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‌Stone Slabs for Shaista Mahal

   From the concrete jungle, from the flamboyant apartment buildings stacked like matchboxes to the sky, from the smoke-spewing, horn-blaring vehicles that were always moving, day and night, as if constant movement was the only goal in life, then from people, people, people – people with no love for one another, no mutual trust, no harmony, no smiles of recognition even – I had desperately wanted to be free from such a suffocating environment. So, when Mujahid came with news of his transfer, I was very happy, truly.

   Arey, I forgot. I should tell you all about Mujahid, no? Mujahid is my home person. Oh. That sounds odd. A wife is usually the one who stays at home, so that makes her the home person. Perhaps then Mujahid is my office person. Che! I have made a mistake again. The office is not mine, after all. How else can I say this? If I use the term yajamana and call him owner, then I will have to be a servant, as if I am an animal or a dog. I am a little educated. I have earned a degree. I do not like establishing these owner and servant roles. So then shall I say ‘ganda’ for husband? That also is too heavy a word, as if a gandantara, a big disaster, awaits me. But why go into all this trouble? You could suggest that I use the nice word ‘pati’ for husband – then again, no woman who comes to your house introduces her husband saying ‘This is my pati’ – right? This word is not very popular colloquially. It is a very bookish word. If one uses the word pati, there comes an urge to add devaru to it, a common practice, equating one’s husband with God. I am not willing to give Mujahid such elevated status.

   Come to think of it, for us, that is, for us Muslims, it is said that, other than Allah above, our pati is God on earth. Suppose there comes a situation where the husband’s body is full of sores, with pus and blood oozing out from them, it is said that even if the wife uses her tongue to lick these wounds clean, she will still not be able to completely repay the debt she owes him. If he is a drunkard, or a womaniser, or if he harasses her for dowry every day – even if all these ‘ifs’ are true, he is still the husband. No matter which religion one belongs to, it is accepted that the wife is the husband’s most obedient servant, his bonded labourer.

   By now you must have understood what my relationship with Mujahid is. At the same time, you must have understood what I think about all this. It is not my mistake; when Mujahid, that is, my life companion, got transferred, we moved into beautiful quarters at the Krishnaraja Sagara dam project. He then left me with the jackfruit and lemon trees, the dahlia, jasmine, chrysanthemum and rose plants in the front yard, and the curry leaves, bean plants and bitter gourd creepers growing in the back. He, on the other hand, was occupied for twenty-eight out of twenty-four hours every day, either working at the office or doing research at the Karnataka Engineering Research Station.

   It is the same now too. A cool breeze is tickling my body and mind. Since I don’t have anyone to talk to, I am sitting here in the middle of the garden and ranting about this so-called husband to you all. But… arey! What is this? Mujahid’s scooter, that too at this time of the day! I looked at the clock. It was only five o’clock. I raised my eyebrows; I did not move from my seat. Mujahid flashed his teeth. I imprisoned mine tightly behind my lips. He bowed down, placed the helmet on my head, pulled me up by the hand and said, ‘Hmm, quickly! I will give you eight minutes. You have to get ready by then and come out. If you don’t…’

   Hold on a minute. Let me tell you the whole story. We are newlyweds. If I have to be specific, we have been married for ten months and thirteen days. Mujahid has tried a few gimmicks before this. One day, he tried very hard and braided my hair, sticking a hundred and eighteen pins into my head to hold it up. Satisfied that it looked very good, he even took a photo. I looked like a monkey. Another day, he tried to get me to wear trousers, but even his loosest pair burst out of their seams and he had to give up trying. Then he tried to encourage me to smoke so that people would think of him as a very social, liberal person. I get very irritated when other people smoke, so instead of blowing out the smoke, I held it in and acted like I couldn’t stop coughing and that I was finding it hard to breathe. Poor thing. He was so upset. But all these disasters passed within three months of our wedding, and we are a very ‘normal’ couple now.

   ‘Can I ask where we are going?’

   ‘Yes, you can ask. There is a man called Iftikhar Ahmed at the Belagola factory. I met him only eight days ago. He has invited us to his house today, to Belagola,’ Mujahid replied.

   It did not take me even eight minutes to come out. Cheluva rushed behind me and stood near the gate. He was happy when I told him, ‘Don’t cook anything for dinner. I will come back and cook myself.’

   It seemed like Mujahid was also in a good mood that day. He rode the scooter very slowly. Listening to him whistle a Hindi song, I wondered if I should tickle him. But by then we had reached the Belagola circle.

   When our scooter approached a house, the man standing outside smiled and opened the gate wide for us. I got down and walked up the path. The compound alone was bigger than our quarters. When I saw all the amenities there, I wondered whether we were in a garden or a park. On each side of the footpath stood a guava tree with iron ropes tying a swing to its thick branches. Jasmine creepers and varieties of rose plants bloomed around them. I was dumbstruck.

