loomed through the windows on my right. I realized I was back at the scene of my accident. Was there still coloured glass left by the side of the road from my lights? The devil’s car lights? Dear Allah Mian, let me at least have done some superficial damage to his car. And what had happened to my car? Was it a candidate for the yearly safety campaign?
I’d always loved the rationale behind the campaign, in which the decimated hulks of cars totalled due to rash driving were displayed at roundabouts around the city. It was so reflective of our attitude to mistakes, from big ones to the slightest ones. Mess up and the only function left you is to be a lesson to others. And as an avid student of destruction, like any modern urbanite, I loved the wrecks themselves. The structural damage done to the cars and occasional bikes they chose was immense, guaranteed to immediately inspire the question of, ‘would anyone survive that?’
My car could be a candidate, I reflected. It could be up there with all the other mangled and twisted metal. I was really quite excited about my potential brush with fame.
I decided I liked thinking about fame and victory and destruction better than I liked thinking about my accident or my father. Or Saad. Actually, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be thinking at all. Maybe praying would be a better idea.When had I last prayed? I looked to the single spire rising from FTC’s domed mosque for inspiration, but all I drew from it was fodder for my patriarchal architecture theory. Do Talwar.Teen Talwar. Tower. Phallic symbols enshrined as public monuments, concrete and metal testimonials to the quest for a permanent erection so many of our men seemed sworn to. If I did pray after all, I was going to pray for an end to this worship of trivial male ideals.
Who was I kidding? Dying would be the only way I could conceivably escape from the reality of being a woman here.We did most of the work at home, excelled at whatever professions we entered, consistently outperformed men in most academic fields where we were ‘allowed’ participation, yet my gender was as casually dismissed as a servant after a massage.
The irony was, I had never been closer to the local female ideal as I was now. In a coma, reduced to the sum of my biological functions, with none of the inconvenient audible interference of the brain or the ego, I was THE perfect woman. Pretty. Pliant. Docile. Accepting. If I could figure out a way to occasionally move my limbs and crack a grimace of a smile they’re be a line of men stretching around the block eager to marry me.
Why did every avenue of thought I explored end in a morass of negativity? I wondered what had happened to the burn victim. Her husband had probably set her on fire, with the help of his mother. One held her down as the other poured, watched side by side as she burned. Dangerous people, these mummy’s boys. And of course, these mummys. Insane, almost. Or in my case, really. But I didn’t want to think about my mother’s mental health or lack thereof at that point.
The ambulance moved forward, or rather inched forward. Traffic on Karachi’s busiest thoroughfares was heavy at all times except late night or iftar time in Ramadan, and we seemed to have hit rush hour. The siren wailed above us, and I wished again the driver would turn it off. What if someone got irritated and decided to set fire to the ambulance? Like the time during the last anti-war protest when the crowd got particularly feisty and set fire to ambulances and then pelted the incoming fire trucks with stones? We didn’t have the courage to pelt the motorcades that condemned us to wilting in the hot summer sun, but we had no issues picking on the people who were trying to help us. It was the lead in the air, I decided, and in the water. It had made us all crazy. Crazy.
I chose to ignore the fact that Ammi appeared to have been certifiably insane way before she imbibed enough Karachi water or breathed enough of its air for the city to accept the blame like the passive whore that it was.
Did I already mention that I’ve never met a whore?



ALLAH AAP KI JORI SALAMAT RAKHAY
POPULAR BEGGAR LINE
~
Every Saturday my mother did the rounds of graveyards. Since the early nineties, she had visited every graveyard in Karachi several times over, except of course the Parsi tower of the dead. Or was it tower of silence? I had no clue.Who cared about the Parsis since they’d all moved abroad and stopped investing in quality education and healthcare for the general populace? Not I. Give me an Agha Khani any day, they were just so … so … polite. I’d heard a rumour once that the Parsi colony used to have a sign that said ‘no dogs or Muslims’. Good for them.
She’d even done a round of Gora Qabristan, right next to where I had had my accident. Armed only with a photograph of my father, his name, and the will to find him, she must have spoken to every burier of bones and guardian of the dead in the city. Her husband, she became convinced after the umpteenth fruitless cemetery visit, had been murdered and his body dumped.
The police did little to discourage her interpretation and could offer no plausible alternative. One particularly heinous sub-inspector rewarded us for fifteen cups of extra sweet tea and a fifty-rupee note per visit by suggesting my father’s corpse probably rotted in an unmarked grave. Devoid of any form of identification, when and if his remains had been discovered they would have been handed over to some foundation or the other for burial. They were the ones who did that sort of thing.
When one cemetery visit turned into two and two into three and it eventually became apparent that Ammi had become a cemetery addict, I was embarrassed. Embarrassed by her need to know. It seemed vulgar, obscene, uncalled for. Why couldn’t she just accept and mourn like a normal person? It was months before I could think about her behaviour without getting agitated, and years before I could talk about it with anyone other than Adil. Since I’d spent most of my life watching people react with disapproval to who I was, I was miserly with information. That changed a little when Saad came along.
It came up in a roundabout way. Saad and I had fallen into the rhythm of long drives after work, spending the little time we had before I had to be home chatting about society, politics, this and that, all the silly things two emotionally constipated people used to disguise how they actually felt about each other. That day we’d been talking about Edhi.
‘If Edhi stood for election, he’d be a shoo in,’ Saad had said as part of his proposal that in the next election, if there ever was one, everyone who’d ever stood for parliament in the past be automatically disqualified and incentive to run offered to anyone who’d ever displayed leadership qualities in tandem with an utter and complete lack of ambition.We enjoyed talking about politics. We inevitably disagreed. Disagreement was exciting. It made us tingly, aware of each other in a strangely physical way. Maybe it wasn’t so strange or unfamiliar to Saad, he’d been to college abroad after all, and we all knew what gori women were like, but it was definitely strange to me. I hid my response behind argument, as I usually did.
‘He would never stand for elections,’ I’d replied, ‘he’s a humanitarian. Why would he enter that one arena that will finally make him lose all respect for humanity?’
‘You see it as respect?’ Saad mused, ‘Don’t you think it’s just a little contemptuous, the way his foundation has almost become a secret government? Always trying to fix our problems, help people, do the real government’s job so we never have quite enough reason to get mad to the point where we demand change.’
‘Now that I think about it, you’re right. How dare he try to fix our problems and help people? Ignorant, mean Edhi. They should send him to one of his houses immediately.’ Saad’s theory seemed to have a couple of holes in it.
‘I wasn’t being flippant,’ he looked wounded, ‘I just really wonder whether there will truly be any deep social change till we have a state of complete anarchy and people finally say “enough, good governance now or else’’!’
‘You seem to have missed one little point when formalizing your analysis, which is perfectly understandable since you live in the bubble of the privileged.’
‘What’s that Ms Oh-I-Don’t-Live-In-Defence?’ Saad was nettled by my suggestion that he was one of the idle rich. ‘How can you say that?’ he would moan, ‘you of all people know how hard I have to work.’
And he did have to work quite hard, but I had struggled enough to enjoy his discomfiture. At the end of the day, he had never had to worry about utility bills, providing for his aged mother and ensuring his younger brother had the best education possible. We’d never had to significantly worry about housing because when my parents had moved from India, Nana had sent them the money he had got from selling his property there to buy the house in D’Silva Town, but that was really the only thing we’d never had to worry significantly about. And sometimes when the neighbourhood flared into ethnic conflict, we had to up the housing worry from not-significant to very-significant. Saad had always had options, a fact I was all too happy to remind him of.
‘You’ve missed the fact that there is near total anarchy. I know you know that Karachi is a lawless place, but I don’t think you’ve really experienced it. No one had to teach you that if you get burgled, don’t waste your time on the police because they probably did it. If someone sends you a book from abroad, the post office will sell it and you’ll see it at the Frere Hall book bazaar. Remember, KESC is your enemy, and never, ever stop the car for that poor kid with the spilled fruit or the mother with the heavily bandaged baby because it’s a scam and the red blood is actually Mercurochrome.’
He didn’t respond. Was it possible that I was boring him? I asked if I was, hating myself for asking.
‘No, you’re not boring me, I’m just not sure this is worth talking about.’
‘I wasn’t aware there was a standard of conversation to which we had to conform. I thought we just liked to talk to each other. Is there a helpful pamphlet I can read to get a better idea of these rules, or should I just wing it?’
‘You really shouldn’t take everything so personally, you know, what’s the point of getting so worked up about the little things?’
‘So worked up? It’s not as if I was yelling.’
‘You are now,’ he said primly.
Sometimes I wanted to slap his well-bred, hair-free face. Shake him out of what I considered complacency and he considered peace of mind. Drag him down to where the rest of us thrashed in pointless exertion against crooked games. I retreated into silence.
‘So Najma and Babar really liked you.’ We’d had dinner with his friends the night before. ‘They think you’re interesting.’
What an interesting word; interesting. What did it mean? Najma and Babar were old friends of his. Throughout dinner, Chinese at the Avari since I refused to waste another fifteen minutes battling traffic on the way to Zamzama, I’d felt they were judging me, leaning into me with their bland, stylized personas, as if they couldn’t decide which was fishier, the entrée or me. Several times over the course of the rather heated conversation (they thought an Islamic revolution was coming – I thought Jewish and Christian fundamentalists were bringing it) I’d thought Najma was trying to get a look at my shoes. My sensible, flat, all terrain shoes. She herself sported strapped, chic stilettos, ideal for climbing the marble staircases on which she was probably draped regularly. Aargh. I was probably just imagining it.
‘They said you were pretty too.’
‘Should I be flattered?’
‘Yes.’
‘Because I’m interesting or because I’m pretty?’
‘Mainly the first, but also the second.’
‘What about you?’
‘What about me?’
‘Do you like me because I’m pretty or because I’m interesting?’
‘Don’t ask silly questions. This car is a silly question free zone.’
‘No really I want to know, why do you like me? Is it the pretty or the interesting that makes you call me at night?’
‘Neither, it’s the sexy sound of your younger brother’s hello.’
I grinned. He grinned. I wished we could be stupid together for a long time.
‘Mainly the first but also the second,’ he continued, ‘no, mainly the second, but also the first No, no, an equal influence of both reasons.’
‘You’re a coward.’
‘Who wouldn’t be afraid of you?’ The coup de grace was delivered with a loving smile. Despite myself, I was delighted to have a sparring partner who could keep me guessing. Time to reclaim the pole position though … by changing tracks altogether.
‘Saad …’
‘Huh?’
‘Ammi thinks Abba was buried by the Edhi foundation.They handle all the unclaimed bodies. The bodies are photographed from the neck up, assigned a number, and buried in an unmarked grave.They have two massive graveyards full of unclaimed bodies. The graves have tin plates with the numbers on them. There’s an album, many albums actually, with the photos and numbers. If you’re looking for someone, that’s where you have to go.’
He reached out and squeezed my hand. 
‘In this light you look just like Adil.’ 
‘Are you sure you aren’t a Pathan?’



NICE GIRLS DON’T SHAVE
TAGLINE TO ’90S AD FOR HAIR REMOVAL CREAM
~
Another halt. Another traffic jam. All the main roads were clogged with cars, motorcycles, buses, rickshaws and donkey carts. Clogged was the right word. If roads were a city’s arteries, Karachi’s arteries had a minimum of 98 per cent blockage. An emergency bypass, or two, was required, depending on how much money the patient could conjure up. And that was the story of the Lyari Expressway and the Northern Bypass for you.
I supposed I should be grateful that whatever force was keeping me tied to my body had mercifully cut the cord of actual physical sensation. I was growing more depressed by the second, but at least my broken body wasn’t feeling the pain of jolts from the bumps in whichever road we were now on. It had rained recently, and in parts of Karachi, even where affluence tended to serve as a crude but effective sunscreen, the drops had flayed the tar skin to reveal the stone bones underneath.
It seemed terribly important that I tell someone the weather now followed a 7-day cycle imposed by humans, it being more likely to rain on the weekend than a weekday. It seemed as important as anything else on my mind at that moment. Drifting slowly but inexorably towards mental dissipation, I clutched at the nearest solid object, which happened to be Adil.
*
By the time he moved to middle school, Ammi had decided to withdraw Adil from the all boys’ convent because she said he’d begun behaving strangely and the school must be doing things to his head. Where else would he have found inspiration for hiding on the roof and locking the door so his own mother couldn’t get in? Strange indeed. Hoping the attempt to put some distance between himself and his mother was an aberration on his part, she put him in a public school with a slightly more diverse student body. As it turned out, the move was very good for Adil and opened the door to a new, delightful kind of strangeness previously not experienced in our household.
Everyone wanted to be a VJ or an anchor or a producer now that the mushrooming of private channels made it a viable profession, but when Adil first displayed an interest in production, PTV was the only channel on local television. He might have slipped right into the pre-set career trajectory with a minimum of fuss if it hadn’t been for the film club at his new school. Because of the aforementioned diversity of economic backgrounds of his fellow students, the members of the film club feasted on all manner of cine and tele tidbits, courtesy of a rented VCR and battered but hardy VHS tapes. Adil loved photography (there was a photography club too), detested sport, excelled at art and remained definitely mediocre in math, his father’s principal skill according to Ammi. Once it became apparent that he thought of films and photography as more than a hobby, Ammi conveniently forgot all the justifications for a ‘practical’ education she had used to bludgeon me into doing a BSc and calmly accepted her only son’s ‘Sufi soul’.
‘Sufi soul? What happened to “if it doesn’t have numbers, it doesn’t have a future?”’
‘That was different. You were different. It’s all about temperament.’
‘You keep telling me I’m angry and hypersensitive and Adil is calm and rational. Doesn’t that mean I’m the one with the artistic temperament?’
‘No, it means you are the one with the bottomless need for attention and Adil is the one who understands he shouldn’t waste his busy mother’s time with childish demands.’
That was true. He didn’t, but only because his every need was anticipated and fulfilled before it was even realized. Me, I had to struggle, even if I was the primary breadwinner, the sole breadwinner in fact, till the time Adil graduated and got a job and began contributing as well. If this was the respect the sole breadwinner got, no wonder my father left home one day and never came back. I often felt like doing that myself, and stopped myself only because I knew my mother would never step in to take my place.
My mother’s aversion to working outside the house came from more than laziness or buses plagued with lecherous men. She had come, she was fond of telling us, from a moneyed family in Hyderabad. She was raised to be a homemaker. It was the ultimate responsibility, an honour and a privilege; even her education was simply meant to add value to the home she created by making her a better mother and a better informed wife capable of witty repartee and intellectual conversation with her husband. It had always been like that for the women of her family.
And what about me, Ammi, I would think, what about this particular woman of your family?
She was overly fond of endless verbal re-runs of the time the ghaddar Indian government invaded and annexed her beloved state after it expressed a preference for independence. ‘All the well-off people left,’ she would say, ‘all those who could anyway.’
‘What do you mean “could?”’ Adil often fell asleep during her trips into nostalgia, but despite the fact that I knew what she would say before she said it, I used to let Ammi tell her tale as many times as she wanted. At least she wasn’t yelling at me.
‘Those with aged, ailing parents stayed behind to look after them, naturally. And those who had no money or means for the journey stayed too.’
‘So only the rich and the orphans left?’
‘Not only the rich, you silly girl, wealthy in another sense. The artists, the intellectuals, the highly-educated, people like that cannot abide overlords.’
I’d bite back the comments about local intelligentsia that came to mind and nudge her on.
‘What about the British then?’
‘That was different. Why must you ask so many questions? Anyway, your nana was a very learned man. He raised us himself after your nani passed away, bless her soul. He used to take us to college with him. I would sit in his classroom while he lectured. He was head of the history department, you know. He used to have such interesting visitors in his study sometimes. They would talk about politics, Gandhiji, Jinnah Sahib, it was a pleasure just hearing them talk. I made tea for his guests sometimes, using the burners in the chemistry department.’
‘You make good tea.’
‘Yes I do. Practice, you know. Your father also loved my tea.’
It was a pity, I’d think, that he didn’t love you.



BUS PYAR CHAHIYAY
BACK OF RICKSHAW
~
It was hard to love my mother. I loved her, she was my mother, but I frequently wished she wasn’t. When I was a kid, I would wish the cleaning woman was my mother. She was kind to me. It was different for Adil, she spoilt him and considered his mere existence a tribute to the perfection and greatness of God. It was like she’d sublimated the sense of inferiority that was her entitlement in a patriarchal culture in a sort of giddy worship of the male she’d given birth to. Her worth, her self, her daughter, none of it mattered next to the near flawless (to presume utter flawlessness would be to blaspheme of course) male being that had sprung from her loins. It was that which defined her. It was that which sustained her.
I, on the other hand, was a perpetual work in progress, in my mother’s eyes; a gaudy, ungainly canvas badly in need of some masterstrokes. Was her disdain for me a manifestation of her self image? Her shaky mental state? Did her phobias and obsessions merit a deeper examination? For a long time I simply thought of her as odd. I should have been smarter.
When my mother ventured out of the house to visit graveyards she would take with her one small brocade purse of saunf, one small water bottle with boiled, cooled water and a diary in which she kept a record of her search for my father’s remains. It was an entirely pointless search. The city killed people as fast as it bred them. Car, bus and train accidents, disease, addiction, starvation, murder, suicide, fire, gang wars, police encounters, every day the pavements belched forth more corpses.
The government had given up trying to cope with unclaimed bodies a while ago and turned a blind eye to the graveyards bursting at the seams and the hospital morgues overflowing into hallways. And private enterprise showed no interest in picking up the slack. Independent foundations and welfare trusts began picking up the unidentified remains and keeping them in cold storage, but only for a few days. The turnover was so high, the heat so unforgiving, that the quicker they were buried, the better. Most of the unclaimed bodies used to be buried at the Mewa Shah graveyard, but when the earth began to spit them back up without the catalysts of rain or quake (Karachi is on a fault-line, you know), they began using the Mochko graveyard instead. The procedure was the same for all corpses, victim or aggressor. Wash. Wrap in shroud after photographing face and assigning number. Put in ground. Place the plate bearing number to mark site. Stick photo and number in the album of the forgotten. The same tired maulvi presiding over each burial. Was he paid by the hour or the body, were the photographs Polaroids or part of a roll of film? These were the questions I wanted to ask my mother after each excursion, but never did. My interest, I knew, would somehow make her quest profane.
The Mochko site alone kept my mother occupied for nearly a year. There were so many albums. New ones were constantly being added.There was no system, she would complain, of keeping track of which album she had already been over. Sometimes she would be halfway through an album and she would recognize a face and realize she had already been over that one. She couldn’t do more than one album a week, it was too horrible, all those pictures of dead people.
‘Why don’t you go chronologically?’ Adil had suggested once, ‘just clear them year by year.’
‘But they’re not stacked that way,’ she’d reply. ‘The current ones are in a pile in the front room but the old ones are just jammed together in a store at the back in no particular order. The keeper says if the family hasn’t shown up to check in three months, chances are they’ll never show up.’
‘Well there must be some way you can mark them. Make a dot on the corner or something,’ I’d suggested, wanting to save her some of the exhaustion of this ritual.
‘How can you say that? You have no respect for the dead.’
And there was my place in her hierarchy of esteem, right at the bottom beneath the piles of faceless, dead people. We should have been friends, comrades, partners in sufferance but sometimes she seemed to hate me. Was it me, or was it simply the need to oppress someone the way she felt she had been oppressed?
I went through it, and so should you! The classic Pakistani mother-daughter relationship in a nutshell.



CHAL DIL MERAY, CHOR YEH PHERAY, DUNIYA JHOOTI, LOG LOOTERAY
LYRICS OF ALI ZAFAR SONG
~
We were stationary again. Had we moved at all since the last stop? If I remained like this, comatose, would I spend all my time thinking about the past? It was logical, it wasn’t as if I had much of a future. Then again, had I had one before? And where was God in all of this? I felt I should be thinking of Him more, but then I felt, well, I didn’t really want to be thinking about Him and if I pretended to He’d know because He was omnipotent and and … God was just confusing. Best left to people able to think only in black and white. Good. Bad. Muslim. Non-Muslim. Lots of lip service, little practical application.
Take the whole graveyard angle. Now that I might shortly have to be deposited in the earth myself the state of the city’s cemeteries was nagging at me. There was a chronic shortage of space, and little or no planning for the future. For all our talk of the afterlife, no one seemed to understand that they were going to have to die first. And death meant bodies. And bodies meant burial. And burial meant (hopefully) graves deep enough to prevent bones floating into nallahs when it rained and graveyards pleasant enough to encourage the odd visit from a visitor or two. The problem was, and it was the thought of the shaadi halls the ambulance would be passing if it continued on its route that reminded me of an argument I frequently had with Saad, the problem was that people needed to understand that death was a business. Just like weddings.
One of our favourite drives took us past the row of brightly lit shaadi halls that lined both sides of one of Karachi’s most congested roads.The shaadi halls in that particular neighbourhood made for a queer juxtaposition of the sublime and ridiculous.They all featured the same basic ground plus one construction. There was a lawn.There was a hall.There was a stage.There was a buffet. And there were chairs.The personal touch, the little bit of magic that made each hall unique, was in the giant neon/freon billboard/sculpture that fronted each ‘marriage garden’. In the beginning there had probably been competing flowers arrangements at the entrance, but now the line of halls sought to outdo each other on a totally different level. Saad and I must have driven that route a hundred times, each time finding new amusement in some fluorescent interpretation of love.
A neon-red rose reared triumphantly to the sky, its height signalling a cocky defiance to the concrete which framed it. I could grow anywhere, it bellowed to passers by, I could be in any one of you suckers right now!
Then there was the pale green rocket poised for takeoff, presumably to carry the new couple off to colonize unexplored galaxies through ceaseless propagation. There was a cubist abstraction of multi-hued geometric shapes. A glowing ball that might have been a disco strobe or the meteor that killed the dinosaurs.A giant chicken with one dark eye, a sad (and I liked to think deliberate) reminder of the havoc wreaked on its master’s livelihood by the government’s ‘Yes/No’ pact with the frugal marriage lobby; too much army good, too much qorma bad – one dish for all and no one gets injured in the stampede to the food.
For someone from Machhar colony, this was probably high art. Sophisticated romance. The perfect platform from which to launch what would probably be a very messy, very expensive journey.The halls could accommodate guests that average middle-class homes couldn’t, the women didn’t have to cook, and no one had to clean up afterwards.
Theoretically, I had posited to Saad, since we’re all devout Muslims, we should all get married in mosques.
‘Hey Ashoo, you know with that collar you look sort of like that European Queen there was a picture of in my history textbook in school. What was her name … Marie Claire? Marie Biscuit? Marc Anthony! Marie Anthony I think. God what is taking this so long!’ Adil turned to confer with the orderly and the intern and driver up front.
‘Some bigshot’s in Karachi so they’ve closed a lot of the main roads,’ Adil was considerate enough to share with my comatose form, maybe I didn’t give him enough credit sometimes, ‘I wish we could all get out and put your bigwig deterrent plan into action.’
The bigwig deterrent plan was born of one too many hours spent waiting in a mile-long line at a traffic light as roads were cleared for the imminent passing of the president or prime minister or whichever parasite happened to be in town. It proposed, and it was rough because like all my plans it was conceived, mulled over and verbalized in under ten seconds, it proposed that all the drivers in the line press down on their horns at the exact moment the motorcade was passing. After rolling up their windows first. In the second version, the front line of drivers also pelted the passing motorcade with eggs, rotten fruit, and beggars (if any of the ones that were inevitably around were light enough to toss). That way, the plan theorized, the parasites would learn to avoid the city’s roads altogether and simply fly from place to place in helicopters or, ideally, be shot from place to place via cannons. No real politician, and they were all real politicians or aspiring real politicians or they wouldn’t be playing the dirty game in the first place, no real politician would willingly, repeatedly expose himself to evidence of public dislike. Their egos couldn’t take it.That’s why they surrounded themselves with yes men, they needed to feel liked.
I had shared that plan with Saad too. He’d suggested a simpler, more humane way to register disapproval was to write a letter to the editor. He had no issues with the horn blowing or the beggar tossing, but he felt throwing eggs was just not right, people starved to death in Karachi.
He was just such a nice boy, I’d thought. Possibly the first Pakistani man I knew who didn’t seem the least bit perturbed that I had emotions or opinions as strong as I did.
If I ever did marry Saad, I thought wistfully as the ambulance lurched into motion, I mean if he ever asked me to marry him, that is if I ever saw him again, maybe we’d check if the giant one-eyed chicken was free for the evening …
It was a big ‘if’ though. Especially considering his reaction when I’d popped the question that morning. There are relationships that thrive on conflict, and relationships that celebrate calm; relationships that nurture the spirit of compromise and relationships that inflame passion. Saad and I had none of the above. What we did have, we almost never discussed. That we felt deeply for each other was recognized, acknowledged, even flaunted for shock value occasionally, but where we were headed (if in fact we weren’t simply jogging on the same spot, as my mother had suggested that morning), was never talked about.
That first time I had agreed to have tea with him at the dhaba down the road from our office, Saad had been nervous. It was easy to think of people who had travelled or lived abroad as suave, urbane, somehow more jaded about things like dating than someone who had lived in this big old village of fourteen million people all her life, but the practiced charm I’d expected was missing that first day. He even spilt some tea on my shirt as he passed one of the tiny, chipped cups to me. I covered the awkward moment by launching into a diatribe on how sexist it was that the waiter had come to his side of the car instead of to both like he’d done for the car next to us. Saad timidly suggested it was out of respect for me. I wondered where the respect was when the same waiter was ogling schoolgirls passing down the road. But it was too early for me to be making a long, passionate speech about sexism, so I asked him if he’d deliberately spilt tea on me instead.
‘Were you marking your territory?’
He turned an endearing shade of crimson and muttered something about defective cups, then began talking rapidly about the superiority of Kashmiri chai over the common shelf variety. Later, months, later, that M.O. remained constant whenever I probed, delicately of course, into the exact nature of the relationship we obviously had. Stutter. Stammer. Change the subject. I never wanted to push it. Not initially anyway, I was content to simply let things grow at their own pace. It didn’t concern me one way or the other whether he was a ‘catch’.
That Saad was a catch was brought repeatedly to my attention by female co-workers. The other women at the factory, most of them secretaries, had never liked me much in the first place. The feeling was mutual. Excluded from their little club because I made no attempt to hide my disinterest in the things which preoccupied them (clothes, jewellery, marriage, gossip), I didn’t really care how arrogant they thought I was. But, in the great tradition of women, we all practised an overt, saccharine, civility. When it became common knowledge that Saad and I were an item though, it became apparent that I had inadvertently crossed a line. One or two who had initially responded positively to my clumsy overtures and even had lunch with me, suddenly were always ‘very busy’. Was it jealousy? Did they think I was after the boss’s son and associating with me might tarnish their precious reputations? A reputation was all a girl had after all. Would they be nicer if I went up to their table one day and said, ‘look, he’s the one who’s chasing me.’
Probably not, I had decided. They would interpret it as further evidence of my superiority complex.
Since I was ultimately left with no other eating companion option, Saad and I began having lunch together nearly every day. For me, a brown bread, cheese slice and tomato sandwich, or a shami kabab and paratha brought from home. For him, whatever was on the cafeteria menu. Talk about courting gastro-intestinal disaster.
‘You don’t understand,’ he managed between spooning shit-coloured haleem into his face after I had mentioned it got that consistency because of the cotton wool they put in it, ‘how much I missed this food when I was in college.’
‘You didn’t like American food?’
‘There is no such thing as American food. Chinese food. Japanese food. Thai, Mexican, Indian, Greek, even Polish food, it’s all available there, but it’s hard to like anything that can be called uniquely American.Though I guess if the portions are big and the taste is bland, it’s American.’
‘Big and bland, that certainly sounds American.’
‘You’ve never been to America have you?’
‘No.’
‘It has its moments.’
‘I’m sure. I’ve actually been thinking, America should change its name to America Khan.’
‘Why?’
‘Well it’s been acting a lot like an akhrot. If America were a Pakistani, it would be a Pathan don’t you think?’
He gave me a long considering look, then grinned.
‘This haleem is too good to allow me to address deep thoughts like that. I missed haleem especially.’
‘But you’ve been back for years. Don’t you get desi food at home?’
‘Are you kidding? You think my mother could serve curry to her coffee-party friends? It’s all salads and pate, truffles and quiche, that sort of thing.’
I had no idea what quiche was, or pate. I thought he couldn’t say ‘patty’ properly and was considering why someone with exposure to so many cultures and languages couldn’t pronounce it right when he glanced at my face.
‘You don’t know what quiche or pate is?’
‘No.’
‘Do you know what escargot is?’
‘Snails, aren’t they?’ I remembered a long descriptive passage in some novel or the other, scavenged from the secondhand booksellers at Khori gardens in the vain hopes of learning something useful about sex – given that there was little chance of learning anything from Ammi about it. Or had I read about escargot in the condensed book feature in the Readers’ Digest that we seemed to have a perpetual subscription to? Books. Magazines. Papers. In Urdu and English. That was one thing there had never been a shortage of in our house. That and argument. That was why both Adil and I were fluently bilingual, and fluently argumentative, but there was a slight difference between understanding a word on a page and recognizing it when you heard it.
‘Tukhumbalanga?’
Now that was much easier. ‘Yes.’
‘Kacchaloo? Tamatar Cut? Khagina?’
‘Everyone knows what those are. Why are you grinning like a monkey at a traffic light?’
‘Because it’s such a relief to be with someone who isn’t obsessed with being something she is not.’
‘Patty eaters murdabad!’
‘Pate eaters murdabad!’
‘What do you mean “be with?”’ I asked casually, though my fingers were drumming on my thigh under the table.
‘You know, spend time with,’ his answer was also a study in casualness, and his grip on his spoon was firm.
I dropped it. We talked about silly women who believed in urban legends like cotton wool in the haleem, and fundos with HIV infected needles lurking in shopping malls.
We were happy just being together. Why did I listen to my mother that morning? Why did I let her push me over the line he had drawn right at the beginning?



ALLAH KA KARAM HAI, BIRYANI GARAM HAI
SIGN ON BIRYANI VENDOR’S CART IN SADDAR
~
That marriage wasn’t all it was cut out to be, that it was certainly not deserving of the mass hysteria it seemed to provoke in Pakistani women seemed fairly evident to me quite early in life. My parents were married, and look what it did to the love they’d once presumably had for each other.
Some women said marriage was a good idea because of the financial and emotional security guaranteed through the ‘protector and provider’. That didn’t make sense for a woman like me who had provided her own financial and emotional security pretty much as soon as she was able to. And it didn’t make sense for others like me. Oh I knew there were others. It was a big city. A big, expensive city. One income was no longer enough. And it seemed to me the balance was fundamentally off because a lot of men expected their wives to go on working after marriage but also cease and desist from showing other signs of the independence that a long time in the work place would inculcate in anyone.
Then there were men who didn’t work at all but let their wives and daughters work and lived off their earnings, quashing any objections with a raised hand and the very convenient ‘but I’m the MAN’.
Then again, Amna Mumani and Chotay Mamu seemed to do okay. The thing was, who knew how things really were in a relationship but the two people in a relationship? Marriage saved my Mamu from a lifetime spent under the domination of his sister, but it might have translated into a lifetime spent under the domination of his wife. He seemed happy though. Maybe he just liked being dominated.
Still, I thought it was tragic the way so many of the girls I’d known in college had seen marriage as their ticket out of the dictatorial presence of conservative parents and into the (presumably) liberal benevolence of partners who would give them more room to be themselves. Individualism, my generations’ favourite western import, had grown increasingly popular in recent years. Nowadays everyone wanted to ‘be who I am, you know? Why can’t they just let me be myself?’ That was the beauty of individualism; one size fits all. Unleash yourself on the unsuspecting world even if your self isn’t worth the paper it’s registered on. But if all those girls really wanted to be strong, independent individuals, why did they want to diminish themselves by getting married?
That’s what marriage meant. Being diminished. The woman being diminished while the man loomed ever larger. Two good years and then major shrinkage on the part of the female psyche once the kids popped out. Hadn’t that been the case in our family? I thought they had been happy in the early years; she had looked radiant on her wedding day, exuberant on her honeymoon, content in Shangri-La, happy at mushairas. But by the time I was old enough to notice, she frowned more than she smiled. Always tense, irritable, curt with everyone but Adil and her husband. After Abba’s departure she had turned our house into a mausoleum for her husband, but I had seen nothing during their last few years together to justify such an effort. The tears, the fruitless quest, the perennial envelope of widow white, was she just going through the motions because that’s what she thought she should do?
And sure Mumani and Mamu seemed to have achieved a harmonious balance of give and take; he gave, she took, but other people just wouldn’t let them be.Why did you move out? Why are you living separately? Why don’t you have children? Why are you so bossy to my brother? Why are you so tolerant of her nagging? Marriage hadn’t provided a protective umbrella against family intrusiveness for them, it had ushered them into a larger tent where it was open season on anyone who had been married less time than you had.
And then there was the story of Kulsoom and Amir. Kulsoom and I had been friends at KU. Her whole life seemed to have been spent planning her wedding. Her vivacity, intellect, energy was recycled through endless list making: wedding guests, possible menus, mehndi songs, portrait photographers, designers, etc. A suitable boy was duly produced – Amir – seven years older, good job in Saudia – a date set – deed done. The happy couple departed for shifting sands. Excited farewells. She wrote once. She didn’t write back. No news. A year later a short note. Amir with the good job was also Amir with the short fuse. She had given up a privileged, maid-fuelled existence for hell in a country where she couldn’t even drive. She wanted to leave him but her parents said she belonged in her husband’s house now. She would write more but she didn’t really have anything left to say to anybody except ‘help’ and she didn’t want to be tiresome. Mithai from her parents’ house announcing the birth of a baby girl. Ammi making pointed comments about my turn next.
Kulsoom killed herself when her daughter was a year old.The family tried to keep it quiet, but a story like that gets around. There was no soyem for her. I missed Kulsoom; for all the lectures she had given me, it had never really bothered her that I didn’t want the same things she did.
I stared out of the ambulance window at the next red light. A camel looked me in the eye and winked, then turned his head slightly as if to say ‘at least you don’t have to drag sacks of horse feed across the city every day’. Go in peace friend camel, I thought. May you have the courage to bite the hand that beats you.
Mr Khairuddin had been married too! I bet he still was. I bet his wife was still blaming other women for her husband’s behaviour and terrorizing his female staff. I bet his children were misogynistic idiots. I bet Mrs K never even considered getting divorced. Marriage. Love. Marriage. I wished I were a camel dragging horse feed across the city.
*
‘Ashoo, we’re there.’ Adil leaned over as the ambulance stopped. ‘Before we go in I want to tell you something but you have to promise not to tell Ammi if you wake up … when you wake up,’ he added politely. ‘I’m getting married.’
The siren was finally off, thank God, but who was screaming?



