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“Sufi stories are not merely a tale told but a reality lived.”
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BOOK ONE


The Beginning of the End















ONE


Halfway into her first semester teaching “Sufi Stories and their Literary Alchemy BA427”, Layla Rashid discovered a dead body in the library. She knew then that she hadn’t run far enough or well enough from her past.


The day began as it usually did with no helpful warnings of impending disaster.


A short stop at the café before work, five days a week. A tall chai-latte with cinnamon, and the table by the window. Sultan out of the pet-carrier for that brief time, and in her lap. Her hand in his silky black pelt, comforting them both. She, nibbling at her lemon muffin. He, judging with a golden stare.


Layla’s days followed each other in disciplined monotony like ducklings in a neat little row. Keeping to a severe albeit fulfilling routine left no time for anything else. She had moved here eight months ago and had built a somewhat new routine for her brand-new life. Layla found routine enriching; it so often slipped into ritual. Routine and ritual had helped her construct her life, day by day, for thirty-two years.


Build your house with straw and sticks and the big bad wolf—people’s opinions, your own insecurities, a million other things—would blow your house down all too easily. But build your house, brick by brick, with routine, unearthing your true self as you negotiate with yourself and your life, honouring the trivial as you go along, and you imbue it with the protective magic of identity. And Layla had painstakingly done exactly that.


She was content.


She took another sip of her chai-latte. Almost content. There was no denying that something had finally blown her house down. She had found the old woman’s picture eight months ago. That had been the catalyst for her move. Would it matter though? Would her quest end at last? But then, Layla believed every experience was useful. Even pain and failure.


Especially, pain and failure.


The library, which doubled as her office, was in a separate block from the university and only five minutes away from the café. Students hardly ever came to this building—a neglected archive with no electronic keys.


Most days she came half an hour early to avoid the rush hour. She often sat outside in the quad, enjoying the musical psithurism of the leafy tall trees, poplars, oak, maple, the Ohio buckeye, so beautiful and so different from the sparse landscape she’d grown up with in that horrid place. She remembered things in flashes—pictures, sometimes a sound or smell. Vegetation had been minimal there, just stunted barely-green bush, except for the hills of deodar forests which she remembered seeing only once. And here, there was hardly a rush hour in the small university town. The rush-hour mentality was a relic from her New York days.


It was a chilly silver-blue morning of late September. She put the pet carrier down and inserted the old-fashioned key into the lock. It stuck in the out-of-date lock and took a few minutes of precious time before it turned. Not the best day for it to happen. She hadn’t slept well, thanks to her recurrent dreams, and she was already running late according to the schedule she’d set for herself.


She opened the door and stepped in. It was the noisome air that struck her first, alerted her senses to everything else that was unfamiliar. She was a creature of habit because it meant safety. Even the slightest of changes sent alarm bells ringing inside her head. There was something in the air, a different smell than the usual dusty-book smell she loved. It was more than the musty odour of the library. It was almost recognizable; almost familiar. She turned the lights on and put her bag and Sultan’s heavy carrier on her desk. He growled in the back of his throat, adding to her mounting unease.


Her eyes snagged on the splash of red on the floor. It was a plush crimson velvet cloak. At first, Layla was afraid it was blood. But there was no blood. Just the red cloak.


And the dead woman on the floor.


Heart hammering in her chest and her throat tight, Layla stared at the still, porcelain face of the woman. Empty blue eyes stared at the ceiling. Lips, drained of colour, slightly open, as if her mouth had just begun to form a scream Layla could not hear.


The stillness was eerie. The silence, sinister.


She stared at the corpse. A dead woman on the floor of her library. The woman was pretty. She was also petite; anyone could have carried her easily inside in the thick of night.


Her breath congealed in her chest. Layla rested her hands on the desk for support. Stories might emerge from reality, but reality emerged from stories too. She did not remember much of her past, but she remembered enough to know that if it ever caught up with her, she would be in trouble. The kind of trouble that was staring her in the face. The cold, acrid stench of the room made her gag. The woman was naked and spread-eagled in an obscene, vulnerable fashion. The smell in Layla’s nostrils was her own rancid fear, not just the heavy curdling of dead blood.


Layla’s legs wobbled. She grabbed the back of her chair and sank into it. She turned again towards the body on the floor. There was a bluish tinge to the face of the woman. The red cloak was too bright in contrast, too reminiscent of life to be attached to something dead. It drew her attention repeatedly. Its vivid colour belied the coldness of death. Was it murder? Was she looking at a murdered woman?


She got up with a start, turned to run, to flee the scene and let someone else deal with the responsibility, the attention of being the one to find a dead body.


But she didn’t.


Instead, she stepped closer to the dead woman on the floor. There were bruises on her throat, a dark line visible from beneath the fold of the cloak. Had the dead woman been strangled with its strings? The hood lay half buried under her head, golden hair parted and curled, the slightly darker roots visible.


Something stirred in her memory. Something she had seen? A movie? A picture? Then, just as quickly, vanished like a swift-footed animal into a neural black-hole of shock. This naked, dead body had plucked the memory of the other naked, dead woman she had seen on another campus, just a few months earlier, and superimposed itself on all other thought. This was not the first young woman’s dead body she had seen.


That first time, Layla had been in the middle of changing jobs. At the time, she had barely registered the murder. She had been too busy thinking of the practicalities of her move and her reasons for doing so. She had considered the murder an unfortunate incident on campus, a bit of sad news at the periphery of her life. Something that had happened at a place that was already a past she was leaving behind.


And now this.


She stepped away from the dead body and called the police.












TWO


By the time the police arrived, there was already a crowd outside. Layla had informed her dean and the news had spread. The library was sealed by the police. The yellow tape made it seem like a movie set, rather than something that would actually happen in a small university town in rural America. Students stood in small groups near the yellow tape. Fear and excitement hung around them like miasma, murky with dark whispers and cigarette smoke. Layla’s colleagues expressed their concern for her by filling her nervous hands with Styrofoam cups of coffee. She nodded and murmured, but her mind was stuck on the tune of her fears.


The police had walked Layla to a side office and had gone through the formalities of questioning “the member of the public that had first discovered the body” as soon as they had secured the area. Back outside, she stood with the crowd as forensics photographed the scene, took swabs and whatever else they did.