   I guessed that the man standing outside must be Iftikhar. Just then, the lady of the house came out, greeted us with a polite salaam and welcomed us to her home. Within just half an hour, Iftikhar Bhai and Shaista Bhabhi were getting along with us so well – I was so surprised! Seeing Mujahid mostly talking to Shaista Bhabhi, I thought I would tease him about it when we were alone. But when I realised that she was not only much older than Mujahid, but also seemed pure-hearted and without any ulterior motives, I did not feel like making jokes about her. She was a very simple and open-hearted soul, and paraded all six of their children before us within a few moments. Three daughters, three sons. Apart from the eldest, Asifa, the rest were all like monkeys without tails. As if she had read my mind, Shaista said, ‘What to do, Zeenat, I did not do any planning. Before I even turned round to see what happened, I had had six children. And your Bhai Saheb came in the way,’ she said, cocking her head at Iftikhar, ‘when I thought of getting an operation done. Now I will certainly get it done after number seven.’

   ‘There is no need, Shaista. I am the one raising them. Why are you worried? Thanks to God’s grace, I earn enough to look after all of them well,’ Iftikhar interjected.

   ‘Oh! Is it enough to have sufficient earnings? My sweet Asifa has had to say goodbye to her studies because of me. Do you know how much that pains me?’

   ‘It is not like that. I made her stop studying because girls do not need much education. A high school certificate is enough. There is no need for her to roam around in Mysuru for college. We can get her married off next year,’ replied Iftikhar.

   ‘Absolutely not. I got married when I was twenty years old. I have become a mother of six children over the last seventeen years. If you get my daughter married off this early…’ Shaista trailed off.

   Mujahid and I listened to all this quietly. Asifa, the topic of this discussion, was standing by the window, holding her brother. It agitated me to look at her youthful beauty and listen to decisions being made about her future. Come to think of it, Shaista was more attractive than me. Iftikhar got up as if he had just thought of something and said ‘Oh, Shaista, you and Zeenat Bhabhi come out and sit here. I will pluck some flowers…’

   Shaista and I went out. Asifa had given her brother a bottle of milk and was patting him gently. Shaista sat on one swing, while I sat on the other. I liked the swing very much and began to push it higher and faster. The joy of going up, and kicking the ground again while coming down! Just then I saw Iftikhar Bhai begin to pluck tiny jasmine buds with a plastic basket tied around his waist. Mujahid was playing with the kids in the front yard. A short while later, Iftikhar came and placed that plastic basket in his wife’s hands and climbed up the guava tree. Shaista sat on the swing and began to string the flowers together.

   Iftikhar brought guavas for me and Shaista, nudged his wife along so he might sit next to her on the swing, and called out, ‘Asifa, bring us some tea, dear.’ Asifa had just then put her brother to sleep and come out, standing by, quiet and hesitant since Mujahid was there too. She went in to make tea the moment she heard her father call. It was Iftikhar’s tenth cup of tea in the hour we had been there.

   Shaista divided the jasmine buds she had strung into two equal pieces and gave me one. She left the other hanging down from the crown of her head like a rope. It suited her thick, long braid. Asifa came and handed Iftikhar the cup of tea. It did not seem right to me that Shaista was ignoring her grown-up daughter and adorning herself with so many flowers.

   ‘Come here, Asifa.’ I called her and tried to give her my share of the flowers. She did not accept them, but I forced her to sit next to me and tied them in her hair. The girl’s eyes filled with tears, and she disappeared inside the house, Iftikhar’s empty teacup and saucer in hand.

   It was getting dark. Just as I was thinking of leaving, Iftikhar said, ‘Zeenat Bhabhi, look here, I planted this guava tree for Shaista. Every plant and flower here is a favourite of hers. I grew this Anab-e-Shahi grapes creeper for her. These swings… she likes them very much.’

   ‘Iftikhar Bhai, I feel very happy to see you both together. You seem to pay a lot of attention to Bhabhi’s likes and dislikes.’

   ‘Not just this. If I were an emperor, I would have built a palace to put even the Taj Mahal to shame, and call it Shaista Mahal—’

   Mujahid had by then stopped playing with the children. He came near us and halted him mid-sentence. ‘Oh ho ho! Stop, Iftikhar, you don’t know what blunder you are committing. The emperor built the Taj Mahal as a grave for his dead wife. May Allah give Bhabhi a long life. She is sitting right in front of you, and you are talking about constructing a Shaista Mahal!’