HANS GAYI TO PHUNS GAYI
COLLEGE BOY WISDOM
~
As the ambulance pulled into the sprawling Agha Khan University Hospital mothership and headed for the emergency entrance at the back, Adil began filling me in on his precious, including details I would actually have preferred not to take to the grave with me, in case they kept me up during my nights underground.
‘Killer eyes Ayesha, killer eyes,’ he’d practically moaned. ‘I see lots of pretty girls every day, it’s part of my job, but she’s on a different level altogether. Remember the black and white films we always flick past when channel surfing, with like Noor Jehan or someone? The heroines always have perfect, flawless faces and huge eyes. Like a cow’s, only more beautiful. Of course she’s not fat like them, no, she’s more like Resham than Saima.’
My brother’s knowledge of Pakistani cinema, what was left of it, had improved thousand-fold once he’d joined Globe. Like its (very recent) predecessors Discus, ARYAN, Prime and even Roz, AapKiTV filled the void created by the lack of production education and the subsequent mediocrity of most programming by promoting the hell out of pop culture. Films that no aspiring burger would be caught dead watching, pop stars with fans that numbered in the hundreds not the millions (like Alamgir had, what happened to him?), models and actresses who had reached a certain plateau in their careers, AapKiTV embraced them all. Was this creature with bovine sight one of them?
‘We met on a shoot,’ Adil had gushed. How else? I had thought. Would it be too much to hope she’d been a producer or even a writer and not the token eye-candy required to make the show marketable?
‘She wasn’t the presenter,’ he had continued as I heaved an internal sigh of relief, ‘in fact she has one of the most difficult jobs of all. She’s the make-up artist.’
Hysterical laughter welled within me but I dammed it. The least I could do was listen. Actually that was all I could do but hopefully my forced inertia was only temporary.
‘She was doing Fariq’s make-up, you know the one who sang that song? What was it? Ah yes, “Oooh I love you janeman, janeman, Ooooh our love is so much fun janeman.”’
For the first time I wished I were dead.
‘Anyway, Fariq asked for her specifically. He’s very finnicky about his styling because he has very bad skin and he says a crucial ingredient in his album’s success is his look, so he likes to make sure he’s always looking good. Of course he’s short too, but you know many of them are and I fixed that problem with the eyes wide shut arms wide open shot you hate so much. So, this girl Farah, isn’t that a beautiful name? Have you ever heard a name so melodious?’
Only about a million times. There were men called Farah too if I wasn’t mistaken. Or was that Kaukab? I looked at the orderly and realized I was thinking of Zarin.
‘So this girl Farah shows up half an hour late. That’s okay because we weren’t ready anyway. Shoots always run a couple of hours late. She was very apologetic, explained she had a bride to do and couldn’t get away till she was completely ready because you can’t trust such an important job to a trainee. I had no problem, because it gave me some extra time to get the lighting right, but Fariq just lost it. He’d been getting irritable anyway because the chota hadn’t found the Diet Coke and Kitkat he wanted but brought him Pakola and Cadbury’s Twist instead. And he just totally started yelling at Farah. “you’re late, there’s no excuse, unprofessional, what do I pay you for?” He just got more and more rude with every sentence. She tried to cut in a couple of times, we heard her tell him they’d worked together for two years and this was the first time she’d been late, but he just wouldn’t listen. The rest of us were getting very uncomfortable, I mean yeah so some women are just eye candy but there’s no excuse for being so abusive to them verbally, is there? Especially not in a public place. I told him to calm down and he turned on me.
‘Who the hell are you?’ Adil did a very good impression of Fariq, ‘Don’t you know who I am? One call from me, and you’ll be out of a job. And as for this randi …’ but that was as far as he got because Farah stepped up and slapped him.’ Adil chortled with glee.
‘The best part is the camera was rolling and we have it on tape. Fariq went for her when she slapped him but the light boy caught his arm. Then I told him if he didn’t calm down, we would air that footage so his little girl fans could see what he was actually like. Of course the boss would never have agreed, but Fariq didn’t know that. He straightened out in no time. Apologized to me, he even let Farah do his make-up after all. He doesn’t know it, but she highlighted the shadows under his eyes.’
‘Fariq doesn’t wear make-up,’ Zarin Khan blurted from the corner, ‘his skin is just like that.’
‘I’m sorry but he does. It doesn’t take anything away from his singing though and that’s what you like him for, isn’t it?’ Adil said comfortingly.
But poor Zarin wouldn’t be consoled. When he helped unload me from the ambulance and handed me over to the waiting team he still looked like he’d swallowed a lemon whole.
So that was Adil’s idea of a dream girl, was it? A big-eyed make-up artist, stylist as they were beginning to call themselves, who worked in showbiz and slapped men who crossed the line.
Ammi would probably hang herself from the Millat fan in the drawing room (it was the only one with enough space beneath it to swing without breaking anything). I hoped my state would help Adil hold his silence just a little longer. Ammi had had enough shocks for one day.
*
As I was rolled through the doors, Adil lapsed into silence. Ammi glanced tight-lipped as our little procession marched past and through another door marked Critical Care. She was waiting by the triage counter with Mumani and Mamu. The couple was going through papers, he had his glasses on, and she was frowning. Then the door swung shut behind me and I began to take an interest in my new surroundings. Dr Shafiq’s solemn mien had suggested I was going to be here a long time or no time at all, and either way I wanted to mark my exits. Sure they said it was the best hospital in town, but you just never knew.
I knew, like just about everyone else who could read, that it attracted a diverse group of would-be doctors every academic year, and competition was fierce for both faculty and undergraduate positions. There was also a school of nursing, residences, and a soccer pitch at the back. I knew about the soccer bit, because my ex-significant other once had a game against the AKU here. Omar. I wondered what had happened to him as AKU swallowed me whole. The last time I had been here, it was with him.



YAHAN PAY PISHAB KARNA MANA HAI
WALL CHALKING ACROSS KARACHI
~
Against my better judgement, I had come to cheer Omar on in the season’s first soccer game. It was the first and last time I ever accompanied Omar to a game; I felt more like an accessory than a person, something else he’d pulled out of his sports kit.The other girlfriends had also seemed younger than me. I didn’t think they were, necessarily, they just seemed younger. Giggly. Giddy, almost. I had an overpowering urge to force them to sit down every time they bounced up in celebration out of concern that they might tip over from sheer excitement and suffer serious head injuries. I often felt that way. Older than my peers (not concerned about random head injuries). Older than peers, friends, professors, enemies, parents and siblings.
After the game that day, the AKU winning side had been gracious enough to spring for tea at the hospital cafeteria. Now in my opinion, all that hoopla about the AKU’s hygiene and staff and nurses and world class doctors and stuff is just hoopla. The real reason we’re so impressed by it is its cafeteria. Other hospitals have canteens that are dark, dingy, makeshift affairs. Food service is often contracted out; most hospital canteens have the most rudimentary food preparation facilities. The AKU cafeteria, however, with its glass-fronted display, its self-service, its menu options, it’s just so, well, foreign. And so humbled are we by this evidence of a foreign (presumably white, everyone knows black people are inferior to us) hand, that the most committed bill-queue jumpers can be seen lining up meekly for tea and a samosa at the AKU cafeteria.
I, of course, wouldn’t be standing in any lines this time around, but I hoped Ammi went a couple of times. It would be interesting to see her reaction.
Most local college canteens are pretty bad too. Omar and I had spent many hours lurking by the KU canteen, eating tons of famous little aloo samosas and interminable cups of milky tea.The Institute of Business Acumen canteen was also quite rudimentary and Lahore School of Management Sciences, it was rumoured at the time, was getting a killer cafeteria. Then again, LSMS was and is privately funded and administered. Not like KU, with its politics and its poverty and its rabid zealots seeking to make it dangerous for ethnicities and genders to mix. They’ll never be able to stop that mixing altogether though; they might just be fuelling it. It adds a certain thrill to flirting. Omar and I, for example, had been oddly excited by the element of danger. Sometimes I’d think I liked him simply because I was not supposed to. Ammi of course hated him.
‘Do you have any idea how you’ve shamed me?’ she had screamed after she saw him dropping me home one day. ‘It’s bad enough that you’re consorting with a boy, but now you’re parading your behaviour on our street where the neighbours can see you!’
‘The neighbours don’t care,’ I had retorted, stung by her words.What was wrong with her?
‘According to you, nobody cares. Well, they do care, who do you think told me? How do you think I knew to keep a lookout for you?’
‘I’m sorry you wasted your time then. All I did was get a ride home. That’s nothing to be ashamed of and nothing to hide.’
‘So you’re saying you have no relationship with that boy?’
‘I’m saying it’s none of the neighbours’ business.’
‘But it is my business. Do you or do you not have a friendship with that boy?’
‘Of course I’m friends with him, you think I’d let a complete stranger drop me home?’
‘Judging from what I saw today, you talking and laughing with him out in the open, who knows what you’ll let a complete stranger do?’
At that I had gone into my room and locked the door behind me. She had banged on it a couple of times and stood outside screaming, but a lifetime with her senseless rage had taught me how to tune it out. There was just my room, my things and somewhere, my father and me. In the image of him I’d call up to banish the reality outside, he was happy. I wished he could have been happy with us, but the root cause of his gentle sadness who battered at my door just had not let him.
In a way, I had been practising for this coma all my life. The sense of alienation, isolation, being apart somehow, had been with me as long as I could remember. It didn’t matter terribly if no one could hear me now because no one ever could. Omar had tried and failed, Saad had managed with ease but didn’t seem to want the job. Going into a coma was almost like going home.
I sounded like the dog on TV saying, ‘Oh me oh my oh no!’



QAZI AA RAHA HAI
GRAFFITI
~
The Emergency room could play host to up to six cases at a time, each with their own little curtained off cubicle, complete with standard accessories of IV pole, syringe tube, crash cart and bed cranks. The room wasn’t exactly teeming with people. Slow day maybe. I bet the outside was though.
The few times I had come into the hospital from the other side to visit someone or (twice) for Ammi’s appointment at a clinic, the AKUH grounds had been a mass of humanity. Outpatients. Staff. Nurses. Visitors demonstrating our national ability to make a mela out of practically anything.The picnic tables in the courtyard were all full, their planks submerged under a lake of brightly coloured humanity. Old people rubbed their bellies in contentment, toddlers ducked and weaved through a forest of legs. There were even trashcans and, wonder of wonders, people walking all of five feet to deposit trash in them. It had been reassuring to be in a hospital that subtly encouraged people, through its own example, to do the right thing, in most others you could do pretty much as you wanted.
Dr Shafiq swept in, a couple of other white coats in his wake, and in no time at all I was packed off for a CT scan. As my new bed swept past the seating area outside the ward I wanted to wave to my family, now huddled around Mamu on a sofa, no doubt debating which one of my kidneys to sell to pay for the cost of my admittance here.
The scan room was on the same floor. The machine crouched in the centre of the room. It looked like a child’s idea of a space capsule. A man in a white coat was visible behind the curved partitioned off area on the left. The technician probably. The collar was removed from my neck, I was placed onto the lip protruding from the machine, and my attendants withdrew. I grew nervous. What if the technician put me in and then forgot all about me? What if there was a match and he got cable on one of his little screens and it turned into a cliffhanger? What if the scan revealed terrible, irreversible damage to the one thing I had cherished more than anything else in my life, the little space between my brain and my skull? What if what if …
But he didn’t forget about me, and the fact that I wasn’t in my body at all but able to hover some distance above, behind or next to it meant I missed what was probably the worst part of the whole thing, the feeling that I was a cookie on a tray being pushed into an oven set at 350 degrees. In what seemed to be a very short time (I actually grew concerned, was it true what my mother had been saying about the actual size of my brain all these years?)
I was taken back to the emergency section, but this time wheeled into a section on the right. Adil was allowed to peep in on me, but otherwise I was left alone (strangers didn’t count) and able to observe my surroundings.
It was a clean room with the four beds being the familiar focal point of a work in metal, machine and flesh. No cockroaches in sight, I was happy to note.
I suddenly thought of the tension in the little group holding its vigil outside. I understood all too well. I had some money in a savings account, but there was no way Ammi or Adil could access it. Ammi herself had next to nothing. Government employees below the upper grades, like my father, were entitled to miniscule pensions. If we had any proof of my father’s death, my mother would have been entitled to less than two thousand rupees a month. Since we didn’t, that was a moot point. I didn’t know how much money Adil had access to, but it was obvious we were again dependent on Mamu and Mumani’s generosity. I could only hope that Ammi was being gracious. Regardless of what she had been brought up to believe, she didn’t have a right to her brother’s money that superceded that of his wife. I didn’t want to be thinking of this. There was nothing I could contribute to solve the problem, so I resolved to focus on something closer to me, me.
Dr Shafiq was muttering to his assistant as he examined my limp form. He seemed to be poking me at random, like a bored toddler with an animal, but I assumed there was a rationale behind it. One of his male assistants was duly making notations on a form held before him on a clipboard.
‘Aur Ayesha Bibi,’ Dr Shafiq stopped and looked right at my passive, eyeless, face. In repose I manifested a primness I could never have managed when awake, or was that how I always looked? ‘How is everything with you? Any problems other than the fact that your limbs seem to be frozen?’
His assistant chuckled, ‘That’s why family isn’t allowed in here, isn’t it sir? So they don’t hear anything that will shock them.’
‘There’s nothing shocking about talking to a patient. But sadly some doctors don’t like to do it. I guess they feel it undermines the authority people sometimes expect from their doctors.’
‘But don’t you think reserve can be a good thing for a doctor, sir.’
‘Why do you think that?’
‘Because then they don’t have to answer stupid questions.’
‘I wish that applied to interns and consultants too,’ Dr Shafiq said in a carefully neutral tone. His assistant’s face blanched.
‘Sorry sir,’ he stammered, ‘I was just repeating something I’ve heard the other senior doctors say.’
‘Senior doctors, young man,’ Dr Shafiq’s tone softened, ‘are a very strange lot. They develop a morbid humour that cannot be understood, and should not be replicated out of the context of experience. In simpler language so a fool like you can understand, don’t talk like a senior doctor till you are a senior doctor.’
‘Yes sir.’
‘Now let’s see you take some blood samples, and I want you to pretend she’s awake and looking at it. It’s disgusting how badly the most routine procedures are performed.’
‘Is it true that neurosurgery is the most lucrative specialization sir?’
‘No.’
The intern looked disappointed.
‘It’s one of the most lucrative.’
The intern cheered up.
‘I want to be a neurosurgeon very badly,’ he blurted.
‘Because you think you’ll make lots of money?’
‘Well that too, but also because women find it interesting.’
‘Which women?’
‘The nurses.’
‘Ah, the nurses. Have you been eyeing the nursing school classes again?’
‘No sir, no, and that was all a mistake.’
‘I’m sure it was, nevertheless, I want you to stop what you’re doing and listen to me very carefully for a minute.’
‘Yes, sir,’ the man straightened and turned to face him.
‘Go tell the family that one of them can come in for a minute, but that there are other patients in this ward and they need to be considerate of peace and quiet when moving in and out. Then, and this is the most important bit …’
The intern cocked his head alertly, ‘Go to Dr Rukhsana, and tell her I’ve sent you and that Dr Shafiq says he’ll quit if you aren’t reassigned to someone with a higher tolerance for idiots.’
Dr Shafiq turned back to me.
‘Go now,’ he commanded over his shoulder.
The door opened and closed.
‘There there Ayesha Bibi,’ he patted my arm comfortingly, ‘all offensive people have been removed from your presence. Now you just focus on coming back to us.’
Astral me began to develop a crush on the nice doctor. Like Princess Di did. Men with authority, they got me every time.



GOD LOVES YOU, EVERYONE ELSE THINKS YOU’RE AN ASSHOLE
SLOGAN ON T-SHIRT IN KARACHI’S ZAINAB MARKET
~
Did I seem a little jaded? There really hadn’t been that many men in my life. Not men I cared for anyway. Then again, what made one jaded, love or the absence of it? Apart from platonic loves like Abbu, Adil, my uncles, the Baba at the KU canteen who called me daughter and reheated my tea for me, I hadn’t really cared for many men. Not deeply, not the way I felt for Saad. What I’d had with Omar paled in comparison.
What had I had with Omar exactly? Others felt we were ‘serious’ about each other, but then sometimes others felt accidentally standing next to each other in a line meant a couple was serious about each other. I didn’t really think we were. In a place like KU, it was believed you had to really feel strongly about someone or something to ‘make an exhibition’ of it and invite the ire of KU’s many (self-appointed) moral guardians. These geysers of negativity roamed the campus at will, annoying faculty, students and outsiders with equal cheek. And well they might, no one ever stopped them, not even the Rangers. A security force falling somewhere between the police and the army, brought into Karachi during the 90s to quell ethnic disturbances, the Rangers had never left but had since occupied a lot of public property and were pretty much detested by all. But in their defence, the Rangers must have been terribly busy occupying sports centres, community clubs and other public spaces.
While people often wondered who or what let politics and academics mix with such volatility on local campuses most of them never wondered that aloud. Omar did though. That was why I was initially drawn to him.
A group of us had been lounging in a vacant classroom between lectures. The common room had long before been appropriated as the ‘head office’ of a student political group. We wanted to play charades but didn’t because the last time, a fundo group had barged in as Kulsoom was miming Dances With Wolves, and accused us of obscenity. We couldn’t play cards because that would be ‘unIslamic,’ so we were chatting idly, debating whether our playing antakshari would be deemed unIslamic, anti-Pakistan or just vulgar. There were twelve of us.
A man with a ripped sleeve and blood seeping from a head wound lurched in and collapsed. Shouts echoed in the distance and the tinkle of breaking glass was recognizable in the gaps.
‘Another fight,’ Kulsoom sighed.
‘We should leave now,’ the other girls began gathering their things.
‘What about him?’ I bent to examine the unconscious man. He looked familiar, even through the blood on his face. ‘He’s hurt quite badly.’
‘Leave him,’ snapped one of the girls, ‘let’s move out.’
‘We can’t just let him bleed on the floor.’
‘He probably brought it upon himself. Only a fool tackles the Jamaatis.’
‘What makes you think he’s not a Jamaati himself? Maybe he tackled the APMSO?’
‘Is his shalwar two inches above his ankles?’
‘No.’
‘Then he’s not a Jamaati. Come on,’ Kulsoom barked. The sound of running feet seemed closer.
‘I think I know him,’ I didn’t want to move, ‘he’s in my psychology class. He lent me his notes once.’
‘That doesn’t mean you owe him anything.’
‘It does.’
‘Fine. It’s your decision. We’re leaving,’ the other girls swept out of the room, three boys in their wake. Omar remained behind. We looked at each other.
‘I’m in your psychology class, you know,’ he said.
‘Have you ever offered me your notes?’
‘No.’
‘Well, then you don’t count.’
‘You’ve never looked like you needed them. What do you want me to do?’
‘I don’t just want to leave him here. We don’t have time to take him to the infirmary or even another part of the campus, and we can’t carry him between the two of us.’
‘I know,’ Omar said.
We heard the sound of running feet and knew it was too late to call anyone, or go anywhere. We dragged the supine body behind the last row of desks and darted back to the front. Suddenly we both were afraid. It was evident on his face, and I could feel it pouring from my sweat glands. Pond’s perfumed talc, I hoped, had better keep its promise.
KU couples (the technical definition of a couple in more extreme circles being boy and girl past puberty not related to each other inhabiting same ten feet of space) were often roughed up by the resident Thought Police, which expressed its concern for the decline in our youth’s moral values through physical (for the man) and verbal (for the woman) abuse.Their masters regularly let these pit bulls off the leash, an ingenious way of nurturing and dissipating their aggression so that it could be summoned at will when required. They hadn’t gained admission to this highly competitive academic environment for their grey matter, but because of informal quotas, meekly accepted by successive administrations. They didn’t have the brains to put two and two together, one plus one was well within their reach; it added up to ‘inappropriate western-influenced obscenity’. Of course, they couldn’t spell most of that.
When the holier than thou political activists charged into the classroom, they found Omar and me sitting rigidly at adjacent desks.
‘Look at this,’ said a man with a beard and a prayer cap topping his stick-like frame, ‘these two are all alone in here.’
‘You! Get up!’ One of the others barked at Omar.
‘Why?’ Omar replied lazily, his casual tone belying his knees knocking together under the desk.
‘Why? Because I say so.’
‘And who are you exactly?’
‘I’m the person who’ll smash your skull if you don’t get up right now!’
‘In that case,’ Omar rose, ‘I’ll get up. I shall probably need my skull and its contents at some point in the near future, this being an institute of higher learning, though of course one wouldn’t realize that from conversing with you.’
‘A smart one huh? We’ll get to that in a minute. Who is this girl?’
‘Why don’t you ask me?’ I piped up. My voice didn’t shake at all.
‘Tell your girlfriend there’s only one kind of woman other than your mother or your sister you can address directly. If she’s admitting she’s that kind of woman, she’ll be treated that way.’
‘Who she is is no concern of yours. We’re not bothering anyone, so why don’t you leave us alone.’
‘Leave you alone to do what?’ A new voice. ‘You haven’t told us why you two are sitting together all alone.’
‘In an empty classroom with no one around.’
‘Her with no dupatta on her head.’
‘At desks that are right next to each other though the others are all empty.’
‘Are you on a date?’
‘On a date? This is a Muslim country. We don’t date in Pakistan.’
‘The right answer. So you must have been caught doing this before.’
‘If you’re saying we’re guilty of sitting in a classroom and waiting for a professor to come and educate us, then yes, we’re guilty,’ I spoke again despite Omar’s slight shake of the head, ‘I’m sure that’s a crime that you’ve never committed.’
‘Another one with a quick tongue. Is the rest of you as fast?’
This time I took Omar’s advice and kept my mouth shut. This mob was still undecided about what to do with us, thrown off a little by our refusal to be easily cowed.We didn’t want them thinking about anything else in that room but us; student group turf wars often claimed fatalities and the man hidden behind the desks was already badly injured.
‘What is your relationship with her?’
‘She’s like my sister,’ Omar replied.
‘Like your sister? Do you have the same mother?’
‘The same father?’
‘Blood relatives at all?’
‘No.’
‘So you have no formal relationship with her at all.’
‘We’re classmates.’
‘Have you not read the posters and the pamphlets we distributed about the code of conduct for interaction between men and women?’
‘I must have missed those. Were they handed out as part of a professor’s lecture notes or did they fall down from the sky?’
‘We’re liking your attitude less and less. If you’d read the literature, you would know that both of you are in clear violation of the code.’
‘This is an Islamic Republic.’
‘You’re not in Europe or America.’
‘She is not my girlfriend. We’re not on a date. We simply happened to be in the room at the same time.’
‘You’re insulting us all by questioning our authority and spreading obscenity. In this country we think of the betterment of society.’
‘If you’re so opposed to Satanic influences why are you carrying a bottle of Coke?’ Omar flung back at him. It seemed to take only a millionth of a second for the rabid stick insect to swing the bottle high and smash it against Omar’s head. I screamed. They seemed to like it.
They all waded in. Kicking, punching, swinging hockey sticks, looking oddly happy. I tried to pull one off Omar, lying on the floor in the foetal position as they kicked him. We had overestimated our ability to control the situation, they were going to kill him.
‘Get off!’ The one whose sleeve I was vainly pulling flung me off.
Then a swarm of grey flowed into the room as the Rangers waded into the melee, and Kulsoom and Amna appeared and helped me to my feet and out of there; two of the other guys had managed to drag Omar out and were carrying him to a car.
‘It’s okay,’ Kulsoom put an arm around me, ‘but you and Omar both owe me money. I had to bribe the Rangers to intervene. Omar’s bleeding a lot but he’s not badly hurt. He’ll be all right.You’ll be all right.’
But nothing was all right.
Omar had to have twenty-one stitches and was out of commission for six weeks. Fractured elbow. Broken ribs. I visited him several times in the hospital and later at home with a friend of mine. When he came back to class, we really began to actively seek out each other’s company.
The man we had tried to save died in hospital later that week. He never came out of the coma. There was a scene at his funeral, activists of his student group wanted to carry him to the graveyard in a procession, shouting slogans against the faction that killed him, but his father would not let them. Someone torched his car in protest.
Which hospital were student casualties taken to, I wondered, who made sure they were admitted by putting up money till their families got there?



THERE IS NO LIFE WITHOUT WIFE
GRAFFITI
~
When Omar rejoined college full time he enjoyed a degree of notoriety that had unexpected benefits. Professors knew who he was and seemed unusually responsive to his needs. Rival political factions courted him; having demonstrated his ability to take a good beating he had shown he had the stuff of which good activists are made. Most importantly, women began giving him the eye (not the evil eye, the other one). Despite countless repetition, no one believed we had been trying to save the man who died.
‘Your boyfriend stood up for your reputation. That’s so romantic. Why are you trying to diminish him by spreading this silly story,’ one dye-job said to me at lunch one day, ‘are you afraid we’ll try to steal him?’
Eventually we gave up trying to explain. Drawn together by an experience we couldn’t share with most people, we spent more and more time together talking about it. Love was not even a minor blip on our radar screens. If we both subconsciously realized this proximity would inevitably lead to something else, we gave no indication of it to each other.
Proximity equals intimacy. How well we had internalized that. Films, movies, novels, law even, you didn’t bother spending time with someone of the opposite sex unless you were looking for something. Omar and I began joking about it. It was a good sign. The first few weeks after the incident, neither one of us had felt capable of laughing at anything.
‘I hear we’re engaged,’ he remarked as he drove me home one day.
‘I hear we got engaged but then we broke it off.’
‘Oh. Why?’
‘Because you felt you couldn’t trust me, and that I had been seen with other men.’
‘Were these men I know?’
‘No idea. Though it would make sense, considering how horrible I am according to the rumours, if it was your best friend.’
‘I feel like you’re my best friend.’
I hadn’t known what to say so had simply kept silent, looking out the window at the hill in the distance instead.
‘I do, you know,’ he had continued, ‘I feel like I can be more honest with you than I can with anyone else.’
I felt like I owed him something, a response, a deep feeling, like I was indebted to him because it was all my fault he got beaten up. That was perhaps all I felt for him.That, and desire. But neither counted for much so I didn’t say that aloud.
‘Why is honesty so highly rated?’ I managed.
‘Because it’s all about trust, and being honest is the easiest way to build trust’
‘Why do people keep harping on building trust? What’s so important about having good relationships with your women and fathers and brothers and lovers? It’s not like they’ll be there for each other forever, you know, they die.’
‘There’s nothing else we could have done for him Ayesha. He was already half-dead.’
‘What if we had taken him to the infirmary instead of leaving him hidden?’
‘Taken him to the infirmary how? Even if we had managed to get past the mullahs, who would’ve torn him apart on the spot, the infirmary isn’t equipped for emergencies like those.You know that.’
‘You’re getting sick of talking about it, aren’t you?’
‘No I’m not. We can talk about it as much as you like if it makes you feel better.’
Omar had been the one to get twenty-one stitches but I was the one who still felt like an open wound. It wasn’t that it had not affected him as deeply; it had. He just seemed to be getting over it faster. Men. Short attention span.
‘Do you think it was strange for his parents having their child leave home one day and never come back?’
‘Of course it must have been strange!’
‘No I mean, did they accept it immediately or did they think it was all some sort of hoax?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Hmmm.’
‘Ayesha?’
‘What?’
‘What happened to your father? You talk about your mother but never about him. Why?’
My father, who had left home one day and never come back. Left Ammi, left me, left Adil. Left traces of his presence imprinted on our retinas so that even with eyes shut we could not stop seeing him.
‘I don’t really know what to say about him,’ I told Omar, ‘when I was seventeen he disappeared.’
‘Disappeared. You mean he passed away?’
‘He left home for work. We haven’t seen him since. Ammi thinks he’s dead.’
‘What about you? What do you think?’
‘I don’t think about it.’
The lie fell easily from my lips. I knew then that Omar was definitely not the one for me. If he had been, wouldn’t I have told him the truth, or at least wanted to? That I thought about it all the time, when I wasn’t thinking about dead students. That my mother seemed to have become clinically insane. That my life had been on a downward spiral since my father disappeared. That I didn’t think he was dead, just hiding. That somehow it was all my fault and accordingly, I didn’t have the right to get any sympathy for it.



GANJU PATEL TERI KHOPRI MAIN TEL,
 MAROONGA DANDA NIKLAYGA ANDA
KIDS’ RHYME
~
Adil was practically a baby when Abba disappeared. Ammi’s disintegration, Adil’s need, had crowded out my reaction. It was a big house, as houses go, more than adequate for the four of us until that day. Once that day was over there would never again be enough room for me.
Chotay Mamu moved in with us after Abba went AWOL. The considerate thing to do was to give him one of the three bedrooms and move Adil in with me. But Ammi wandered around in a manic rage for weeks, not cooking, cleaning, washing, or showing any interest (for the first and only time) in what or whether Adil had eaten. She ripped the bedroom she shared with my father to shreds, searching for some clue to his absence. A letter, a note about a meeting, political leaflets, any indication of some other engagement. She found nothing. She didn’t help me gather up the clothes scattered on the floor and replace them in the old teak wardrobe in the corner, or Adil in his futile attempts to cage the feathers in the pillows again. When Mamu took the table drawer she had broken, took it outside and began hammering it together again, she emitted a high-pitched wailing sound, flew out to him, grabbed the hammer and threw it over the wall. The top of a neighbour’s head appeared, looking suitably angry, but he retreated after one look at her face. Ammi’s face was difficult to look at in those days.
My mother was a beautiful woman before she turned into a heartless harridan. Tall for a Hyderabadi woman, about five seven, with fair, flawless skin, almond-shaped hazel eyes and hair as glossy as that of the best sacrificial goats. What always set her apart though, was her posture. Not for her the premature stoop of the average Pakistani woman anxious to avoid drawing attention to her breasts. Her shoulders were broad, angular not rounded, and she didn’t walk as much as undulate regally across the room. I had my father’s dark skin and height ‘more Dravidian than Aryan’, as he used to tease me, but my bearing I took from my mother. I had no choice really. Every time she caught me stooping she would pinch the soft flesh at the underside of my upper arm. By my late teens, the walk had become second nature to me.
That day her beauty made her anger romantic rather than frightening. She had railed at Mamu, demanding to know how he could use her husband’s tools without her permission, her glossy hair rose around her face in the evening breeze, so that she seemed like some dark, exotic flower; a vengeful rose in full bloom.
‘I’m sorry Di, I’m sorry,’ Mamu whimpered before her.
‘You know how he hates other people touching his tools.’
‘Yes. Yes, I do. I didn’t realize what I was doing.’
‘He was furious at Adil for playing with his saw.’
‘Yes he was.’ Mamu had not even been there.
‘He’s hardly ever angry at Adil.’
‘He’s very kind to his children.’
‘He’s a kind man.’
‘I know.’
‘You shouldn’t take advantage of it.’
‘I won’t.’
She turned to go back inside, then changed her mind and headed for the wall, where she retrieved the hammer from where the neighbour had left it.
‘Di,’ Mamu called.
‘What?’
‘Next time I’ll ask him.’
‘I know you will. You’re a smart man. You always learn from your mistakes.’
She went back into her room, locked the door and didn’t come out for the next two days, at least not when there were other people around. I moved Adil’s things from his room into mine, stripping it bare of all his Wasim Akram posters and toys, leaving just the small bed for Mamu to sleep on. At night Adil and I huddled together under my blanket, listening to my mother pottering about the house. Drawers would open and shut, a dining room chair pulled out and squeaked back into place, the TV came on and went off.
‘Ashoo,’ Adil whispered into my armpit, ‘what is she looking for?’
A suicide note, I thought. ‘I don’t know Adil,’ I replied.
‘Will she stop looking soon? It’s hard to sleep with all the noise she makes.’
‘She’ll stop looking when she finds it.’
‘Will she know when she finds it?’
‘I don’t know. Go to sleep Adil.’
‘I can’t, there’s too much noise.’
Something fell outside, the crash punctuated his sentence.
‘Concentrate on something else.’
‘Like what?’
I racked my brains. ‘Like Airwolf, like its control panels. Can you remember how many flashing lights there are?’
‘It depends on what it’s doing. If it’s battle-ready, then there are more.’
‘Imagine its battle-ready then, and you’re flying it to meet some horrible enemy.’
‘What happens when I get there?’
‘You and Airwolf have to destroy it.’
‘With guns?’
‘Yes.’
‘I thought guns were bad.’
‘Depends on who’s using them.’
‘Oh.’
Adil drifted into thoughts, trying to wrap his mind around the good-bad paradox I had introduced into his ten-year-old psyche. I thought he had fallen asleep.
‘Ashoo,’ his poke in my tummy pulled me out of a fitful sleep.
‘What Adil?’
‘That doesn’t make sense, what you said about guns.’
‘Okay, it doesn’t matter.’
‘It does. Either something is bad or it isn’t. You shouldn’t try to confuse me.’
‘I wasn’t trying to confuse you.’
‘I might be small, you know,’ he turned away and pulled his legs into his chest, ‘but I’m not stupid.’
We both fell asleep eventually. In the morning, Mamu and I cleaned up the mess in the lounge and dining room while Adil made jam sandwiches for breakfast. He left one outside Ammi’s door on a plate after sliding a piece of paper under it.
‘What did you write?’ I asked him.
‘That it’s difficult to sleep without Abba in the house.’
The day passed like the one before and the one after it.



MUNNA ROCKET
BACK OF RICKSHAW
~
People came and went but no one had news, only questions. Mamu and I fielded them together, when he was around. Generally it fell to me.
‘When is the soyem?’
‘We don’t know that he’s dead.’
‘He was such a family man. He would have called.’
‘Maybe he was kidnapped.’
‘If he was, wouldn’t we have heard about it?’
‘How’s your mother?’
‘She’s resting.’
There were many looks of pity, and something else as well. My mother had always managed to make other women feel she was condescending to them. There was a certain smug satisfaction in the air when some of them came calling, a sense of justice having been done.
‘That bit of meat could do with some tenderization,’ I heard one portly matron whisper to another as I ushered them out after saying thank you for coming, and explaining that Ammi didn’t feel up to meeting anyone just yet.
Similar sentiments surfaced often during the next few days as all attempts by ‘outsiders,’ i.e. not immediate family, to participate in our grief were rebuffed. Being together in celebration and tragedy was the bedrock of our culture, the base from which all social interaction rose, but my mother’s behaviour made it impossible. If someone came to call, to condole, to assist, they expected gratitude and solemnity, not aggression and histrionics. And even if someone was angry, it was understood that anger would not be vented on the guests. We could not guarantee that, so we eventually started making excuses for not letting most people in. There was also the small fact that we didn’t know what had happened to our father. We had reported him missing, the Mamus had been around to the hospitals and the morgues, but there was no trace, no indication of what had happened to him and whether he was alive or dead. So a soyem was out of the question, and it was easier to ignore people altogether than it was to answer their many questions with politely modulated ‘I don’t knows’. Our stock in the neighbourhood plummeted. No one sent food after a while. Mamu took to the kitchen, with disastrous results.
The kitchens in most old houses in the area were long and narrow with the stove against one wall and the sink opposite, next to the door. Mamu had been boiling rice to go with the yellow daal concoction that was the only thing he said he knew how to cook. He turned to wash the dishes in the sink, leaving the cloth used to handle hot pots dangerously close to the flame. It caught fire.The whiff of smoke alerted Mamu and he turned and grabbed it, thinking he would douse it in the sink, but it ignited the front of his kurta as it rose on the breeze from the open kitchen door. His screams brought Adil and me running. There was a pan of soapy water in the sink, I grabbed it and threw it on him. Miraculously, he was unhurt.
‘I’m fine, I’m fine,’ he mumbled, brushing Adil and I off, ‘just a little fright that’s all. No harm done.’
We insisted on examining him anyway, before declaring him fit to continue with his life. He seemed very relieved when I insisted he let me finish in the kitchen. As Adil led him out we heard the door slam shut. Mamu stopped outside Ammi’s closed bedroom door and cleared his throat.
‘No need to worry Di, I’m fine.’
There was no answer.
The three of us ate in silence. When the dishes were cleared, I soaked the pans and settled down with Adil to make phone calls and find out from his school friends what he and I had been missing in class. Mamu set out to meet Baray Mamu, who had said he had located a ‘source’ in the police that might help them show more interest in finding out what had happened to Abba. He came home late, after I had sent Adil off to, if not sleep, at least lie in bed. We talked loudly outside the room Ammi had barricaded herself into so she could hear us.
‘They said they’d do their best,’ Mamu cleared his throat, ‘but cases like these are hard to crack. Tomorrow your Mamu and I are going to the Citizens Initiative. Sometimes they find people when the police has given up hope.’
He looked tired, crestfallen, as wrinkled as his kurta.
‘Why don’t you rest then, Mamu? I’ll lock up. You go ahead,’ I nodded reassuringly, ‘I have the house under control.’
Patting my head and mumbling something about how I should be worried about my studies not the house, he went to bed.
Before going to join Adil in our nightly game of Who Shall Fall Asleep Last, I left a plate of daal chawal prominently displayed on the counter.
When I stumbled in bleary-eyed to make tea the next morning, it was gone.The clean empty plate was stacked with the others in the drying rack.
Adil slipped another note under the permanently closed bedroom door in the afternoon.
‘What did you write this time?’
‘That you and Mamu don’t cook like she does. That Mamu nearly made Mamu ki bhujia. And that I’m missing lots of coursework at school and …’
‘And?’
‘And that Mamu said the CI can find people when no one else can.’
‘Were you listening at the door when you should have been asleep?’
He nodded.
‘You know you’re not supposed to do that.’
‘You used to do it all the time.’
That was true.
‘All right then. Want to play some Ludo?’
We settled down to a game.
‘Ayesha you know you snore very loudly.’
‘I do not.’
‘Yes you do. It’s okay. I don’t mind. It actually helps me sleep. You know why?’
‘Because you’re a strange little boy?’
‘Because it reminds me of Abba.’
‘On a Sunday afternoon?’
‘Mouth open, legs sprawled …’
‘One arm dangling …’
He’d looked like a body in one of those forensic shows, I realized as I lay in AKU. All that had been missing was the tiny bullet hole in the centre of the head, the open eyes staring vacantly into space.