Who was she? The murdered woman? Layla overheard one of the policemen tell another that a woman had been reported missing only three days before. Was it her? The dead body was put in a black body bag. She saw it wheeled away on a stretcher.


She squeezed her eyes shut.


Stories had taught Layla the shape of the world. The puissant world of storytelling and its laws, their innate intuitive knowledge, their warp and weft, had not just been her scholarly pursuit but the totality of her life. No one knew better than her that the beginnings of stories were rarely ever the onset of things, and as a historian of stories and their roots, she recognized the beginning of a story when she saw one.


Her eyes flew open. She saw the maple trees around her, their verdant green only half visible as the leaves had already changed colour to yellow and shades of russet. But her thoughts flew elsewhere from the beauty of early autumn in mid-west America. Just that morning, she had been thinking of rituals and routine. Murder was as far from routine as was possible. But long ago, it had been ritual—sacrifice, and propitiation.


The fact that this was the second dead body she had seen that year, terrified her. Both women? Both naked? What did it mean?


Her mind—moulded and informed by the rich, diverse storytelling traditions of the world, blending myth, history, and folklore—used stories, their tropes and archetypes, as ciphers to navigate the world. Numbers were a language. She knew rituals and prayers were coded in odd numbers, in threes or sevens. Significant things happened in odd numbers. In the mythopoeic oeuvre of the world, odd numbers were associated with light, with goodness, and even numbers with the infinite and the dark. Virgil was known to have said that the deity is pleased with odd numbers. Shakespeare wrote that there was divinity in odd numbers. In Islamic mysticism, odd numbers are important: “Verily God is an odd number and loves the odd number”.


Yet murder—a dark horrid act—also occurred in odd numbers. In mythopoeic traditions odd numbers did refer to magic and light. Yet, evil magic and murderers had appropriated odd numbers too. What did this inversion mean? If there were two bodies, might there be another? Someone touched her shoulder. Layla looked up and gave a small smile, taking the cup of tea offered, the sympathetic words, the curious questioning glances. She had done everything she could to not attract attention. So why was the body in her library?


She could no longer allow that first murder in January, at Belmont university to remain in the past. This could not be a coincidence.


Coincidence was a concept Layla did not subscribe to, because coincidence was a marker in stories urging the protagonist and the reader to scrutinize the situation more closely. Coincidence hinted at parallel truths, inter-connectivity, histories and clues that may have been forgotten by the protagonist, but were vital to the story, and their own survival. In stories, coincidence was never truly a fluke. If something happened twice, there was a pattern.


Something terrible had happened now. She had ignored it the first time and another woman had been murdered because she had not paid attention.


A definite and dark pattern was beginning to reveal itself to Layla and her breath clotted in her throat, choking her.












THREE


Layla was used to waking up early to harvest the stillness of dawn, when the Universe was silent, listening. She felt an affinity with the cosmos then. The vast silence around her was an extension of her own. Dawn was also the traditional time for Layla to supplicate.


She woke up in a sweat that morning, her heart still thudding from a nightmare. One she had been having since she was nine years old. But ever since the murder in the library three days ago, the nightmare seemed to be a rather more persistent haunting. It left her agitated. Like always, in the dream she had been a child; terrified, seeking approval, devastated. Despite her efforts, she couldn’t quite make out what the tall, teary-eyed woman whispered to her. She had strained to hear. She had cried, not in fear but at her own helplessness. If only she could understand the woman, then she’d have her answer.


She threw her bedcovers off.


The murder had shaken her. That was all. Surely it had nothing to do with her? She had been trying to convince herself of that for the last three days.


Layla swung her legs down the side of her bed, head in her trembling hands. She reached for the bottle on her nightstand and took a gulp of water. Sultan purred and moved his lithe body against her back. She quickly scooped him in her arms. He protested but she put her face against his warmth. She’d found her one-eared black cat ten years ago in Lahore, when he was still a kitten, abandoned and starving. Now Layla was his pet, and he was an exacting master.


“Go back to sleep,” she kissed her velvety cat. “I’m okay.”


Sultan twitched his tail and took her advice for once, burrowing into the covers.


If Layla had still been teaching her “Dreams and Stories 101” class, she would have told her students that in some cultures, dreams were deemed a supernatural temporal space, a subconscious, automatic psychic realm. Dreams emerged from a site where nature and its secrets could neither be enhanced nor perverted. And what was the most ancient symbol of nature?


Yes, indeed. Mother.


The schism that separated her scholar’s mind from the wounded part of her selfhood usually kicked in on its own, and she could feel it grinding awake, efficiently putting up the fences, disconnecting the feral child of her dreams from the domain of the capable scholar. She put the bottle back on the table, still sitting in the dark, trying to get her heart to slow down, separating the dream from reality.


Layla got up and went to the bathroom. She did her ablutions quickly, as quietly as possible. Silence had been instilled in her long ago. Splashing cold water on her hot face, her arms. Washing her feet. She wrapped a scarf around her head and stood facing Mecca, somewhere in the north-east, unseen and invisible to her, like the God she worshipped. The one she questioned every day, a hundred different ways. She began praying. With her heart in her mouth, and her forehead still glistening with sweat, she became an ardent supplicant. Her heartbeat slowed down beneath her open palms resting on her chest.


Wasn’t sleep called the little death, a gateway to a new dimension of time and space, to a new realm? The only space where dream world and reality collided and became one whole was at the junction of a story. Sufi stories often blossomed in just such a fluctuating realm of dream and reality, like the world of Alice in Wonderland. Sufi stories often had an episodic, unfinished sense of structure and form, because such stories were a representation of the human being—fragmented, in the process of becoming, and therefore transforming and changing.


Like her life. Like her identity. She had a sudden urge to hug Sultan’s warm little body to her cold heart.


Layla prostrated.


She shook her head, concentrating on the Arabic words, their meaning. Irreverent thoughts intruded upon her pious devotion like ants crawling on an open pot of honey, blackening the pristine gold, rendering its sweetness bitter, inedible. There was little conviction in her prayers at times. No miracle had strengthened her crumbling faith. Layla turned her covered head to the right shoulder first then the left, and raised her hands for a supplementary prayer, her forehead still creased.