   It seemed like Iftikhar faltered for a minute. ‘But no one thinks of the Taj Mahal as a grave. They consider it a mohabbat ki nishani, a symbol of love. I said it in that sense.’

   Mujahid did not let the matter go and retorted: ‘Yes, yes, a symbol of dead love.’

   ‘But love does not die, Mujahid.’

   ‘Hmm… it doesn’t. But this is all very filmy, Bhai. If your mother dies, it is the death of your mother’s love too. You will not get that kind of love from anyone else. Huh. But if the wife dies, it is a different matter, because one can get another wife.’

   I was shocked at what Mujahid was saying.

   A tiny smile flashed across Shaista’s face. She sprang up and said ‘Yes, my grandmother used to say that when a wife dies, it’s like an elbow injury for the husband. Do you know, Zeenat, if the elbow gets injured, the pain is extreme for one instant – it is intolerable. But it lasts only a few seconds, and after that one does not feel anything. There is no wound, no blood, no scar, no pain…’

   I did not like where this conversation was going. But all of a sudden, Iftikhar got up, greatly agitated. He held Shaista’s hands and said, ‘Shaista, what are you saying? Every cell in my body is alive because of the strength of your name. Every heartbeat of mine is because of your energy and vigour. You – what you said – did those words come from your heart? Is that what you believe?’

   I controlled my laughter with great difficulty. I remembered Shaista mentioning that Iftikhar was ten years older than her. This sight of a man near fifty trying to declare the immortality of his love like a teenager, and her, sitting like a queen and looking at him benevolently, as if she would forgive every transgression, was not one I was likely to see again. Mujahid finally broke into a wide smile. Shaista giggled, overcome by shyness.

   We soon left.

   Since we had eaten a lot at Shaista’s house, Mujahid said that he did not want dinner and just had a glass of milk. I felt the same and there was no need to think about cooking. He sat down with a book to read, and although I was also flipping through an issue of Femina magazine, my thoughts were all about Shaista’s family.

   ‘I know… you’re only pretending to read that magazine…’

   ‘Then tell me, what am I thinking about?’

   ‘Shall I tell you? You are thinking about Shaista’s youngest child, the one with black eyes and plump cheeks,’ replied Mujahid.

   ‘Maybe. But more than that, I am thinking about what you said back there.’

   ‘I knew it. I knew you would worry too much about that. To be frank with you, Zeenat, you must understand: the emperor who built the world-famous memorial for love did not die with his wife. There were innumerable women in his zenana.’

   ‘It is not about the emperor.’

   ‘OK. I will let the subject of Shah Jahan go. Shall I talk about our modern badshah of love? Fundamentally, Iftikhar needs the company of women. He has a special place for Shaista because they have been getting along very well for many years. Whether it is Shaista or Nargis or Mehrun.’

   ‘Enough. Stop it. Even in ten lifetimes you will not be able to love me as much as Iftikhar loves Shaista.’

   ‘First of all, there is no concept of reincarnation for us; I don’t believe in these things. Secondly, I am ready to show you a hundred times the love Iftikhar showers on Shaista, this very instant… no matter how much you protest…’

   Before I had a chance to appreciate how cleverly he had changed the topic, Mujahid hugged me tightly and showered me with crazy love – the animal!

   It was nine in the morning that Sunday, and Mujahid was still in bed when Iftikhar came to our house with Shaista. I told them that Mujahid was still sleeping, and they sat down, chatting with me. I brought hot-hot samosas for them, but Iftikhar did not eat even one. He piled his share on Shaista’s plate, drank only a cup of tea, and went to the market to buy vegetables.

   Shaista, wearing a peacock-coloured sari and few pieces of jewellery, was looking especially beautiful. I placed our wedding album in her hands and went indoors. When I returned, she was looking at one of the photos pensively. It was my graduation photo where I was wearing a gown. When I sat beside her she said, ‘Zeenat, it is my wish to see Asifa also wear such a gown and get a photo taken like this. She passed her tenth exams in the first attempt. We did not allow her to study further because there was no one else to look after the house and the children.’

   ‘Hire someone to help, Bhabhi.’

   ‘There was someone. She left saying she was going to visit her hometown, and then never came back. Some agent sent her off to Dammam, it seems. I have not found anyone else.’

   ‘Asifa cannot continue her studies this year anyway. At least let her join college from next year.’

   ‘I will do that. What is the use of torturing that poor young girl just for our convenience? Aiyo, Zeenat, I had forgotten to ask. Is it dangerous to get an operation done to avoid having children?’

   ‘What is the danger in that, Bhabhi? On my mother’s side of the family three of my sisters-in-law and two elder sisters have got themselves operated on after having two or three children each. They are all well and healthy.’

   ‘Is that so? In that case, I will get an operation done this time. If you can come with me, even the little fear I have will go away.’