YAADGAR ANDAZ, SAWARI LAJAWAB
BACK OF RICKSHAW
~
In addition to my life, my love life, and the ideal Pakistani woman according to idiotic Pakistani men, my coma also mimicked my father’s departure. From the outside, there was no evidence that I was truly gone, and also none to indicate I was truly here.What did ‘truly here’ entail anymore? Floating through life rudderless, practically friendless, thinking constantly of destruction yet pretending to enjoy life. When Abba disappeared, part of me had wanted to fall apart like Ammi had, wanted to dedicate the rest of my days to some tragic love story that was doomed, doomed, doomed; the male lead having disappeared. But I couldn’t.The mother had disintegrated into some sort of demon lover wronged by fate, the brother was too young, the Mamus too ineffectual. So it was ‘once more into the breach!’ Or was it once more into the courtyard? The hospital had a nice courtyard.
I used to look at the human millipede, many legs and one thought – ‘survive’ – crawling by. There had to be others like myself, female heads of families, unacknowledged and unappreciated. I would recognize them if I saw them. They would be palpably different from those around them. It would be something in the stance, erect, back straight, legs apart, arms not crossed protectively over breasts unlike most other women around them in the presence of men, not ashamed of what made them women. It would be something in the clothes, a lack of frills and overt girlishness; instead clean, simple cuts, strong colours or one colour and always, the sensible shoes. Most of all, it would be something in the eyes. Pupils. That would be a good start.
Did the other women have it better? The ones without the serial second-guesser in their heads? Did they bathe in ass’ milk and wallow in contentment? Sleep better at night? Did they sometimes want to be like me, like I sometimes wanted to be like them? If Adil put an ad for me in the matrimonial section of the paper would it read ‘match wanted for my sister tall fair MBA domesticated’ or ‘tall fair MBA masticated (but still inedible)’? Was my independence a charade considering I had actually been domesticated just by my mother not by a man? Is that why I wanted Saad? Did I want a new owner?
That Saad would be a supportive husband was a frequent topic of conversation between us, in purely hypothetical terms of course.
‘My wife,’ he had replied when I first asked if, for all his outward rhetoric, he was a closet conservative like 80 per cent of other men I knew, ‘will be marrying the most open-minded person there is within a one-thousand mile radius.’
‘And how open-minded would that be exactly?’
‘I’m so open-minded I have to walk leaning forward so my brain doesn’t fall out of the back of my head.And I never drive by Burnes Road, because the shopkeepers chase my car yelling “Mughuz, Mughuz“.’
‘That is open-minded.’
‘I told you.’
‘But seriously …’
‘But seriously, I’m not one of those men who would presume to dictate to my wife, especially not since I’ll probably marry an intelligent, educated woman with a mind of her own.’
‘So you wouldn’t get all constipated about her working, etc?’
‘Hell, she should work. Everyone should, just because it helps you appreciate things you’d otherwise take for granted. Of course,’ he said, catching my look of disgust at the implication that some people worked because they felt like it rather than because they had to, ‘if she wanted to stay at home and paint her toenails, that would be fine too.’
‘What if she used your money to go out and pay someone else seven hundred rupees to paint her toenails for her?’
‘No problem. As long as they aren’t black.’
‘So your giving nature does have limits.’
‘Everyone has limits. Otherwise there would be nothing to push against, and what would life be without a little conflict, my little court shoe.’
‘Don’t call me your little court shoe!’
‘Now that’s a silly limit to have. Why don’t you save your convictions for something really important, like honour killing?’
‘There’s more than enough to cover both.’
‘I know,’ Saad sighed, ‘I wish you’d laugh more.’
‘I would if I saw more of you. You’re funny looking.’
We chortled, grinned idiotically at each other, and munched masala fries in contented silence for the next few minutes. When I was with Saad, a heavy weight seemed to lift off my shoulders.



IT’S VERY HARD TO FIND A VIRGIN
GRAFFITI ON ZAMZAMA
~
‘Ayesha, Ayesha!’ My mother was standing by my bed shaking my arm. The canola in my hand was dangling by a thread.
‘Ma’am, stop it! Ma’am, stop shaking her!’ A nurse gently took both my mother’s hands in her own. ‘You mustn’t disturb the drip, you must not touch anything,’ she told her.
Ammi looked bewildered, ‘But don’t you think it’s time for her to get up?’
‘She needs to rest.’
‘Rest, rest, rest. That’s all she ever does. Well, I think it’s time she got up and let the rest of us rest. Ha ha,’ Ammi chuckled. To the practiced ear, it was an ominous sound. The rage train was about to leave the station.
‘Ma’am why don’t we go outside for a while? The doctor said only a minute.’ She took her arm. Kind eyes. Ammi shook her hand off.
‘No. I want to stay in here and talk to my daughter some more. She’s unconscious, so I can be the one talking for a change. She never lets anyone talk when she’s awake.’
‘You have to go outside now Ma’am.’
‘Don’t defend her. I know you’re doing it because you think she deserves it, but if you were in her place she would never have been as considerate of you. She has no consideration for anyone. Do you know her name and picture are in the paper today? A picture of her being carried to a car by a hijra? People know she’s my daughter. What will they say? No, she has no consideration for anyone!’
‘Anjum!’ The nurse kept trying to get Ammi away from my bed with one hand, calling to someone outside over her shoulder.
‘Oh no!’ Ammi didn’t seem conscious of where she was, ‘she’d be out with some boyfriend or the other. Taking their presents. Calling them at night to whisper obscenities. She thinks I don’t hear her but I do. Letting them drive her places.You know what kind of places, don’t you? No, you’re just a girl.Your father would know.’
‘Ma’am, please come with me.’ Anjum turned out to be a strapping male nurse. Another one of those girl-boy names.
Till now my mother’s tirade had been delivered in a melodious, happy tone; she had skipped over the words like an excited child playing hopscotch on a concrete pavement. Now, her tone tightened, her voice hardened as she said, ‘That’s why he liked her so much, you know.’
‘Who, ma’am?’ Anjum asked as he pushed her firmly towards the door, ‘why don’t you tell me about it outside?’
‘Why, her father of course! He liked he because he knew what she was. He knew others like her. I know he did. He didn’t know I knew but he knew them. Knew them very well. Better than a decent man ever would. He liked her because she reminded him of them, with her flirting and her revealing clothes and her whispering in his ear.’
‘Ammi,’ I was weeping but she couldn’t see me and if she could it would have made no difference, ‘please stop it …’
‘You think I don’t know what he whispered to you,’ Ammi ripped herself out of the startled Anjum’s grip and, flinging herself on my paralysed form, began to beat on my chest, ‘I know what he whispered, he used to whisper it to me first!’
Both the nurses moved to grab her arms and tried to pin them to her sides but she elbowed one in the chest and stamped on the other one’s foot. Slivers of jet escaped from her bun and rose around her face; Medusa in her prime. The female nurse stumbled backwards, clutching her chest and gasping, then she rushed through the door and into the corridor.
‘Slut! Lazy, good-for-nothing, worthless slut!’
Slam! The IV tube was knocked over, the long-suffering canola in my hand ripped out of its miserable, half-justified existence.
‘Whore! Slut! Fraud! Bitch!’
There was a commotion at the door as several people, led by Adil, Dr Shafiq among them, tried to get in at once. Adil looked stricken at the sight of our mother looming over me, her face contorted with hate, her mouth working.
‘It was all your fault!’ she shrieked as her manic hands went to the tube that fed oxygen into my nose. Two orderlies grabbed her and began dragging her towards the door. She struggled, managing to push one of them off.
‘Get her out of here,’ Dr Shafiq snapped, pulling the fallen man to his feet and pushing him back into the fray.
‘You,’ he barked at Adil, ‘get your mother out of this hospital now!’
‘It was all your fault!’ I could still hear my mother screaming, ‘he left because of you! Saad will never marry you if he knows! I’ll tell him! He’s only put you in here because it’s payment for services rendered. Good thing you’ve been sleeping with a rich man for a change!’
The door swung shut and cut her off. The only sound in the room was the humming of the air conditioner, and the sound of my heart racing on the cardiac monitor.
‘Mothers!’ Dr Shafiq sighed as he put my canola back in and fixed my drip, ‘sometimes I wish everyone was a test-tube baby.’
A nurse came in and stood waiting for instructions.
‘She needs an immediate X-ray,’ he said, ‘she might have a broken rib.’ The nurse rushed off, a study in speed.
‘Don’t you just love efficiency after the fact …’ Dr Shafiq leaned across and straightened the sheet over me.
‘Now I think you can hear me. I think you might have heard your mother too. I’m not a psychiatrist, but I can tell you your mother is a sick woman. You’re a smart girl. I can tell. You know she’s not well. I want you to try and think of things that are pleasant, full of love. Think of nothing except your future and all the things that will bring you joy in it. Focus. Find peace.’
He kept talking, crooning almost, till my heartbeat slowed down, down, down, then began to look worried as it dropped further, jabbed the call button. More nurses flooded in, bustling and scurrying around me, I, the body in the centre of it, a little dot of trouble enveloping yet more people into its poisonous circumference.
I looked away for the last time from living colour; looked for black. I was ready.
I found black. Let everything go. There was a sound in my ears, the thunder of a thousand locomotives passing at speed. It faded.There was only my awareness of myself. I could see nothing. No Ammi, no Adil, no doctor, no father, no Omar, no Mamu, no Saad. Was this it? Too good for hell but not good enough for heaven? Condemned to God’s waiting room, to bide my time in silence until my number was called? It figured.



BLAME IT ON AL-QAEDA
SLOGAN ON POPULAR T-SHIRT
~
‘Why?’ It began with a voice. A child’s voice. I thought it was my own.
 ‘Why what?’
‘Why do you want to die?’
‘Because I don’t want to suffer anymore.’
‘What brings you suffering?’
‘Everything. Everyone.’
‘Your mother?’
‘Of course.’
‘Adil?’
‘No.’
‘Saad?’
‘No.’
‘Your mamu and mumani?’
‘No.’
‘Your job?’
‘It’s all right.’
‘Your father?’
‘I don’t want to talk about him.’
‘Why not?’
‘I just don’t, okay?’ The answer was almost wrenched from me, escaping through clenched teeth.
‘If you don’t want to talk about him just yet, that’s okay,’ there was a pregnant pause, ‘I can wait.We have all the time in the world.’
‘It might not be time enough.’
‘Yes it will.’
‘You sound like my mother.’
‘Yes,’ the sparkly voice laughed, ‘you do sound like your mother sometimes.’
‘I don’t want to think about my mother.’
‘Why don’t you think about your mother laughing?’
My mother laughing. My mother used to laugh a lot: in the morning getting out of bed, in the kitchen making aloo ka parathas, on evening scooter rides as the wind played with her hair, at the table ladling food to her brood. She had a laugh that tinkled, pealed, reverberated, depending on the occasion. I remember her beaming face gazing down at me when I was a child in bed. I remember looking through my bedroom door left slightly ajar so the hallway light would comfort me and watching Abba corner her in the doorway and gently brush her hair behind her ears. Her eyes suffused with the glow of a thousand moons, she had laughed softly.
My mother laughing like a lively, loving woman. When did the placid lake turn to white water?
My mother laughing at the faces I was pulling while she braided my hair in the morning before school. She wielded the comb deftly, parting, separating, and plaiting all in a continuous motion. Abba appeared in the doorway, briefcase in hand.
‘Hurry up Jahan,’ he said brusquely, ‘isn’t the girl ready yet?’
‘Nearly done, nearly done. What’s your hurry? It isn’t time yet.’
‘I have to be at work early. Important meeting. Which reminds me, we expect it to go on late, so don’t wait for me for dinner, okay?’
‘That’s the third time this week?’ she protested, pulling a rubber band over one braid.
‘Is it? I don’t have time to count such unimportant things.’
‘Of course not. You’re such a busy man after all,’ there had been no hint of irony in her voice, ‘but thank you for telling me.’
‘No problem. I just didn’t want you worrying about where I was, that’s all.’
‘Why would I worry about that?’ She finished the other braid, patted my shoulder in the signal to get up, and rose to face Abba in the doorway, ‘I know work is the only thing that would keep you away from us.’
‘Well, not the only thing,’ Abba grinned, ‘there’s cricket too.’
‘The Pakistani man’s best friend. Well don’t get too friendly with the cricket, sir, because I don’t think I can compete with two other mistresses.’
‘What are you talking about? I only said cricket,’ Abba seemed flustered.’ Look at the time, got to go,’ he mumbled and rushed off.
‘Listen!’ Ammi followed him to the door to yell.
‘What?’
‘Don’t forget your daughter,’ she pecked me on the cheek
and sent me after him. As I looked back before Ammi closed the front door she was gazing after us, not laughing any more.



PAPPU AUR MUNNI KI GADI
BACK OF RICKSHAW
~
‘Always be pleasant when parting,’ she used to tell me repeatedly when I was a little girl, ‘smile, because that might be the last time you see the person you’re taking leave of.’
‘Because they might have to move suddenly,’ my mind did the math, ‘or because I could die?’
‘Don’t be morbid child,’ she kissed me goodnight.
My mother used to kiss me a lot. Later of course, it seemed my skin was acid to her.
We were a social family when there was just the three of us, going out at least once a week, driving along briskly on Abba’s scooter. Ammi sidesaddle in her sari, a fresh flower in her hair, and me tucked safely between Abba’s legs in front, a smaller flower in mine. The Queen of the Night and her sidekick, my father would laugh a lot as he would watch us getting ready. Actually it was more Ammi getting ready and my mimicking her by her side, a small but determined mirror image.
We were regulars at the annual mushairas at one of Karachi’s landmark parks. I would be dragged along because there was no one ‘reliable’ to leave me with; the two Mamus, it was decided, really wouldn’t know what to do with a little girl. I didn’t mind, the late return usually meant I was allowed to skip school in the morning, the culture I was held to have soaked up the night before more than compensating for a temporary lack of arithmetic or grammar. Besides, even to a six-year-old, the mushairas at the Park were awe-inspiring spectacles.
A tide of humanity would sweep across the grounds and lap gently at the edges of the stage, where eminent poets, poetesses and writers would vie, always politely, for the audience’s affections. It was a fight, even I understood that, albeit a civilized one, and verse was their weapon. The audience sat in thrall to their delivery of ghazals, couplets, satire, etc. and ‘wahs’ and ‘bahut-khubs’ would often erupt simultaneously from many, sounding like a collective polite cleaning of throats, or the honking of a flock of cultured geese.
While all eyes were inevitably glued to the stage or closed when someone recited, my mother would draw many admiring (and resentful) glances in between. There were women as attractive, even prettier, but it was the way she held herself. Her confidence made her stand out in any crowd, whether she was dressed in a Banarasi sari with jasmine in her hair or a hideous butterfly shalwar with a spot on her kameez.
Forced to sit still, reminded of the invisible ball and chain of propriety by a hand in the small of my back, I would begin the evening sitting in front of my parents on the sheets spread on the ground and end it lolling back on Ammi’s lap, lulled to sleep by the gentle rhythm of words I mostly didn’t understand. Sometimes Ammi and Abba would take my closed eyes as evidence of sleep and talk to each other in a manner unfamiliar and bewitching to me.
‘You’re radiant tonight, Jahan. I can’t remember the last time I saw you glow like this.’
‘It’s just the light from that spotlight reflected in the oil of my skin.’
‘You look even prettier when you smile like that. Almost irresistible.’
‘Why almost?’
‘We are in a public place.’
‘Surrounded by other couples as a woman speaks of love.’
‘You’re right. The present company would probably empathize.’
I heard a rustle as he covered Ammi’s hand with his. She sighed happily.
‘What’s the matter?’
‘Nothing, I’m just so happy I thought I’d explode if I didn’t let some of it out.’
‘All that simply by my holding your hand?’
‘I guess I’m not the only irresistible one here.’
‘You’re right. There’s Ayesha.’
They both laughed softly. I heard another rustle a moment later, then the familiar aroma of burning tobacco filled my nostrils, Abba had removed his hand and lit a cigarette. Ammi’s other hand, entwined in my hair as my head rested on her lap, begin to tug insistently at it till I thought some would be pulled out by its roots. I whimpered in pain but kept my eyes closed, not wanting them to know I was awake.
‘What’s the matter with the child?’ Abba asked.
‘Bad dream probably,’ Ammi removed her hands from my hair and patted my cheek gently. ‘Let’s go home?’ There was a question in there, a plaintive, pleading tone.
‘I thought you wanted to hear Tehmina Bano?’
‘I did, but I feel tired suddenly.’
‘Okay. We’ll leave in a little while. I like the next one.’
On the stage, a woman spoke of love being bondage, lamenting the heartlessness of the indifferent other. I fell asleep eventually and dreamt of being chased by a crowd of angry pajamas.



MAIN BARA HO KAR COROLLA BANOONGA
BACK OF RICKSHAW.
~
She wasn’t afraid of anything once, my now cowardly mother who ran from buses and only assaulted the comatose. She would tackle anyone or anything if she felt those she loved were endangered, and sometimes just for the ‘principle of the thing’. What she detested most, right up there with bad manners and sloppy kitchens, was a bully.
One Eid she sent me out to play with the other kids in the street as she tackled the vermicelli. It was a particularly exciting time to be out, because the iron-boat man would be doing his annual round. The iron boat was exactly that. An iron swing in the shape of a boat, with seating for eight and wheels, pushed around by an old taciturn man who was eloquent about correct change but concerned with little else. The boat appeared around the corner as it usually did, but this time a younger man was pushing it.
‘Where’s the Baba?’ one of the bigger kids went and asked.
‘He won’t be coming anymore.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because he’s too old and weak to be pushing this thing and dealing with nosy kids like you.’
‘Are you going to charge the same?’ The boy was unfazed.
‘How much did he charge you?’
‘How much will you charge us?’
‘Take the first ride and find out. You’ll understand why it’s worth more when I’m pushing.’
I was one of the first to clamber aboard, making sure to raise the back of my yellow silk kurta before sitting down so it wouldn’t get soiled.Then the man began pushing and all thoughts of kurtas tumbled from my head.
The old man had been a gentle captain, never pushing too hard so that, even in such a rickety contraption, we felt safe as we glided back and forth over the same patch of street without a safety net of any sort. The new owner obviously couldn’t be bothered with safety, and by the fourth push when he had real momentum going, the prow of the boat reared above the frame on each upswing, and everyone aboard was screaming. Another girl started yelling to be let off, but he ignored her. It wasn’t until I puked and physics hurled my breakfast all over the back of the boat, and the kids in it, that he stopped.
‘You filthy little runt,’ he ground his teeth in my face as he stopped the ride and yanked me off, holding me at arm’s length like the noxious rag I had become, ‘look what you’ve done to my boat.’
I couldn’t speak, just blubbered. The bile still rose in my throat and I could feel vomit in my nostrils.
‘I should make you clean it up.’
‘No, no,’ I shook my head mutely and held out a five rupee note, hoping he would take my fee and let me go.
He slid the note into his pocket, ‘But I’ll just keep all your money instead.’
‘That’s not fair,’ the brazen boy was already recovering from the ride, ‘you’re cheating her.’
‘No I’m not. The extra will buy a cloth to clean up this mess with.’
‘You already have a cloth over your shoulder.’
‘It won’t be much use after this gunk is gone, will it? Now keep quiet if you want another ride.’
‘I won’t.’
‘Scared, are you?’
‘I’m not scared. I just think you’re not a nice man.’
‘Say what you like. You talk like a lion but behave like a mouse.’
‘Your ride doesn’t scare me.’
‘Then you can go again.’
‘I don’t have any more money.’
‘That’s okay. For you it’s free, you and everyone else this swine puked on.’
I turned and ran home. Even if Ammi skinned me for soiling my new silk kurta, it would still be preferable to this public humiliation. The brazen boy and his gang could take all the rides they wanted at my expense, the next time I dreamed of angry pajamas this man would probably be wearing them.
But Ammi didn’t skin me alive, not even threaten to, not once she had heard a complete account of what happened.
‘You poor child,’ she kissed my nose as she cleaned me up, undoing all the buttons before pulling my kurta over my head carefully so vomit wouldn’t touch my hair, ‘it wasn’t your fault. If someone had held me upside down and swung me back and forth I’m sure my stomach would disobey me too. I want to know what that man was thinking.’
‘It doesn’t matter Ammi,’ I interjected, ‘I feel fine now. And since you’re not angry with me I don’t even care about the kurta.’
‘Of course you don’t. You’re not the one who has to wash it. Let’s go see this man once you’ve put on this blue dress.’
‘But I wore that last year.’
‘At your age you can get away with it.’
‘Let’s look for something else,’ I wanted to give the iron man time to get away. I didn’t want him to humiliate my mother like he had humiliated me.
‘Tell you what, when we get back I’ll help you find something. But right now I want to catch him before he moves on.’
And off we went, my futile bleating providing the perfect soundtrack.
When we got there, the socialization of the brazen boy was almost complete. An appreciative crowd of vacant male adults and restless children had gathered to watch him scream. The boat was once again reeking of vomit, and the boy clung to an iron strut shrieking, his clothes soiled and his eyes red with crying as he begged the iron man to let him off.
‘He was giving us all the free rides he promised, but Akbar kept saying “is that the best you can do?” and then he stopped and made the rest of us get off and shoved me off before Akbar got down,’ one of the children from my last cruise whispered animatedly in my ear. His eyes shone with excitement, and he was nervously twisting his fingers through his hair. I had seen that same look in other boys, throwing stones at a passing dog or an injured cat, trying to knock a bird out of a tree. What was wrong with boys?
‘You!’ leaving me in the back of the crowd, Ammi elbowed her way through the throng and barked into the iron man’s ear, ‘Stop this right now. Let that boy off!’
‘He doesn’t want to get off just yet,’ he replied dismissively.
‘Yes he does, you can hear him yelling it all the way down the road.’
The man shot her a glance over his shoulder, chest heaving with exertion but looking comfortable, in form, ‘Why don’t you go back to your house where you belong and listen harder, he likes it very much. Don’t you, kid?’ he waved as the boy flew by.
Not-so-brazen-anymore boy shrieked even louder on the next fly-by. This time we distinctly heard him calling for his mother.
‘Look, I’ve asked you nicely. You’re a grown man torturing a small boy, you should be ashamed of yourself. Stop right now or I’ll have to find some other way to convince you.’
‘I’ll stop if you get on in his place. You look like you could use a ride yourself,’ this comment went right over my pre-pubescent head, but it drew appreciative sniggers from the gallery.
‘So you don’t speak the language of reason? I should have known, considering you are a grown man who earns his livelihood by exploiting little children and insulting women. Should I get you an old man to push around too?’
The man ignored her and renewed his efforts. Motioning stet me to stay where I was, my mother turned around and disappeared down the street.
Five minutes later it was all over. Or so the crowd thought as they watched two children bending over the limp victim of iron man’s torment, prone on the pavement, face down, twitching. Iron man was wiping the boat clean and preparing to move on. A little girl darted up to me and, skipping with anticipation, said, ‘The mothers are coming!’
The mothers? The mothers of whom? The mothers of what? Mine wasn’t the only head that turned when we heard a strangely familiar clicking sound.
My mother marched at the head of a column of women, holding a heeled shoe (not her own, heels would have elevated her beyond Abba’s reach) in one hand. Behind her came an assortment of women from the neighbourhood armed with saucepans, rolling pins and more shoes. The dissipating crowd congealed again. Iron man’s pack-up speed seemed to increase, but the women were upon him in no time. Two, a matron and Agnes, a Goan girl from down the road, whose sister had been on the front side with me, went to attend to the boy on the pavement. The others formed a circle around the now visibly nervous ride operator, Ammi being the only one inside with him.
‘Since you don’t speak the language of reason, we have decided to teach you.’
‘Leave me alone.’
‘So you can go and abuse other people’s children? We’re all mothers here, we don’t think you should go so easily. We don’t like anyone picking on our children.’
‘He’s not your son. What do you care?’
‘But you also scared my daughter. You ruined her new Eid clothes, and you stole her money.’
‘She gave it to me herself.’
‘Ashoo?’ my mother called back to me over her shoulder, ‘did you give him your money yourself?’
‘Yes, but he was supposed to give me change back and he didn’t.’ Fair was fair.
‘Give her back her money.’
‘Here, take it.’ He threw some coins on the ground.
‘Pick it up and hand it to her.’
‘She can pick it up herself. Or why don’t you? Someone like you should be used to bending over.’
Iron man had decided to make a stand, cement his masculinity.The now-silent audience had left him with no option.
‘You also need to apologize to the boy, and give him some Eidi while you’re at it. All you’ve earned today will be fine,’ Ammi continued.
‘I’m not going to do anything of the sort.’
‘I really think you should.’
‘I don’t care what you think. You and all these other bitches go get lost I’m leaving,’ he turned away.
Moving quickly, Ammi scooted past him and grabbed the frayed leather satchel he had been about to pick up.
‘Give it back!’ he grabbed for it. She dangled it over her head, then swung it around her body when he lunged for it. This cat and mouse game continued, until he snarled his frustration and grabbed her arm, twisting it to bring the satchel back into his reach. Ammi’s howl of pain might not have been entirely contrived, and she did have bruises afterwards where his fingers had dug into her skin, but I think she exaggerated for effect. And it worked.
I think it was Ammi’s shoe that struck him first, but after that it was pretty much first come first serve. When it was over, the man crawled on his hands and knees to pick up the coins and offer them to me in one trembling hand. I only took exact change. Then he apologized to once-brazen-now-sniffing boy, gave him lots of Eidi and was allowed to leave. Limping, bent, head-bowed as catcalls pursued him, it didn’t look like he would get very far before collapsing. The crowd finally dispersed, the women sweeping their children in tow as they headed home. The men were all laughing, grateful for the free holiday entertainment. It didn’t matter what had happened to whom or what was right or wrong, what was important was that there had been violence. And women. A man didn’t complain in the face of such munificence. The mind boggled.
‘Don’t think about it,’ Ammi stroked my hair as we walked home. ‘Men are different from us. Accept them as they are, learn to handle them, and be happy.’
Of course she never took her own advice.



DEKHTI ANKHON, SUNTAY KANON
STANDARD OPENING OF LONG RUNNING PAKISTANI GAME SHOW NEELAM GHAR
~
In the early years, my father loved my mother like the tide loves the shore; always drawn, never settling. That she charmed him was apparent even to the casual onlooker. He would buy her flowers on the street, gajras for her wrists, fresh roses for her hair. He would strut proudly by her side, stomach in, chest out, in a proprietary stride that would have looked funny on any other man but seemed appropriate on him.What he lacked in height he made up for in stature, in sheer intensity per-pound of weight. Broad-shouldered, square-jawed, hypnotic eyes and silky moustached, he made a striking escort for Ammi.
The trouble in paradise was that there weren’t enough hours in the day for work, child and wife. Things had to be prioritized, the family taken care of, and my mother didn’t always seem to understand this.
‘I had a lot of respect for your late father,’ Abba remarked to her after another ‘why can’t you come home earlier?’ exchanges at the dinner table, ‘but I wish he’d never taken you to work with him. It spoilt you.’
‘Leave my father out of this.’
‘It really has. One, he was a professor. Everyone in the education sector works shorter hours. It might be just as challenging, if not more, than other jobs,’ he added hastily as he caught the expression brewing on her face, ‘it’s just less time-intensive. That’s all I’m saying.’
‘No it’s not. Most of his time at home was spent preparing lectures and making papers.’
‘Yes, but he was home, wasn’t he? In the next room, at the table, in the bathroom. I can’t match that. I can’t take you with me, and my work can’t leave the office.’
‘Why don’t you do work that can then?’ Ammi was still pouting.
‘Jahan, we’ve been over this. It’s too late to change tracks, even if I wanted to.’
‘So you admit you don’t even want to!’
‘Why should I? I’m not ashamed of what I do. I help the city run smoothly. I think that’s something I can be proud of.’
‘Of course. God forbid people shouldn’t pay their motor vehicle taxes on time, where would the world be then?’
‘So Ayesha,’ Abba nudged me, ‘what do you think of your little sister?’
I giggled.
‘Leave her out of this,’ Ammi snapped.
‘She’s sitting right here.’
‘Children should stay out of adult conversations.’
‘Adults shouldn’t have certain conversations when children are around.’
‘Ayesha, go to your room!’
‘I’m still eating.’
‘Take your plate with you.’
‘Let her eat in peace.’
‘Don’t tell me how to run my house! I don’t interfere in your work, don’t you interfere in mine. This house is my office.’
‘This is my home too,’ Abba said gently.
‘And that’s unfair considering how much time you spend in it.’
I picked up my plate and went to my room.
‘Things will be better soon,’ I heard him say before I closed the door, ‘I won’t have to do so much grunt work when I get that promotion, and we’ll eat together every day.’ But we didn’t.