She had waited for a miracle, a sign, a hint, for nearly twenty-three years about her birth mother. Had she finally got one eight months ago?


The familiar pain struck like a viper, whenever she thought of her birth mother, and dominated all other thought.


How could she have abandoned me?


A sibilant whisper, dream memory, or life memory, she did not know, tugged her mind like an old familiar song, “Sshh, silent and strong. You have to be silent and strong like a mountain…with your roots so deep into the ground no storm can break you, nothing can move you.”


She was still trying to find the happy ending of her abandoned story. Hadn’t she spent enough of her life hiding in universities and libraries, and the kitchen in her adoptive mother Hasina’s house, studying and learning, and trying to piece together the mystery of her own life? Where had it got her?


Her heart leaped in response, as she thought of how, after twenty-three years, she had finally found a clue. She had followed a woman into this underfunded university, leaving her big city university behind. She had been following the woman for a few months now, but she was still unsure, still afraid.


Layla, an expert on parsing stories, had found the beginning of her own story at last. Or so she believed, and she did not want to end that hunch too quickly and find out that she mistaken. But how did the murdered bodies of the two women fit? Were they really connected to each other, to her? Or was it her innate fear making connections?


She got up and folded her scarf, putting it away along with thoughts of her birth mother and murder. She walked towards the window of her studio-flat and peered out. It still surprised her that this slender backstreet in a university town in the Midwest, USA, should remind her of Lahore. Or maybe she looked for clues of Lahore wherever she found herself, to keep the memory of Khayyam close. So close, she could smell him.


The tiny café across the narrow alley was aglow with warm yellow light. Every morning, when it was still dark, a young man, grumpy with sleep, arrived on his bike. He pushed a few buttons and the café groaned and stirred into reluctant life. Layla unlatched the window, opened it a sliver and inhaled the bitter-sweet fragrance of coffee. Magic must smell like this. She felt the joy curl up in her heart like a twirl of steam over a cup. The smell of coffee was comfort. That was the smell she remembered from twenty-three years ago, when she and her birth mother had entered the American Consulate in that far-off city she remembered only as a smell. Only then, Layla hadn’t known what the strong, inviting fragrance was, except that it had been the smell of safety, surely, else why had her mother sobbed with relief?


Layla turned away from the window but left it open for Sultan. He might choose to stay that day. She usually put a pet basket on the floor and gave him a choice. If he got in, she could take him with her and stay as long as she liked at the library. If he didn’t, and chose to stay back at home, she had to leave his bowls full and return early to feed him.


She put on her standard uniform of blue jeans and loose white top, her curly brown hair with the generous sprinkling of grey that had come too soon, hung loose over her shoulders. People often commented on her grey hair. That she looked distinguished, or that she was too young for it and should get her hair dyed, everyone else did. Or that she was not actually thirty-two at all, but much older. When would people learn to not comment on a woman’s appearance? It was her choice, damn it! But she never said it. She tried to disappear in crowds, wore neutral colours and chose solitude. Over the course of her life, she had bound herself so tightly in regret and fear, there was no room left for living. She was like an ancient mummy, wrapped in bandages of caution, embalmed in broken memories, so that no one knew who she was underneath. Not least herself.


At thirty-two, she was considered too young by academics to be given the deference half of them thought she deserved. Her first book had been about the history of fables and their Sufi roots. Her second, the history of women’s storytelling techniques and their canon. Her third book was about the intersectionality of Sufi storytelling and folktales from around the world. Two more had come out one after another. She had made a name for herself already. She threw her keys into her leather bag, put on her sneakers, itching to get her first cup of coffee for the day.


She put the pet carrier down and called out to the cat. “Sultan.”


He slunk past her legs, rubbing himself archly on both, entwining around her ankles in a figure of eight and then pattered towards the couch.


“Fine,” she said and poured cat food and water in his bowls. “I’d rather not work long today either. I’ll be back by three with some tuna for you.”


She walked to the university. It gave her time to compose her various selves. There were so many little parts of her, all broken and fragile, and they made her whole in a tessellated sort of way. This part of her that was Professor Layla Rashid was a capable woman. But the frightened little girl continued to survive in the sub fusc corners of her adult consciousness, still trying to mine memories she knew lurked behind the mist of amnesia.












FOUR


Layla preferred the reveille classes no one wanted. Starting her day early kept her days tightly reined in, just the way she liked. It was second nature to her, this craving for invisibility but she had no recollection where this instinct emanated from. She just knew that it was important because one false step could unravel the punctiliously woven tapestry of normal and hard-won inconspicuousness. Well-believed lies were planted in time. Dress the part, look the part and people accepted what you represented. One’s hidden reality was immaterial. Only what was visible on the outside mattered. No one could tell how practiced it was, or how precious the mask was to her. And she was very good at hiding.


“Good morning,” Layla said, facing her small class of undergraduates. Then threw the question into the air, like a ball to be caught, “Why do we read stories?”


“Is it true you found a dead body in your office?”


Layla shut her eyes in defeat. Of course. How could she have thought she’d be able to avoid the gruesome interest? The little goblins would want nothing else.


“Yes, it’s true.”


“Was it someone you know?”


“Why was it in your office? Will you be arrested?”


“Have the police found anything yet?”


“Why your office?”


She raised her hand. There was silence.


“You’re asking me for a story I cannot tell. Simply because I don’t know the whole of it. Yet. Yes, I found an unfortunate woman who had been killed. Yes, the body was in my office slash library. That is all we know. Why, who, when…these are questions for law enforcement. And if we are to learn how to excavate facts from fiction, and truth from both, then we need to go back to my question: why do we yearn for stories?”


The buzz made her smile...almost. Her tribe might be miniscule, but they belonged together, although thankfully, only for an hour a day, three days a week. She raised an eyebrow and the corner of her nude lips in a half-smile of encouragement. The murder had shaken them all of course. But she squared her shoulders and tried to keep her thoughts on her class.


“Come on. I’m not looking for wisdom and truth with a capital ‘T’. Least of all from my undergrads.”


There was a smattering of laughter.