   ‘Bhabhi, you are looking so beautiful today! Please teach this Zeenat also to dress up nicely like you,’ remarked Mujahid, coming out after having just woken up, and teasingly pulled a chair to sit close to Shaista.

   ‘Hush! You naughty man! Run away, you lazy fellow!’ Shaista said, hitting him playfully on the back.

   I insisted that they stay for lunch. They accepted and left for Belagola only in the evening. My days in KRS were no longer as lonely as they had once been. I went to Shaista’s house whenever I felt like it. Time flew by when I played with her children. It was the same for Shaista too. She wanted to give her children a good education, especially Asifa, wanting to relieve her of household duties and let her get a degree. Aside from this she had no other wants. She looked hale and hearty; her face glowed.

   The lady doctor who examined Shaista that day said that she still had some fifteen-twenty days to go before she was due. That was why I invited everyone to our house that Sunday, and insisted that they bring Asifa with them too. It was a happy day; I had a lot of work and not a moment to spare. As usual, Shaista and Mujahid were teasing each other; Iftikhar trying to convince her of his eternal love; the noisy children; Asifa’s silence, and her loneliness. By the time we had had a grand feast amidst all this and said goodbye to them, it was past nine.

   Although I woke when the alarm rang at five, I felt like wrapping the blanket tighter around me and sleeping some more. Then I heard the doorbell ring. Having no choice now but to get up, I came out, wrapping a shawl tightly around myself, and saw that it was Iftikhar.

   ‘Arey, Iftikhar Bhai! Come, come, how come you are here so early?’

   ‘I don’t have time to come and sit, Bhabhi. After we left here, Shaista got labour pains in the night, at around one. I took her to Mysuru immediately in the factory jeep. She is at Shilpa Maternity Home. She gave birth at three. It is a baby boy.’ I felt like Iftikhar blushed a little when he said this.

   I felt very happy. Oh! It had been years since I last saw a newborn and participated in all the festivities around a birth. I left Iftikhar right there and rushed to Mujahid, the sleeping Kumbakarna. I threw away the blanket, trying to shake Mujahid awake. ‘Get up – get up quickly, please – Shaista has given birth to a baby boy. You are still asleep!’ Mujahid pulled me into a tight hug and murmured, ‘I promise, Zeenat, whether you have a boy or a girl, I will certainly not sleep all night. I will just sit and stare at your baby.’

   ‘Thoo, how shameless you are. Iftikhar Bhai is outside. Get up and go talk to him.’ By the time I brought a cup of tea, Iftikhar had already smoked four-five cigarettes. Handing him the cup I asked, ‘Shaista Bhabhi’s health is fine, I hope?’

   ‘Hmm. It is OK. But there was some problem. The doctor had said that she might need a blood transfusion. Later there was no need for that. Shaista is very weak though. I will take your leave now,’ Iftikhar said, setting the cup down and getting up even before lazy Mujahid could come out.

   Mujahid and I left for Mysuru. He continued teasing me all the way, saying that if it was my baby, he would do this, he would do that, he would raise the child himself, and so on in that vein.

   When we reached the nursing home, we saw that Iftikhar’s entire family had gathered there. Asifa had collected all the children outside, since they had been making noise indoors. She smiled, seeing us. When I asked her, ‘How come you are looking so happy?’ she replied, ‘The baby is very cute, Bhabhi. You will also be very happy when you see him.’

   The baby was really very cute, soft and pink like a rose. He was sleeping with his eyes tightly shut. Shaista’s lips had lost their colour, and she smiled weakly. I sat next to her and picked up the baby. ‘Shaista Bhabhi, the baby might catch the evil eye. How have you managed to produce such beautiful children?’ I teased her.

   ‘Don’t worry. If you tell Mujahid, he will place a baby much cuter than this in your hands,’ she replied.

   Just then, Mujahid came inside with Iftikhar. He picked up the baby from me, stared at it for a second and hugged it to his chest. When he asked, ‘Bhabhi, I will steal the baby and run away, and then what will you do?’ she did not miss a beat.

   ‘What kind of a man are you to steal someone’s baby and run? Get your own army ready, then we will see,’ she teased him back. Iftikhar laughed loudly.

   We stayed there till evening, and when we were getting ready to leave, I spoke to Shaista. ‘It might be difficult for Asifa to look after all the children and also manage to send food for you at the maternity home. Shall I keep Sallu, Immu, Naveen and Kamal with me until you come back home?’

   ‘It is OK, Zeenat. Asifa is not my daughter; she is like my mother. Not just now – ever since she left school, she has been managing all the household chores and looking after all the children. I won’t be here long. I will go back home the day after tomorrow,’ she said.