JANAM SAMJHA KARO
BACK OF RICKSHAW
~
My father liked to call himself a self-made man. He wasn’t born into a particularly ‘good’ family (not a Syed anywhere in the lineage) or very well educated, but rather had clambered up the ladder of social evolution through sheer hard work. The only son of illiterate peasants from Bihar, after finishing primary and middle school in a nearby village, he had moved to Hyderabad in his teens to try his luck in the big city. Working nights as a waiter in a hotel, he had managed to put himself through high school and then earned a Bachelor of Commerce from a public university. That’s where he had met Ammi. She was a year junior to him, the daughter of one of his professors. Her father had been against the match from the start.
‘Why isn’t Nana smiling in any of his pictures?’ I had asked once as we looked through their old album.
‘Because your nana was always thinking of very serious things,’ Ammi had said primly.
‘Because your nana was a grump,’ Abba had added.
Ammi shot him a look, and he threw up his hands in mock-surrender, ‘Because thinking of serious things makes you look serious all the time.’
‘How come you’re always smiling then? Don’t you do serious things at work?’
‘Apparently not,’ he had grinned, ‘I’m really just a good-for-nothing, like your nana said I was.’
‘Why did he say that?’
‘He never said that,’ Ammi said fiercely, ‘He really liked your father. He said you were a good student.’
‘But not good enough for you, Jahan, I didn’t have the pedigree.’
‘What’s a pedigree?’
‘Breed.’
‘Like dogs have?’
‘Yes. Like dogs have.’
‘Mrs Arif said dogs were impure. Are you impure too?’
‘If only you knew!’
‘Aslam!’
‘Sorry, Jahan. No Ashoo, I’m as pure as they come.’
‘And Nana was a nice man?’
‘Nana was a great man.’
‘I wish I had met him.’
‘I wish you had too,’ Ammi said, was she crying? ‘But he’s with us in a sense now. This house is ours because of him.’
‘Did he give it to us?’
‘He sold his own house so we could buy this one,’ there was a resigned sadness in her tone, and Abba was looking more uncomfortable by the moment.
‘Where did he go then?’
‘He lived with your Baray Mamu for a while, then he went to meet his Maker.’
‘Did he ever live in this house?’
‘He never came to Pakistan.’
‘Why did you come then? I wouldn’t want to leave Abba,’ I went and put my arms around his neck.
Ammi was crying openly now. She got up and disappeared into the bathroom.
‘She didn’t want to leave hers either, little luddo,’ Abba pulled my ear, ‘she did it for me.’
‘Couldn’t you and Nana live in the same place so she didn’t have to choose? Other families all live together. Anjum from my class lives with her Nana, Nani and her Khalas and Mamus too.’
‘No we couldn’t.’
‘Did you fight? Anjum says sometimes they fight but everyone forgets about it in a day or so.’
‘No. But if we hadn’t come, we would never have had you and you would never have had us and the sun would probably never have come up again.’
‘Oh. You did do the right thing then.’
‘Thank you for approving.’
‘No problem.’
We went for a walk to buy ice cream for Ammi. She wouldn’t eat it at first, still sniffing into her handkerchief, but relented when we refused to eat ours as well. Then we raced to see who could finish first. I did. I won a lot of informal competitions with my parents. Except, naturally, the ones that really mattered.
*
Abba and Ammi seemed closer together in the weeks following the argument that wasn’t about Nana. She would slave away in the kitchen from early morning preparing his favourite South Indian dishes, leaving me to potter aimlessly, unsupervised, through the rest of the house. Tables, shelves, prohibited desk drawers, everything was fair game for my nimble fingers. I knew I wasn’t supposed to be searching through their personal space, that is why I said nothing about the pictures I found stashed in Abba’s desk, tucked between the back of the drawer and the table.
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There were four postcards, and one picture. The postcards featured Anglo-looking women in various stages of undress, above the name ‘Lucky Gentleman’s club’ and the line ‘You’re not dreaming!’ They weren’t bad looking, but my mother’s breasts were bigger.
The picture looked strangely familiar, a very fair woman with light eyes in a sleeveless dress that dangled fetchingly around her knees, smiling into the camera against the backdrop of the sea. The Arabian Sea? Our sea? Rifling through the postcards again, I realized why she looked familiar. She was the topless woman on two of the postcards. She was all dolled-up in the postcards, and looked younger and fresher in the photo, but that gap-toothed smile was distinct. Unique.
‘What are you doing?’ Ammi called out as she emerged from the kitchen.
Dropping the cards and picture back into the drawer and closing it as rapidly as I could without making a sound, I dropped to my stomach and peered under the desk.
‘Ayesha?’ Ammi’s sandalled feet stopped an inch from my nose. ‘What are you doing, you silly child? You’ll get your clothes dirty.’
‘Have you seen my new eraser, Ammi?’ I clambered to my feet and looked right into her eyes. ‘I was using it at the dining table when I was doing my homework earlier but now I can’t find it.’
‘It wasn’t under the desk?’
I shook my head and looked sad.
‘It’s probably somewhere in your room then. You’re always losing things and then finding them two minutes later. Come,’ she held out her hand, ‘I’ll help you look.’
We searched my room. Miraculously, my eraser was right where I had left it, in my pencil-box.
‘You have to learn to focus more, Ashoo,’ Ammi had said as she smoothed out an imaginary line on my bedspread. ‘Honestly, sometimes I think you can’t see things even when they’re right in front of you.’
‘Maybe I need glasses.’
‘Maybe,’ she eyed me appraisingly, ‘but they’ll spoil that pretty face of yours.’
‘I’m not as pretty as you are.’
‘Says who?’
‘Says lots of people.’
‘Ignore them, you’re much better looking than I am. You know why?’
‘Why?’ I knew what was coming.
‘Because you look like your father, and he’s the handsomest man in the world.’
She went back outside and settled into a chair to read her weekly rag, meaning I had no way of replacing the picture and cards exactly how I had found them. If I didn’t, Abba would know someone had been in his drawer. He would ask Ammi and she would say no, and that left only me.
Were they even his postcards, I wondered. Maybe they were one of the Mamus’. They were the only other men who were familiar enough with the house to know all the good hiding places. And some man must have hidden them. I was old enough to know men weren’t supposed to see women without their clothes on. Not even their daughters, after a certain age. I didn’t know if that was true of wives too, but I had certainly never seen Abba with Ammi without her shirt on.
Ammi moved restlessly through the house till Abba came home and I never got a chance to place the secret stash back in its hiding hole. Dinner was particularly good that night, but I just picked at my food. My appetite had deserted me at the thought of Abba finding out I had been rifling through his things. It wouldn’t have been so bad if I’d found a wind-up watch or a new ruler, something that could legitimately be mine one day, but those pictures were trouble.
Complaining of a stomach ache I went to my room and lay down on the bed. After some time, the laughter from the dining table creating an ominous contrast with my visions of eternal frostiness, my stomach really started aching. I began to feel sorry for myself. Sure I had been messing around with things I wasn’t supposed to, but where were my parents as their only child writhed in agony on her narrow, uncomfortable bed? What if I died from my stomach ache? I bet they’d feel really stupid then. The laughter stopped, then resumed again further off.
I got up and decided to go get myself a glass of water. Normally I would yell for Abba to get one for me, but I didn’t want to disturb their cozy little party. When I opened the door, the dinner dishes were still strewn around the dining table. This was unusual, my mother kept a neat house. Ammi Abba were nowhere to be seen, the door to their bedroom was half-open. I peeked around the side.
Ammi sat before the three-quarter mirror on the brocade-covered stool that went with it. Her jet hair open, falling almost to her waist. Abba stood behind her, looking at her eyes twinkling at him in the mirror as he brushed her hair. They weren’t the brisk, business-like strokes that my hair was subjected to when being tamed by a parent, but gentle, languid ones. It’ll take him forever if he’s going to be that slow about it, I thought frowning, brushing her hair like that while I die of stomach ache.
I realized my mother was looking at me in the mirror.
‘Aslam,’ she raised her eyes to his again, ‘close the door, will you. There’s a draft in the room.’
I fled back to my room before he got to the door, feeling oddly guilty, like I had stumbled upon not one but two dangerous secrets in one day. I felt so nervous I forgot all about putting the postcards and photograph back in their place.
Abba came to my room later that night. I pretended to be asleep, keeping my eyes tightly shut despite the light spilling in from the open door. Abba used it to make his way around my room, straightening the clothes hung haphazardly from the back of the chair, arranging the books in a neat pile. He paused to admire my eraser collection, displayed proudly on a small table next to my desk. There were erasers of different shapes and sizes, squares, triangles, flowers, cars, trains, even a cricket bat. The fancy ones were never very effective, if God forbid you had to use one, but I liked to collect them anyway. My collection had flourished under my father’s patronage, and Chotay Mamu had contributed an eraser or two as well. Ammi only bought me a new eraser when I had done something she felt deserved a reward. The flower was from her. ‘Girly gifts for little girls,’ she had said, frowning at the airplane, ‘from someone who doesn’t want you to grow up to be an air hostess.’
Abba finally came and sat next to me on the bed.
‘I know you’re awake Ashoo.’
I squeezed my eyelids even more tightly shut.
‘Your toes are twitching, my little luddo.’
I opened my eyes and turned over to look at him. He smiled at me, the light from the door throwing his face into orbit, with only the lower half reflecting the light of its artificial sun.
‘Shouldn’t I be asleep? I have school tomorrow, you know.’
‘I know. You can sleep in a few minutes. I just didn’t really get a chance to talk to you today, that’s all.’
‘You were busy.’
‘You had a tummy-ache and came in to lie down.’
‘Because I’m a big girl and I can take care of myself.’
‘Of course you are, but we feel important if you let us help you do that.’
‘How come you never brush my hair?’ The words flew unbidden from my lips. I had been determined to keep my cool, but he didn’t seem angry with me and I was flustered.
‘I can brush it tomorrow if you like. I notice you have a new eraser or two in your collection.’
Excited, I got out of bed and went and got the new additions to my rubber family, showing them to Abba as I told him of their origins.
‘The flower was from Ammi for getting all my math questions right. I sort of wanted one with an airplane on it but she said I should get the girly flower one, and she didn’t want me to grow up to be an air hostess. What’s an air hostess?’
‘A woman who takes care of people on aeroplanes.’
‘Like a girl pilot?’
‘Not exactly. She doesn’t fly the plane but she makes sure everyone’s safe and warm and well-fed.’
‘Like Ammi except up in the air?’
‘You could say that except don’t say that to her.’
‘Do they also wear saris all the time? What do they look like? Do they have uniforms? Why can’t they fly the plane?’
‘Yes, they have uniforms. And they look just like everyone else. And they can’t fly the plane because their fingers are too delicate to get a good grip on the steering. You know Aunty Francis, who lives down the street? She’s an air hostess. That’s why we hardly ever meet her, she’s always flying around.’
‘But she’s so nice! And pretty!’
‘Yes she is.’
‘Why doesn’t Ammi want me to be like her then?’
‘I think your mother just doesn’t want you to do anything that will take you far away from her.’
‘Oh,’ I mulled it over and moved on, ‘this one’s from Mamu,’ I held out the airplane, ‘he bought it for me when Ammi wasn’t looking.’
‘Smart man. He hasn’t visited us for a few days, has he?’
‘No, he’s been busy too.’
‘That’s how I knew he wasn’t the one to go through my drawer.’
The trapdoor clicked shut behind me. There should be a rule against tricking other people, I thought.
‘I didn’t …’ my voice trailed off. Lying to a parent was pointless, I’d learned that early. At least to Ammi, anyway. She had an uncanny ability to ferret out what you really didn’t want her to know. Persistence, that’s how she did it.
‘Right …’ Abba continued when it became obvious I was going to say nothing else, ‘I don’t know if you’ve done it before or been doing it regularly.’
‘No!’ I shook my head emphatically, that was the first time I’d burrowed through his desk.
‘We treat you like a big girl because you behave like one. If you start doing babyish things like deliberately disobeying us, for example opening drawers and cabinets you’re not supposed to open, we’ll have to start treating you like a little baby again. Would you like that? Should we treat you like a baby till you grow up? Would you like to not be able to drink anything but milk?’
I giggled despite the lump in my throat. He was pulling my leg obviously. Everyone knew being a baby was something that only happened once. He wasn’t really angry with me, he would be talking about real punishment if he were.
‘Stop giggling!’ Abba’s tone hardened, ‘you did something wrong and now you’re giggling about it. What are you, stupid?’
Shocked, I mumbled, ‘Sorry.’
‘You should be sorry,’ he almost snarled, ‘little troublemaker! Should I call your mother and tell her how you’re behaving?’
‘No Abba,’ I was speaking but I couldn’t hear my own voice.
‘Would you like to wear a diaper all the time? Should we send you to school with a diaper over your uniform so all the other children can see it? They’d like that. They’d all make fun of you.’
Abba’s half-moon smile seemed menacing, suddenly, I felt the first tear well up and fall. I willed it not to, I didn’t want to cry like a baby, much less be one.
‘I’m sorry. It was an accident. I won’t do it again.’
‘I don’t know if I believe you. I think I should tell your mother,’ he hesitated, ‘she’ll insist we treat you like a baby for at least a week …’
‘Please, please believe me, don’t tell Ammi,’ I was sobbing furiously now, and hating myself for it. He let me wriggle and squirm for a little longer, watching me with a detachment I found unnerving. If only that stomach ache had killed me after all.
‘All right, just this once, I won’t tell your mother. If you’ve really learned your lesson we’ll both keep quiet about everything that happened.’
‘Everything’ was exaggerated.
‘But one word and I’ll put that diaper on you myself. Now get back to sleep.’
I clambered under the covers and pulled them up to my chin. He stood silhouetted, backlit, like the monster from the old cupboard in the hall whose shadow sometimes flitted past my door at darkest night.
‘You know I saw an eraser with a train on it the other day,’ his tone was oddly cheerful, ‘maybe I’ll bring it home for you tomorrow. Would you like that?’
Petrified, I managed to nod, his inconsistency leaving me speechless.
‘That’s too bad, because I don’t give presents to little sneaks. Goodnight, my little luddo. Sleep well.’
The door closed behind him.
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In the blackness I realized I was whimpering softly. I hadn’t thought about it for years, how he had humiliated me, and never once mentioned the pictures. By scaring me witless, he’d made sure I never mentioned them either, certainly not to Ammi.
‘Are you ready to talk about your father now?’ the other voice whispered the question.
I don’t know if I nodded my assent or vocalized it. I don’t know if I needed to do either. For a second I was a child and weary with sleep, groaning my opposition to the idea of waking up as Ammi stepped across the room, and opened the curtains. Light flooded in, blinding me. I felt rather than saw my mother kiss me.
*
I was by the window of my hospital room again, as Ammi had been in my old room just a second ago. I seemed to have stabilized because the nurse in the room was looking bored, idly winding one permed strand around her red talon hand as she watched the TV on mute. The air conditioner hummed. Adil sat by my side again. He had changed clothes since I last saw him. How much time had passed?
‘So then I said to Farah, “I’ve never met anyone like you!” And she said, “whatever, why do all you cheapo directors have to try lines on every female who walks on set? Is that why you become directors, so you can take out your frustrations on women you happen to be working with?” And I was like, “no yaar no, I’ve never said that to anyone before, I’ve never even had a girlfriend!” and she laughed in my face and went off to talk to the sound guy again. I think he likes her. But I wasn’t discouraged! Persistence, that’s the key. But I’ve got to tell you Ashoo, getting her to understand she was the right one for me and I was the right one for her took a lot of it. Persistence. That and time. You know this has been going on for three months now? Yep. Ninety days at least. I’ve wanted to tell you but I haven’t really seen that much of you lately. We’ll fix that when you wake up. And planning. We have to start planning. She wants a December wedding.’
It was April. People who said ‘when it’s time, it’s time’ were right; after surviving a car accident, a government hospital and my mother’s psychotic episode, I was now going to be bored to death by my younger brother. I marvelled at God’s warped sense of humour. I marvelled at the ingenuity with which Adil had wisely placed his own head out of harm’s way, up his posterior. The classic Pakistani coping mechanism, our balm for all ills, if something terrible is happening to someone other than you, pretend it isn’t. Talk about something else instead. Adil’s feeling for this Farah woman might well be deep, meaningful, pure, etc., but a little more focus would have been nice. Sister in coma, mother having episode, must think for whole family unit … but no. The whole family unit, it seemed, counted for nothing before Farah. I wanted to wake up so I could smack him. I wanted to wake up so I could see Saad and tell him I was sorry for running out on him that morning. I knew I had been allowed more time so I could think about my father, but wasn’t going to. So what if I had said I would? What would the little voice do, kill me?
*
That morning the crisis had started innocently enough. These things generally did.
‘Ammi can you clear up today, I have to leave early,’ I’d asked her during breakfast.
‘What’s your hurry?’
‘I have to meet Saad before going to the office. He’s getting a new car and we’re meeting at the dealer’s so I can help him pick a colour.’
‘Why can’t he pick a colour himself?’
‘He can. He just wants my opinion, that’s all.’
‘So you’re all ready to turn your home life upside down whenever his highness beckons?’
‘I’m just asking you to put some dishes in the sink, not wash them. God forbid you have to do that!’
‘He wants a colour that’ll suit you because, of course, you’ll be spending a lot of time in that car. There aren’t enough hours in the day for the time you two spend together.’
‘Why do you have such problems with my being happy?’
‘I don’t. I don’t even care about the fact that most girls would never do the things you’re doing. You think he likes you? Where I come from, dates are numbers in a calendar. I have a problem seeing you dive head first into a situation that will only make you deeply unhappy later.’
‘You really don’t know what you’re talking about.’
‘You don’t know as much as you think you do.’
‘I know enough to keep this house going and making sure you can spend all your time wasting it!’
‘Since you know so much, why don’t you tell me why Saad needs a new car, when he has such a comfortable taxi?’
I rose from the table and began grabbing dishes. If I moved really fast I’d probably be able to clear them all before dashing out the door hoping the wind was behind me and not against me as well. We were ‘in between’ domestic help, we generally were. There were always women ringing the bell looking for work but few could deal with Ammi at her worst. At her best she could charm a Muslim sweeper into picking up the cat poo, at her worst … well, let’s just say the frequent switching also made it hard for any self-respecting maid/cook/cleaner to stick around.While Adil and I would both have preferred to have someone in the house with Ammi while we were gone, it just never worked out that way. Not for very long anyway. The last cook had threatened to file an FIR after Ammi followed up an offer to make her some tea for a change by grabbing her long braid and trying to swing her round the room with it.
‘Didn’t you hear me?’ Ammi chuckled softly, ‘I’ll say it again if you like. Taxi. Yellow taxi. Red taxi. Ayesha taxi.’
Ignoring her, I continued making mad dashes between the table and the kitchen.
‘Ayesha,’ her tone softened, ‘I’m so sorry. Really I am. Please listen to me.’
Weakening, I stopped for a second. She was hardly ever so gentle to me. I wanted to savour it, even if I knew it was only the eye of the storm.
‘I am, you know, I know I say terrible, hurtful things to you. It must be horrible hearing them from your own mother,’ she began to stroke my hair, tucking it behind my ears, ‘there, much better. You’re such a good-looking girl. Woman now. I guess I should say a strong woman shouldering more responsibility than most men could handle. I’m so very proud of you.’
It felt just like a warm shower on a cold day, leaving the chill of the winter morning behind as I stepped into the steam contained behind the shower curtain. It felt heavenly, this acknowledgement, this thought that she appreciated, if not understood, me.
‘Thank you,’ I whispered, flinging my arms around her neck and burying my face in her collarbone, ‘that’s what I want most in the world, for you to be proud of me.’
‘Ayesha, I am proud of you,’ pushing me back she put her hands on my shoulders and looked me right in the eye, ‘whatever happens, you must remember that.’
‘Whatever happens? What do you mean?’ I grew anxious, was I on suicide watch? Was she wiping the slate clean before breaking it?
‘I mean whatever happens?’
‘Such as?’
‘Such as when you die an old, bitter spinster with no love or joy in your life, I want you to remember your mother was proud of you.’
Wrenching free, I turned back to the table. It took a gargantuan effort to bend my hands to the task of picking up utensils and not the far more seductive lure of matricide. She would be better off dead, I thought, and Adil and I would certainly be better off if she were gone. It would be the kind thing to do, put her out of her misery instead of letting her walk around maimed, like a strong dog with half its head missing, maggots nesting in its cranial cavity. Sometimes she even had that particular weave, that easy lope of the animal so far beyond pain it had come out the other side and was doing a happy luddi.
‘You will die alone, you know. He’ll never marry you. What’s that boy’s name? Omar?’
‘Saad. His name is Saad.’
‘So many. I lose count. The first one didn’t marry you either, did he?’
‘I didn’t want to marry him,’ I knew I shouldn’t be taking the bait, but rage throbbed through the veins on my forehead and opened my mouth when I knew it would have been better shut, ‘I didn’t want to marry him. I don’t want to marry Saad. I don’t want to marry anyone because of you.’
‘Because of me? What? You think I’ll steal your men? I know I’m more attractive but I am getting on in years, you know. What am I going to do with your choozas?’
‘Not steal, you witch, drive away. Don’t you get it? I’m ashamed of you.’
‘We have something in common then, I’m ashamed of you too.And let’s be fair here, at least I don’t embarrass you in public.’
‘You never go out. If you ever did, I’m sure you would.’
‘I do go out!’
‘Once a week to find your long-lost husband? That’s another man you managed to drive away, and I bet it wasn’t the first I bet Nana sold his property and bought you this house so you would be far away from him and he could die in peace.’
Ammi looked at me with a strangely speculative glint in her eye, ‘Anger is fun isn’t it? Addictive too.You know you grow more like me every day.’
‘I’ll never be like you. I’m not like you.’
‘You’ll be alone, true. Because that Saad, Omar, whoever person will leave you and move on the moment you bore him. You’re not bad looking, but what else do you have to offer? Money? No. Education? Not particularly distinguished. Family? Dead or embarrassing. Culinary skills? Non-existent. No, dear girl, I’m afraid this is it for you. You’re just a transit visa on some man’s exotic travels. Say what you like about your father and I, but I was the only woman for him.’
I pushed back words on the tip of my tongue reciting the ‘ignore, ignore, ignore’ mantra I’d learned was the best way to cope with her outbursts. She was like a matador to a bull, goading you into charging only to use your own momentum to slide her rapier into you.
‘I’m leaving now Ammi,’ I picked up my bag after depositing all the dishes in the sink, ‘I’ll be home the usual time.’
‘I’m glad you bought that car,’ suddenly she was conversational again, ‘public transport always adds an hour to any commute.’
‘Yes.’ Keep the answers short. Move fast.
‘And it’s nice to see you spending money on yourself for a change. That’s what women should do, you know. It’s our right to spend what we earn without questions from anyone. Freely.’
I kept moving.
‘Selfishly,’ she was back, ‘why didn’t you buy a car for Adil? He needs it more than you do. Your lover was always willing to drop you home but what about your poor brother, huh? You know his work takes him all over the city.’
‘As you pointed out, I don’t need to rationalize my spending to anyone. Adil’s working now, he’ll be able to buy himself a car in no time.’
‘I bet Saad would buy you a car if you asked him right now. You should. Mistresses have a short shelf life, approach him while he’s soft enough on you to sanction a rich parting gift.’
I opened the door and moved out.
‘I saw him the other day, you know. In a powder blue Corolla with a beautiful woman. They pulled up at the traffic light next to your Mamu and I. She had streaked hair and diamonds on her fingers. They were laughing. He couldn’t take his eyes off her!’ she yelled after me as I opened the gate and got into the car. I tried to shut her out but I knew the car, and the girl. Powder blue, streaks, diamonds, laughing, Najma’s sister Faryal. Rich bitch. Kill them all.
‘You’re over the hill! Over thirty! Over the limit!’ Ammi pounded on my car window, ‘leave him now and we’ll find you a fifty-year-old divorcee with two children.’
I inched the car back down the driveway, not paying particular attention to whether Ammi’s foot was in the way. She would take care not to hurt herself, regardless of how out-there she was. Hurting was for other people.
‘It’ll be fun. The kids will be older so you won’t have to clean any shit but your own!’
I screeched off down the narrow lane, leaving the gate wide open behind me and forcing old Mrs Pereira to lift her dress and hop nimbly onto the pavement. I couldn’t care less.
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Saad was waiting for me outside the dealer’s showroom, standing beside his car looking fresh and at ease, as if the whole of Karachi’s industrial traffic wasn’t passing behind him. He had that quality, that ability accessible only to the very centred or the very rich, of carrying his atmosphere with him. Regardless of the surroundings, he seemed to exist in a bubble of purified air. Enlightened? Oblivious? Who knew what he was?
‘I hope you haven’t been waiting long,’ I began as I parked behind him and strode over.
‘Just a few minutes.’
‘Sorry.’
‘Oh it’s okay. I was actually just enjoying the sights,’ he sighed with pleasure, eyes practically glazing over. I turned to look where he was looking and saw row upon row of well-groomed luxury cars, their squeaky clean glass windows reflecting the soft morning light, all the cars seemed petrified in soft focus.
‘They’re just boxes with wheels, you know, to use for getting from point A to point B,’ I said as we began walking over to the nearest one, ‘why must you invest them with this spiritual depth they don’t have?’
‘Who said anything about spiritual depth? I like cars because they’re a combination of exact and inexact science, mechanics and beauty, it’s really very simple.’
‘If you say so. Have you thought about a colour?’
‘That’s why you’re here.’
‘Hmmm,’ the jealousy crocodile surfaced in the scum-covered pond of my mind and began creeping towards shore, where the rest of me lapped gently at the water, ‘what about a powder blue Corolla?’
‘You know,’ there was no hesitation in his voice, ‘it’s funny you should say that because Najma’s sister has one of those and I have to say I was tempted.’
‘You were?’
‘Oh yeah. But she let me take it for a test drive and it just didn’t feel right.’
‘It didn’t?’ Oblivious, that’s what he was. Not rich or enlightened, just plain clueless. Stupid.
‘I think the powder blue was all wrong. Great car. Pretty girl, even,’ he grinned and glanced mischievously at me, ‘but I didn’t think you would look that good in it.’
‘Oh I won’t?’ I might as well marry that old divorcee and raise someone else’s children, I thought, Saad’s would probably all have significant birth defects, not to mention be buck-toothed and dense, ‘though of course most women would pale in comparison to Faryal.’
‘How do you know her name?’
‘We met her at Najma’s once, remember? Or did you forget I was there?’
‘Don’t be crude,’ he said, and I flared up, the spark from my bout with Ammi becoming a conflagration.
‘But I am crude. I haven’t had the benefit of your exalted education and opportunities. The sandpaper of privilege hasn’t polished me. The only way I’d be caught in one of your clubs would be in the bakery with the other tarts.’
Saad laughed, then stopped abruptly when he got a look at my face.
‘What’s wrong?’
‘Nothing’s wrong.’
‘Something’s wrong.’
‘Back off,’ I said fiercely, ‘can’t you just leave me alone?’
Saad recoiled, and for a second I saw myself as he did, wide-eyed and snapping jaws, a street cat lunging for him. Bitter as glass and twice as sharp. That was me, his great girlfriend.
‘All right,’ his civility shamed me. He should have snapped back. ‘Why don’t we go someplace for breakfast? Someplace quiet.’
‘No. We came to find you a car and we’re not leaving till we get you a car.’
‘Seriously Ayesha, we can do this some other time, when you’re not upset.’
‘What makes you think I’m upset? Maybe I’m just like this every morning? We’ve never met so early before. Maybe this is how I am before I get into work, the real me.’
‘You’ll feel better after we eat something.’
‘I’ve already eaten.’
‘So early?’ Saad’s breakfast was brought to him at his desk every morning at 10 o’clock by a white-coated peon retained for that very purpose. Freshly squeezed orange juice, hot buttered toast, one half-boiled egg prepared meticulously in the ‘executive corner’ of the cafeteria kitchen, as per instructions from his mother. Spoilt brat, driving around with hot girls in powder blue Corollas, I hoped he’d crack his soft-boiled egg some day to find a perfectly developed chick, killed by his gluttony.
‘It’s not early Saad. Look around you,’ I gestured widely, ‘you see all these people walking or driving by? Well most of them have been up since before dawn, praying, preparing, ironing, cleaning, dropping kids to school, beginning the long commute to work, burning their fingers on hot pans. These are normal people. I’m a normal person. Most of us don’t get served breakfast every morning by a white-coated waiter with instructions from Mommy.’
‘You don’t seem very normal to me Ayesha,’ he said gruffly. Accusations of undue privilege always got a rise out of him.
‘The only thing abnormal about me Saad, is you.’
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
‘It means you and I, we aren’t right.’
‘There you go from point A to point F again. I don’t know what the matter is but can you please try and localize the explosion instead of letting it ignite everything?’
‘Everything is connected, you idiot. Everything. Why don’t you get that?’ My unhappiness and his oblivion. His privilege and my misery.
‘Can we please have this conversation somewhere else?’ Saad lowered his voice, ‘everyone is looking at us, including the dealer. He opened the showroom especially for me because he’s a friend of my father’s. I don’t want this getting back to my parents.’
A crowd had gathered around as the argument, my side of it anyway, had escalated into shouting. An audience on tap: that was just one of Karachi’s myriad charms.
‘But your parents would love to hear of it. Brawling in a public place, they’ll say, we told you that girl had no class. Drop her now and get into Faryal’s powder blue Corolla immediately.’
‘You don’t know anything about my parents.’
That stung. It really did. I didn’t know anything about his parents, apart from the sense of boundless entitlement gleaned from meetings with his father the Overlord, because he had never formally introduced me to them. I’d never spoken to his mother on the phone even, forget be invited to her milad soirees like Najma and her sister. Saad had told me I was lucky, they were the most boring and pretentious events imaginable, having more to do with diamonds than deities. But I would have liked to experience it for myself rather than imagine it.
‘I don’t know anything about them. Of course I don’t. I’ve only ever met your father twice, and that’s counting the AGM. You’ve never introduced me to your mother, you don’t like to talk about them so how am I supposed to know anything about them?’ My voice rose to a shriek then tapered off. I could see Saad’s lips moving but couldn’t make out what he was saying, his reply was lost in the din of a passing tanker’s horn. The instant audience poured closer to compensate for traffic sound. Folding chairs, it struck me, that’s what they need, folding chairs to carry from place to place.
‘What did you just say?’ but Saad had already turned away and was walking back towards his car. I caught up with him, fell in step.
‘What did you just say?’
‘It doesn’t matter. We’re going to be very late if we don’t leave.’
‘We’ll go in a minute. Tell me.’
‘It doesn’t matter what I said, you’ll hear something horrible and negative anyway, the way you’re behaving right now.’
‘So I’m badly behaved, am I?’
‘See?’ Saad had reached his car, was opening the door, looking sadly at me over the top.
‘Why don’t you train me then, you son of a bitch? Like your friends do with their dogs at the Kennel Club? I don’t have much pedigree but I’m eager to please.’
Why was I grinning? I could feel my mouth stretching upwards to my ears, but I don’t know which part of my brain had sent it there.
Saad got in. In a flash, without thinking, I opened the passenger door and slid in next to him, the captive audience safely out of earshot. He didn’t look at me, just gazed into the distance over the steering wheel.
‘Saad,’ the words tumbled out with a terrible urgency, as if my mouth wanted to get its two cents in before demon Ayesha kicked in again, ‘marry me. Marry me and I won’t be angry anymore.’
His silence pinned me to my seat for what seemed like infinity, but the dashboard clock told me not even a minute had passed.When he finally turned to look at me, I fled, unable to meet his eyes, stumbling out of the seat and practically falling on the road. Ripping the keys out of my bag I dashed to my car, fumbling with the keys before I managed to open the door and dive in. My ears were stinging, my nose beginning to tickle as blood rose to cover my humiliation. I screeched off. I didn’t know if Saad had gotten out of his car or come after me. I didn’t know what he had said, if he had said anything at all, when he turned to look at me. I never looked back.
At the FTC traffic light I read my story on the back of a truck and wept, not caring that the hawkers could see me. Then the accident happened. The last time Saad had seen my face, it must have looked like my mother’s.



NAMAZ PARHO ISS SAY PEHLAY KAY TUMHARI NAMAZ PARHI JAYAY
GRAFFITI
~
The marionette on the hospital bed began a dance of agitation. The bed rattled, IV shook, things beeped and the canola sighed resignedly to itself and withdrew from flesh without much prompting. Adil squawked ‘what’s happening to her?’ to the nurses who rushed in from the station outside to join red nails. They ignored him and set about pinning my arms to my side with practiced ease. People flooded into the room, Dr Shafiq in the front, and Adil was quickly ushered out with a ‘we’ll let you back in as soon as we can.’ I settled, soon, but Dr Shafiq was looking worried. A tiny frown line marred his otherwise smooth forehead as he chewed pensively on his lower lip. The nurses flocked around him like bees to honey. How come there were such few male nurses? And female doctors?
‘This is not the best possible thing that could have happened,’ Dr Shafiq said to no one in particular.
‘Yes sir,’ a nurse murmured as if in response to a private conversation. One of her colleagues shot her a curious glance.
‘I remember this happened to that mother of four we had in here last month,’ she chimed in.
‘The mother of four, right,’ the doctor replied, ‘do you recall what we did?’
The first nurse prattled something as he nodded his head, their limbs seemed to move independently of their mouths. He was unusual, this one. Not stingy with what he knew, not afraid of burdening their poor female brains with matters too complex for them to understand. No wonder they adored him. And that they adored him was obvious, to everyone but the good doctor himself, of course.
Dr Shafiq remained clueless. That’s the attractive thing about very smart people, they’re oblivious to the emotional undercurrents that swirl around them. I wished I had been smart in my lifetime, but what difference would it have made? Would life be easier to wrestle into submission if we were governed by impulses like pleasure and principle rather than insecurity and guilt? Would that have enabled me to rise above the emotional constipation and misdirected frustration that riddled my own household? Then again, who knew what the doctor’s home life was like, or what he was like with his wife, if he had one. Maybe he slapped her. Twice. Every morning.
‘Have Dr Altaf on standby,’ he was saying to the nurse nearest the door, ‘if the pressure doesn’t ease soon we might have to try and relieve it ourselves.
‘You’re a pretty girl,’ he remarked to my limp form suddenly, ‘don’t make me do ugly things to your cranium.’
He walked out, most of the others scuttling after him. Two of the nurses gave me the evil eye as they passed.
Pressure? What pressure? Who was he talking to? What was he talking about? And was that really my ex-boyfriend standing playing cricket with Adil in the corner?



AAP NAY KIS SAY BAAT KARNI HAI?
 MAINAY SIRF AAP SAY BAAT KARNI HAI
PHONE PICK UP LINE IN THE DAYS BEFORE CALLER ID.
~
It was my ex-boyfriend Omar playing cricket with Adil in the corner. They were using three IV poles as the wicket. And a taped tennis ball. Didn’t they realize this was a hospital? Someone could get hurt.
‘She’s awake,’ Adil grunted as he bowled
‘ CHAKKA!’ Omar roared as he swung the bat. The window shattered. Adil was going to be cut to ribbons by the flying glass, except there wasn’t any. He turned to me and smiled.
‘Ashoo, you won’t believe who’s here to see you!’ he sounded annoyingly cheerful, like he’d discovered a million rupees in his bottle top.
‘Hello Ayesha,’ Omar stood by the bedside looking distinctly uncomfortable, shoulders hunched and hands tucked into his pockets in a stance I knew well. He’d used it frequently in class when delivering presentations or answering questions. It meant he was shy, and scared. Not that he’d ever admit it of course. Show me the man who can be honest about his feelings, and I’ll show you the sari and lipstick hidden in the back of his closet.
Omar looked down at me and ran a finger parallel to my arm, almost but not quite touching it, respecting propriety. Astral or not, I felt a tingle where my spine would be. ‘Last time I was in a hospital the situation was reversed. I was the one in that bed.’
‘Oh yeah,’ Adil looked quizzical, but uninterested. ‘You remember?’
‘I was just a kid when you two were together,’ Adil said, flustered, ‘that is, I assumed you two were together. I mean, I don’t think we’ve ever really met before. Didn’t you take a beating for her or something?’
Adil laughed at his own joke, then shushed when Omar said, ‘Something like that.’
‘No, seriously?’ Adil asked again.
‘Let’s just say I took the beating because she was the girl. I would like to state, for the record, that if your sister were a man she’d get beaten up at least once a week.’
‘Yes, she is a regular little scrapper.’
Patronizing pigeon-holing pricks. If I had indeed been a man, my aggressiveness, for want of a better word (though strength of character did spring to mind, to be quashed by the bulldozer of my modesty) would have been seen for the asset that it was. It was a dog eat dog world regardless of whether you were a man or a woman, something that probably hadn’t yet permeated the membrane of love created around these two by the women in their lives. In fact, if it weren’t for women, most men would just up and die from emotional exhaustion, boredom and hunger. That’s why the savages in the tribal belt remained savages, by keeping ‘their’ women confined they scuppered any chances of personal evolution. But wait. Then how to explain what happened to America? Never mind, the point was if I were a man, I wouldn’t be a ‘regular little scrapper.’ I’d be prime minister Ayesha (President General Chairman NSC Ayesha if I wanted to have any real authority).
Ah Omar, I thought, you always made me feel so good about myself, like the things that made me different were the things that made me good. When had I lost that feeling? Was it before I met Saad? Was it because of Saad? Did my mother pinch it when I wasn’t looking?
‘How’s your mother?’ Omar asked.
Adil stiffened a little, ‘Fine, fine. Doing well.’
‘Really? Where is she? How come she wasn’t fielding?’
‘Er … she went home. She didn’t bring her whites.’
‘Ah, okay.’
‘I told her to rest for a while and come back for the second innings,’ Adil grew more confident, ‘I hope she has a good long nap. She’s old. This strain might be too much for her.’
‘Right, I wanted to say salaam to her, that’s all, though I don’t even know if she’d remember me.’
‘I’m sure you’ll see her later if you’re still around,’ Adil began to fidget, then blurted, ‘listen, great seeing you! But I gotta jet! I really need to call my girlfriend and tell her to bring an extra pair of false eyelashes to the soyem for my mother.’
‘Will she be doing the make-up?’
‘I think so, if she agrees. I’d ask Ayesha who she wants, but,’ they both looked critically at me, ‘she’s so miserly with her honest opinion there really isn’t any point, is there?’
‘Of course not. Take your time.’
Patting his shoulder in gratitude, Adil exited smartly, pulling his cellphone out of his pocket as he moved in his impatience to call Farah. How nice it would have been to be immune to reality too.
I hadn’t seen Omar for years. If I hadn’t been in a coma, and he hadn’t been imaginary, the silence would probably have been awkward. As it was, there was just silence. I studied Omar’s face as he studied mine, the broad shoulders and strong fingers, almost but not quite touching mine, awakening my old friend the magic tingle, and his tilted cheekbones rousing memories of Saad. I noted other similarities and realized that if men were commodities, I preferred one brand to all others. Consumer loyalty. Now, what would I buy with my bonus points?
The attractive:unattractive ratio for Pakistani men was something like 1:100,000. Attractive was not the same as good-looking of course; good-looking was a rarer subset, the good-looking:ugly ratio being 1:10,00,000. There were many beautiful women. Especially in Lahore.
Karachi women didn’t like Lahore.
It was only logical that competition for attractive men was fierce. We were supposed to be trained from birth to strive for the impossible, that is, find, tempt and land an attractive Pakistani man.
To be considered attractive in the local context, a Pakistani man had to meet most (if not all) of the following criteria:
Be rich, well connected, or (very) gainfully employed.
Not smell.
Not be cross-eyed, hunchbacked, or club-footed.
Not be non-Muslim (unless you were non-Muslim, in which case the last thing you wanted at the end of all the pointing and laughing was a Muslim).
If a man had all of the above, he automatically qualified to enter the eligible bachelor pool where further ranking was derived on the basis of questions like, ‘was he a mommy’s boy, did he have a sense of humour, was he broad-minded or ultra-conservative, did he live in a joint family system, was he kind to children?’ Omar and Saad both rated off the scale, fulfilling all the basic criteria and passing most other tests with flying colours, all except the ‘mommy’s boy’ question, which was hard to answer because neither of the two had ever introduced me to their mothers. Maybe they’d been deliberately flying under the mommy’s boys radar all along!
I wouldn’t be ungrateful, I hadn’t done too badly, considering Omar and Saad were the only two men I had ever responded to, not the only two men who had ever shown interest in me. Of course, if a Pakistani woman counted every man who had ever shown an interest in her, she’d go cross-eyed counting. The parliamentarians who heckled pretty women members of parliament and were obsessed with whether purdah-wearing MPs should have photo IDs were not wasting time on issues redundant to the national interest; women were the national interest. And occasionally even national sport, or was that hockey? I always did get my ball games mixed up. The point was, from a purely objective point of view, I hadn’t done too badly. House, car, cash flow, infants (mother and brother), and all without having to simper at innuendo laced songs about mattresses, horses and cholis.
Now if only I could escape the awful things that happened to unmarried women.
Everyone knew about the strange things happened to unmarried women, they got all cranky and inquisitive, focused either on living vicariously or not living at all. I knew portly matrons who cornered newly married women and demanded juicy details of their wedding night to compensate for their own lack of sex. What a terrible terrible fate.
Frustrated souls, deprived even of the forbidden knowledge of self-satisfaction, they scoured every available periodical, paper or book for any hint of titillation that might bring the monsoon down on their arid plain. The most disturbing of all were the tummy-rubbers. The tummy-rubbers were a particularly odious variation of the theme of the typical spinster, being plump and apple-cheeked rather than taut and spare as if consumed by inner fire. They used their kindly aunt appearance to lure young married women into hugs they wouldn’t freely dispense to their angular spinster friends, fearing no doubt that envious bones might perforate their still cherished notions of married bliss. Once a victim was held tightly in that embrace, the tummy rub began. The tummy rub was a slow, constant, almost sensual drag of the hand across the belly, testing for bulges, bumps, possibly an extra breast? Did they feel a tingle when they felt evidence of consummation? A thrill when they realized the slender, taut physique would soon spread and congeal like their own? Who knew what evil lurked in the hearts of unmarried women? According to Ammi, I would of course find out first-hand.
Watching Omar with the luscious cheekbones watching me, I wondered what had held me back. What had kept me from skipping across the bridge of courtship onto the pastures of bliss on the other side?
‘Yes Ayesha,’ Omar settled himself comfortably on the foot of the bed and began to massage my big toe, ‘do tell what held you back?’