“Just opinion. I know you all have one…too many.”


Gul, a young woman, possibly from Uzbekistan, in a bright patterned hijab that matched her blouse, responded. “Empathy? We feel understood when we read stories to which we can relate.”


“Absolutely!” Layla nodded. “Because there are so many reasons, right? In fact, there can be opposing reasons. Stories are birthed from people, their experiences, culture, limitations and imagination. There are plenty of reasons why we love stories.”


Another student, John, tall and lanky with messy blond hair, raised his hand. “Stories help us make sense of our own experiences, the world and our own psyche even, like in myths…and even fairytales.”


Smiling broadly Layla, nodded. All memory of excoriating dreams forgotten, and their spurious questions larruped out of her mind by the magic of stories.


“Wonderful! Someone’s read Bettelheim, at last. Well done! Stories can be heuristic in that sense. Stories anchor us. They spin a web of familiarity and comfort and rock us to sleep. But webs are traditionally…traps.”


They looked at her in surprise. Her smile widened. This was the fun part.


“Some stories fit into one another, the first leading to the next making a chain like a string of pearls. Each one is precious and complete on its own but when strung together they emerge as a beautiful whole. A sequence of tales offers deeper insights than a single story might. Do any examples come to mind?”


Gul raised her hand again. “Mullah Nasruddin stories.”


Layla smiled. “Ah, my favourite. Yes, absolutely. Did you know Don Quixote is said to be inspired by the Mullah? Yes, look it up. Nasruddin is the quintessential Wise Fool, a remarkable figure found in Sufi stories, often known as Teaching stories, who himself comes across as someone naïve and foolish but instructs others through his ostensive foolishness. The Sufi Master Idries Shah archived many Mullah Nasruddin stories. One goes like this. The Mullah came to the local teashop one day looking particularly smug, and a regular customer, who was in a bad mood, asked, ‘What’re you so happy about?’ The Mullah said, ‘If you had made a whole tribe of bloodthirsty cannibals run, you’d be smug about it too.’ Everyone gasped. ‘What did you do?’ asked the man. ‘What do you think I did? I ran and they all ran after me.’ ”


Those who’d been listening laughed.


Another student, Maria, dark-eyed and serious, joined the discussion. “There are other examples of such nesting stories. Russian folktales. The Arabian Nights, or A Thousand and One Nights. A story within a story is also called mise en abyme?”


“Very good,” said Layla. “Mise en abyme is a concept in the plastic arts of an image within an image. The same image which appears infinitely. This is the concept that is used to tell a story within a story, play within play, like in Hamlet. It presupposes multiple narratives, often hierarchical, and the Jungian concept of mirroring and identity are frequently connected to it, especially when reading tales within Sufi traditions. The mirroring can be of the hidden self or the future image of self as a desirable goal. The stories of the Mullah, A Thousand and One Nights, The Conference of the Birds, the Shahnameh, and several others—including stories by Italo Calvino and Jostein Gaarder—demonstrate this concept.”


Layla had discussed the same with Khayyam, long ago. A century ago, it seemed. How he’d revelled in the connections she made, explaining influences, confluence and contrasts. Sometimes she thought she’d made him up. Maybe he wasn’t real at all. Ten years was a long time to keep a memory alive.


“About the teaching story,” said Gul, “I don’t understand how that is possible? How can millions of readers learn the same lessons from a story? People are from different cultures. What I see, John will not—I believe cannot see—say, in the stories of Mullah Nasruddin because he is an American city dweller. I know why donkeys feature in so many of the Mullah’s tales because these are stories largely from the Middle East and Asia where donkeys are beasts of burden and often treated cruelly, and so it’s a trope of helplessness, but to John the donkey is almost an exotic animal.”


Layla laughed. Gul had successfully brought her back to the present.


“Hey,” said John only half-seriously, “what I see may be different, but it has equal value!”


“Yes, of course,” Gul was impatient at the interruption, “But if we’re talking of Sufi storytelling traditions and searching for meaning, how can you possibly know what the story means if you’re not familiar with its traditions, its morality, its jokes and humour?”


“Ah, Gul,” Layla asked. “Are you the one who wants to do her thesis on Sufi storytelling traditions?”


“Yes,” beamed the girl.


“You’re obviously passionate about the subject. That’s good. You’re well-informed. But you misunderstood me. The reader’s identity does not matter to the story. The story, however, matters to the identity of the reader.”


“Got it,” said Gul. “That makes sense now. The story is the catalyst but not for all readers. It is a catalyst only if allowed to be by the reader’s state of mind and self-awareness.”


“Absolutely right,” said Layla, smiling. “Some stories were once sacred and the same ones become profane later, in a different political climate. There are recensions and expurgations to make them palatable for shifting regimes and cultures. Don’t forget Foucault, who said that we are all constructs, and Marx, who identified capitalism as the most dominant structure of all. The reader’s state of mind is thus a product of their own political climate, and also their personal level of growth. Can they break those social conditionings, or will they fall into old traps?”


Layla had been leaning against her desk, facing her class. She turned away, fumbling with her papers on the desk, suddenly thinking of her nightmares. Nobody broke away from cultural traps and those who did hurt their loved ones in the process. Hadn’t she been abandoned by the person who was supposed to love and protect her the most? The world was still selling feminist princesses to the gullible. Universities were just another fish market where knowledge and information were interchangeable, and wisdom remained rare. One had merely to know what to sell and how to sell it.


She gathered herself together and turned back around to face the students again. Her hands flurried as if to get rid of invisible flies. Her mask was back in place.


She brought Sufi mythology into the disquisition, “There’s an old Sufi legend about there being a Pole, the Universal Man, or Perfect Man, the world’s spiritual leader. There are four pillars who support him and together they serve the world. And often save it too. They don’t seek attention and always remain secret. Knowledge is passed to them and through them. They are the Axis Mundi. There are five such people in every era and they serve humanity and their spiritual well-being. Of course, this is Sufi mythology, but if true even at the most mundane level, doesn’t it make one wonder how much of this knowledge is encapsulated in Sufi stories?”


Some of them were furiously taking notes, Gul and John among them. Others were staring into space, or scrolling through their phones. Layla was just grateful for the office space and the treasure trove of books, and the annals at her disposal for research. Teaching was a necessary evil.