   ‘Then… the operation?’

   ‘I am a bit weak now. The doctor has told me to come back after fifteen days. I will get the operation done then.’

   ‘OK. Then I will go and come.’

   After Shaista returned home, I went to visit her a couple of times. But what most surprised me was something we saw when Mujahid and I were on our way to Mysuru one Sunday.

   That day, we were travelling by train because we had to stock up on groceries for the house. The train halted at Belagola. How surprising: Shaista was standing with Iftikhar at the station platform, wearing a full-sleeved sweater and a scarf on her head. Mujahid stood at the door of the bogey and waved at them. They hurriedly boarded the compartment we were in.

   I stupidly asked, ‘How come you’re going to Mysuru?’ Shaista had regained her old vivaciousness. A mother in confinement for only fifteen days, someone who was not short of anything and lived an easy life, did she have to go to Mysuru herself to run errands? As if she had read my mind, Shaista said, ‘Oh, I have never been in confinement for more than fifteen days. I just stay warm, that’s all, and if I am not with him, he becomes very dull. I am healthy. Why should I remain lying down all the time? Even when my first daughter was born, I was in bed only for fifteen days.’

   I did not dare ask her anything else after this. I had seen my elder sisters and sisters-in-law go through confinement. They did not get down from their beds for three months after delivery. They were not allowed to touch cold water. When they woke up in the morning, Amma would pour three big pots of hot water on them, make them lie down immediately after and cover them with ten blankets. Eventually Amma would decide that ten blankets were still not enough and lay out a whole mattress on each woman. After fifteen minutes the new mother would begin to sweat profusely. Amma would make her get up, wipe away the bad water – that is what Amma called sweat – and give her mutton heart or mutton leg soup. She would dry her hair with sambrani smoke, make her lie down, gather the folds of her stomach in one fist and tie a big voile saree tightly around her waist so as to keep it flat. Then she would make the new mother swallow some fenugreek powder with a plate of ghee… but since their husbands had ordered them not to eat ghee and put on weight, they would cleverly push the plates under the bed without Amma noticing.

   Later, after feeding the baby, the confined mother would wake up around one in the afternoon. The moment she awoke, rice, pepper saaru and four pieces of the softest meat fried with chilli would be ready. She had to drink only boiled water. In the evening, shavige made with copious amounts of ghee, almonds and cardamom in it, or some sweet dish, and in the night, bread or wheat rottis with meat melogara curry. Forty days of this strict diet later, the new mother could wear jewellery and a new saree; she would look just like a bride.

   When my brothers or brothers-in-law spent too much time with their wives during confinement, Amma would grumble. ‘What is this shamelessness! If I let the husband and wife spend some time with each other… they want to take advantage… what do I care… if you are all healthy, then your husbands will stay with you… if you spoil your young bodies, you are the ones who will suffer… look at the Brambra, the Shettru women! Even five months after they give birth, they are still in confinement. Can we do what they all do? Can we take so much care? That is why they are all so strong and healthy.’

   She would pass comments like these. If the new mothers sat up, she would tell them that bad water would get to their waists, and if they stood up, she would try to scare them, saying that they would faint and fall down, advising them to lie down instead. ‘For forty days after the birth, forty graves have their mouths open for the baby and the new mother. With every passing day, one grave closes its mouth. Is it a small thing for a new life to be born from a body? It is like the mother getting a new life herself,’ Amma used to say.

   If Amma’s words were to be believed, there were still twenty-five graves waiting open-mouthed for Shaista. And she was already roaming about like this! All these thoughts crossed my mind in an instant.

   But the mouths of those twenty-five graves closed shut. At the end of the forty days there was a ceremony at Shaista’s house. I was getting ready to go there, with silver anklets and a baba suit for Shaista’s baby boy, a blouse piece for her, when a telegram arrived.

   ‘Mother serious. Start immediately.’ Mujahid and I did not know how to make any arrangements. We stuffed a few clothes that were within arm’s reach into a suitcase and immediately went to Mysuru. From there, we left for our village. Amma’s condition was not good at all when we reached home. Severely weakened after a massive heart attack, my mother was pale. When she knew that she would not live much longer, she had yearned for all her children at her side. I was the youngest and the last to arrive. On the third day, Amma took her last breath, looking as if she had just gone to sleep. My mother. She who had raised and loved me, she who had cuddled me, was lying in front of my eyes like a stump of wood. I do not know how I tolerated that sight.

   Amma’s last rites were done. I felt numb. Thinking that I would be alone if we went back to KRS and slip into a deeper sadness, Mujahid took a month-long leave from work and stayed with me. Four-five days after the fortieth-day ceremony for Amma, we returned to KRS.