ALLAH AAP KO CHAND SA BETA DAY
POPULAR BEGGAR LINE
~
Women got fat, men lost interest. ‘I didn’t want to get fat Omar.’
‘Liar.’
Which portent of doom came first, the ageing rooster or the fossilized egg?
‘I didn’t love you.’
‘How is that relevant? How many people here marry for love?’
Truth.
‘I was too young.’
‘You were more than old enough.’
‘There was something really important that I needed to do.’
I had yet to come to terms with what had happened to my father.
‘Tell me all about it.’
So he could hear me after all.
Tired, stressed, just beginning to plumb the depths of Ammi’s madness, Omar had been little more than a diversion for me. A pleasant detour from an otherwise bumpy road. A flyover, if you like, but the destination remained the same. My friends had thought I was mad when I told them as far as I was concerned our relationship had no future.
‘What is wrong with you?’ Kulsoom had spluttered, ‘what kind of idiot thinks these things? That’s precisely why you should get married, all this emotional dislocation business will fly out of the window soon enough.’
‘Disconnection, not dislocation. I haven’t broken anything.’
‘I think you have. You should have a CAT scan in fact, because I think it’s your brain. Are you sure those thugs didn’t beat you up too?’
‘I don’t want to talk about it anymore.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because there’s no point. My mind is made up, and you’re dismissing everything I’m saying as nonsense anyway.’
‘But it is nonsense! Do you know how many girls on this campus are interested in him and jealous of you? Do you know how few men there are like him in Pakistan? Do you know some people have to import them? I’m just pointing this out because it seems to have passed right through your colander of a mind.’
‘Well, you can tell those girls they’ll have their chance soon enough.’
‘Don’t tell me you’re going to break up with him already!’
‘It’s been more than two years, Kulsoom.’
‘Two years isn’t such a long time. Most engagements are longer. Give him a chance.’
‘We’re going to graduate soon and I want to walk away from this hellhole with no attachments.’
‘That’s the exact opposite of what a sane woman would want. Everyone will say you wasted your entire college education.’
I didn’t dignify that with a response.
‘You know sometimes I do think you’re arrogant. You think you’re better than the rest of us.’
‘Because I don’t want the things you do? So the things you want are the right things and anything else is wrong? That makes you arrogant, not me.’
Kulsoom stiffened a little, ‘No I’m not saying I know I’m right and you’re wrong. I could be wrong. I’m just saying I believe in the pattern that has been laid for me. And I can’t help feeling they’re the right things because there don’t seem to be any other things.’
‘Sure there are.’
‘Like what?’
‘Work. Art. Science, even. Some people dedicate their whole lives to research.’
‘Most of those people are men.’
‘There are women too.’
‘Very few. And they’re also married.’
‘So if I don’t get married, it won’t be worth anything.’
‘That’s not what I’m saying. You know you’re already worth something.’
‘Then what value will a husband add to my life that I can’t get on my own?’
‘Respectability. No one takes single women seriously here, and single working women might as well walk around with targets on their backs. Every man you come in contact with will make a play on you.’
‘And I’ll repel it.’
‘That won’t make a bit of difference and you know it. You remember that lady professor in the Visual Arts department who was unmarried? The boys harassed her and the girls hated her. Even her colleagues were so catty to her. She had to leave, you know.’
‘So even an odious, abusive, sloth of a husband is better than no husband at all? You’re an educated woman K, how can you believe such things?’
‘Because I’m a realist. I’ve read the same books you have, I watch the same TV, wear the same clothes, I even dream of the same things sometimes. The difference is I know where dreams end and reality begins.’
‘Don’t you think we’re a little too young to be getting married?’
‘Do you live in a box? Anytime after puberty is the right time! We’re the perfect age! And we have degrees. Girls like us are what everyone wants right now. And you even have a wonderful man who’s willing to risk his all for you and yet you’re spouting garbage about not being ready. No one’s ever ready to be married, not even married people. Besides, you won’t be complete until you’re married and a mother.’
‘Who says so?’
‘The Quran.’
And that was the end of that argument. You couldn’t argue about religion. We just didn’t know how to without getting all upset about it.
Kulsoom had been like a runaway locomotive once she’d gathered momentum. I missed her.
‘I missed you too.’ Kulsoom was sitting on the other side of Omar. ‘You should have written to me more. Maybe one friend was all it would have taken to keep me from killing myself.’
‘It wasn’t my fault.’
‘Omar,’ Kulsoom winked at him across my feet, ‘when will she understand everything is her fault?’
‘Thirty-four per cent, at least, of the total population suffers from depression and anxiety, and that’s only in this city!’ I waved frantically to get their attention but they ignored me. ‘You don’t get to leave that kind of baggage behind, ever, not even if you leave the country. How was I supposed to help you if you were so far away?’
In 20-20 hindsight, even her insistence on marriage being the balm for all womanly ills seemed the desperate belief of a dreamer, not a realist. She had to believe there was some bond or person out there who had the power to raise her above her own pain. When she realized it wasn’t true, she couldn’t deal with it.
‘Why do we insist another person will make it all better?’ I whispered to them, tired of the shouting. I had been the only one of my friends to disavow that belief, at least in public. That was another one of those ubiquitous dichotomies of life in the Land of the Pure, the public face and the private face.
‘You know why she left you don’t you?’ Kulsoom turned to Omar.
He looked at her in silence. His cheekbones seemed to be getting sharper by the second. A nimbus of light appeared to frame his face. His shoulders seemed to be expanding to fill the room.
‘She wanted to impress the First Years with what a rebel she was. The independent woman idea was just getting to be popular then.’
I turned away, fuming. When I looked down again, Kulsoom had gone. Omar and I were alone again. The telephone by my bed began to ring. It rang incessantly, insistently. I ignored it. Omar finally picked it up.
‘Ayesha.’
He listened to the sound at the other end of the line. The phone was to his ear, but I could hear it clearly. It sounded like a thousand multi-clawed insects trying to dig through the roof.
‘Tell them I’m not here,’ I blurted suddenly.
‘You tell them.’ He held the phone towards me.
‘Do it for me please.’
‘I can’t Ayesha. You don’t like it when people try to help you.’
Truth.
Somewhere someone was playing music.
‘Are you thinking about the dancing?’ Omar whispered gently into my ear. The noise of the claws on the roof had diminished. Now I could hear some sort of tribal beat, like the trash you hear on FM on weekends these days.
‘I’m thinking about the dancing.’