“Are they always men?” Gul asked frowning.


“I doubt it. But it is a legend, and we cannot know. When I first began to study stories,” Layla said, “I wondered how they were preserved and how they migrated across borders and boundaries, and who were these people making sure they were passed on? Stories change their face but the bones remain. Sufi tradition says we take from the story what we will, according to our own stage of spiritual and mental development. Storytellers linked spiritual development to personal growth. What other links did they make?”


Her mind reeled, and she faltered, struck dumb by the vision of a pair of green eyes. Were the words memory that had quickened on her tongue?


Gul looked up. “I don’t understand? You’re talking of what Idries Shah refers to as ‘teaching stories’?”


“Not just those. Sufi stories cannot be bound. Not within books nor within rigid frameworks. That’s why they were oral for so long. They change and morph. Sufi stories are efflorescent in nature and often turn up as fairytales, fables, and even jokes. Sufi stories do not die. They escape the norms of storytelling. Coruscate with wisdom, they will leak out even from the confines of time and culture, as have The Arabian Nights, the Conference of Birds, stories of Zal, Rustam and Sohrab from the Shahnameh. They regenerate tale after tale for hundreds of years, as old beliefs and old wives’ tales and songs. Why? How?”


Layla touched the rectangular carnelian at her throat, inscribed with protective verses from the Quran.


“Sufi stories have been called talismans by some,” she said, “and I agree. I feel the very text of a Sufi story is apotropaic, a magic spell against the vagaries of life and human baseness. They guard us against the evil of untruths, even though most stories wear the garb of fiction to roam the earth.”


She wore two pendants and many bracelets, talismans all, which she had collected over the years, from Turkey, Iran, Pakistan and India. From the shrines of saints and from vendors who’d inscribed special words for her on semi-precious stones. Khayyam had given her the very first one. Her talismans were armour against hurt, despair, abandonment. Her tattoos too. When people asked her about them, as they invariably did, she told them her body was a sacred site, and that she had tattoos from different stages of her life to mark their passage.


“That was amazing. Prof, are you…I mean, are you a Sufi?” asked John.


“Sadly, no,” said Layla.


There was laughter. Students often mistook her for one because she taught Sufi stories and their traditions. And because of her talismans and loose tunics.


“So, what you’re saying is that each story imparts a different meaning to a different person?” asked another girl.


“Yes, absolutely. All good stories do, no matter their origin, don’t they?” said Layla.


“So, if Sufi stories are all that, why do you refer often to Greek myths and Western literature?” asked Maria.


Layla should have suppressed her irritation. “Just because I am teaching the history and tradition of Sufi stories, I am not denying other canons. When I refer to other rich cultures and traditions, I am acknowledging and referring to the amalgamation of ancient traditions, their influence over each other through translations, through trade and through travel. Sufi influences are rich in Aesop. Some say she was Greek, others that she was African. It is also believed that Aesop wasn’t one person at one specific time. Who can say? But the possibilities are endless in story. Western literature did not happen in a vacuum. The world was not always as small as it is now, but stories have a way of reaching places they are meant to, for people who need them.” People like her, who didn’t feel so broken in the world of stories. She had only been able to locate herself in the geographies of unfamiliar cities, within the narrow streets of university towns, to feel secure in the cold dampness of unfamiliar weather. She preferred large, bustling cities. Cities with their noise and people meant safety.


And yet here she was in this little town following someone into the past. Or despair. Or maybe they were the same.


“Can you explain?” asked Gul.


Layla nodded, “For example, the story of the scorpion going across the river on the back of a frog, a turtle, an eel and even a trout, seems to have found universal appeal. Which canon can truly claim it? It is widely acknowledged as an Aesop fable. It is also quoted by Idries Shah as a Sufi tale. Stories will never be a victim to the world’s bias and prejudice. They travel where they will and find a home where they’re needed. The polarization of the world through religion and colour has never been able to defeat or curb stories. It never will.”


“Can you tell us the story?” called someone from the back row.


“The story is famous but for those who don’t know it, it goes like this,” said Layla. “The scorpion asked the frog to help it cross the river. ‘I’ll climb on your back,’ it said. ‘You’ll sting me,’ said the frog. The scorpion said, ‘Why would I? Then we’d both drown.’ The logic was faultless, and the frog agreed. Midway across the river, the scorpion stung the frog. ‘Why did you do that?’ The dying frog was stunned at the betrayal. ‘I was helping you. I was kind to you.’


“ ‘Why are you blaming me for my nature?’ asked the scorpion. ‘It’s your nature to help and be kind. And mine to sting. Why do you think your nature is morally better and not mine?’ ” Layla watched her students for reactions. “What do you make of this story?”


Gul said, “The story is about free will and nature. Choice seems to be the lesson here or at least one of them. Choices make us who we are and not obedience to nature or culture or whatever.”


“Excellent!” Layla said concluding her class.


When they left, Layla gathered her books in a leather tote bag she had bought from Lahore ten years ago, when she’d come home with a bruised heart and a bagful of memories. Leather was cheap in South Asia and she liked natural materials. Natural fabrics lasted longer. Even her clothes, faded now, were all made from cotton or wool. She saved her teacher’s salary for travel, searching Asiatic lands for what she had lost. One time she had bought a Turkish carpet she’d fallen in love with at an old, dusty shop. She’d had to dip into her savings. The following year she had been unable to travel. She still prized that carpet, which was even now the centre piece in her flat.


She entered the empty library, now clear for use again. The police had taken what evidence they could glean from it. Row upon row of wooden shelves groaned under the weight of books, and the small section of temperature-controlled manuscripts, letters and diaries of an obscure local writer. On the left at the entrance was a notice board that always drew Layla’s attention. A poster offering a talk on storytelling. She stared at the woman in the poster.


Mira Heshmat’s eyes were fierce. This was the woman she had been following for months. She had attended every single one of Mira’s talks, no matter where it was held. She had even caught trains and planes to get there. And yet she had not had the courage to approach her, let alone speak with her.


Mira Heshmat reminded Layla of the woman in her dreams. Layla believed Mira was her birth mother.