   That day, I could neither sit nor stand in the house. I felt some kind of distress, a sense of agony. I thought it was maybe because I had been in a house filled with people and suddenly found myself alone. Since Mujahid was still off work, we both got ready to go to Shaista’s; I picked up the gifts we had bought for her and her baby.

   When we reached the house, it looked like the garden was not being maintained. There were no signs of the children in the house. I sat on a chair in the hall and looked around; the door to Shaista’s room was closed. Mujahid sat down and, not knowing what else to do, picked up the newspaper. I banged on the door, wondering what kind of nap she was taking till four o’clock in the evening.

   ‘Bhabhi… Shaista Bhabhi… it is me, Zeenat. Come out in two minutes. If not, I will break the door down!’

   I heard the sound of the bolt. Iftikhar followed the sound. I had assumed he would be at the factory, and felt a little embarrassed. I took a couple of steps back. Iftikhar walked out towards Mujahid. I went into the room. That was all! I felt giddy. All the windows and doors were shut; inside the room the woman standing by the dim light of the bed lamp wearing a peacock-blue saree was definitely not Shaista. The woman, who did not look more than eighteen years old, who stood with her head bent, wearing new mehendi on her hands and legs, a full veil on her head, and adorned with green and red bangles on both her arms, was definitely not Shaista. Before the tears could fall down my face, I came out of the room and asked Iftikhar, ‘Where is my Shaista Bhabhi?’

   ‘She is no more. Before we could understand what happened, she had gone very far away from us.’

   ‘Who is she?’ I asked mercilessly.

   ‘I married her the day after Shaista’s fortieth-day fatiha was over. She is from a poor family. I need someone to look after the children after all, that is why.’

   ‘Oh, of course… she… she is looking after the children well, that is very evident. Iftikhar Bhai, no matter what you do, it is all right. But do not repeat the declarations of love you made to Shaista with her. It is OK if you do not get a Shaista Mahal built, or make arrangements for stone slabs to be put all around her grave… but if your eternal and intense love reaches her where she is and she were to wake up and come back, you will be in trouble.’

   Afraid of what else I might end up saying, I ran out of the house. Asifa had picked up all her brothers and sisters from school and sat them down in the garden, perhaps because she did not want to disturb her father. I saw her and stopped for a second.

   ‘Zeenat aunty!’ All the children surrounded me in an instant. Asifa came and stood near me, a group of small children around her, a two-month-old infant in her arms. Her eyes overflowed with tears. Somewhere in the distance, Shaista was probably whispering, ‘She is not my daughter, she is my mother…’

  

 
  
   
‌Fire Rain

   Just as the azaan for morning prayers began sounding from the mosque, mutawalli Usman Saheb sat up on his bed. Noticing that his wife Arifa was not beside him, he stepped out into the living room and saw that she and their son Ansar were fast asleep on the rug. Even a casual glance made clear there was something uneven about the three-year-old’s breathing. He understood what was happening when he saw the wet cloth on his forehead, the scattered milk bowl, cup, spoon, water jug and flask of hot water. Arifa must have stayed up all night, and now lay sleeping, clearly exhausted, in the hall no less… he felt a stab of guilt. He suddenly remembered, however, that his youngest sister Jameela and her husband were sleeping in the next room and became agitated. He wondered whether he should drape a blanket over Arifa, but then he thought of Jameela’s husband, furrowed his brow and body, and shook her roughly awake. She didn’t wake immediately from her exhausted sleep and his temper rose.

   A little song that a fakir used to sing came to his mind:

   
Handi yendeke heegaleyuve

Manadalli handi, maneyalli handi

Maiyalli handi hottavane…



   The meat of a pig is haram. Likewise anger. Devout Muslims believe that they become impure if they even see a pig. The song equates the anger that slides across their minds, bodies and homes with pigs; the mutawalli had sung it several times too. But that morning, the song disappeared in the face of his unreasonable anger. Impatiently, he fidgeted about and, as if suddenly realising something, roughly kicked Arifa’s legs. She woke and sat up straight.

   ‘Why can’t you sleep inside?’ he asked hoarsely, and walked out without waiting for her answer.

   The mosque was a furlong from their house. He walked swiftly, piercing the veils of the dawn mist with his long strides. Although his body moved towards the masjid, his mind kept moving back home, especially to what had happened the previous night.

   His most beloved youngest sister, the sister he had tenderly educated till she finished secondary school, the sister to whom he had given eighteen silk sarees, gold jewellery, a motorbike for her husband on her wedding five years ago, that sister had come and asked for a share in the family property, and made the biriyani and shavige payasa prepared in her honour taste bitter. Hmpf! What sort of behaviour was this? His body burned with anger again.