SUB CHALAYGA
BACK OF RICKSHAW.
~
‘Do you even know any of these people?’ he had called after me as I’d stalked out of one particularly bleak foray into Karachi’s nightlife.
‘No, and I don’t want to,’ I had shuddered at the thought of the man who had come up to dance behind me, so that I was caught between the two of them like the filling of a sandwich. Omar had not seemed to mind, in fact he’d smiled a greeting to the other man, but I had been so offended I had pushed him away and left. Pushed Omar, that is, not the other guy. Another reason I was angry. Why couldn’t I vent my rage at its triggers and not its hapless witnesses? I’d ask my mother, but she obviously didn’t know.
‘Slow down Ayesha, what’s your hurry?’
‘I want to get as far away from here as possible.’
‘We were only dancing. It was just a bit of fun.’
‘Then why don’t you go back and have some more fun? I can get home myself.’
‘It’s late. You know you can’t get home by yourself looking like that this late. I’ll never let you take a cab alone.’
‘Then I guess you better drop me home.’
‘Whatever the boss wants.’
We eventually found the car, parked some distance away and settled into it. Omar turned on some music, but I reached over and turned it off. It agitated me further, accelerated the pounding in my head.
‘Okay,’ Omar whistled, ‘I guess we won’t be listening to any music then.’
We drove in silence for a while.
‘How can you go to these things week after week? Same people, same places, same music, same trivial conversation and fake smiles, no one makes eye contact but everyone wants to touch, how can you bear it?’
‘Bear it? I like it. It’s relaxing. It takes away some of the tension of the week, uses up some of that excess energy.’
‘Why can’t you use that energy for something more constructive?’
‘Like what?’
‘I don’t know … social work or something.’
Omar laughed, ‘Okay, next weekend we’ll go give a heroin addict a bath. Would you like that?’
I had laughed despite myself.
‘I’m being earnest and meaningful, how can you laugh?’ Omar had mimicked my angry face and I had laughed again.
‘Ayesha, Ayesha, Ayesha, you know there’s a song about you? I’d play it for you but you’d only get angry again.’
I had smiled, feeling quite silly now the rage had passed.
‘We don’t have to go to these parties if you don’t want to,’ he had continued.
‘But you like to go, don’t you?’
‘I don’t really care.’
‘Yes you do.’
‘Doesn’t matter. We’ll do something else.’
‘Like what? What is there to do in Karachi for a couple? Or for anyone, for that matter? Eat out. Go to the beach. Go to someone’s house. You can’t go to the movies with a girl because the films are crap and some moron is always trigger-happy with a laser light plus using the bathroom puts you at risk for at least a million communicable diseases.’
‘There’s always sport.’
‘Where? Cricket on the street? Me running between the wickets in my tight kameez? That’ll be a big hit. No, Omar, I know this is your idea of fun. And I don’t want you to stop having any.’
‘So you’ll go next week?’
‘No, you’ll go next week. Without me.’
‘How can I go alone?’
‘You don’t have to go alone.’
‘But you just said you won’t come, and I’m not going to take Fahad!’
Fahad was one of Omar’s still gawky friends. Invites to private parties were hard to come by without the right connections, and Fahad never got any. He was constantly begging Omar to take him along. Omar had promised to, the second Fahad got a date. End of the Fahad Party quest.
‘There are lots of women who would be only too happy to go with you.’
‘But I have a girlfriend.’
‘Yeah, I’ve been wanting to talk to you about that,’ I began.
Omar pulled over.
‘What are you doing?’ I asked, worried by the look on his face.
‘So talk.’
‘I can talk while you drive.’
‘No, I want to give you my full attention, and I want you to listen to me before you say anything, okay? This is important.’
‘Okay. But I really think I should go first,’ a stone settled into the pit of my stomach. I liked Omar, really liked him, I didn’t want to make this any more awkward than was absolutely necessary.
‘No. You always get to go first. For once I’m going to take the lead. Considering what I’m going to say, I hope it’s a healthy precedent,’ his cheekbones glinted in the lights of a passing car as he smiled softly. My heart rate accelerated. Where was the overzealous police force when you really needed it? What I wouldn’t give for a tullah demanding a nikahnama.
‘Ayesha,’ Omar took a deep breath and launched into it, ‘my mother wants to meet you.’
‘Why?’ I couldn’t keep the irritation out of my voice. He looked surprised.
‘Why? Because she wants to know all about this girl I’ve been spending so much time with.’
‘How does she know about me? I’ve never been to your house alone, and you have so many female friends.’
‘It’s quite obvious you’re not like my other female friends. Who do you think helped me select that bracelet I gave you on your birthday? Can you imagine me walking into a jeweller’s by myself? They’d eat me alive. I’d have walked out having paid thousands for an empty satin lined box.’
‘That’s scary.’
‘What’s scary?’
‘That a boy can be so close to his mother.’
‘It’s not like she’s my best friend or anything but yes, I am close to her, she is my mother. There’s nothing wrong with that.’
‘Of course not,’ I said glibly, thinking that it was almost unhealthy, soliciting help from your mother to seduce a girl. Though Omar’s seduction attempt, it was becoming apparent, sprang from that time-honoured cliché of ‘pure’ intentions.
‘Anyway, she wants to meet you,’ Omar tried again.
Running over the dialogue in my head, there seemed no easy way to drop the bomb, so I just blurted out, ‘I can’t meet her!’
‘I know you can’t meet her right now, but maybe in a few days you can come over for tea and …’
‘And what?’
‘And then if things go well, the week after we can come and meet your mother.’
‘What if things don’t go well?’ I had no intention of letting ‘things’ ever get to the stage but perversely, I inserted another note of discord in a conversation I should be letting run as smoothly, painlessly, as possible, ‘what if your mother doesn’t like me? Then, will it be the end for us?’
‘You should know me better than that, Ayesha. If, God forbid, that does happen we’ll just back off and wait a while and then try again later. I’ll bring her around soon, see if I don’t. What’s important is that we stick together.’
‘Ah, so you are anticipating trouble?’ I was evil. Plain, simple, unadulterated bad. Omar was good, kind, pure, interested. I was about to break the proverbial bottle over his head and yet I was somehow making all of it his fault. If I broke up with him now, he’d walk away thinking he’d said or done something tonight to offend me. Nothing could be further from the truth. He was saying all the right things. I just didn’t want to hear them. Sick, twisted, cold-hearted, frigid freak that I was.
‘You deserve better than me,’ there was a catch in my voice, but I wasn’t feeling bad for him right then. I was feeling bad for poor little sick me, beset by these awful empathic voices clamouring ‘Change, Escape, Peace,’ threatening to beach the boat I had rowed so far out into my personal ocean of negativity. Why couldn’t they just leave me alone?
‘No, it’s me who isn’t good enough for you,’ Omar said earnestly, ‘I know I’m young, I’m too impulsive, I don’t plan but give me a chance and I’ll show you what I’m capable of, I know I can be better than this, and you’re the only one who makes me want to be. Please Ayesha, just meet her.’
A man saying ‘change me’. A marriage that meant trading up. Deep, enduring like, if not love. And here I was thinking wistfully of why we never had relationships between equals, why it was always ‘you deserve more’ and ‘I’m not good enough’. Even our dramas and films, our celluloid dreams, were all about critical imbalances and the loves that harmonized them. Rich girl, poor boy. Rich boy, poor girl. Angry father-in-law and vengeful mother-in-law, inspector and criminal, man and goat …
‘Ayesha, what are you thinking? Tell me!’ It was still late night. I was still in Omar’s car. He was still talking. It wasn’t over. I gathered my thoughts, preparing to hurl them all at once.
‘Look, if you need more time to think about it, that’s fine. We’re graduating in two weeks and I was hoping we could share some good news with our friends, give them one last treat at the canteen before we leave, but that’s okay. There’ll be plenty of time for that later. You’re tired. I’m sorry. I’ll just drop you home and we can talk about it later,’ Omar touched the key in the ignition. I reached out and touched the hand on the brake.
‘No,’ my voice didn’t sound that way, did it? Neutral, almost robotic, as if I had no gender. Appropriate though, ‘No, I need to finish this now.’
‘Please don’t.’
‘I wanted to tell you we were over and then you started with the “meet my mother” thing and I got sidetracked and said all kinds of silly things, made you believe you had really hurt me when, actually Omar, all I really want to say to you is I don’t want to meet your mother. I don’t even want to meet you any more. It’s over.’
‘Don’t say that Ayesha. It’s just starting.’
‘Well then we’re not talking about the same thing because as far as I’m concerned this is it for us. We graduate, we part. The end.’
‘Is it something I said? Something I did? Something I didn’t do? Tell me what it is and I’ll do it.’
‘No Omar, there’s nothing you can do about it, it’s just that I’m not ready for a commitment.’
‘Then we’ll wait another year, I’m sorry I pushed it, I was just excited.’
‘But I know I don’t want any commitment from you.’
‘Is there someone else?’
‘Don’t be silly.’
‘Are you not attracted to me?’
‘You know I am,’ and I was. But when was attraction ever a recipe for a successful marriage? My parents had been attracted to each other, touching, glancing, brushing almost constantly, but where had it taken them? No wonder desire wasn’t a factor in Pakistani romances, it just led to chaos, jealousy and unwanted pregnancies. That’s why pretty women ended up with bald men and screen heroes looked like stage rejects. We just weren’t prepared to deal with love and lust together. I was no different, whatever Omar might think.
‘Then what is it?’
‘I don’t love you,’ the words seemed to take on a life of their own, growing like ravenous children feeding on the tension between us, ballooning till they filled the silence, the car, the world. Reducing the headlights that had appeared in the rear view mirror into insignificant details.
‘But you might one day!’ his devotion was touching, in an academic way. I wasn’t really touched, just curious. Was this the whimper of a heartsick lover or the mission statement of a future stalker? Just last month a student at another college had killed his girlfriend before killing himself after she turned down his proposal.
‘I doubt it, Omar.’ To emphasize my disinterest, I began checking my nails for signs of vitamin B deficiency. Omar lowered his head onto the steering wheel. A helmeted head popped through his open window and said, ‘Do you have a nikahnama?’
That’s when Omar burst into tears.
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The policeman at his window drew back in surprise, then asked for a nikahnama again. It only made Omar cry louder. Helpless, he had appealed to me across Omar’s bent head.
‘What happened Bibi?’
‘Yes Omar,’ I’d remarked conversationally, ‘why are you crying?’
Euphoria had been skipping through my veins suddenly, a perverse, heady delight that swept reason and compassion away. Omar had eventually managed some semblance of calm, handed the anxious policeman two hundred rupees and driven me home in silence. In the two weeks left on campus, he studiously avoided me, walked right by me at convocation and for all practical purposes ceased to exist for me in life beyond KU boundaries. I heard about him occasionally, from mutual friends, but he never got in touch. Neither had I. Yet here he was, a mursheed to my paralysed pir.
‘He worships you, you know,’ Kulsoom had said as he’d walked by the week after we’d broken up, a study in upright, male stoicism.
‘I can tell by the way he’s crawling after me on his knees begging me to take him back.’
‘Apparently yesterday Imtiaz asked him to tell, now that you weren’t together, how far the two of you had gone.’
‘Did he say as far as all the knowledge in China? ‘Cause that’s what I would have said.’
‘He said if Imtiaz asked him again he’d break all his fingers. And if anyone else asked him or he heard they asked someone else he’d do the same to them.’
‘But his fingers didn’t ask the question! I would have threatened to break his mouth.’
‘It’s romantic.’
‘Why do men always want to break things anyway?’
‘You’re a fool.’
‘Then part me from my money and go buy us some samosas.’ I waved twenty rupees in her face.
Imtiaz walked by as I waited alone for her to come back. I winked at him. He walked faster.
‘So how far did you go?’ Kulsoom came back with extra chaat masala in her free hand, and we enjoyed a regrettably brief silence while we sprinkled and swallowed before she dived back into the inquisition.
‘You know all this interest in sex is really quite unhealthy.’
‘Probably. So?’
‘So?’
‘Is that why you broke up?’
‘Look, we Pakistanis have got a great strategy when it comes to sex. We’re obviously having it,’ I waved a hand towards the street children hollering over the boundary wall, the couples canoodling under trees, the men walking hand in hand down the street, ‘but we don’t talk about it. Because talking about it is when the problems start. Why do you want to upset the apple cart?’
‘Thinking of apples always makes me sad.’
‘You’re a sad woman Kulsoom.’
Truth.
‘So you’re not going to tell then?’
I looked at her till she looked away.
‘I’m only asking because Uzma,’ she pointed to a hijabi sitting under a tree reading a book of Omar Khayyam’s poetry, ‘wanted to know if Omar was any good.’
‘Does she know God is omnipotent?’
‘Don’t know. Shall I go and ask her?’
‘Tell her he’s phenomenal. Tell her it was almost a spiritual experience.’
‘Tauba tauba!’
‘Hey I’m just trying to bring her closer to God!’
The day before graduation I went looking for Omar. I spotted him in the cafeteria through the portholes in the door. As I entered I noticed he wasn’t alone; Uzma was having tea with him. He looked up, I thought hopefully, as I walked towards him, then away as I walked past.
I looked the Omar in my hospital room in the eye and said what I had meant to say to him that day.
‘I’m sorry.’
‘It’s okay, Ayesha,’ he smiled at me before he disappeared, ‘Uzma had the perfect line and length for a middle order mutt like me.’
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Adil came in not a second later, wearing what seemed to be a borrowed smile. This time a nurse came with him to check my drip and the readings on the electronica. The angry janitor was nowhere in sight. I guessed my head-trip was over. It had been educational, to say the least
‘I spoke to Mamu. He’s with Ammi. She’s fine, he says, she went to her room and lay down and seems to have fallen asleep. He said her door was open and he could see her from the telephone table.’
The bed was the socket, she the plug. Recharging.
‘Then I called Farah just to check, you know? I was worried that she was worried, I generally message her at least forty times a day and today I’ve hardly messaged at all.’
‘She said she might stop by later to see you. I’ve wanted you two to meet for ages, though I wish it didn’t have to be like this,’ his baby fat wobbled like jelly on the edge of a moving plate, ‘but we don’t get to choose these things, do we? We don’t get to choose the hows and whys of our lives, or the whens!’ For a second the mask of perpetual cheer slipped, exposing the sad bones beneath, ‘We don’t get to decide when the people we love leave us.’
As if to illustrate his point, the horse and cattle show that was admitting a person to AKU bustled in again. This time it was an elderly man on the gurney, a harried-looking woman bustling after him like a tired sparrow desperate for feed. He was taken into the cubicle next to mine. His wife, if that’s who she was, stood in one corner wringing her hands. Her man looked terrible, listless and grey, already a ghost. Both Adil and I watched in morbid fascination as he was docked into the glassed-in cubicle next to mine like a battered aircraft returning to its carrier after yet another dogfight. Medicine really was the science of denial.
I’d often felt grubby about the exploitative nature of the industry I worked for, wanting to shower at the end of the day, wash off some of the guilt by association. We didn’t understand one hundredth of what we claimed to, yet we continued to market our ‘cutting edge’ knowledge. Slapping a patch on gangrenous wounds, sending people right back out to fight another day, the bravado with which we insisted that man could transcend anything physical reality threw at him, it was strange ultra-conservatives didn’t get after us. Though of course they were too busy hollering about the decline in the urban woman’s morals to worry about non-issues like pharmaceutical malpractice. And the PR department had our defence all ready should anyone question the ‘experimental’ nature of some of our products. That’s why we were Ashraful Makhlooqat, wasn’t it, because the brain elevated the body beyond the reach of tribulations that affected other animals. I admired other animals more than I did my own species. Other animals were civilized enough to cull their weak, their old, and their infirm. We liked to let them suffer because it made us feel better about ourselves.
At least we don’t let our elderly die alone. If only cultural superiority were that simple. We were like an old facçde on a movie set, all gracious living and clean curtains from the front, termites and beams in danger of imminent collapse at the back. Sure we kept our elderly relatives at home with us, sometimes. As unpaid domestics, or doorstops if wheelchair bound. Then there were all those old people deposited at the gates of charity homes every year by children claiming they were mentally ill. The parents cried and denied it. The children ignored them and left after signing papers saying the parents were not to be released to anyone else on any condition.
And sometimes after retirement the elderly became the dominant beasts at home, terrorizing errant sons and new daughters-in-law with equal abandon, demanding observance of archaic rituals that had obviously brought them nothing but heartache and bitterness.
Were we culturally superior to others? Who cared? It wasn’t about superiority as much as it was about equality. All societies were equally fragmented, all people were equally conflicted. All candidates for euthanasia were deserving of it.
On the plus side, we weren’t invading other countries and killing innocents. Perhaps later? When we got strong enough to avoid blatant retribution.
I was learning a funny thing about mood swings. If you went into a coma, they went with you. Would I have them even in the afterlife, would they condemn me to a yoyo existence beyond the grave, sole occupant of the bullet elevator between heaven and hell? Would even death not be able to stop me turning into my mother? No wonder I wasn’t frightened of it.
Someone was frightened though. The old woman with the patient in the cubicle next door was standing at the foot of his bed as people bustled around him, gazing at him as if she felt a blink would make him disappear, closing her eyes would negate his existence. What was it like to be married for decades, I wondered, did it exhilarate, infuriate? Did love ebb or flow? Did they still have anything to talk about? Did they even talk any more or just meticulously observe each other, alert for signs of physical collapse? Would I ever know first-hand? Did I even want to risk losing the strong will, self awareness, ambition and clarity education, opportunity and exposure had gifted me at the altar of juvenile dreams?
Okay, maybe I’d missed out on the clarity.
Society had created a new kind of Pakistani woman, but failed to evolve around her. What if I scratched Saad’s surface and found just good old Primitive Man? Did I want to find out first-hand how there were many hooris but no shahzada gulfams?
Watching the old woman standing petrified at the foot of the bed as if pouring all her will into her mate, I did want to. I wanted to matter to somebody other than my blood relatives. I wanted to matter, to anybody, for reasons that had to do with my self and not with the blood that ran in my veins. I wanted to be first on some other soul’s list of priorities, like that old man was to that old woman.
The woman seemed oblivious to the storm around her. Body rigid, eyes fixed on his closed lids, lips moving soundlessly, the fingers of her right hand reached out and stroked his foot, skin touching skin in supplication. Stay. Be. Live. For me. When had I last seen such tenderness? Abba brushing Ammi’s hair. When had I last felt it for myself? Saad brushing mine, in the charged privacy of a guest room at Najma’s house. When had I last dispensed it, this electrical current of love frying synapses in the beloved’s brain, overloading his circuits with need?
The worst thing about anger was the way it killed the softness, wiped out all that was inviting and sinuous till there was nothing but planes and angles. As a kid I was different. Kinder. Now I was a surface upon which emotional bungee jumping would most certainly prove fatal. No wonder Saad had disappeared, he must be finding it hard to cope with the thing I had become.
I started thinking about the Betinate episode, the last time I had proactively tried to change anything. Would I have done the same if I found myself in the same position today?
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Betinate, and its rather abrupt withdrawal from the market was a watershed for Raja Pharmaceuticals. Like any good foot-soldiers, we in sales were aware that ‘ours was not to reason why, ours but to do or die’, but whenever I was given a new product I had taken to doing web searches to find out all I could about it in addition to the practically unreadable literature that was given to us. A salesman would be good at his job only if he believed, albeit temporarily, in what he was selling. And some of the sales teams had postgraduate degrees. They were doing a crummy job through no fault of their own. If I could provide them with extra information that could help them make a sale, why not? People who had spent that much time struggling to meet the costs of higher education deserved to be treated better than glorified peons delegated the task of ferrying literature from source to buyer. And morale had gone up after I had initiated weekly staff meetings to talk about new products. Some of the old guard had voiced objections to my ‘airy fairy’ approach, but they just resented the bite it took out of their leisure time.
Betinate was a widely prescribed cough syrup, manufactured and distributed by my company, under licence from an international pharma giant. It was one of those drugs that move with the times, having been in vogue even when I was a kid, the company constantly updated its advertising and packaging, so each new tier of buyers felt it was contemporary, even recently developed. That wasn’t true, of course, little had changed about Betinate in the decades it had been around in Pakistan, except its name. I knew that. I was comfortable with that. What I wasn’t comfortable with was a discovery I made while web surfing one day. Browsing through bulletin boards and forums centred around pharmaceutical products in the hopes of discovering some undiscovered positive aspects of Betinate that might help us update its marketing, I came across a recent posting about its status in most European countries. Banned, in light of studies that suggested it facilitated the development of certain inherited conditions. I did a more thorough search.
Not surprisingly, the American and European position was the same. Banned after several independent studies verified the same conclusion. The pharma giant, American owned, no longer produced the drug, marketed here under another name, and had recalled any existing shelf stock in response to a public outcry. Yet, and I double-checked the dates, that pharma giant had recently renewed our license to produce Betinate. Very recently. As in post-negative studies.
Never having learnt to leave well enough alone, I went to R&D in the benighted hope that they had somehow not been apprised of this very important development.
‘Er …’ my contact person had hemmed and hawed for nearly a minute when I burst into his cubicle and blurted out what I had read, ‘really?’
‘Yes, really! Can you believe it?’
‘Er … no … are you sure it’s from a credible source?’
‘Once I knew what to look for I found similar postings on several governmental and NGO lists, as well as a recent FDA alert.’
They might drop bombs on other people’s children, but America sure tried to look after its own. It might be having a tough time finding any fans in the greater Muslim world lately, but I thought we could do with absorbing some of its consumer protection ideology. As I thought about it, watching Ahsan the R&D man shift his weight from one foot to the other and refuse to meet my eye, it struck me that R&D at least was constantly updated on American FDA alerts. It wasn’t possible that they didn’t know about it.
‘Ahsan,’ I planted myself so close to him that he had no choice but to look at me, ‘you know all this already, don’t you?’
‘Of course not!’ But he still wouldn’t meet my eye.
‘If you don’t, that means you haven’t been doing your job properly. You’re subscribed to a lot of these lists, it isn’t possible that it hasn’t crossed your screen.’
‘We’re a big company. We have scores of products. I can’t keep track of all the information about them that crosses my screen.’
‘Fine. I’ll go talk to your boss then,’ I headed for the door.
‘It won’t do you any good,’ Ahsan said in a sulky voice, as if he were a reluctant pupil in front of a scary headmistress. ‘Don’t make a fuss about a little thing!’
‘A little thing? You know people have died because of this?’
‘People die all the time. And this drug has never killed anyone.’
‘It’s catalyzed conditions that have led to the users’ deaths, so indirectly, yes it has.’
‘A mere fraction. Buses in Karachi hit more people every day. In fact more people get run over by trains, in broad daylight.’
‘We prescribe it to children.’
‘And it helps them.’
‘They’re taking a risk without being aware of it.’
‘They would take it even if they knew. God’s will, remember,’ Ahsan grinned, ‘or do you marketer’s really think you’re God?’
‘I’m not a marketer, Ahsan. I manage a sales team.’
‘Then do your job and don’t interfere in mine.’
That’s when I started getting really irritated.
‘It is part of my job to have all the information required to enable my team to meet their targets. And if there is information out there that means they shouldn’t be making any sales at all, they need to know about that too.’ Tone level, voice icy, let’s see if it worked for someone other than Ammi.
‘Look, the information you’re so obsessed with is just speculation, okay, probably fuelled by some competitor. No one ever takes these kinds of accusations seriously here anyway. People have more important things to think about than what some cough syrup may or may not do to children.’
‘Like what? Kashmir? Palestine? Israel? India? Making sure whichever bill might damage their interests doesn’t get passed? Arguing about whether the moon is visible or not? I’m so sick of this tunnel vision! When are we going to pay attention to the things that really matter?’ I knew my mouth was running away with me again, connecting dots only I seemed to be able to see. No one else seemed to care about the interconnectedness of it all, poverty and war-mongering, corruption and healthcare, illiteracy and misogyny, apathy and unethical business practices. I knew these thoughts swirled through other people’s heads too, they had to, but we were all just so mired in indifference. Ahsan, for instance, an intelligent, educated man, wore his blinkers like an optical foreskin, keeping out all the nasty germs and the dreaded thought virus. Half of us Pakistanis might be circumcised, but we needed a whole different wave of scalpel slashing aimed a little further up the anatomy. Well, I wasn’t going to let myself slide into callousness. God had given me a brain for a reason and it wasn’t to merely fill the space between my ears.
‘If you’re done with your lecture, I need to get back to work,’ Ahsan turned his back to me. A slap in the face for do-gooder Ayesha. I went rushing to his boss, stopping only to print out the most damning indictment of the Betinate concoction from my office PC. But those few minutes cost me, because when I was ushered into the R&D head honcho’s office he wasn’t alone. Ahsan was already sitting in one of the two chairs facing his giant desk. He got up to leave as an obsequious secretary ushered me in but Mr Irfan waved him back down.
‘What can I do for you Bibi?’ What a subtle reminder of my status! Bibi. A patronizing way to address a woman when it hinted at a respect that was not actually given.
Ironic considering how endearing it seemed when Saad began to use it later …
‘I have some concerns about one of our products.’
‘What kind of concerns?’
I explained. In succinct detail. But it was apparent he wasn’t listening to me. He was looking somewhere to my left, at the wall behind me. I stopped and turned to see what had caught his eye and faced only a blank wall. I turned back to him and he was scribbling on a piece of paper. He looked up when I didn’t resume, his eyes stopping at the printout clenched in my hand.
‘Continue …’
‘All right,’ I said pleasantly, ‘but you don’t seem to be listening.’
‘What makes you say that?’
‘Well, you’re not even looking at me.’
‘If I did, you’d be offended, if I don’t look you’re offended. The fact is, I don’t need to look at you. I can hear you perfectly well.’
I caught sight of the dark mark in the centre of his forehead and slapped myself. Of course, the classic Namazi. Would skip important meetings to pray. Insisted on taking a mid-day nap on his sofa during Ramadan. Had an all-male staff and did the talawat at the AGM every year. No wonder he wasn’t looking at me. But if he were truly a religious man, he would take my concerns seriously. So I pressed on, my hopes rising at the thought of appealing to someone who respected the wrath of God and wanted to stay in His good books.
‘Thank you for bringing it to my attention,’ he said to my hand when I had finished, ‘I will look into the matter.’
Was that it? I held out the printouts, ‘I printed out some of the material that was particularly disturbing in case you want to go over it.’
‘That won’t be necessary. This department does its own research,’ I was being dismissed.
‘Thank you for your time, Irfan Sahib.’ I wanted to say ‘Uncle’ but I didn’t.
‘No problem Bibi. And Bibi, next time you have any questions regarding a product, why don’t you simply ask one of my team to help you instead of fiddling with this whole Internet madness. There are no rules on the Internet, anyone can write anything, our own people are much more credible.’
Muttering a sulky ‘Allah Hafiz’, I left. I waited for a week for some progress on the withdrawal of Betinate, even an amendment in its literature detailing contra-indications, but nothing happened. I called Mr Irfan’s office to try and see him but his secretary kept telling me he was ‘unavailable’. I didn’t even merit an ‘in a meeting’ or ‘out of station’. But persistence was second nature to me when riled, and the stone wall I was facing did little to put my nose back where it belonged, in the centre of my face rather than someone else’s business. The web searches continued, but I adopted a whole new angle to worrying at the problem like a rabid puppy on a trash heap.
Little fish in big departments found themselves at the mercy of a charm offensive by previously unavailable me. In an apt illustration of the local gender equation, a little flirtation took me places a walking, talking female brain could never hope to go. Into the belly of the beast, the decaying intestines of the Pakistani pharmaceutical enterprise. Was I prepared to be shocked? Yes. Was I shocked nonetheless? Yes. While I had never been naïve enough to believe big corporations stuck to wholly ethical business practices, especially in a country like ours where bribery, corruption and exploitation was the order of the day, I had retained illusions about my employer being better than most. It was locally owned, and I had thought that only the basest creature would soil its own nest. But I had forgotten all about the Seth.
The Seth was by no means a persona unique to Pakistan or South Asia. Every country, every region has its self-made millionaires, distinct from the rest of the rich pack in that they lack the education and breeding many of their peers have in common. Pakistan had a whole plethora of Seths, traders who had cut corners, greased palms, eliminated the competition and used their heads as stepping-stones to become captains of commerce and industry. They dominated housing, construction, textiles, food staples, if it was guaranteed business it was guaranteed that they had a part of it. Fiercely patriotic, the only problem was that their country began at the top of their heads and ended at the tip of their toes. Memons, Chiniotis, Punjabis, Sindhis, Baluchis, Pathans, the Seth mentality encompassed every ethnicity and religion and in urbanese had come to mean simply ‘he who follows the money’ (and destroys everything that gets in their way). Some communities produced more of this subset than others. Memons reportedly inducted their offspring into their business when they were hardly out of diapers while Chiniotis were said to like getting their daughters married off very young (always arranged) to protect property and assert control over the growth and direction of their wealth. There was a diversity of stereotypes to choose from. How many were real, how many fuelled by jealousy or rivalry, who knew. But we had imbibed them with our mother’s milk, and they were part of us at the cellular level.
When I began to realize the extent of the rot infecting my company, I automatically blamed the Seth. The culpability of the little cogs in the machine escaped my attention, despite their ardent attempts to capture it.
‘I just really admire men like the Seth, who know what they want,’ I was batting my eyes at Rehan, an underling at the R&D unit, with the hope of eventually wheedling information out of him, ‘and they aren’t afraid to do what it takes to get it’.
‘You have to be a lion. The king of the jungle, anything less won’t do, it’s a cutthroat business after all.’ If there was guilt by association, there was also pride by association, and this pigeon-chested specimen had truckloads of it. ‘The team is really important.’
‘Of course, because one man can’t make an empire by himself. He has to have capable people behind him.’
‘Yes, dedicated people. Smart, street-wise.’
‘Willing to make sacrifices.’
‘What’s profit without sacrifice?’ This was getting deep, ‘how can you know the sweetness of success if you haven’t tasted the bitterness of deprivation?’
‘Was our owner like that? Was he poor?’
Pigeon-chest looked glum, like I’d brought up a painful memory, ‘Very poor. He used to be a barber’
‘A barber? Really? I can’t believe it. Look how polished he is now.’
The Seth still chewed paan while presiding over board meetings, and had one pinky surgically grafted into an ear.
‘Yes, well. That’s a real man for you. To go from nothing to something.That takes courage.’
‘And willpower.’
‘The sharpest brain.’
‘The keenest mind.’
‘And education?’
‘What about education? You just need to keep your eyes and ears open for opportunity. And please don’t tell anyone I told you the barber story. I don’t even know if it’s true. But why are we talking about the big boss at all? There are more pleasant things to talk about, aren’t there? Do you like poetry?’
Oh no! I had netted myself a closet poet. Doubtless he turned out a dozen creepy ghazals a day about the inevitability of heartbreak and the indifference of the beloved. Mostly about the indifference of the beloved. Possibly about how he’d like to dissolve her in battery acid.
‘Who doesn’t?’ I arched my eyebrows so my eyes popped forward like sentient tennis balls, ‘Do you write poetry?’
‘I scribble a little here and there.’ I bet he did, ceaselessly and painfully. ‘But I don’t really have much time, you know. I have a lot of work to do.’
‘Ah, work. The most painful way to destroy a man’s creativity. It’s so cruel that people don’t get paid to write poetry, only a few anyway, but the real artists have to slave away all day and then use what’s left of their blood, sweat and tears on what’s their true calling.’
‘Yes, absolutely,’ he perked up immediately, ‘at the end of the day I hardly have the energy to turn the key in the lock and my fingers itch to pick up the pen.’
‘It must be torture.’
Sympathetic face, Ayesha. Kill the grin.
‘It is.’
‘I’m sure you’re very good at poetry. I mean, at getting thoughts together.’
‘My mother says I am,’ he bowed his head modestly, ‘but mothers love everything their children do.’
Their sons do anyway, I thought, you should meet mine.
‘Because they can see their inner grace,’ I said aloud, ‘they’ve seen it since childhood.’
‘You know, everyone says you’re a difficult person but I don’t think so,’ he blurted out suddenly, ‘I think you’re just misunderstood.’
Despite myself, I was touched. A vote of confidence from a closet romantic, it didn’t get more flattering than this. Not for me, anyway. I sometimes got laudatory, patronizing pats from Alpha males who didn’t see me as a threat, how nice it was to see a woman with looks and brains, when God blessed you he really blessed you, etc. A friendly lick from the underdog, who would have expected that to feel good? I backed off, put the awkward flirt away, shamed into abandoning my manipulation, at least for that afternoon.
It felt good to flirt though, I reflected as I strode away down the corridor, tossing my hair back across one shoulder like the model in the Pantene commercial, conscious of appreciative glances as I passed open doors. It was a shame I couldn’t let myself do it more often. But I didn’t want to exploit my femininity, not too much anyway.
For all its drawbacks, belonging to the female gender had its advantages. Separate, shorter lines for utility bills, the possibility of chivalrous assistance if your car broke down where a man would have had to push his vehicle himself, not to mention the advantage women extorted in shopping. I had learnt to flirt without ever having been conscious of what it was I was learning, simply from watching my mother and other women bargain with shopkeepers and tradesmen. Eye contact, caressing of fruit, intimate asides suggesting she was worthy of preferential treatment. So much for him, how much for me? We have had a long, happy relationship, you don’t want to spoil it now, do you?
It was ridiculous when you thought about it, a sad reality condensed to a pitiful farce. We can beat them and rape them and parade them naked for an imagined transgression but let’s all smile indulgently as they tease the fruitwalla. Smile for savings and it was okay, smile because you want to and it might not be. Self employed, I wanted to control the parameters of my own indiscretion.
But five minutes in my office and a deluge of administrative tasks reminded me that I was nothing but delusional. My cherished notions of strength, of principle, of independence, were nothing but monsoon rain, life-giving, cleansing, but subject to forces beyond my control. The Seth, the paycheck, society, my family, the world… What was I doing risking it all for some silly cough syrup? Ahsan had been right when he said nobody cared about these things. Nobody did. It was entirely possible that I didn’t either. I might just be pretending to. God knows I was fragmented enough for my right brain to hide things from my left. I began to get angry, and within the hour I was pacing up and down the office space I shared with two others.
Agitated beyond measure, I called my immediate boss and pleaded for a sick half-day, citing a variety of aches and pains. He assented immediately, assuming, no doubt – as I had thought he would – that it was ‘that time of month’ for me. He had to, to flat out ask me would be crossing a line. Another privilege that men don’t get, I thought, but what a petty, trifling victory of biology over equality. I hated it. I hated him. I hated everything. Especially myself.
So it was another day of self-inflicted tension, ceaseless self-doubt, and never-ending negativity. I took bus after bus, taking a half-day meant I didn’t get the second half of the pick-and-drop facility (again provided to female employees only).
I wanted to lose myself, and Karachi helped me. She swallowed me whole and regurgitated me at a series of anonymous, handy roadside stops to lie steaming on the pavement like the excrement of a sick universe. She was my salvation, my city. My sister, my martyr, my seductress, bartering her charms for favours. A traffic light, a roundabout, a tree. Who knew what she had to do for a park, how much she was paying for the facelift? They were fixing her, a lift here, a tuck there, slash a new gash or two, and presto … a face only a Karachiite could love.
I stumbled home, exhausted, at the end of the day and was welcomed by a visibly flustered Adil.
‘You have to do something about Ammi,’ he practically threw himself at me as I stepped through the door, ‘she’s gone and cut off all her hair again.’
Some of us mutilated our living spaces, others mutilated themselves. What was I?
‘You know what, Adil,’ I slung my bag over a chair, threw my dupatta on the floor, ‘I don’t care.’
I went into my room, slammed the door, and went to sleep. No one else put me first, so I was bloody well going to do it myself.
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~
Next morning’s paper did little to improve my sense of isolation, a hangover from the day before. War, famine, disease, neglect, suicide, this ink could be bottled and prescribed as sad pills for the twenty happy people that were left alive on the planet. Thirty to forty per cent of Karachiites alone were already suffering from depression, and those were conservative estimates. I sought for and found the silver lining. If the rest of the population took a daily dose of downer it would actually be better for us all. All of us from tribal to temptress would finally have something in common, we’d be bound by a bond that no ethnicity could sever … chronic unhappiness. Or wait, we were already, so what was the problem?
The happy people. That was it. They caused all the problems, with their constant reminders of the good things in life. That morning Adil could have been their poster boy, and I had a hard time resisting the urge to slap his head between my toast and bite into it. His panic-stricken face last night, his complacent grinning mug the next morning, schizophrenic was what he was. He’d skipped the manic depression that affected the rest of us, and gone straight to the next level. Typical man, thinking he deserved better than the women.
‘Stop glaring at me, Ashoo,’ he said between frantic egg chomping, ‘you’ll go cross-eyed. You’ll look better, of course, but ask yourself if it’s really worth it.’
‘I swear to God …’
‘I have heard of this God person … what does He do again?’
‘You’re so funny, son,’ Ammi appeared to plunk another paratha in front of him, obviously on the upswing for a change, ‘not like this one here, always looking like she’s swallowed a lemon. Your father,’ her parting shot flung casually from the kitchen door, ‘was also funny. So many people admired him for his sense of humour.’
If you only knew, you bitch, I thought, stung by the way what would have been blasphemy from me became wit from him but still not angry enough to think aloud, just how popular that made him with the ladies. I bolted my sawdust sandwich and fled, leaving the mutual admiration society to conduct its AGM in peace. I had a lot to do that day, and hapless Rehan with the soul of a poet and the pimples of an adolescent was first on my list.
*
Rehan wasn’t at his desk, but there was a brown envelope on mine when I got to it. It had to be from him. Who else would enclose a ghazal about the beloved being the shade for a sunstroke victim with a list of suspect medicines being sold on the Pakistani market? I admired his hard work for a second, then realized it was merely a photocopy of a list that had been published in major newspapers or posted at all the pharmacies late last year. It had obviously made no difference. Most people couldn’t read or comprehend, and Pakistani consumers had no umbrella of protection, no efficient regulatory body with the public interest at heart. Pity such excuses weren’t cover for the highly educated, relatively current members of the medical profession who continued to prescribe and disperse medicines that were banned or simply outdated.
There were medicines on the list that had been out of use for over a decade in the developed world, medical science having grown by leaps and bounds since then, as if catalyzed by an illegal growth hormone from its own cabinet, but they were still being widely prescribed in Pakistan. Interesting, since some of the doctors who prescribed them had been to sponsored conferences that covered the most updated treatment options. I knew this already, this bit about the conference, because we had sponsored two attendees ourselves. Leading lights, both of them. Good friends of our Seth also, since they had inaugurated two of the new labs at the headquarters.
Not for the first time I wondered what I was doing. The concept of self-destructive behaviour was hardly alien to me, but I had never let it intrude into my workspace before. As I got older, my control was slipping. One day soon I would walk in here and rub an omelette in someone’s face, a veritable copy of my mother, if not quite as tall or attractive. It didn’t matter if my guard was up, madness would creep in slung beneath the belly of the flimsiest justification. Already half my brain was clamouring to drown the objections of the other half, squealing indignantly about how it was all for the greater good. But even I didn’t quite believe me, there was only one true altruist left in this cruel, cruel world (two if you counted Nelson Mandela), and his name was Abdus Sattar Edhi. Despite Ammi’s efforts to banish me to some nameless other world, and my generation was hardly characterized by concern for the greater good. Apathy, avarice, shameless self-promotion, yes.
You could argue that it was not our fault, we had been bred that way to avoid the pitfalls dictators and megalomaniac democrats threw in the path of the noble-intentioned, but sadly that argument’s validity faded once subjects reached adulthood and attained self-awareness.
Was that my conscience kicking in? Was I desperate to atone for a lifetime of sins? I had been committing them ceaselessly since birth, according to my mother. Ah my mother. The kind of mother that never got mentioned in sermons and religious texts. Heaven lay beneath the foot of this mother, because that’s all you could see of her before she trampled your face in the mud.
I really had to learn how to turn my brain off. It ticked and ticked but never got anywhere. And it didn’t even have the decency to explode. I went back to perusing Rehan’s list.
Painkillers, antihistamines, antibiotics, diet pills, anti-depressants, anti-psychotics, birth control pills, it was a long, long list. There were vaccines that were acknowledged ineffective by the rest of the world but pushed by local health peddlers anyway. There were blood pressure medicines that had not been prescribed by others in the region for over twelve years. Worse, this didn’t even seem to be a fresh photocopy but an old one pulled from a file. It even had punch holes in one side.
So R&D was aware of all the crucial details, all the dishonesty. But could it even be considered dishonesty?
I took my case to Master Seth, as Saad was known in the early days. He looked over my papers, heard me out. Then he asked me simply what my interest was in the matter.
‘My interest is that it’s wrong!’ I had replied.
‘Okay.’ He’d ushered me out, saying he’d get back to me. Two days later the literature was revised, my biggest concerns addressed. It did pay to know people.
I couldn’t stop thinking though, about the real roots of my interest in the matter.
Some of us still relied on superstitions to cure our ills, the immediate reaction to a medical crisis being a visit to a faith healer or a prayer by someone blessed. The supremacy of science over faith was accepted only by the most westernized, most everyone else liked to hedge his bets. If they could chew paper, munch leaves, endure beatings and fast ritualistically in the hopes of cleansing turnovers, was it really so bad that we were selling medicine that was standard twelve years ago? How much of this was really an issue? How much of it was me determined to find an issue, find some vent for my amoebic rage? How much of it was redemption for my mother, revenge on the people I wanted to believe had been responsible for the drastic change in her behaviour over the last few years?
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My mother changed after Adil was born. In a gruesome twist on the changeling myth, it was as if a pregnant woman had gone to the hospital to give birth and another woman had come back in her place. There were no blatant signs, no neon limbs, just a series of miniscule details, invisible to someone who wasn’t looking for them. I was. I was looking because I knew the bump in her tummy heralded a new world for all of us, and I had been watching to see how my adored mother would react to it. Would she change colour? Grow fat? Talk to me while dicing vegetables? Braid my hair in the morning? Hate me? I was too old when Adil came along, all of seven, to get much of the ‘hold this doll, it loves you like your new sister/brother will’ treatment people were trying now, or perhaps my parents just assumed I would adapt. And I did. So they assumed right, but my paranoia about Ammi becoming a mother again did turn out to be justified. It started with fatigue.
Ammi had always been her own housekeeper. Cooking, cleaning herself when the maasi didn’t show, looking after me and Abba, housekeeping was tiring work. She was tall and big-boned, true, but she had never been a particularly strong woman, not the type up to shrugging off a cold when everyone else in proximity had it. The second pregnancy was difficult for her because she appeared determined not to notice it. Some women lie in even now for the first three months, claiming it is bad luck or dangerous to put the baby at risk for that time, but Ammi’s daily assaults on dust and vegetables doubled. Instead of putting her feet up and reading a masala mag like Abba suggested, she would be on her hands and knees examining the underside of chairs and tables.
‘I don’t understand why an educated woman like you won’t listen to sense and just sit still,’ Abba had exploded one Sunday after coming out of their room and tripping over Ammi’s leg as she worked on an imaginary stain on the back of one sofa.
‘It has nothing to do with sense,’ she grunted, ‘it’s all just silly superstition, old wives’ tales.’
‘There is value to a lot of these old wives’ tales, people don’t say things without a reason.’
‘Oh, I’m sure someone had reason to say it in the first place, probably felt too lazy to do the cooking so made up something so she could relax for the next few weeks.’
‘What about after that? Pregnancy doesn’t just last a few weeks.’
‘By the time it shows people don’t let you do most things anyway. It’s just eat, eat, eat,’ she scrubbed away, frowning with concentration, a drop of sweat beading on the tip of her nose. Then a grimace of pain crossed her face and she put the brush down and straightened her back, reaching behind her with one hand to rub the sore spot.
‘See,’ Abba pointed triumphantly, ‘even your body is telling you to stop, if you’re going to ignore the old women’s babbling and doctor’s advice, at least listen to your body! It has no reason to lie to you.’
‘So bodies don’t lie?’ Ammi turned a blank gaze towards him.
‘No they don’t.’
‘And if a body says it loves you, it means it?’
‘Of course,’ Abba crooned, he looked like he would get up and go to her, they seemed to have forgotten I was even in the room, curled up in one corner of a sofa with a book in my hand.
‘And if your body tells another that it loves her, it must also mean it?’ Ammi’s gaze was still blank, but something was stirring in the air.
Abba put down the paper and went outside. A minute later we heard banging and knew he was playing with his adult toys.
‘Fool,’ Ammi muttered to herself. I slid further down the sofa, hoping I wasn’t next. ‘If he’s so concerned about my back, why can’t he simply come over and scrub this stain for me.’
Why didn’t he? Her question made sense. Ammi’s frenetic activity slowed once her pregnancy began to show, but it never dropped below the normal level she had established over her years in that house. She still did everything she always had, just more slowly. And her tiredness began to show in other ways. A carelessly tied sari, slightly burnt food, after years of domestic perfection, her husband should have heard her version of cries for help. But he didn’t till Adil was born, and even then it had to be spelt out for him in ten foot letters.
*
When Ammi came back from the hospital her fatigue was evident on her face. Considering she had just undergone hours of labour to produce a mewling infant that had promptly and ravenously latched onto her (and continued to do so at regular intervals for the next few weeks), no one was surprised. The matrons in the crowd of well-wishers smirked knowledgeably and rattled off detailed accounts of their own post-birth trauma.
‘I couldn’t sit for a month!’
‘I had to be carried to my room.’
‘The little thing wouldn’t leave me alone.’
‘My back ached for days.’
‘My bones still haven’t recovered.’
‘It was impossible to do any housework, I couldn’t even lift a duster, the maasi had to put the baby to my breast’
‘Blood, blood, blood …’
This last comment was the only contribution of a wizened old crone, one of Ammi’s distant relatives, she seemed to be a human specimen of Hyderabad’s famed achaar, pickled in her own juice. Her words caused an awkward silence, but then everyone started talking all at once, as if to drown her out should she choose to speak again, and she just chewed spasmodically on her toothless lower jaw for the rest of her visit.
Well-wishers and friends, neighbours and relatives came for a couple of weeks after Adil’s entry into the world. It was obvious that the effort of making herself presentable and sitting sedately in a chair while random people examined the baby was taking its toll on Ammi, but she seemed powerless to stop it. Abba obviously had no objection to the fact that it was raining people, in fact he was so suffused with pride he looked like an inflated balloon in danger of flight, almost airborne with the sheer delight of it all. Only Ammi’s gentle nudges on the tie that bound them kept him grounded. Had all this happened when I was born? Had she moved visibly, inexorably, towards exhaustion day by day? At seven, I didn’t know what was normal and what was not. One of the neighbours had had her sixth child the year before and been up and about in hours. Ammi and I had popped in to see the baby and found her washing clothes, looking none the worse for wear. Her mother had been with her though; she was cradling the baby.
‘That’s the way it’s done,’ Ammi had whispered in answer to my question, ‘when a woman has a baby she goes to her mother for a while, if she can. Sometimes her mother comes to her. Women look after each other.’
‘What about the men? Doesn’t the father help?’
Ammi had laughed, ‘Even if they tried, they’d be more nuisance than help.’
True enough. Abba was a real nuisance to Ammi post-Adil. Even when there weren’t visitors to tire her out, he kept popping in and out of their room, trying to make clumsy overtures to the baby, waking him up when he was sleeping, talking incessantly about having a complete family now. Now? What about before? Had I not been enough? Had they not wanted me?
‘Of course we wanted you doll,’ Ammi reassured me as I went crying to her, tucking Adil under one armpit and making room for me in the other, ‘and we were both so happy when you came.’
‘Shazia down the street says parents always like boys better.’
‘Isn’t this the same Shazia who told you the whistle you hear at night is the sound of the girl snatchers on the prowl?’
‘Yes.’
‘And what is the whistle at night actually?’
‘The night-watchman doing rounds to protect us.’
‘Then why believe anything she says?’
‘She’s not the only one who says it. Afreen says her grandmother distributed luddoos when her grandson was born but did nothing when she was born. She heard her mother and father talking about it one night.’
‘That’s why children shouldn’t eavesdrop on their parents, they don’t understand half of what they hear.’
‘So what were they talking about then?’
‘It doesn’t matter. What matters is you. Now I know what’s worrying you, you think your father wasn’t excited when you were born.’
‘Was he?’
‘I haven’t seen him that excited since.’
‘Really? Excited like he’s excited now?’
‘Even more so. He went around singing for days. I couldn’t shut him up. And you know he can’t sing.’
I giggled, ‘He doesn’t remember the tunes.’
‘No he doesn’t. Let’s hope your little brother is more musical.’
‘Maybe he’ll be a singer if he is’
‘God forbid! Now listen Ayesha, I want you to do something for me.’
‘Okay.’
‘When Adil is big enough to understand things, don’t let him know we liked you better. He’ll be hurt, just like you were hurt when you thought Abba wasn’t excited when you were born.’
‘That would be lying.’
‘Not exactly. You wouldn’t be hurting anyone. He’s a boy, see, they’re not as strong as us when it comes to emotions. You’ll have to protect him.’
‘Okay, Ammi.’
‘Good girl. Now run along and read a book or something. I need to get some sleep.’
Kissing her gently on her forehead, heart warming at the smile she gave me, I ran out. Two minutes later, Abba went in. I could hear him talking for a long time. Then people came over. Ammi didn’t get any sleep till late night. The next morning she couldn’t get out of bed.
‘What do you mean you can’t move?’ Abba’s raised voice woke me up mid-morning. I hadn’t gone to school for a couple of days, Abba had said we all needed to celebrate.
Ammi’s response was an unintelligible murmur to me.
‘You can’t move, or you won’t move?’
‘I can’t move,’ she was louder now, but her voice was oddly flat.
‘But you have to move! I haven’t had any breakfast.’
‘Why don’t you have a boiled egg and a slice?’
‘I don’t want a boiled egg and a slice. I want an omelette.’
‘I’m too tired to even get up. Can’t you make it yourself?’
‘I don’t know how to make it the way you make it,’ his tone was wheedling now, the aggression fading, he sounded like a little boy talking to his mother.
‘Then you’ll have to go without it today.’
‘That’s nearly two weeks without one.’
‘I’ve just had a baby. I need to rest.’
‘You were up and about in no time after Ayesha.’
‘I’m older now.’
‘Other women pop out dozens and nothing happens to them.’
‘According to their husbands.’
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
‘Nothing.’
‘Are you saying I’m not considerate of you? I don’t care for you? Who used up all his savings so you could go to a fancy clinic for her delivery?’
‘I didn’t ask you to.’
‘But you hinted at it. So-and-so gave birth here, so-and-so only had a dai, so-and-so said the clinic was the best,’ he mimicked someone, it wasn’t her, ‘you practically taunted me into doing it.’
‘I didn’t. And even if I had, so? You did your duty and now I have to make you an omelette?’
‘At least. I did my duty and now you do yours.’
‘Well, I’m telling you I can’t.’
‘Don’t be lazy.’
‘I’m not being lazy, I’m not well,’ she wailed. The baby started crying.
‘Now look what you’ve done.’
‘He wouldn’t have woken up if you hadn’t made such a fuss! What does he want? Shut him up.’
‘I can’t if you keep talking.’
‘Abba,’ I poked my head around the door, ‘I’ll make you an omelette. I know how Ammi does it.’
They both looked at me. Even Adil paused in nipple-swallow to grunt approvingly.
‘Ok,’ Abba retreated, ‘at least one woman in this house knows how to take care of me.’
Ammi refused to get out of bed even after Abba, pleasant on a full stomach, renewed his cajoling. By mid-afternoon, after she had even refused a meal sent over by neighbours, he went to the doctor.
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Back then, doctors still made house calls. There were one-man clinics/dispensaries in many neighbourhoods where the doctors would be more than happy to close shop and accompany a supplicant home. I recognized the young man with a moustache who trotted in with Abba, he had given me a shot in the bottom once. That sort of thing you don’t forget. He had to wait a while before being taken into Ammi’s room. When he did go in, I attempted to follow but was stopped at the door by my father, who winked as he held me back but left the door a little ajar so I could peep in and watch the proceedings.
Moustache-mouth took Ammi’s temperature, her blood pressure, poked and prodded her in various places, all without meeting her eyes. There was a certain propriety involved with female patients and male doctors, I had noticed it before. Doctors laughed and joked with Abba, made small talk, bantered about cricket and politics, this that and the other as they examined him. With Ammi, it was strictly a ‘what I need to know and what I need to tell you’ kind of conversation. She never relaxed, they never attempted to make her. Another one of those differences between men and women I was noting as I grew. To male doctors, men = people, women = patients. Strange.
Ammi kept her eyes fixed on Abba the whole time the doctor was examining her; he was standing by her side holding Adil in both hands, the doctor began asking her a series of questions. He noted her answers on the small writing pad he removed from a pocket of his safari suit. There were quite a few, and once or twice he shook his head and clucked like an anxious hen, but I couldn’t make out what either of them were saying. Then he put his pad away and asked Ammi to do something; I couldn’t hear what but she cast a pleading look at impassive Abba. She sat up and he palpitated the small of her back. Then he gestured for her to stand. Pulling her dupatta all the way across her chest, like the only garment of an African woman (I had an encyclopaedia with pictures), she swung her legs over the side, stood, swayed alarmingly and sat right back down again. The doctor said something to her, perhaps ‘once more’ but she shook her head in refusal and rested against the headboard again. Abba stepped in and told her to do it. This time I heard her curt, ‘I said I can’t,’ and cringed; I hoped they weren’t going to yell at each other in front of the doctor. He seemed like a nice man, I didn’t want him to be unhappy.
But he stopped Abba mid-sentence with a raised hand, put all his things back into his bag and came towards the door. I darted around the corner to the small lounge and waited till I heard Abba come out to talk to him. There was a scratching sound, pen on paper, and the rip of a sheet being torn off.
I hoped he had given Ammi the red syrup. When I was ill, I always got some red syrup. It was sticky and sweet with an aftertaste that made my mouth open by itself and my shoulders hunch up.
‘Doctor Sahib …,’ Abba began.
‘Just a minute,’ there was more pen on paper, more ripping. Had he started again or was he giving her lots of syrup? ‘Right. You’ll need to get these and start them immediately. The dosage is on the prescription. You should be able to get the first two at the corner store, but the other one you might have to go a little further.’
‘This is a lot of medicine,’ Abba sounded hesitant, unsure of what to say or whether to say what was really on his mind.
‘She needs a lot of care. Most of this is for strength, tonics and tablets to build her up. As you must have noticed, she can’t even get up.’
‘I thought she was just being dramatic.’
‘She’s just had a child. She’s not that young anymore. It’s just exhaustion, plain and simple. The weakness is bad for everyone right now, especially since she’s feeding the baby.’
‘I wanted to put him on formula but she won’t agree.’
‘She might have to if she doesn’t get stronger.’
‘Doctor,’ again there was that hesitation, ‘she wasn’t like this after the first child.’
‘Like I said, she’s not that young anymore. She’s run down, her blood pressure is low, she’s probably anaemic, and her blood isn’t thick enough.’
‘But why would that happen all of a sudden?’
‘It doesn’t happen all of a sudden, it’s obviously been building up for a while.’
‘But from what? She doesn’t work.’
‘Who takes care of the home?’
‘She does.’
‘And the other child?’
‘She does, naturally,’ Abba was beginning to sound irritated.
‘Even during pregnancy? What about her family, her own mother? Why didn’t she go and live with them?’
‘Her mother died when she was a kid. No sisters. And I don’t have any close family either. We’re pretty much on our own.’
‘There’s your answer. Now, are you going to drop me back? It’s a fair walk from here.’
‘Of course,’ Abba’s keys jangled in his hand.
As they went out, I heard him say, ‘But other women have eight children and that doesn’t slow them down.’
‘People are different. Can you afford a fulltime maid for a while to help?’
‘Just my luck. I had to go and marry a princess.’
I looked in on Ammi but she had fallen asleep.
For all his grumbling, my father was getting worried. If not about Ammi herself, then about all the planets which orbited her sun. Adil. Me. The home. The kitchen. Who would make sure his carefully constructed kingdom, his refuge from the harsh outer world, would not collapse while she recuperated? To me he said she would recuperate, he was sure of that, she’d be back to her normal self in no time.
Was he just an extremely positive thinker or was it denial? I thought my father’s optimism about Ammi getting better was misplaced. You only had to look at her. She grew paler by the day and thinner too, as if Adil was sucking the life out of her with every tug of his mouth. Abba was forcing her to take the tonics and pills, and a girl from the neighbourhood was popping in to cook and serve lunch to me and Ammi, but dinner was Abba’s chore once he got home from work. He had said after the doctor left and I quizzed him that we couldn’t afford a fulltime maid but after just a couple of days doing it he threw in the towel.
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‘I’m so distracted by the thought of cooking I can’t finish the work on my desk, and ten more files are waiting to pour in,’ he told Ammi one night as he watched her pick at the tray he had taken in for her. Adil nestled in his arms, sucking mindlessly on one hairy knuckle. I was on the floor by the dressing table, my plate balanced on the stool. It had been there for a while and I still wasn’t finished. Abba was a terrible cook.
‘Then don’t make bhindi,’ was the best Ammi could manage, accompanied by a wan, sad smile, as if to say, ‘Thank you for reminding me that you’re having to do extra work, my work, while I lie around all day doing nothing more important than breastfeeding your child and feeling awful. So inconsiderate of me, I know.’
‘It doesn’t matter what I make, I still have to think about it before, rush home, rush into the kitchen, it’s all rush, rush, rush. I can’t do any work like this.’
‘Maybe the girl can come and do dinner as well?’
‘She can’t. I checked. And we can’t force her because we’re not paying her. Her mother just wants to help out, says it’s neighbourly.’
‘Wants to know exactly what happens in our house is more likely.’ Was that a weak snort?
‘These people are trying to help us and you’re looking at them so suspiciously,’ he shook his head.
‘Sorry. Everything just seems so dark all of a sudden. I just can’t think of anyone doing anything nice. Why would they? Why do anything at all?’
‘Well, everyone can’t lie around all day.’
She flushed, ‘You think I’m faking, don’t you?’
‘No, no I don’t,’ he was quick to deny it.
‘You don’t have to lie. It doesn’t matter if you think I’m faking. I don’t care. It’s not going to make me hop out of bed and scrub your floors.’
‘I’ve never asked you to do that.’
‘You’ve never asked me not to either.’
‘Are you saying I don’t treat you well?’
‘You don’t treat me at all.’
‘If only your mother were alive, or you had sisters, cousins, good friends even. This is when you need other people.’
‘Because you know, those other women and I had this baby, built this house, and raised Ayesha together.’
‘You know what I mean. You can’t go to my office and do my work. It’s natural that I have to struggle with yours.’
‘My work?’ Ammi laughed, ‘it’s funny how we and us, ours and together becomes yours and mine.’
‘Don’t blame me. That’s just the natural order of things. It’s our way.’
‘You know what our way really says? It says you have to take extra special care of me at a time like this. That I should want for nothing, need nothing, if you can provide it.’
‘What do you need that I haven’t given you?’
She kept quiet, looked away.
‘I’m doing my best, aren’t I? Is it my fault if I have to work so I can’t come home earlier to cook lunch as well? Is it my fault that you’re spoilt and inconsiderate? Is it my fault the bloody bhindi has to be chopped so small? Why can’t you just fry it and munch it like potato chips, huh?’
‘Ayesha,’ Ammi sounded disinterested, ‘get me a glass of water please.’
I brought her a glass of cold water from the clay matka in the coolest corner of the kitchen, a plate under it like she had showed me before. Serve people properly, make them feel important. No one had said anything in my absence. I could tell. It was as if I were the switch. On. Off. On. Off. Was this somehow all my fault?
Ammi reached under her pillow and pulled out a thick gold bracelet. It had been her mother’s. She had shown it to me, said it would be mine one day.
‘Ayesha, come here.’
I went over. She patted the bed and I climbed up quickly, pleased to be close to her. I had missed her soft, warm body, her sinewy arms, lately they had been given over entirely to Adil. I considered jabbing an elbow into his rounded belly as I nestled next to him, but decided against it. Both parents were watching. Besides, there would be time enough for that.
‘I know I told you that this was yours, and I was merely hanging on to it for safekeeping.’
I nodded. To me, it was a bauble. A pretty bauble, but a bauble nonetheless. Jewellery was for silly girls who whined about clothes and swooned over preppy faced singers. I was going to grow up to be a man.
‘I need to ask you for something Ayesha. I need your help.’
‘What do you want me to do, Ammi?’ I would do anything for her. She was the most important thing in the world to me, more important than Abba, Adil, the Mamus, the street, the bauble all rolled into one.
‘I need to get some money so I can have help around the house, someone to look after us, look after you while I rest.’
‘I don’t need anyone to look after me,’ I protested, stung by the implication that I was a helpless child. I wasn’t. Who had kept everything together since Adil was born? Who had gone around and checked all the locks on doors and windows at night when everyone was asleep like Ammi used to do? Who had made sure the girl who came to cook didn’t wash leftover food down the sink? It certainly hadn’t been Abba.
‘To look after me then, so I can grow strong again and look after Adil properly?’
‘And me!’ Sure I didn’t need anyone else, but I wanted her. Needed her. To plait my hair, intimidate my enemies, read me stories.
‘What do you want to do then?’
‘I want you to say goodbye to this bracelet. It won’t be yours anymore.’
There was a snort from Abba’s direction.
‘Okay. Goodbye bracelet,’ I waved happily at it.
‘Thank you, baby doll,’ Ammi kissed my nose, then held the bracelet out to Abba, ‘get me a fulltime maid. Someone clean, reliable. She should be able to cook.’
‘Of course your majesty,’ Abba bowed to her, ‘I exist but to cater to your every whim and fancy.’
‘And try not to forget that too often,’ she grinned at him. A full-throttle Ammi grin, and the room seemed brighter; an open, airy chamber of love, joy, closeness.
‘As you command. Now perhaps the court jester and I can amuse you with a dance?’ He grabbed me under the armpits and lifting me off the bed, swung me around once, twice, three times before putting me down, winking and launching into ‘Co Co Corina,’ tugging at my hand to indicate that I should join in. So we sang and danced, and Ammi laughed. Adil opened his eyes, grunted and went back to sleep. It was just the three of us. Happy. And it had only cost one bauble. I wished I had a million to say goodbye to.