FIVE


Mourning and grief were not the same. One could stop mourning, but grief was a hollow darkness that carved its home in the heart. Grief permeated the cells of one’s skin, and bones and teeth. It ate one up, one nibble at a time. Slowly, painfully.


Layla had lived with just such a grief ever since her birth mother had abandoned her.


And she had not yet been able to muster the courage to seek out Mira and confront her. Instead, she called up Hasina, her adoptive mother, to tell her she would visit over the weekend. To herself, Layla made the excuse that she wasn’t running away from facing Mira, and she wasn’t afraid to hear the truth and be disappointed. She was merely waiting for the right time to speak with Mira.


In any case, Hasina needed her attention. There was an unspoken rule between them. Never more than six months of absence. It was already six months since they had last met, and she would soon begin supervision for dissertations, making it impossible to go to Chicago to visit Ma.


“Salam, Layla,” Hasina’s calm, soft voice was bright with pleasure. “So glad to hear from you! It has been six months and ten days since your last visit.”


Layla had had no intention of telling Ma about the murder but as soon as she heard her voice, something changed. That rock solid heart she was so complacent about thudded uncomfortably loud.


“Ma, there’s been a murder here.”


Layla heard the sharply drawn breath.


“Are you okay?” Ma asked.


All Layla wanted to hear was that she had nothing to worry about. It was a horrid coincidence. It could happen.


“Yes. It…the body was in my library. I found it. I called the police. But I—” Layla hadn’t told Hasina about the previous murder. Needless worry, she’d thought at the time. Now she was babbling about this one and it was all too complicated. She was afraid, Layla realized. And the fear was rooted in the beginning of the pattern she could almost discern. But why worry Ma? And over the phone! She took a deep breath, infused her voice with false brightness, “just thought I’d let you in on the excitement on campus.”


Surely there was nothing to worry about! She was being silly. So what if her heart jumped in her throat at every loud noise?


The disappointed silence at the other end was a reprimand and Layla cursed herself for underestimating her adoptive mother’s intelligence and her scruples.


“Sorry, Ma,” she said quickly.


“Be safe, my darling. And do not treat death with flippancy. It is not right, nor respectful.”


“Love you, Ma. Will call again soon.”


“As if I’d believe that after all these years. My luck can’t be changing this fast, scary though it is, this phone call. Very scary. I thought this was a small, boring university. Are you sure you wouldn’t like to come home for a while? I’m not getting any younger you know.”


“Could’ve fooled me.”


The chuckle warmed Layla and she smiled. What a reward.


“Get on with you. Keep me in the loop. Don’t go out late at night. And come for a visit.”


“I think I will. That is why I called. I will be coming over next Friday as I have Monday off.”


Ma’s happiness at her acceptance of the invitation was evident in the way she discussed three different menus in the span of two minutes on the phone, all of which, Layla knew, would be discarded for a fourth.


Layla moved on light feet after she put away her phone. Now that she’d made plans to visit, Layla couldn’t wait for the days to pass and on Friday she took the train to Chicago. She took a taxi from the train-station and bought a bunch of flowers on the way, chocolate, and some traditional sweets from the Bengali shop at the corner. Sultan sat staring at her in the carrier.


“Just a few minutes,” she coaxed.


He blinked and stretched.


“I am not mean. I disagree strongly,” she said with a smile.


Sultan yawned. Or was that a laugh disguised as a yawn?


When they reached her Ma’s place, Layla put her stuff on the doorstep and let Sultan out first. Outside, hawthorn grew in abundance. The house was old stone and bricks. Sitting in some apartment or other she had rented for the duration, she would yearn for these stone walls, the tiny sun-room, and the simple life of her childhood. She and Ma loved this little house that smelled of mint and turmeric and roasted fennel. Healing herbs all of them. It also smelled of stories. There was a musty odour attached to all the books she had left here. The variety of scents made for a rich intoxicating personal history.


Sultan stretched and padded towards the door. She let them both in with her own set of keys and heard the gaggle of voices, recognising one immediately. Those raspy, tobacco-abused vocal cords couldn’t sound comforting to anyone but Layla. Munia was their neighbour. There couldn’t be a celebration in anybody’s home on the street, especially not at Hasina’s, without Munia. She was a permanent party fixture, the proverbial fairy godmother no one forgot despite her bluntness. Yes, Munia’s voice meant comfort.


“Now behave,” she warned Sultan. Ignoring her, he padded into the kitchen.


For Hasina, the kitchen was home. Little orphan Layla had adapted so happily to her new surroundings all those years ago because along with cooking, stories had been—and continued to be—a big part of their lives.


The faint aroma of spices from the previous night permeated the air. A comforting reminder of the magic conjured in the kitchen. Ma used to say a kitchen that didn’t smell wasn’t a clean kitchen but a dead one. Smell, she believed, wasn’t always a bad thing.


“People use spices as carelessly as words,” she’d say, “with little idea of where they should actually go.”


Remembering her Ma’s gnomic pronouncements brought a smile to her face.


“Some people actually put garam masala as seasoning in vegetables. Some temper split chickpeas with garlic.” Ma’s lips would tremble with horror and then give in to laughter.


“Sultan!” she heard Ma exclaim with love. Sultan purred. He preferred Ma to her of course. He was an intelligent cat. She and Ma had had a very serious conversation about the possibility of Sultan being an abandoned djinn child. He was silky black and had an ear missing as if there had never been one. Thick fur had grown on that missing piece of ear but when she’d found him on the thirteenth of June, there had been a pinkish bald patch but no blood or scar.


The aunties were all making a fuss of him. She didn’t recognize the other voices immediately, but when she caught a few intonations, she was able to put names and faces to them. Aunty Sheila, Aunty Coco, and Aunty Helen; there were some new ones too. She put her bag on the foyer table and walked briskly to the living room. Ma had knocked down the wall that separated the kitchen from the living room. From the large windows, she could see the silver maple and green elms, leaves rustling in the breeze.