   On top of that she had started arguing too! ‘Anna, this is the share over which I have rights according to Allah and the Prophet’s Shariat; I am not asking you for a share in the property you have worked hard and earned yourself.’

   What was the property he had earned? Wasn’t he only managing the property his father had accumulated?

   ‘One-sixth of our father’s property belongs to me.’

   Oho! She had calculated everything before coming. He wanted to say, ‘Take your one-sixth share,’ and give her a slap. But he tried hard to control the pig that had taken over his body and was restlessly jumping around. Her six-foot-tall husband was also sitting on a chair nearby like a bodyguard.

   ‘You take so many decisions for problems in the mohalla. You should have called me and said, here, take your share. Forget my situation; take Sakeena Akka’s case. She has neither a husband nor children old enough to work. How is she to arrange marriages for her two grown-up daughters?’

   The mutawalli saheb kept staring at the floor. How surprising it was that Jameela was talking so much. Why was he remaining silent? Images of mango groves, coconut groves, fields, places where they raised silkworms, and resplendent houses in the city passed before his eyes. Which of these could he share with his four sisters?

   Jameela continued to croak like a frog. ‘Anna, you got me married into a good family, I am not saying you didn’t. But please, think. It has been ten years since Appa died. If you had given me my share then, by now I would have earned ten times the money you spent on my wedding. I am not asking for all that money now. But…’

   The dam of mutawalli saheb’s patience burst. Arifa was standing by the door and listening to all this anxiously. She thought Jameela’s words, her voice and her argument were all unfortunate. But her demand was fair, wasn’t it? Who could refute that? The house from which the mutawalli got four thousand rupees in rent every month, and the coffee estate, weren’t they both from the share she had received from her parents’ house? Arifa had got her share without having to ask. Her parents had invited her and the mutawalli to their house, fed them well, gifted her a new saree and blouse, handed over the registration papers for the property they had transferred to her, and lovingly sent them home. Jameela had to fight for this right now.

   The mutawalli saheb didn’t say a word. He grunted and stood up and stared at Jameela. Seeing her elder brother that way, she was a little scared. But she glanced at her husband, gathered a little courage and, as if she had learned it by heart, hastily concluded: ‘If you don’t give me my legal share, I will have to get it through the courts.’ Speechless, the mutawalli saheb walked hurriedly to his bedroom; Arifa, scared by his angry strides, quickly slid to the side and gave way.

   He sat like an idol, not even bothering to remove his cap. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead. Arifa switched on the fan.

   All these details of the incident passed through his mind. Since it was winter, there was water boiling in the bathroom behind the mosque. By force of habit, he finished all his ablutions. The namaz also. Although he had cleaned his body, the agony remained in his mind. Jameela’s audacity nagged him on one side, and the pain of sharing the property on the other. His main concern was to see how he could punish her and retain the whole property for himself. The masjid was large, its grounds extensive. The number of people who came for the morning namaz could be counted on his fingers; there was no one from his close circle among them. He was thus forced to turn back home.

   But he did not want to go home just yet. By the time he walked very slowly and reached the circle in town, the doors of Madina Hotel had opened. He walked in and drank a cup of tea, but did not feel relieved. Walking out of the hotel very unenthusiastically, he came to the middle of the circle and stood where a policeman might stand. He didn’t blow a whistle and direct traffic. He looked in all four directions, unable to decide which way to go, his manner pitiful. Then the impossible happened.

   Dabb! He heard a sound. Before he realised what it was, a crow fell from the electric wire above the road like a dry leaf from a tree. The mutawalli saheb saw this from a few yards away and was about to leave, when another crow came out of nowhere, cawing, kaa kaa. The sound began to echo. Crows began to gather as if by magic. He felt that some of their cawing was woeful. Some, he thought, sounded violent, angry. Some sounded lazy, as if they were cawing out of obligation. Others sounded like the deep sigh of a curse, some like a trumpet celebrating freedom, some like happy calls. He began to feel all kinds of things and decided to get away. Crows began circling his head like they were going to strike. He took a step forward, confused. In the corner of his eyes, the unmoving crow. Arey! Were there so many rainbow colours within the impenetrable black?

   By the time he returned home, still absent-minded, and got to his bedroom, the mutawalli saheb was feeling sleepy. Arifa was occupied with household chores, busy with looking after her sick child while getting breakfast and lunch, school bags, shoes and socks ready for her other children, and also preparing special dishes for Jameela and her husband. She did not want the daughter of the house cursing and leaving home sad. She remembered her mother’s words: ‘Hakhdaar tarse toh angaar ka nuuh barse’… If the one who has rights is displeased, a rain of fire will fall.