AYA BENGALI, CHAYA BENGALI, MEHBOOB KO KADMON MAIN LAYA BENGALI
AD FOR OCCULT SCIENTIST
~
Over the next week there was a succession of maid hopefuls. Big. Little. Young. Old. Skinny. Fat. Rude ones who demanded to know the terms before talking about what they could do were dismissed outright by an imperious Ammi who interviewed them in her bedroom.
‘Wrong attitude,’ she confided after I had returned from ushering yet another candidate to the door, ‘she was acting like she was interviewing me!’
Two or three were merely looked at before being dismissed with a curt, ‘too young’. One mother who came in with a daughter who seemed about my age was given a classic lecture when it turned out that the daughter was the applicant.
‘What sort of mother are you?’ Ammi snapped at her, ‘How can you even think about putting someone that young to work?’
‘We don’t have a choice,’ was the sulky reply.
‘Of course you do. Put her in a school.’
‘Are you going to pay her fees? Besides we don’t believe in educating our girls. What are they going to do with education later? Think?’
‘We don’t believe in using babies as labour,’ Ammi replied primly, and turned her face in a sign that the interview was over. I smiled at the girl as they left. It would have been fun to have a playmate.
After the interviews had gone on for four days, with work continuing to pile up and no acceptable candidate in sight, Abba decided to take matters into his own hands. When he was forced to go to work wearing ‘casual’ clothes because there were no clean ones (Ammi used to wash, starch and iron his shirts herself), that’s when Ammi’s warnings of impending domestic doom really hit home. Wearing shalwar kameez to report to the administration wing of the federal government, everyone would think he was an intelligence agent, he grumbled.
‘But isn’t that our national dress?’ I asked curiously as he ironed, very badly I noticed. That was constantly being drummed into us at school.
‘Yes doll, it is. But what is national dress on one day can be your fancy dress costume on the next.’
‘Do women also have to wear pants to work?’ I was worried because I knew most women didn’t wear pants. Was that why there didn’t seem to be any at Abba’s office?
‘No they don’t.’
‘Because they don’t have any?’
‘Because it wouldn’t be right.’
‘Why is it right for men and not right for women?’
‘I’ll explain when you’re older, okay? But I have to rush now. Better still, ask your mother.’
I did, after he had gone, I had cleared up the debris scattered in his wake and told the girl what to cook that day.
‘Men and women are different, Ayesha,’ she said, ‘they think differently, walk differently, and talk differently. Their bodies are different too. So there is a different set of rules for both. Like what’s okay to wear and what’s not.’
‘Who made the rules?’
‘God did.’
‘So God said “oye men, wear pants and oye women, don’t wear pants.”’
‘Not in those words exactly ...’
‘Then how do we know He said that?’
‘Learned people told us.’
‘How did they know?’
‘They studied what He said and they decided what He would have said if He hadn’t been busy laying down the rules for more important things.’
‘These learned men …,’ I thought hard, this was confusing.
‘Yes?’
‘Do they wear pants?’
‘I don’t know. Probably not.’
‘But people listen to them anyway.’
‘Yes. Most people do.’
‘Then it doesn’t matter what Abba wears, does it?’
Ammi sighed, ‘Some would say, no it doesn’t.’
‘Then why was he upset that he had to wear shalwar kameez?’
‘Tell you what, why don’t you ask him when he gets home?’
‘I will,’ I nodded, disappointed. It was so hard to get a straight answer out of anyone in this house. If Adil could talk, I was sure he would lead me around in circles too.
But I never did ask Abba about the theory of panting, because when he came home he wasn’t alone. And when I saw the girl with him, all thoughts of pant vs. shalwar went right out of my head.
She was tall, as tall as Ammi, but all resemblance ended there. Where Ammi was fair and angular (or had been anyway), this girl was dark and curvaceous. A voluminous dupatta covered her head and was pulled across her body but it was still evident she had huge breasts. In fact, the tightly pulled dupatta that nipped in the waist as it passed behind her back seemed to emphasize rather than diminish their size. It was as if someone had kicked two footballs so hard in her direction they had been embedded in her chest. I was surprised she didn’t fall forwards, and that she didn’t have to lean back as she walked. But she didn’t. Trotting along behind Abba as he crossed the lounge to go into Ammi’s room, she seemed perfectly balanced. Maybe they were lighter than they looked? I was staring, and she gave me a knowing smirk as she went into Ammi’s room after my father.
‘Jahan,’ I heard him, heard the honeyed tone in his voice, ‘I have a surprise for you.’
There was a pause as Ammi drank in the surprise.
‘Who is this?’ her tone was neutral. Also familiar. Prelude to darkness, generally.
‘Well, since it’s been four days and you haven’t been able to find anyone I thought I would help you out by asking my colleagues to recommend someone.’
‘Your colleagues do a lot of hiring and firing in the domestic department, do they?’
‘That’s more their wives’ department, but I do have one co-worker who isn’t married, lives alone. He’s always had help to run his house, of course. Can’t be expected to do it himself now, can he, on top of the crazy hours we work.’
‘Of course not,’ the blandness would be followed by spicy flavour. I could feel it in the air.
‘So he brought her along today. Her sister works for him. He says she’s very good.’
‘I’m sure she is.’
‘She can cook, wash, clean, even iron! You won’t have to worry about a thing.’
‘Very thoughtful of you. How lucky I am to have such a considerate husband,’ now she sounded pleased, I had read her wrong. Generally when she went all quiet and polite it was a sign trouble was brewing, maybe Adil was doing strange things to her mind, erasing the Ammi I knew. I so wanted to bite down on his nose till he cried.
‘The best thing is …’
‘There’s more?’ Ammi cut in, ‘I don’t know if I can handle all the good news all at once.’
‘The best thing is she’s agreed to live in.’
‘Where will she live?’
‘Here, of course, Jahan. I just told you.’
‘Here where? We have no servant quarter.’
‘Let’s not do this servant master talk dear. I’ve told her we’ll treat her like a member of the family. It’ll make her want to work better. I mean, I don’t like to work if someone makes me feel inferior.’
‘It isn’t about inferior. It’s about limits.’
‘And we’ll have those, of course. You can set them.’
‘Where will she sleep then, since you’ve obviously given this a lot of thought.’
‘Ayesha’s room.’
I gasped in horror. My room? My palace? My wide-open space ruined by the addition of a mountain range with peaks and valleys?
‘On the floor, of course,’ Abba added, ‘I’ll give her a pillow and some bedding.’
‘Right.’
‘And …’
Ammi sighed, ‘And?’
‘She can start immediately. Tomorrow, rather, because today is already over. I’ll go and find her bedding and settle her in. You can talk to her about duty and stuff.’
‘Oh I will.’
Abba came out and disappeared in the direction of the small storage space where the trunks, heavy blanket and assorted junk were kept.
‘Abba!’ I tried to stop him, to register my protest at having to share my room, but he brushed me off.
‘Not now Ayesha,’ he whizzed by, ‘I’m doing important work for your mother.’
Hurt, I went into my mother’s room and clambered onto her bed to curl up around her feet. She moved one to give me more space. Taking it as an opening, I moved further up her body till the three of us, Adil, Ammi and myself, were a compact heap. A body and three heads. Across the room, the big breasts with a face looked at her feet and fidgeted uneasily. The silence dragged on.
‘What’s your name?’ Ammi finally spoke. Again, her voice was without inflection.
‘Nasreen,’ came the sullen reply. She wasn’t meeting Ammi’s level gaze.
‘Nasreen. How old are you?’
‘I don’t know. We don’t have these things where I come from.’
‘Where do you come from?’
‘Punjab.’
‘Punjab is a large place.’
She grinned, as if my mother had said something funny.
‘What’s the nearest big city?’
‘Faisalabad.’
‘Ah. When did you get to Karachi?’
‘Two, maybe three years.’
‘Have you worked before?’
‘Yes. In a big house.’
‘What did you do there?’
‘Swept. Mopped. Dusted.’
‘Why did you leave that job?’
Again, Nasreen’s feet began a little jig, ‘They weren’t paying enough.’
‘Can you cook?’
‘Yes.’
‘What can you cook?’ ‘Normal food. Like people eat at home.’
‘Iron?’
She nodded, but again her feet got unusually agitated. Ammi smiled gently.
‘We’ll have to teach you then.’
‘I can iron.’
‘We’ll see. Go sit outside the door till Sahib comes to show you where you’ll sleep. On the floor. Don’t touch anything! And close the door behind you.’
When she was gone, Ammi burst into tears. I didn’t know why. She wouldn’t be consoled. I could only wipe her tears and shush, shush like she used to do for me. A minute later, she stopped crying and smiled gamely at me.
‘Well Ayesha, it’s no longer just the three of us at home alone. Now you’ll have someone to play with, huh?’
I nodded, but I was doubtful. She seemed to me to be a little too big to play. Plus there was the problem of the breasts. Whatever she did, I couldn’t conceive of them not getting in the way.
‘Ayesha, you know I can’t move around much, at least not yet, so I need you to keep an eye on her for me. Watch her.’
‘All the time?’
‘When you can. If you see her stealing or burning clothes,’ she cleared her throat, ‘anything that’s wrong, you come straight and tell me. Now go make sure your father hasn’t locked himself in that old closet.The lock is tricky.’
He had locked himself in. And he hadn’t even banged on the door or called for help. When I let him out and he glanced in the direction of monster mammeries I understood why; he didn’t want to look stupid in front of her.



DON’T JEALOUS!
BACK OF PICK UP
~
That first night, Nasreen and I didn’t get much sleep. She spread her bedding on the floor next to my table as I clambered into my single bed and pulled the coverlet up to my chin. Did she lie on the floor because there was no room in my bed or because she was our servant and that was her place? I didn’t know. I knew only that the thought of those two watermelons pressing into my back, my front, anywhere on my person, scared me. Ammi’s chest was home, warmth, comfort. Nasreen’s was alien, uncharted, dangerous, like a (large) bit of the outside world had invaded our house.
Nasreen was beginning to toss and turn, adjust her thin pillow, when Abba came in. He sometimes came in to wish me goodnight, but I had expected him to give it a miss since I wasn’t alone. Our goodnights were a private ritual, not even shared with Ammi, and certainly not to be shared by an alien with globular antennae on her chest. Come in he did, though, and settled onto the side of my bed as always, only one glance sideways betraying he was aware of the girl on the floor.
‘Your mother says you’re being a big help to her.’ 
 ‘I wish I was older.’
If I were old enough to cook and clean and not have to go to school, I could have made life easier for Ammi.
‘You will be soon. And you already do more than we could hope for. In fact, I hope you haven’t been wasting time pottering around the kitchen when you’re supposed to be doing your homework.’
Affronted, I sputtered out a reluctant no. How could he even ask me that? Sure I used to do my homework at the table with my mother, like a baby, but everyone knew I was handling it on my own now, like a big girl. Didn’t they? I had certainly pointed it out often enough. I said as much, and Abba beat a hasty retreat, leaning over for a perfunctory kiss before backing out of the door. He didn’t even observe the most important part of our bedtime ritual, the singing of the baldie song.
‘Ganju Patel?’ I whispered hopefully towards the light, but the door had already closed behind him, leaving me in the dark. The silence was broken by muffled sobbing. Nasreen was crying. I thought of whether I should try to comfort her but decided against it. It was her fault my father hadn’t been himself. When the sobs didn’t stop and I realized the sniffing might keep me up all night I wanted to yell ‘can’t you at least cry into your pillow?’ but didn’t. She would have to roll onto her stomach for that, and the watermelons of doom probably wouldn’t let her.
Besides, I didn’t like her.