Munia stood in the archway smiling. Her arms outstretched for a hug. Layla fell into the embrace. How often had she seen Ma and Munia having tea together every morning in this kitchen? She would join them occasionally. Mostly, it was just the two of them—Hasina and flamboyant Munia—sipping fragrant tea and exchanging recipes, stories and gossip. Sometimes Layla would make the tea. Water boiled with three green cardamoms, a stick of cinnamon and a sliver of ginger. They liked their tea strong; no new-fangled brands would do. They bought their tea leaves from the Bengali shop at the corner. There was nothing more satisfying, nothing more comforting than a daily tea ritual with an old friend.


“Layla!” Hasina hurried towards her with open arms. “We’ve been waiting for you. Doesn’t the room look great? Come, meet everyone.”


Layla hugged Munia, and the other Aunties. There were a couple of new faces, and she shook hands with them. Ma poured milk in Sultan’s special saucer. It was Windsor.


“Dye your hair, darling,” said Munia, ruffling Layla’s grey strands gently.


“Look at you!” exclaimed Aunty Coco.


“How are you?” asked Aunty Helen.


The house smelled of mint and healing stories. The heady fragrance of mustard seeds reminded her of adventure stories; black peppercorns gave courage to heroes stuck in peril; rose water for a dash of romance, and star anise for magic.


Hasina squeezed her shoulder, “Would you like to rest for now?”


“No,” she said quickly. “I see some new faces.” Ma wanted to protect her from her people-anxiety but Layla hadn’t seen her mother and her friends in a long time and she tried to fight the anxiety.


“Diba, Tara, Nicole, Rashmi, Haya…”


The words swirled around her.


“…started a cooking club…”


“…she saved my life with this….”


Layla’s shoulders eased and she smiled. A cooking club! Only Hasina could devote so much time to others. Layla un-entangled herself from the conversation, resisting the urge to hide, and moved to another group.


“I’ll rinse and wash, chop and cut, Ma. I’ll be your sous chef.” That had been a running joke in their house. Layla could cook but she never really did.


Layla entered the kitchen to join the rest of them, following the sounds of happy, blustery movements, footfalls scraping, shuffling, clicking. Even sounds not heard for months could be so familiar. Layla recognized the aroma of the traditional thirteen spices ground and mixed, their strong scent caught in her throat, and she coughed. The reaction was familiar. Layla’s happiest memories of Ma were her laughter, her soft wrinkly skin and the scent of spices. The aromas wafting in this house were a mix of a thousand South Asian nights and days; of powdered spices and heat; of water and roses; of earth and petrichor; of cinnamon and saffron.


When she was young, in an attempt to entice her into the kitchen, Ma would often say, “You know, some people like stories that dwell on horror, others like those that dwell on love. The art of storytelling is the same as the art of cooking. You need to have the right ingredients for what you’re cooking, and you have to measure the ingredients required. You mess up one quantity of even a single ingredient, too much or too little, and you’ve failed. Word by word, spice by spice, you add and layer until you create a piece of beauty.”


“What is that smile? What are you thinking of?” Munia slid up to her. Sultan had happily taken up his favourite seat at the kitchen windowsill.


Layla chuckled. “Food and Ma, and of you both having morning tea.”


“You were such an eavesdropper,” Munia smiled with affection.


Laughing, Layla began pounding the pestle against the stone to crush the dry spices. Dark brown cinnamon, green cardamom, black pepper corns, mahogany cloves, mustard seeds. The sound was oddly soothing‒rough, not hollow, a full and meaningful sound of friction; stone against stone, rubbing, crushing, and breaking down the dry spices into a homogenous powder.


“Sometimes,” said Hasina, coming towards Layla, “a dish needs seasoning that is already mixed and infused like ground garam masala, especially for certain meat dishes. It doesn’t do to throw them in as separate wholes in everything, just as it wouldn’t do to grind them for everything. Imagine pulao with ground garam masala seasoning instead of whole spices.”


Ma was particular about spices just as Layla was about stories. She nudged Layla away and took over the crushing. Layla reached for the small heap of vegetables. The tangy, citrusy fragrance of fresh limes was a happy smell redolent with memories: peeling lemon and lime rinds with Ma in the golden warm winter sun; her hands cold and stiff as she sorted the rinds in separate bowls; Ma expertly peeling thin ribbons of rinds from green limes, yellow lemons and tangy oranges.


“What are these for?” Layla would ask.


“Zarda. The sweet yellow rice you love so much.”


That brought her back to the present. “What are we having for dessert?”


Hasina’s nut-brown eyes shone as she gazed at her daughter. “Zarda, of course. But also, gulab jamun.”


Grinning, Layla took the cinnamon sticks Munia offered and sniffed. A slightly dusty and bitter-sweet scent. She offered them to Aunty Helen.


“Beautiful, aren’t they?” said Aunty Helen. “Aunty Coco’s niece got them from Sri Lanka last month. We’ve been using them a lot.”


Layla inhaled the infusion of aromata suspended in the kitchen. She spotted a white china bowl of the spicy-hot green chilies.


“Did you see the new boy at the Bengali shop the other day?” Aunty Coco asked Aunty Trish. “He was refreshing the dry mixed herbs by running his hands through them.”


“Imbecile,” Hasina said. “Mixing spices already ruins them but most buyers wouldn’t know that and suffer the consequences. When their cooked meat has a stale, dull odor rather than the fresh pungent aroma of garam masala it should have, they won’t even know why.”


Aside from the alluring aroma of spices, Hasina’s home often smelled of incense, usually jasmine or sandalwood. But the spices in the kitchen and the dining room were striking. Layla had learned to recognize them early—garlic, ginger, sage, lemongrass.


Layla understood why Hasina couldn’t ever talk about her home before she came to the U.S. Ma’s memories had been smothered by the violence, the hurt and the betrayal she had endured. She had lived with many such painful memories and had internalized them and kept them locked up. She tried to be strong and to be there for everyone, to heal and to feed. Food was healing. The more effort you put into cooking the more healing it held within its taste, packed into its nutrients. Ma’s hurts had been deep; wounds gouged on the soul by parents never heal. Layla understood that perfectly; she had a similarly painful inheritance. She’d learned of Hasina’s forced marriage, the abuse, the divorce, and the loss of support from her own family, only when she had grown up and finally understood the snatches of conversations she’d heard growing up.