   She had talked to the mutawalli saheb the previous night in soft whispers. ‘Rii, don’t hurt a daughter of the house. It says clearly in the Qur’an that a girl child has a right to her share, doesn’t it? Call your four sisters and give them what needs to be given and wash your hands of it. Allah will give us prosperity in what we have left.’ Arifa did not usually give him advice. Although she was scared inside, she ended up talking about this. The mutawalli saheb had made hundreds of decisions. What was she telling him that he didn’t already know? Why should he tolerate the words of a woman, burkha-clad, of little value? ‘You shut up and do your work,’ he had snapped, and gone to sleep, snoring away.

   Arifa was rolling chapattis, extremely agitated. ‘Oh parvardigaar, give him some good sense,’ she cried in her heart. She had just put a wet cloth on Ansar’s forehead. Although she was mechanically rolling the dough and turning the chapatti over on the pan, she felt that Ansar was suffering and rushed to the hall where she had laid him down.

   That was when she saw the woman. Although she wore a burkha and had a niqab over her face, Arifa recognised her immediately. A dirty saree was peeping through the holes in the burkha that had once been black and had now turned pale brown from wear. Cracked heels, colourless skin, Hawaii chappals repaired using safety pins, Arifa recognised the woman’s condition in a glance and felt embarrassed for her. Nor did the woman come in, but remained in the veranda, along with the many men who had come to see the mutawalli saheb. Seeing her standing in a corner, Arifa felt a lump rise in her throat. She stood behind the curtain separating the living room from the veranda and whispered just loud enough to reach the woman’s ears alone. ‘Sakeena Akka, I beg you, why are you standing there? Come in.’

   Arifa could not see the woman’s expression from behind the veil to know if she had heard or not. However, the young man standing next to her replied almost cruelly. ‘It is OK, Maami, you go do your work. If Maama comes we will talk to him and leave.’

   Sakeena was her eldest sister-in-law, a woman of great self-respect. After she became a widow, she took to tailoring to raise her three children and run her family. She did not desire even a drop of water from her maternal house. She would come once in a while during festivals and take her elder brother’s blessings. That day she was standing in line with others like a stranger. Arifa wondered if she too had come to ask for a share in property like Jameela, but she quickly put the thought down and called Sakeena inside again. Her attempt to somehow get Sakeena to at least sit in the living room before her husband came out was in vain.

   His body felt heavy, but the mutawalli saheb had had a good sleep. He was perplexed to see Arifa peeping at the people in the veranda, something she had never done before, and gesturing at someone outside. Without realising it, his voice rose sharply. ‘Arifaaaa?’

   Flustered, Arifa dropped the curtain and muttered, as if to herself, ‘Sakeena Akka is standing there with the men, like an outsider. I was asking her to come in.’

   ‘What?’ When the mutawalli saheb stepped out and saw Sakeena and her son, the blood rose up his face.

   Sakeena joined her palms together and, in a strange tone, put forward her request: ‘Bhaisaab, please help a destitute widow like me. Allah will grant you and your family happiness and prosperity. My son is studying, in the first year of his BA. He has an interview at an engineering college for the job of an attender. I heard that you are a member of the committee there. My son’s name is Syed Abrar. Please get him this job. The application is here, look. If my son gets this job, he will be a pillar of support for our family, even though he was born to an unlucky woman like me. Everyone says if you put in a word, he will certainly get the job. You share the joys and sorrows of poor people. You must show mercy on me.’ Before the mutawalli saheb could say a word, she gave him the job application, fell at his feet and left in a hurry.

   Crows began to screech in the mutawalli saheb’s mind. His face became redder. Even in the cold weather, beads of sweat formed on his forehead. He collapsed on a thick cushioned chair. Arifa’s eyes teared up behind the curtain.

   A young woman was standing near the door, a baby held tightly to her chest. Adjusting the seragu on her head, she moved a little away from him and said, ‘Anna, this child’s father had a bullock cart. He had an operation fifteen days ago. I sold both the cart and the bullocks to get his operation done. Now he needs another urgent operation, it seems! That is what the doctor said. I don’t have anything now. You… you…’ Her throat caught and her eyes became misty. She sobbed haltingly.

   The mutawalli saheb asked her the name of the hospital, the doctor and other details, told her that he would arrange for her husband’s operation and sent her away. Expressing her gratitude, she left, blessing him from the bottom of her heart.
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9 On days when it was impossible
for Shaziya to wake up in time
for the dawn namaz. she would
blame it on her high blood pres-
sure. and had a habit of saying
she had no peace because of those
damn tablets. 9 Her mother used
to say. ‘All this is Shaitan's game.
Shaitan comes early in the morning,
presses your legs. drapes a blan-
ket around you. pats you back to
sleep and stops you from offering
namaz. You must kick him away ...
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