DHOTI MEIN DO MOTI
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Days passed and we settled back into an almost pre-Adil routine. I left for school after the breakfast Nasreen had prepared for me and brushed my hair. I wouldn’t let her braid it though, that was Ammi’s ritual. I would be back by lunchtime and Nasreen would have food ready for me, kept warm on the stove, served directly onto my plate. It wasn’t very good food, certainly nothing like Ammi used to make, but it was palatable enough. And she was actually quite good at daal chawal, my favourite, and what with that and the end of the night crying, I was beginning to warm up to her. The next time she did burst into tears, after getting curt instructions from my mother on how to make suji ka halwa the way I liked it, I actually asked her what was wrong.
‘I miss my mother,’ she said simply, lifting her kameez to wipe her eyes and exposing a patch of taut, earth-brown stomach, ‘that’s all.’
If Ammi with the avowed wisdom of adulthood understood why Nasreen was sometimes red-eyed and sullen, she certainly gave no indication of it. I would have expected my mother to be warmer, kinder, more nurturing towards any child in the house, but maybe she just didn’t see Nasreen as a child. She was, after all, doing adult work. And if adulthood meant all the responsibility of an old person plus the insecurities of the young, I was half-glad I was still a child. I began to feel sorry for Nasreen, and when her workload increased by her having to work at night I was tempted to offer to help. Whatever Abba was getting her to help him with in the middle of the night, I was sure I could handle too.
It might have been a routine for them for days or even weeks, I had begun sleeping soundly again once Nasreen stopped crying after dark, but I wasn’t aware of it till an engine backfiring in the road outside jolted me awake one night.
‘Nasreen?’ I said into the dark, wondering if she had heard it too. Had it really been an engine, or was it a thief? The hathora monster?
It was winter, the stone floor collected the chill and when there was no reply to my whispers of ‘Nasreen’, at first I thought Nasreen had gone to get another blanket. I got up and went to the door, calling into the dark lounge.
‘Here, I am coming, don’t yell like that,’ came the reply, and I saw movement by the deep shadow that indicated the kitchen door. She loomed towards me in the dark.
‘What are you doing?’ I asked.
‘What are you doing?’ she fired back, ‘Why aren’t you asleep?’
‘I heard a loud noise. Did you hear it too?’
‘A loud noise?’ she was next to me now, and putting a hand on my shoulder guided me back into the room, ‘yes, I heard it too, that’s what I went to check.’
‘How did you move so quickly? I thought you must have gone for another blanket because it’s so cold.’
‘I had gone for another blanket, then I heard the noise so I went to the kitchen to check.’
There was a thud from outside the door, followed by a muffled curse.
‘Who’s that?’ I cried.
‘No one, no one, don’t worry,’ Nasreen said soothingly.
‘No, I heard it clearly, there’s someone outside. We have to tell my father,’ I was agitated, playground stories of home invasion circling my head like cautious vultures.
‘Don’t worry,’ she tried again, ‘it’s nothing.’
There was another thud. Fainter this time, but definitely there. I shot for the door but Nasreen grabbed me in the dark. Her grip was strong.
‘Let me go,’ I hissed.
‘Be quiet you silly girl. It’s nothing.’
‘There’s someone out there and we have to tell Abba.’
‘It is your father, Ayesha, you don’t have to worry about burglars.’
‘What would my father be doing up at night?’
‘He was working on something.’
‘Did you see him when you went for the blanket?’
‘Yes. That’s why I went to the kitchen, to make him some tea to help him.’
‘I thought you went to check on the noise?’
‘It all happened together.’
‘Oh,’ this was getting very confusing, ‘what was he working on?’
‘I don’t know. Papers.’
‘Ah, office work,’ I nodded sagely. Office work I understood. Numbers. Papers. Staring. Irritation.
‘Yes, office work. He wasn’t finished so I made him some tea.’
‘Yes, sometimes he feels sleepy but he has to work so he drinks lots of tea to keep him awake.’
‘Exactly. But you mustn’t tell your mother.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because she would worry about him staying up so late. She’d be scared he’s working so hard.’
She would be, too.
‘Okay,’ the agreement was made, ‘just promise me you’ll take care of him if he needs anything.’
‘I will,’ she smiled. Her teeth glowed in the moonlight from the open window.
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The next night I woke up again, conscious only that something was amiss.
‘Nasreen?’ but there was no answer. I called into the corridor again and she appeared after a minute, pulling me into the room again.
‘What?’
‘What are you doing?’
‘I’m helping your father.’
‘Can I have some tea too?’
Sometimes I would have a little. Ammi said it was never too early to drink tea.
‘I’ll have to make it,’ she grumbled.’
‘Aren’t you making it for Abba?’
‘No.’
‘Then how are you helping him?’
‘I’m holding papers. He has to arrange them in a certain order and I’m helping him keep track.’
‘I can help too then.’
‘No you can’t.’
‘Why not? I can even count, you can’t.’
‘It’s not by number.’
‘Then what is it by?’
‘Ayesha Bibi, he said to tell you to please go back to sleep and let us work in peace. He doesn’t have time for your demands right now.’
I got back into bed and turned my back to her. The door closed. She didn’t appear on the other side to lie down. That night I was the one sniffing, but when she got back she couldn’t have known because I was asleep by then.
The late night work meetings continued to happen about thrice a week, possibly more often, but I had gone back to sleeping through most nights after Abba rebuffed my attempts to help him by proxy. Delivered through Nasreen, it seemed an even bigger betrayal. Her over me. I was chilly to him during the day as well, when I saw him, but he didn’t seem to notice. Ammi was getting visibly stronger, thanks mainly to Nasreen’s help, and in the evenings Abba would flutter around her like a particularly determined mosquito. No amount of swatting, and there was some, would drive him away.
‘Uff, what is wrong with you?’ I heard Ammi cry out in exasperation one evening. There was a nip in the air, and Abba had swaddled her and Adil in so many blankets they looked like a two-headed talking quilt.
‘You should be warm.’
‘There’s warm and there’s hot. And I’m feeling hot. Can you please at least remove this horse blanket?’
‘It’s not a horse blanket, it’s an army issue, guaranteed comfort even on the battlefield.’
‘Yes, well this isn’t a battlefield and we’re not soldiers and Adil here is never going to be one either, so please remove it before we melt and you have to pour us into a glass and keep it on a shelf.’
‘It would be the highest shelf in the house.’
‘Higher even than the Quran?’
‘Maybe right next to it, perhaps even a quarter centimetre higher.’
‘You’d risk the wrath of God for me?’
‘Need you ask that?’
She grumbled about silly kafirs, but I could tell by her tone she was pleased. She generally was in those days, the fatigue and depression that had enveloped her when she brought Adil back seemed to be lifting. She smiled and talked like she used to sometimes, not very often yet, but it was the first sign that my mother wasn’t lost to me, just temporarily displaced, knocked out of her standard orbit by the trauma of childbirth. Some evenings, when Abba was home in time for us all to eat together she would wobble to the dining table and sit in her old place, still not putting Adil down but tucking into the food with her free hand. Nasreen would put the food and water jug on the table and retire to the kitchen, as she had been instructed to. Ammi was more tolerant of the girl but it was obvious she would have much preferred her not being around. Then again, that was probably why Nasreen had become so capable of doing all the work, she knew the slightest mistake would give ammunition to the twin cannons trained on her whenever they were in the same room, and being busy with work all the time kept her out of their sights. There was something wrong between the two of them, some storm brewing, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what it was.
When Ammi began to let me help her with Adil, she wouldn’t let Nasreen touch him, I lost interest in everything else. He was so small, so warm, and so needy, the moment I touched him all my resentment vanished. I began eating, sleeping and dreaming babies. What with Ammi getting better, and Abba happy, and someone else worrying about the menu, plus Adil, I was as content as I had ever been. There was no room for improvement in my life. When the crash came, it totally blindsided me.
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That night I was woken by the sound of the night watchman’s whistle shrieking over and over again. That was the signal for thief, murderer, robber, etc. I knew that and I bolted upright, hissing ‘Nasreen’ into the darkness, wanting to share the excitement. But there was no answer and I knew she must be helping Abba again. Maybe he could take us both outside into the road so we could see what was happening? I swung my legs over and onto the floor and padded out, not turning on any lights because I didn’t want to wake Ammi. But she was already awake.
I saw her as I got closer to the kitchen door. She was standing petrified in the doorway, her back to me. There was something about the line of her shoulders, a rigidity, a tension that frightened me. Her arms hung by her sides, I was seeing her without Adil attached after weeks, was that what was wrong? Had something happened to Adil? I slid closer, till I was standing next to her and looked up at her face but she didn’t seem to see me. Her eyes were fixed ahead of her on something in the kitchen. Her nostrils flared slightly and I knew she was breathing. For a second I thought she had been frozen, rendered immobile by some witches’ spell. I followed her gaze, trying to see through her eyes.
Headlights from a passing car, a police car perhaps, played across the back of the kitchen wall and made things leap out at us. In one corner, the fridge and the water cooler on the stool. In another, the sink and drying board with the dishes still on it. Ammi would be furious with Nasreen in the morning, she had told her lizards crept across plates at night and everything should be put into the cabinets. In the third, the glass-fronted sideboard that held all the crockery, the plastic, the steel, the china. In the last corner of the room, propped against the marble top table on which dough was kneaded, sweets prepared and dishes cooled before serving were Nasreen and Abba.
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They were entwined like creeper and wall, like worms burrowing into each other, oblivious to the swathe of light that drenched them, but they heard Ammi shriek when I slipped my hand into hers. I had done it out of sympathy because I had seen through her eyes and knew that there was something wrong with this picture, but I scared her. She hadn’t known I was there. Nasreen and Abba hadn’t known she was there. Now we were all present and accounted for, except for Adil. Then we heard him cry out, a high-pitched, inarticulate wail as if he felt part of him missing.
Ammi hesitated for a second, unable to tear her eyes from the couple by the table, straightening their clothes, both unable to meet her gaze. Then she turned and headed for her room, dragging me with her. She locked the door behind her and took me to bed with her and Adil, one on either side. She stroked my hair with a faraway look in her eyes and ignored the timid knock on the door, the rattle of the handle turning, the soft whisper of ‘Jahan, Jahan’. Eventually, I fell asleep.
Without thought I fell back into the blackness.
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~
I was no longer in intensive care. I had been shifted while I wallowed in my memories to some other room. A private room in a private ward by the looks of it. There was another bed on my right but it was empty.
My mother was by my bedside, her lips moving as she bent over my right hand, holding it tight with one of her own as the other caressed her prayer beads. They had let her back in then? But not without supervision, a male nurse leaned against the wall right behind her, primed for another attack on the hapless patient. Let her be, I wanted to tell him, if she really wanted to kill me she would have done it years ago. It was a struggle even to mentally string my words together though. This time I had had to thrash hard to break the scum on the pool of my consciousness and emerge into the here and now. And there was a pixilated quality to my vision, as if someone had drawn a strip of gauze over my eyes. The clarity of my earlier sight was gone. Was the end near? Could these be my final hours before darkness pulled me under for good? It seemed only fitting I should spend them with my mother.
She saw me in. She would see me out. There was no one else. Nothing else to show for my life. Father gone. Brother, well, brother twit. Close yes, but still a twit, didn’t want to spend my last hours listening to Farah-inspired tripe. Mamu and Mumani, there wasn’t a lot to say there. Strong, deep feelings but few words, perhaps the most typical Pakistani relationship of all. And that was it, that was all I had accomplished, relationships that were handed to me from the moment of my birth. Family. Obligation. Duty. I had accomplished no lasting others. The few friends I had met along the road were just that, friends. Nothing sacred. Nothing meaningful, just mutual recognition of social, verbal compatibility extended into a shield against loneliness.
My best friend, dead in the prime of her life. Suicide. An early exit from a battle she felt she couldn’t win. I had outlasted her by several years, but natural selection might just win in the end. Cull the weak. Keep the strong. Strong enough to earn, commute, persist, survive, but too unmoved by the search for happiness to venture in any real sense beyond the bonds of family.
It wasn’t going to happen anyway because happiness was a busy entity. It had places to go, other people to see, you had to reach out and grab it as it swerved past, not wave amiably, secure in the false knowledge that your turn would come. It wouldn’t. We lived in a city. We should have known that.
All of us, Ammi, Abba, Kulsoom, Omar, myself, we should have read the writing on the wall. Not the bits about ‘Qazi is coming’, and ‘it’s very hard to find a virgin’, or ‘Death to America’ or ‘Every sister has a bhai, Altaf Bhai’, or ‘Life Sux’. The other bits. The bigger bits. The bits that dominated; the empty spaces. The growing distance between words and people, friends and lovers. Poverty. Disease. War. Hunger. Pain. Loneliness. They were winning. We were wrong to believe because they couldn’t touch us, they couldn’t control us. We’d all made a colossal mistake. For all our lives spent in a human warren we had existed in a near total alienation from each other. We had lived in concrete shells, as removed from the rest of the world as the most isolated village. Work. Home. Work. Friends. Home. Work. I felt a sigh building, a shudder in the place my spine should be. Was it the death rattle? Would I really die with my mother, leave without even a word, a nudge, a wink to the only person who had given me peace, however fleeting, my entire adult life? Saad, I thought, I wish I had had time to tell you to get the red car.
This time I let go myself and dived back under, not waiting to be pulled. Whatever subconscious crap I had to wade through before reaching the finish line, I was ready. This waiting was killing me.
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The morning after we discovered Nasreen ‘helping’ Abba in the kitchen, our lives changed. Ammi opened the door in the morning to find a silent house empty of outsiders, containing only her belongings, her rooms, and one shamefaced husband sitting on the floor outside. She didn’t say a word to him, just walked by with Adil in her arms and me in her trail and went into the kitchen, where she began making breakfast. Abba followed us in and lurked, finally plucking up the courage to speak.
‘Aren’t you at least going to talk to me?’
‘Not now, hand me that pan,’ she sounded quite normal.
‘Here, let me do that,’ he tried to take over.
‘Oh no, no. You mustn’t. It’s my work after all, so I should do it.’
He kept silent.
‘Can’t go shirking my wifely duties. That would just be wrong. Marry the man, bear his children, raise his children, keep him happy. That’s the deal, isn’t it? Cook his food, clean his house, iron his clothes, it’s all part of the package. Don’t want anyone saying I didn’t keep my end of the bargain.’
Why did she sound so cheerful?
‘Jahan,’ he tried again but couldn’t seem to get past her name, as if it was stuck in his throat like a half-chewed chicken neck.
‘Don’t you have to get ready? Aren’t you going to work? Isn’t work important? Shouldn’t you do it well so you can take care of us all?’
He went. They didn’t say another word to each other. Not for a long time. They didn’t say much to me either. Or Adil. Of course, it made little difference to his life, but to me it was like living in a vacuum. No one would speak. If I spoke no one would reply. Or if they did, they were always monosyllabic. Abba took to coming home as late as possible and sleeping on the sofa. Once I asked him if he wanted to come and sleep on my floor like Nasreen used to do and he burst into tears. Frightened, I ran for Ammi but she only came to the door and looked at him before pulling me back in with her and getting me to help her change Adil. I was doing that more and more, helping with Adil, and she was sinking into a languid torpor.
She stopped cleaning all the time and a fine layer of dust settled over everything. When I got bored with writing my name on all the dust-covered surfaces in the house, I took a duster and cleaned them all. No one noticed. I began to do it every day. Ammi said ‘thank you’ brusquely once and never picked up a duster again. She began to avoid cooking again. One meal would be stretched into three till I got sick of eating the same thing three times in a row and taught myself how to make some simple food. I began adding to the evening meal she cooked. Again there was no acknowledgement.
I was also doing my schoolwork, hoping they cared how I did even if they weren’t showing it at that point in time. The maasi who came in to sweep and mop the kitchen and wash clothes (outside work only), no other woman had entered the house proper since Nasreen left, was coaxed by Abba into ironing and washing the dishes as well.
‘You have so much to do already,’ he said when I objected, saying I wanted to do it, ‘till Ammi gets better, focus on your schoolwork.’
‘Yes Ayesha,’ Ammi joined in, her first words in hours, ‘focus on your schoolwork. It’s very important because if you’re well educated, bad things will never happen to you.’
The next week Adil fell sick. The paediatrician said he was weak and thin and wasn’t getting enough nourishment. Adil was put on formula as well as Ammi’s milk. He guzzled umpteen bottles a day and grew as soft as a frog’s underbelly. Ammi didn’t seem to notice, she’d button him into clothes that were now a size too small. Details seemed beyond her comprehension, as did conversation. Adil took to crying as he lay in her arms, she was a study in limpness, he was bored and cranky, I began taking him out of her arms and putting him on a mat close by, playing with him in between homework and mad dashes to the kitchen. Abba made an SOS call one day, and Chotay Mamu appeared to broach the subject of getting a new maid with Ammi.
‘Jahan Apa …,’ Mamu cleared his throat to get her attention but she wouldn’t even look at him. She was staring at Adil on the rug, chuckling and kicking his legs as I dangled a paper bird on a string above him.
‘Apa,’ Mamu still got zero response so he barged right into it, ‘for Ayesha’s sake you should get another maid, the girl’s schoolwork is suffering.’
‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said lazily, her eyes still on Adil.
‘What doesn’t matter?’
‘Her schoolwork.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘What is she going to do with her education when she grows up?’ Ammi’s tone was so casual, so unconcerned, it seemed she was talking about the difference between cauliflower and cabbage. The words themselves were strange, hard to understand, falling as they did from the lips of one who said education was the best present you could give a girl, far better than jewellery or clothes at any rate.
‘Now Apa, I don’t want to debate this with you,’ Mamu knew he couldn’t even if he wanted to. She had always been the articulate one, he the bumbling fool to her rapier wit, at least that’s the way it had been before, ‘you are not yourself. I know you don’t mean it.’
She didn’t bother replying this time.
‘You and Ayesha need some help right now so maybe a daytime maid, just someone to help around the house and with the baby till Aslam comes home. I can arrange one if you agree.’
‘What does it matter whether I agree or disagree?’
‘Fine. I’ll arrange one then.’
‘Why don’t you ask my husband to arrange one? He did last time, you know. Very capable girl. Took very good care of all of us.’
There was an awkward silence. Mamu started staring at the bird too. Did he know?
‘What was her name?’ Ammi mused aloud, ‘Do you know her name Najam?’
Mamu mumbled a ‘no’ and began shuffling his feet. If he had been lying on his back on the rug, he and Adil would have made quite a pair.
‘What was her name Ayesha?’
‘Nasreen, Ammi, her name was Nasreen.’
‘What an ordinary name,’ Ammi didn’t say anything for the rest of the day, just lay on the sofa. She might have been crying, but it was hard to tell with Ammi, she had become one of those stealth weepers, tears would trundle down the concourse of her cheeks without sound.
Mamu left shortly afterwards. I waited next to her till Abba got home and I could get him to watch Adil before running to my room. I had wanted to go to the bathroom for hours, but it didn’t feel right to leave Ammi.
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Two days later we had a new maid and I got some time to breathe. Bua was old, practically a crone from a fairytale, but she seemed to know what she was doing. She did the cooking for the day in the early morning so she was free to spend the rest of the time looking after Adil and tending to Ammi, who seemed to have become a docile, three-year-old child. She changed when fresh clothes were laid out for her, ate when food was put in front of her, I began to wonder how she took a bath. Did Bua bathe her? I didn’t know, because Bua began to shoo me out of the house whenever I had some free time.
‘Go,’ she would practically push me out the door, ‘be a child.’
‘But I want to stay with Ammi.’
‘There’ll be time enough for that later! Why do you want to be a grandmother at your age? Go and play with other children.’
I went reluctantly but soon I was fully re-assimilated into the group of kids I used to play with, and after a while the outside world again became more seductive than the inside.
Once there was some distance between Ammi and I, I began to realize how different she was from other mothers. She had always been different, true, but it had been a good kind of different, prettier, taller, smarter, funnier, braver. Now she was nothing at all, a dead battery. She could animate nothing, not even herself. What was happening to my mother?
I asked Abba more than once when she was going to get better, what was wrong with her in the first place, etc., but he didn’t know either. I asked Mamu during one of his increasingly frequent visits and he just hemmed and hawed, but he insisted Abba accompany him to the gate that night. The next day Abba came home early, Mamu stayed with Adil and I, and Ammi was taken to the doctor.
When they got home Ammi was crying. Her eyes were red and swollen like she had been crying for a while. She hobbled into her room and immediately lay down on the bed. Mamu put Adil next to her but she turned away from him. Abba rushed to prepare another bottle for the now squalling baby, and Mamu told me gently but firmly that it was time for me to go to bed. I went, but didn’t sleep. I left my door slightly ajar, and later when both Ammi and Adil had fallen silent, and Abba and Mamu whispered to each other outside her door, I was listening.
‘What did the doctor say?’
‘He said she was fine.’
‘Fine? She can hardly walk.’
‘He examined her thoroughly and he said physically there was nothing wrong with her. She was healthier than most women, in fact.’
‘But there’s obviously something wrong with her!’
‘I told him what she was like at home but he said there was no medical reason for it. He asked me if we were having any problems of any sort that would make her upset.’
‘What did you say?’
‘I said no, we didn’t have any problems,’ there was an underlying hint of aggression in Abba’s tone, as if daring Mamu to respond.
‘And is that true?’
‘What are you suggesting?’
‘I’m not suggesting anything. I’m asking you if what you said to the doctor about not having any problems was true, that’s all,’ Mamu’s voice was trembling slightly, but he stood firm.
‘Look Najam, don’t interfere in our life.’
‘She’s my sister.’
‘And she’s my wife. I care about her as much as you do. I would never do anything to hurt her.’
‘All right, all right. Then what did the doctor say?’
‘He asked if that was true too.’
‘Did she agree?’
‘She nodded. She didn’t really say much the entire time. So he said if there was no physical reason and no mental reason for her inertia, then all he could say was that sometimes we all wished we didn’t have responsibilities but we did. Jahan had to pull herself together for the sake of her children, if nothing else.’
‘Did she say anything then?’
‘No, she started crying so we had to leave.’
‘I see.’
‘But the doctor told me if she didn’t get better in a week or so, I should take her to another doctor. He gave me a name,’ Abba dug out a piece of paper and showed it to Mamu.
‘What kind of a doctor is he?’
‘A psychologist.’
‘Oh God!’ Mamu seemed horrified, ‘I wish my mother was alive. Or that we had sisters. Or cousins, or grandmothers.’
‘Why? God knows there are enough crazy women in the world,’ Abba chuckled. I didn’t like it.
‘Because this is a woman’s problem, and we’re men. We don’t know how to handle it. If there was a woman around, she’d know what to do.’
‘What do you think they’d do?’
‘I don’t know. Have a milad a khatam or something. I don’t know. I’m not a woman!’ Mamu seemed ready to cry.
‘Let’s do that then.’
‘Do what?’
‘Have a khatam.’
‘How are we supposed to do that? We don’t have any female family.’
‘I’ll ask the neighbours.’
‘Mrs Pereira? But she’s Christian.’
‘The next one over then. I’ll figure it out.’
‘Do you think it’ll work?’ Mamu seemed doubtful.
‘Sure. I know all the ladies in the street. They like me, they’ll do anything for me.’
Mamu looked even more doubtful, but he kept his place. His glance around the room took in my slightly open door, and I withdrew hastily. When I gathered up the courage to peep once again, they were gone. From the window I could see them continuing their conversation by the gate, but there was no way I could make out what they were saying, and their faces had all the expressiveness of pickled lemons.
And so there was a khatam. For me.
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Abba found a willing accomplice in Mrs Ahmed from C-7, who was already famed for her piety, her halwa and the luxurious fabric of her many hijabs. The driveway was cleared of all debris, swept, and white sheets were spread over red carpets laid to cushion the many pious bottoms expected. A small boy, one of the many disgorged from the back of a pickup driven by a bearded agent of God, poured buckets of uncooked kidney beans into two piles. The agent of God, with some help from Abba and his tools, rigged yet more white sheets into a screen, and just like that the driveway was divided into male and female sections. The speed with which all those little boys were saved from the temptation of overweight, middle-aged women was impressive, they had obviously done this before. I began to construct their life in my mind, a tight band of holy minstrels wandering the city in search of souls in need of Quranic succour, ready to stop, screen and chant at a moment’s notice for the glory of God. Or Rs 200. Paid upfront. Abba explained it all to me before dispatching me to join the women.
I soon fell into the rhythm of the book and ceased to notice what was happening around me; when I saw Ammi’s white face at one of the windows overlooking the drive, I thought nothing of it. Only when the khatam was over, everyone had gone home and there was not a little holy minstrel for miles, did I understand how the object of the exercise felt about the whole thing.
‘Thank you, bhai,’ Ammi spoke softly from her customary place on the sofa as the three of us, Abba, Mamu and I came in after putting the drive back in its state of orderly chaos.
‘Don’t talk to me like I’m a stranger,’ Mamu said gruffly but he looked pleased to have done something that had penetrated Ammi’s apathetic stupor.
‘And thank you, my husband!’ Ammi turned her poker face to Abba, ignoring me altogether. I was short, maybe she hadn’t seen me and would thank me later.
‘Oh no problem. I’d do anything to help you, you know that.’
‘Thanks to both of you, my humiliation is complete,’ she continued, ‘every woman on the street, every one of those women who have disliked me and gossiped about me all this time, now have all they need to keep their fires burning for another year.’
‘What?’ Mamu looked puzzled, ‘What are you talking about?’
Abba didn’t say a word.
‘I’m thanking you for dragging me into the open and stripping me, exposing me to the world so they can pity me.’
‘Jahan Apa!’
‘It’s okay, Najam, I know you meant well. I appreciate it, I really do. I just wanted to thank you that’s all, while the wounds are still fresh.’
‘Bhai, tell her we didn’t mean it,’ Mamu turned to still silent Abba for help, ‘tell her why we did it.’
‘We were only trying to help, Jahan,’ Abba said finally, meeting her eyes after a very long time, ‘you know that I know you know that.’
‘Of course you do. You know everything. You know the right thing to do, the right thing to say, the right person to say it to. I’m so grateful to have a husband like you, I really am, maybe we should have another milad to celebrate my gratitude now that the one exposing my weakness is over.’
‘It wasn’t like that, those people weren’t there to pick on your weakness. They were there because they care about you. They want to help you.’
‘I don’t need their help,’ Ammi spoke through clenched teeth, and there was a terrible anger in her voice. We all drew back, for a second it had seemed her bones were about to leap out of her skin, a skeleton animated by rage and naked aggression, ‘I don’t need anyone’s help.’
‘Yes you do,’ Chotay Mamu spoke up, ‘you do need help.’
‘Supposing I do,’ Ammi sank back into the sofa, the anger seemed to have exhausted her, ‘whose help do you think I need? My nosy neighbours? Women who have always resented me for not being like them? A two hundred rupee truckload of piety for hire? Or my family’s? My husband’s? Tell me then Najam, whose help do I need?’
Mamu took me to my room and asked me if I would show him my eraser collection. I laid out the fruits, vegetables, ice creams, cars, planes, trains, and animals in a line on my bed for him to admire. They seemed lifeless and dull, just like the two people outside.
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Saad Saad Saad Saad Saad Saad. Was I saying that? How embarrassing. Good thing I was the only one who could hear me. Who wanted to be caught manifesting the cardinal sin of need? It was ironic that we fingered the concept of need as a western one, yet so many of our societal constructs were built upon that very thing. Girls need to get married young. Men need to get married late. People need to live in joint families because values and traditions need to be revered. We need to listen to our elders because they’ve done such a good job creating a just, peaceful, nurturing society of course. Men need to fiddle with their scrotums.
Need. Who needed it?
It was all right in literature of course, or in cinema, to love irrationally, passionately, without a thought about the who, what, where, when, and why of it all, but in real life it was something else. In real life there wasn’t just the two of you. There was also your family, your friends, your neighbours, your religion, your caste, your country. And everyone wanted, not demanded, a piece of the action. I loved Saad, I knew that even before a convenient windshield knocked some sense into my head, but did I think I could stomach all that would come with him? Surely I deserved better than doubt.
Then there was a part of me, thanks to my mother, that thought I didn’t deserve anything at all. And the part of me that, thanks to my father, thought that men didn’t deserve women. And what if I did marry Saad? Did he deserve my mother? We could always move. It hadn’t helped Kulsoom though. And I didn’t really want to be far from Ammi. She needed me. There was that word again.
But it was true. The curse of a misunderstood good girl. The curse of the sensitive daughter. Her need was greater than mine.
But wasn’t she Adil’s responsibility? Adil had no sense of responsibility. Would Farah, his future wife, know how to deal with Ammi if she had to live with them? And could I whine about not being considered equal to men when I was trying to weasle out of shouldering one of their basic responsibilities?
Why was I fooling myself. She wouldn’t have to live with them. I had no future with Saad, his absence had made that clear. Ammi had been right. I’d been nothing more than a pleasant distraction for him, a way to add some colour to his life in the heart of the industrial wasteland. Me and my sensible shoes were not welcome in his stiletto-governed world. A man coming up the social ladder was showing initiative. A woman doing the same was a gold-digger. Was that why Saad had hesitated when I had blurted out my proposal?
Had he seen in my hasty words the confirmation of his parents’ worst fears? I wished I could talk to him and tell him I wasn’t like that at all, that in fact I would be insulted if he ever even suggested I lay back and enjoyed the fruits of his labour. I wished I could tell him that my defences had been down because of unusual levels of happiness in my generally dreary life and I had let my mother goad me into panicking. I wished I could see him so I could pull out his fingernails for making me abase myself.
Now that I was thinking about it, it was really all his fault. Yes. Absolutely his fault. I was a poor, oppressed, Muslim, South Asian woman. Saad was oppressing me.
Saad Saad Saad Saad Saad. I was going to count to a hundred, and if he didn’t appear, I would just up and die. That would teach him. That would teach them all.
One… hundred.
So what if I cheated? I really wanted to teach someone a lesson.
One … two … three … four … five … six …
‘Ayesha?’ It was the child again.
‘Seven … eight … nine …’
‘Remember when you saw your father?’
‘I have no idea what you’re talking about. Ten … eleven.. twelve … three.’
‘Yes. Three years later. It was three years later.’
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I saw my father again three years after we had accepted that he was dead and gone. Finished. Over. Lost to us for all eternity. Or at least till the Day of Judgement, where he might wave to us from his place (much further up) in the line. That is why, when I saw him squatting by a booksellers’ in Khori gardens, flashing his still endearing smile as he ran a finger up and down a hardback spine, my first conscious thought was ‘it can’t be him’. It was also my second conscious thought. And also my third. In fact, it played on repeat in my mind, getting louder and louder, till it obliterated everything else.
I don’t know how long I stood there, just drinking him in. I was mesmerized. My trance was broken only when someone tugged insistently on my sleeve and a female voice began a nasal wheedling in my ear.
‘Give us some money. I’ll bless you. My baby will bless you. We haven’t eaten at all since yesterday, he’s hurt, and I need money to buy him medicine. Give me whatever you can. Give me a hundred rupees so I can take him to the doctor.’
It was a beggar woman with a baby cradled in her arms. She looked well fed and water rich, and her baby was covered in a second skin of puppy fat, with a roly poly tummy and dimpled knees. Adil had had dimpled knees once he switched to formula, after Ammi had started medication for what Abba called her ‘trouble’ and Mamu called her ‘mood disorder’ and grown up Ayesha was sometimes tempted to call ‘infidelity fall out’.
Adil, though, had never had a mercuricome stained bandage around his head suggesting a grievous head injury because Ammi had never been reduced to begging on the street. No thanks to her husband or the system, many thanks to her younger brother, her older brother, and her only daughter’s slog through the mud pits of the Pakistani workforce to reach the oasis of financial stability.
‘How can you?’ my voice was trembling as I turned to the woman, ‘how can you do this? Parade your child in the heat with crap on his head like a puppet?’
‘Fine. If you’re not going to give me anything don’t give me a lecture either,’ she shrugged casually and turned away, indicating by the easy roll of her shoulders that she wasn’t going to lose any sleep over my righteous indignation. But I took a step after her. The anger that was swelling in me latching on to the nearest viable target.
‘What kind of a mother are you, huh? You call him your child but if he was your child you wouldn’t treat him like this. You have no shame, no decency. No shame!’ I was screaming now and people were turning to look, but I ploughed on.
‘What are you still standing here for? Go! Go on get out of here!’ A shopkeeper stepped out of his hole in the wall to wave a dismissive hand at the befuddled woman. ‘Why are you bothering the begum?’ She had stopped and turned back to look at me but at his prompting she moved again, out of my radar, but I didn’t mind. I had already found my next target.
‘Did I ask you for help?’ I thrust my chin towards the shopkeeper.
‘Noo …’
‘Then why are you interfering?’
‘I was only trying to protect you from …’
‘What is it about me that makes you think I need protecting?’
He tried to retreat into his store. People had stopped to listen to me. He moved into his shop front and I raised my voice and pitched it after him.
‘Do I have help me written on my face? Am I wearing diapers over my shalwar to show you I’m a baby? Could it be that you want to protect me because I’m a woman? Huh? You want to help the poor defenceless little woman? You pitiful, pathetic man, you’re just a shopkeeper, I earn more than you, I’m more educated than you, I’m strong enough to make you run from me and you want to protect me!’ My voice rose to a shriek that echoed across the road, into the alleys, over the din of car engines and puttering rickshaws, till it finally reached the ears of the man it was aimed at and forced him to sit back and take notice, ‘Bastard! Motherfucker! Sisterfucker!’
The shopkeeper ran into his store and disappeared into the back. Some of the younger men in the audience of this particular pit stop of the Ayesha Street Theatre sniggered appreciatively, but backed away when I moved towards them.
‘Run, run, the mad woman’s coming!’ one muscle-shirt clad cheapster giggled to his friend as they scrambled to safety, but I wasn’t going for them. I stopped at the edge of the road, looking across the street, and my father and I faced each other for the first time in years. We stood, separated by so much more than traffic.
Was he studying me as intently? Was he feeling the same way? I couldn’t hear anything anymore. There was no sound in this place where my rage had catapulted me, no sound at all, or scent. Just miserly sight, with all its inadequacies, its lack of tactile strength.
He had aged. His salt and pepper hair was all white in places now, but a hint of burnt orange lurked at the outer fringes of his foppish haircut, the residue of a home henna job. Had a woman done it for him? There was stubble on his face, a two-day growth at least. Either he was jobless, or on vacation. Maybe he was self-employed. He had hated going to work without shaving. Or he had pretended to. That might have been a façade too. Like his death.
I wanted to rush across the road and ask him why he hadn’t shaved. I wanted to hear him say he’d had a terrible accident and been in a coma and only just woken up. Saying he had been falsely implicated in a case by a jealous co-worker and held in secrecy by the ISI would work too. As would he had bumped his head and suffered from amnesia. Anything. Anything that suggested he hadn’t walked away from us willingly but been compelled to desertion by circumstances beyond his control. Then a small boy appeared next to him and tugged at his sleeve. None of what I had imagined was going to happen. He wasn’t going to be saying any of those things. I wasn’t going to be rushing across the road.
The boy was looking up at him and saying something, yanking urgently at his hand at the same time. What words were his lips forming? Was he saying ‘Abba’? A woman appeared on the other side of my father. Had she been browsing next to him with the boy? I hadn’t seen either of them. They might as well have come out of nowhere. Like he did.
She had a shopping bag in one hand, a carpet print handbag slung over her shoulder. Ugly bag. Pretty woman. Short. Curvaceous. Dark features. She pouted when he didn’t respond to her. I could see her lips moving too, but Abba was still staring at me.
I wished someone would appear at my side and tug at my sleeve too. Demonstrate that I wasn’t alone. But I was. I looked down, at my sensible feet with their sensible shoes, to beat back the urge to fly across the road and throttle the woman.
When I looked up, my father was gone.
I crossed the street as fast as I could and looked into all the cars pulling out of the alleys that lined the road, studied all the motorcycles and scooters, rickshaws and taxis, the pedestrians flowing by, but there was no sign of him or his family. I knew it was his family.
The bookseller he’d been squatting before said he’d never seen him before. I went there at mid-day for the next week, hiding in the lee of a store awning to avoid sight of the shopkeeper I’d verbally assaulted. Abba didn’t come back.
I didn’t tell Adil. I didn’t tell my mother. I didn’t tell anyone.
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And now it was too late to tell. I couldn’t tell Adil because it would mean nothing to him. I couldn’t tell Ammi because it would only hurt her and it was entirely possible she already knew. I had wanted to tell Saad. I should have.
The soft light of evening filtered through the blinds into my room. There was still no patient in the other bed. Was that deliberate? It was probably a good thing, since Ammi and Adil arguing next to me would probably have disturbed them. Strange as it was, they were really going at it. I wasn’t important enough to cause conflict between the two. He must have told her about Farah then.
‘Why are you so concerned about what I say to your mamu’s wife?’
‘She has a name you know.’
‘Really? Where does she keep it? In the same place she hoards her husband’s money?’
‘Why are you so mean to her? She’s so good to us, and Mamu is so obviously happy with her.’
‘Your mamu would be happy with a watermelon if you carved a smile on it. Besides, I’m not mean to her.’
‘You’re not warm to her either.’
‘I don’t need to be. These relationships are best kept formal.’
‘Which relationships?’
‘Sister-in-law, mother-in-law …’
‘Daughter-in-law?’
‘That’s different.’
‘How is that different?’
‘You wouldn’t understand. Blood is important. She’ll carry my blood.’
‘The sister-in-law does that too.’
‘Not this one, she doesn’t.’
‘That’s very crude. I don’t think I ever realized how crude you can be.’
‘I’m practical, not crude. One should be a realist.’
‘Like you?’ the half smile playing around Adil’s face was more mocking than vacuous. It wasn’t as if Ammi was saying anything he hadn’t heard a million times before in his life. It was just that now he had someone specific to superimpose the images of brood mare on. And he wasn’t liking it.
‘Funny that you’re calling yourself a realist. I want to laugh. Can I laugh or do I need your permission for that too? Am I going to need your permission forever, or just till the day I die? Or is that the day you die?’
‘Adil! Don’t make me think less of you!’ She was saying to him from between clenched teeth. ‘I have always seen the best in you.’
‘And I’m saying maybe you should admit that I’m not your perfect little boy any more, I’m a grown man.’
‘You’ll always be a little boy to me.’
‘With adult needs.’
‘Needs are the same regardless of how old you are.’
‘I’d say the physical needs tend to change a little, don’t they? I mean Ayesha and I didn’t fall fully grown out of mid-air …’
‘Don’t you dare talk to me like that!’
‘Aha, so I can do wrong.’
‘Of course you can, everyone can. It doesn’t mean you’re a bad person. And I know you’re just saying that to shock me.’
‘You won’t listen, will you? It doesn’t matter what I say, you’ll just take in whatever you want to hear and discard the rest.’
Ammi turned back to me and returned to praying, as if to confirm what he had said, and to illustrate her utter lack of interest in what he thought of her.
‘You’re crazy, you know,’ Adil half-whispered, ‘we should have had you locked up a long time ago.’
‘Wouldn’t it be simpler if you just brought her home to meet me one of these days, when Ayesha is better of course.
‘Brought whom?’
‘The girl.’
‘What girl?’
‘The girl who’s behind all of this.’
‘She’s not behind anything!’
‘But you’re doing this for her sake.’
‘Doing what?’
‘Attacking your mother.’
And she had tied it all together in a neat little package with a ribbon on it and handed it back to him, PERSECUTION emblazoned across the front. My mother, the master manipulator. I could only watch in awe, as Adil’s mouth opened and shut soundlessly, guppy to her barracuda.
‘I wasn’t attacking you,’ he finally managed.
‘You weren’t? I guess I was mistaken then. It must have been the “you’re crazy, you know” that just threw me off.’
‘But you are!’ Good for Adil, he sounded terrified, but he had decided there was no way back, ‘and you should go back on medication.’
‘It did nothing for me.’
‘It helped you.’
‘It made me sick!’
‘It passed.’
‘It didn’t help me, it helped make me pliable so you could deal with me better.’
‘And what is so wrong with that? Or are we not supposed to want things to be any easier? Are we supposed to be masochists like you?’
‘There is no such thing as mental illness, it’s all about willpower.’
‘Well you don’t have what it takes to control your mood swings.’
‘I do!’
‘Like you controlled them when you attacked her earlier?’
‘I don’t want to!’ now it was her turn to sound like a petulant child.
‘Okay, okay we can talk about it later.’
‘So you’ll bring her around to see me?’
‘Yes.’
‘What’s her name?’
‘Farah.’
‘What does she do?’
‘She’s a make-up artist.’
‘What?’
‘She does make-up and hair.’
‘How does that make her an artist? Sounds like a cross between a parlour girl and a barber to me.’
‘You haven’t even met her and already you’re criticizing her. I’m not bringing her to meet you.’
‘You’ll leave her just like that?’
‘No,’ there was a pregnant pause, then Ammi’s eyes widened as she realized the implication of what Adil had said.
‘You’d do that?’
‘If I have to. I won’t be happy about it, but I’d do it.’
‘Does Ayesha like her?’
‘Ayesha’s never met her.’
‘Maybe we can all meet her together then?’
‘Maybe.’
‘Fine.’
‘Right. You know Ayesha will probably be very upset that we’re not showing more concern for her.’
‘Probably. Your sister always has been hypersensitive as it is. Always wanting the attention on her.’
‘I suppose this time you could say she deserves it.’
I wanted to leap from the bed and give them a medal for their kindness and consideration, using the ribbons to throttle them both in the process. I was picturing their panicked screams, the way their eyes would bulge from their heads, their hands beat helplessly at the air, when the voice returned.
‘So what is it Ayesha, life or death?’
‘For Ammi I don’t know, but right now I’m definitely leaning towards death for Adil.’ And my father, was that a third little voice? I had a lot of them, didn’t I. There it was again, death to Abba.
‘Be serious.’
‘Why? Where does gravity take you except down?’ And death to his new family. His fat wife. His ugly son.
‘You have very little time now.’
‘That’s all right, I don’t really have much to do. My family seems to be getting along fine without me.’ The bookseller that sold him books that weren’t meant for me, he should die too.
‘They’re terrified. They don’t want to lose you.’
‘And this is evident from what exactly? They’re not even talking about me.’ When had any of them ever talked about me? Abba had looked me in the eye and he had disappeared, disappeared! Fled!
‘Frightened people do silly things.’
‘I’ve decided.’
‘Have you?’
‘I resign.’
‘From what?’
‘From life. I resign from life.’
‘Let it go Ayesha. Just let it all go. Forgive.’
‘I don’t think I have much to thank you for.’ How many people was I going to forgive? And if I pretended to, He’d know I was lying.
‘Forget everything else, just concentrate on what’s yours, your mind, no one else can control what happens in it.’
Truth.
‘Stupid people fighting all the time …’ I recited my litany of woes for reassurance.Wherever I was going, it could only be better than this.
‘Your mind is your kingdom, or Queendom …’
‘Bickering like children …’
‘Caliphate?’
‘I’m done letting them control my life!’ Abba had just walked away and left me standing by the roadside.
‘That’s the spirit!’
‘All my life I’ve wanted to resign from one crappy job after another, and now I’m going to do it.’
There was silence.
‘Do you hear me?’ I shrieked, ‘I quit.’
‘I can’t hear you I can’t hear you I can’t hear you,’ the other Ayesha said.
I was such a baby sometimes.
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The singing ended eventually. It went on for a long time though, long enough to make me not want to be such a baby sometimes anymore. If my existence hadn’t been terribly dignified, my exit at least should be.
‘Where did you go?’ I inquired cautiously, not wanting to be ambushed again.
‘Sssh…’
‘You can’t shush me!’
‘This is important, I’m trying to listen!’
‘What to?’
‘Your doctor.’
‘My doctor isn’t here.’
‘He is.’
‘How come I can’t hear him?’
‘I don’t know. Try.’
I tried. Dr Shafiq appeared about an inch away. He was purple. And he was wearing a dupatta.
‘Why is he wearing a dupatta?’ I whispered sotto voce, not that there was any chance of him hearing me.
‘Aha! Now who’s sexist! See a purple man and you’re more concerned with why he’s wearing a dupatta …’
‘It just seemed the stranger of the two. And how come he’s purple anyway?’
‘I don’t know. If you don’t know I don’t know.’
‘Well. You certainly act like you know it all.’
‘Because I’m a part of you. And you act like you know it all.’
‘If you were a part of me you wouldn’t disagree with me, or push me to do things I don’t want to.’
‘I’m not pushing you to go against anything. I just vocalize things you know but are unable to admit to yourself. I don’t actually know anything you don’t know.’
‘If you don’t know it all either, why don’t we both shut up?’
‘Fine.’
The doctor kept fading in and out as we argued or rather bickered, like little children. Had I been saying that about Adil and Ammi a minute ago? Funny how the silly things we said came back to haunt us. Not that I was admitting to saying anything silly of course. He faded again as I questioned myself, then grew stronger as I tried to empty my mind of everything but him, and his dupatta. It wasn’t that I’d never seen a man with a dupatta on before; it was just that I’d never seen a man with a dupatta on and no make-up. He seemed almost naked.
Oh no, now he was naked.
Back back, I yelled, rewind! No! delete!
Stupid Generals and their goons, we weren’t even free of apprehension in the privacy of our heads.
Now the doctor had a beard like a Qazi, but at least he wasn’t nude any more.
His voice was tinny too, and sounded very far away, like voices did all the time back in the days when all phones were analog and cross lines were common. He was spouting medico babble in Ammi and Adil’s direction. That, or reciting three blind mice. Which was a twisted concept for a nursery rhyme wasn’t it? Homicidal farmers’ wives with carving knives, could be a comment on inequality or discrimination or some such. Or a comment on a woman who had simply had it with the pests in her life. Like I had.
‘Confused dissonance symbol,’ my annoying other half said triumphantly.
‘What?’
‘That’s what he said!’
‘Confused dissonance symbol?’
‘Exactly.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘I guess it’s what’s wrong with you.’
‘It doesn’t make any sense.’
‘You listen then.’
‘That’s what I’m trying to do and maybe I’d succeed if you didn’t keep undermining me …’
‘Me undermine you? Oh I think you’ve got it backwards.’
I tuned her out. Diffused axonal syndrome, that’s what he was saying. Diffused axonal syndrome. It sounded serious.
‘What’s the bottom line then?’ Adil was asking.
‘The bottom line is that there is no apparent reason for her coma. There is no permanent damage, no internal head trauma, no spinal cord injury, nothing but the after effects of a knock on the head. Considering she went through a windshield, your sister is very lucky or very blessed.’
‘Or has an especially thick skull,’ I didn’t have to strain to hear Ammi’s take on it.
‘I’m not sure I understand,’ Adil sounded confused.
‘Think of it as a form of concussion.’
‘So she can wake up anytime?’
‘Nothing physical is stopping her.’
‘Did you hear that?’ Little me sounded quite happy, like she’d won millions on a Pakistan-India game.
I heard it.
‘So why don’t you wake up then?’
I wanted a good long sleep. I knew my chances of being able to do that after (if) I recovered consciousness were slim, so I decided to take a nap. Maybe things would seem clearer when I woke up.
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I was dreaming of piping hot pakoras; the very best thing of all about Ramadan once you grew too old to be able to extort Eidi from people. A particularly scrumptious looking specimen, steam rising from its tender brown flesh, a hint of onion peeping coyly from one green shaded slash, was hovering in mid-air in front of me whispering Ayesha, eat me Ayesha …
This couldn’t be right.
I could hear my mother yelling, ‘Ayesha, Ayesha.’ She would never leave me alone. Especially not now that Adil was showing signs of wanting to cast off the apron strings.
‘I’m sorry,’ Ammi turned to the woman with her, ‘she’s never been very good at listening to her mother.’
The other woman tried to smile politely, but she looked distinctly uncomfortable and not a little alarmed. There was something vaguely familiar about her, but I just couldn’t place her. A neighbour perhaps? She looked too swanky to live on our street though. Her black abaya and hijab was obviously of the finest silk, and her fingers were festooned with diamonds. There was a silk scarf tossed casually over one shoulder and two gaudy baubles that on closer examination turned out to be her eyes. She could be a rich Arab woman from a milk commercial fallen straight into my room via the TV set (I knew anything was possible after the little trip I’d had earlier). Or she could be one of those evangelical begums , the type that rose like well shod phoenixes from the ashes of 9/11 determined to turn from the flames to the light, doing one of those ‘comfort the sick’ rounds. They did things like that, in between abdicating all personal responsibility for pursuing and developing thought to their glorious, laptop equipped leaders.
‘Can she hear you?’ the woman asked Ammi in a clipped, precise tone. The words maintained a respectful distance from each other. That kind of elocution could only be the product of an expensive schooling. Had it been her son driving the car that had caused my accident? Had she come to apologize for the fender bender? ‘So sorry but the silver casing on his phone reflected sunlight into his eyes and temporarily blinded him. As a token of our regret, perhaps you’d like to have it?’ Actually, I did. I’d never had a mobile phone, hated them because they tied you down, but maybe it was time I accepted some sort of intimacy in my life.
‘Your son has been a big help,’ Ammi said, and the coffee party Aunty nodded. A knot grew in my stomach.
‘Saad has always been a source of pride to us,’ she said smugly and all the flippancy left in my system decided to precede me to the afterlife.
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This was Saad’s mother? This was Saad’s mother come to meet me in a coma? This was Saad’s idea of an opportune time? This was Saad’s idea of me at my best? Voiceless and immobilized? Saad wanted his mother to meet me before I died? How touching! How touched in the head!
Note to aliens planning Pakistan landing. Correct thing to say to local emissary delegated to meet the spiky green mother ship, ‘Take me to your mother.’ Yes, we were a patriarchal society, yes we were a sexist society, but when it came to sons and their lovers, it tended to be all about Mommy. Perhaps to make up for their lack of power where anything else was concerned, mothers were allowed open season on the children’s significant others.
It wasn’t surprising; what else could you expect from a culture where breastfeeding sometimes became a hobby? But in 2004, it just wasn’t cutting it anymore. The Karachi potential/actual daughter-in-law was leaner and meaner than her docile predecessors. She was more educated, more streetwise, more aware of her rights, and often bigger too (better diet, more exercise will do that for you).
That’s right, I told myself, you have no reason to be nervous.
It was ironic that most men now wanted women who were highly educated, doctors, MBAs, journalists, but in the background the boy’s mother would be feverishly hoping the education hadn’t leaked into bahu dear’s brain. Maybe Saad’s mother wasn’t like that, they were super rich after all. The super rich had their own code.You only got to know what it was if you were super rich too.
That’s right, I didn’t have to be nervous at all.
But maybe she was like that. And if she wasn’t now, she might be once Saad began putting another woman first. If he would put me first, of course. Maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe he would put us both next to each other on a pedestal somewhere. I was getting ahead of myself here, she had probably just come to wish me a happy death day anyway.
‘Really? How surprising.’
‘What do you mean?’ Aunty looked affronted. Even I was intrigued.
‘He’s been showing my daughter around for three years now, and he’s never once come to meet me, seek my blessings, even simply say salaam.’
‘Three years?’ Aunty was choking on that nasty little nugget of time, ‘three years?’
‘You mean you didn’t know?’
‘I only just found out about it. I mean I suspected there was someone but he never talked to me about her.’
‘And it seems he hasn’t even told his own mother, maybe you should be revising your opinion of your son.’
‘Maybe I should.’
‘Taking advantage of an innocent girl like my Ayesha.’
‘How old is your daughter?’
‘Around thirty.’
I chuckled. ‘Around’ steered clear of the dangerous under or over label.
‘And she’s been working at our company for a few years now?’
‘Yes she has, and we’re very proud of her.’
This was hysterical.
‘That’s a lot of work experience …’
‘I don’t like what you’re implying.’
‘I don’t like what you implied about my son.’
‘Let us simply agree to disagree then,’ Ammi retreated to the safety of the moral high ground, a territory as familiar to her as the back of her hand.
There was an awkward silence for a while, then mother of Saad spoke, ‘Your daughter is very attractive.’
Ammi snorted. It could have meant anything, embarrassment at praise of her genes, muted disagreement or contempt for the speaker, ‘She looks even better without the tube in her nose.’
‘Does she look like you or her father?’ her attempt to mine Ammi for information was sadly transparent.
‘What do you think?’ Ammi’s tone was neutral.
‘I can’t tell, she looks a little like you, but I’ve not seen her father.’
‘I haven’t seen him for years either. He passed away when she was just a kid.’
I had been seventeen, hardly a child, but then parents always saw their children as, well, children.
‘I’m so sorry.’
‘Thank you.’
There was some more quiet time. Aunty studied the rings on her fingers. Ammi studied the rings on Aunty’s fingers.
‘That’s why she had to start working so early,’ Ammi finally volunteered, ‘I couldn’t shoulder the burden, and there is a younger child too, a young brother, so she stepped in.’
‘Mashallah.’
‘She never complained. She still doesn’t, you know. She’s not the complaining type.’ There was a knot forming in my astral throat. Ammi changed like the seasons, only faster. Sometimes winter repeated itself incessantly. But how I loved the gentle breezes of this Indian summer.
‘That’s a good quality. I think people like us have little to complain about.’
Ammi let the ‘people like us’ comment go.
‘One of many. She has many good qualities.’
‘I’m sure.’
‘Hardworking, patient, honest. You name it, she’s got it.’
‘Respectful to her elders?’
‘I wouldn’t raise my children any other way.’
‘I’m glad we agree. Children are a reflection of their parents.’
‘Of course they are.’
‘That’s why I was asking earlier what her father did.’
‘I understand. He was a government employee.’
‘And where do you come from originally?’
‘Hyderabad. Bihar.’
‘Really?’ Aunty smiled, ‘my mother’s family is from there.’
Ammi looked pleased, ‘Yes that’s where her father and I met in fact, at college. My late father was a highly respected intellectual, a professor.’
‘Mashallah.’
‘A very learned man.’
‘And Ayesha’s father?’
‘Also a highly educated man, albeit of a more practical bent,’ Ammi was being charitable.
‘It takes all sorts to make a world, one can’t say this philosophy is better than that one.’
‘No, one can’t.’
‘As long as she is of a religious bent …’
My mother wisely said nothing.
The silence this time was markedly free of tension, nervousness yes, but for now the claws had been voluntarily retracted. I hoped it stayed that way for at least another minute; it was nice to see my mother appear at ease even if she was only pretending. And I wanted time to savour the implications of Saad’s mother’s presence here. He must have finally told her about me, about us, about our future together.
But no. Aunty was speaking again. ‘Mrs Siddiqui, I don’t want to talk to you under false pretenses. My son didn’t bring me here.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘Saad doesn’t even know I’m here. He called a dear friend of ours to attend to your daughter personally, and Dr Shafiq told me how emotional he was, how concerned, and I just had to come and see for myself.’
‘I see,’ Ammi’s tone was heading for the Arctic again, but her disappointment could not compare with mine. ‘Why don’t we talk some more outside? Visiting hours are almost over and they’re very strict about not allowing more than one attendant in at a time.’
They left. All my hopes of being able to return to my pakora dream went with them.
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I replayed a memory of my smiling mother braiding my hair in the morning as my mind did its standard seven hundred cycles per second of the track. It really was the ‘get thee to thy grave son-snatching vermin’ finale after all. A fitting end to a wasted life, devoid of purpose, depth and sustainable love. Ceaselessly betrayed by five year Masterplans that focused on the abstract rather than the tangible, I had wasted time and energy on my brain and in the process neglected my uterus. I had had delusions of turning heads, soon I wouldn’t even be turning doorknobs. As for Saad, he was lost to me for good now.
Ammi sat idly on a sofa, face slack, eyes unfocused, as tiny Adil howled beside her till little Ayesha went and picked him up. How old was I? Eight? Nine?
‘Too old for Saad,’ she turned and whispered to me. I looked away, at a stain on the window.
If Saad had to go against his parents’ obvious objections to be with me (if Ammi wasn’t here, his mother would probably be holding a pillow over my face), I might as well walk away now. What had the last couple of years taught us, if not the folly of going in practically alone? It just wouldn’t be worth the time and energy I would have to spend fighting his family afterwards. I was done fighting. Done. I would finally do what everyone else did to be able to get through life, roll over and play dead. Or was that what I had been doing all my life?
A wide expanse of green beckoned from beyond the window. Colour in the drabness of the city. How pretty. How cleverly rationed, not like Islamabad, where the sheer amount of green was enough to evoke the most primitive response and send all non-Isloo residents scurrying for cover before darkness fell and the beasts of the forest claimed their rightful place. Boars. Or was it bores?
Whatever. I was done. DONE. DUN. I was Khaki. I was boss! I liked this tangent! Did I like it because it distracted me from full comprehension of what a self-absorbed, man-hating, megalomaniac I was? But I wasn’t a self absorbed, man-hating, megalomaniac! I was enlightened, if in moderation …
‘Ayesha?’
He was sitting by my bed looking sad, just like he was supposed to have been all along. He was still wearing the shirt from that morning, or had it been the morning before. It didn’t matter. I knew only that I was glad to see him. He looked smaller. Like something had picked him up and squeezed all the juice out of him. I wanted to reach out and stroke the hand he had put over mine, touch his hair as he bent over and kissed it. I could see the first hints of white at the roots.
I could see the first hints of white at the roots.
There was a movement off to the side. I turned my head slightly. Astral me stood in the doorway with my father. He was holding a bunch of flowers. The fifty rupee last bouquet of the night bhai samaj kay lay lain kind. We looked at each other mutely. ‘Stay …’ Saad whispered, his head still bent over my hand.
‘Saad,’ I turned away from the door. My voice was low and hoarse, like I’d been yelling. I suppose I had been, at myself. He looked up. I smiled. He smiled.
‘I’ll wait a minute before telling the others you’re awake shall I?’
I nodded, and held his eyes till a movement in the corner of my vision told me my father had turned and was walking away down the corridor. A nurse looked after him in bewilderment, a 50 rupee bouquet of near-dead blooms in her hands.
‘I want to tell you about my father.’ Only after he’d nodded silently and given my hand a reassuring squeeze did I turn and check that Abba was really gone.
THE END
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