“I almost forgot,” said Ma. She took a big piece of fish out of a bowl where it had been resting and popped it in the oven. “For Sultan. I’ll just grill it. He’ll love it.”


Cool breeze wafted through the open window. Layla found Hasina watching her and plastered a smile on her face, hoping the shadow of those earlier memories was not visible on her face.


“No wonder he loves you more. I just feed him cat food.”


Hasina kissed her cheek and moved away with a smile, leaving behind the scent of jasmine and fennel.


“Fine weather,” said a woman whose name she hadn’t caught.


Layla surveyed the splashes of colour on the counter—brinjal, tomatoes, red chilies, green chilies, papaya, and a small bundle of mint tied with a tough blade of grass. She picked it up and buried her face in its sweet, fresh fragrance.


“Mint is cooling you know,” Ma would apply the crushed leaves on Layla’s burnt finger when she was little. Even now Layla felt its healing icy sting as it sucked away the heat and the hurt.


“I’m sorry, Layla,” Ma had held her hand gently once upon a time. “I should have warned you not to touch the wok. Karahi is best served in the wok it’s made in, and I put it on the table without telling you.”


“I was hungry. It smelled divine,” she had said, still new from the orphanage, still afraid she’d be kicked out of this lovely new home. And she had remembered from another life, from another mother-daughter relationship, that words mattered.


“I know. I’m sorry,” Ma had taken her in her warm embrace.


The scent of the fabric conditioner on Ma’s sweater had been infused with other smells. Cayenne, cumin, coriander. She’d been unused to hugs, the physical touch of love. Even in that previous life, which may have included a mother, that tall, painfully thin woman, long before the orphanage, there had been little or no physical touch.


She put the bundle of mint back on the table and sidled towards the other end of the table. Aroma was the strongest link with memories. It made the memory more real, visceral, clear. So many of hers were linked with cooking and stories and mothers.


Another flurry of warm breeze brought with it a waft of fennel and paprika. Layla turned her head and sniffed. Cumin. Always use with potatoes for its digestive properties. What else could she detect? She took another deep breath. Cardamom! Green was fragrant even when uncooked. Used in tea, dessert and korma or biryani. Black cardamom was fragrant only when cooked and its smokiness enhanced other flavours. Used in rice, dhal, and curries.


“Why do you smell of roses?” she’d asked Hasina, crinkling her nose when they had been travelling to Ma’s home from the orphanage that first time.


“My Ma made me drink milk boiled in rose petals, cardamom and khoya. And seven almonds. I just never got out of the habit. I drink it every night. So, I cooked a batch for us both before coming to get you.”


She had asked, “Why seven almonds? And I hate roses.”


“We don’t say hate. It is a negative word. A bad word. We say dislike. Okay? As for the almonds, when cooking, every ingredient is measured. One ingredient a tad too much, or too little, upsets the balance and ruins the perfect result. Each ingredient in the recipe is there for a reason. If anything is out of joint, the whole dish will be ruined. Numbers and quantity are crucial to cooking.”


“Just like in stories!” the little Layla had exclaimed.


“Aren’t you the clever one!” Hasina had patted her head. “Yes, just like in stories. You need a hero, a villain, and a higher purpose. If the goal of the hero is selfish, who cares whether or not she or he achieves it? But if it is something selfless, even if it is just for one person, then it is a higher goal and is much more valuable. What if there was no wicked witch in a story?”


Layla’s mind had taken her back to the past, to a time before the orphanage. “There’s always a wicked someone. Witches got a bad name because they were women.”


Hasina had hugged her then but revealed many years later that she’d been won over in that moment and that Layla had become her daughter forever. Layla did not tell her that the words were learned from another mother.


Hasina whispered to her while the others chatted, “Have you heard from Khayyam by any chance?”


Startled, Layla glanced at Ma. She was speechless for a moment. Just a few days ago, she had been thinking of Khayyam too.


“I was just curious. We haven’t heard from him in so long.”


Ma ambled away towards her friends and her cooking, leaving Layla in a turmoil of forgotten emotions. Thinking of Khayyam made all her regrets buzz like hornets inside her head.


She slipped away from the kitchen and went up to her small room, still neat and clean, kept ready for her by Ma. Layla smiled at the small sandalwood box on her chest of drawers. This box had been her doorway into a new life. She opened it reverently. There it was, the old tan leather, dark as mahogany in some places. The ratty string that tied it. She unfurled the leather and looked at the yellowed thick paper, the edges curled, the unmatched pages, some smooth and others rough, filled with stories, charcoal illustrations that still symbolized comfort. She hugged it and put it on the bed beside her. She’d missed it and she wanted to be able to show it to Mira when she was ready. The book of her childhood.


Layla’s unusual perspicacity sprang from her deep study of the histories of stories. She deconstructed them, identified patterns, connections, codes and symbols hidden deep within their very fabric. It was all because of this book she now held in her hands. A roughhewn, handwritten book with chiaroscuro-like drawings. It had helped her navigate life and even people because the reflections of stories were found clearly in both. She always unknotted life and people in the light of her immense knowledge of stories.


When she turned, Sultan was in the doorway, watching her with those big soulful eyes. He mewed and tiptoed towards her. She was surprised when he showed any vulnerability. His honey-golden eyes seemed to show emotion only at moments like these.


“I didn’t abandon you,” she smiled. “Come here.”


He jumped into her lap. She cuddled him, burying her face in his thick soft black fur. She whispered, “Just here to collect this. That’s all.” He wriggled. She hung on to him. He pressed his paws into her thighs and wriggled again.


“Fine.” She let go. He jumped off her and waited behind the open door. She could see his tail.


“Let’s go.”


When she went back downstairs, Sultan vanished, and Hasina was speaking about cooking. She loved to hear Ma speak about food, it was like poetry. She walked in beaming.


“For me, food is a kind of language, and it implies knowledge, culture, wisdom, beauty and love. Just like any language, you can use it lightly, with no respect and without paying any attention to it, but then it’s a poor shadow of what it is supposed to be. If you don’t pay attention to it and you just throw things together, sure you’d have something to eat but that’s not enough. Cook with the right intentions. Cook to nourish and nurture.”


Layla smiled affectionately as she listened to her mother. It was good to be home.
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