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Praise for Maps for Lost Lovers:







 





‘An extraordinary work, echoing Rohinton Mistry and Salman Rushdie, but entirely, and unmistakably, the product of a wholly original mind.’ The Herald




 





‘Aslam’s prose soars, dazzling images abound … Through the opulence of his writing and the darkness of his message Aslam quite brilliantly and shockingly seduces his reader … A tale that is both Shakespearen and horrifically topical … Beautiful and only too real, this story born of romance and pain matches its artistry with courage. It is an important novel and also a very fine one.’ Eileen Battersby, Irish Times




 





‘A novel of extraordinary quality. Islamists would be foolish to try and make political mischief out of it, while western readers would be foolish to ignore such a carefully crafted work.’ Economist
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If I’d been told as a child what the life of an adult is like, I wouldn’t have believed it. I’d never have believed it could be so unfinished.


John Berger, Once in Europa
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NOTE





All characters in this novel are fictional; most of the events are, too. However:




 





– the terrorist attack mentioned in ‘Wednesday’ (chapter 7) is based on the first attempt on General Zia’s life: on 7 February 1982, the Al-Zulifiquar (the terrorist team led by Benazir Bhutto’s brother, Murtaza) fired a SAM-7 missile at a plane carrying the General.




 





– The Little Green Book containing the ‘President’s thoughts’, mentioned in ‘Thursday’ (chapter 8), did exist; it was commissioned by Ayub Khan during his rule (1958–69).




*





The quotations from the Qur’an in this book are from N.J. Dawood’s translation for the Penguin Classics series.




 





I am indebted to Tariq Ali for his excellent books on Pakistan, Pakistan: Military Rule or People’s Power? (Cape, 1970) and Can Pakistan Survive? (Penguin Books, 1983); the books provided social and political context for some of my childhood memories.




 





A glossary of Urdu words used in the novel will be found at the end of this book.


N.A.



















PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS















	MAULANA HAFEEZ

	Aged cleric of one of the two mosques in the town.






	MAULANA DAWOOD

	Cleric of the other mosque.






	JUDGE ANWAR

	Powerful local figure.






	ASGRI ANWAR

	Judge Anwar’s wife and mother of his seven daughters.






	AZHAR

	Deputy Commissioner.






	ELIZABETH MASSIH

	Azhar’s Christian mistress.






	BENJAMIN MASSIH

	Roadsweeper. Elizabeth’s father.






	MUJEEB ALI

	Local landowner.






	NABILA ALI

	Mujeeb Ali’s wife and mother of his five daughters.






	ARSHAD ALI

	Mujeeb Ali’s youngest brother.






	KALSUM

	Widow receiving pension from Mujeeb Ali for death of son in political rally.






	SURAYA

	Kalsum’s sister on visit from Canada seeking divorce from husband Burkat.






	YUSUF RAO

	Lawyer and former political activist. Old university friend of Mr Kasmi.






	MR KASMI

	Retired schoolmaster.






	ZÉBUN

	Ex-courtesan. Mr Kasmi’s landlady.






	ALICE

	Zébun’s Christian servant girl.






	ZAFRI

	The butcher. Friend and confidant of Nabi, the barber.






	MANSOOR

	Close neighbour of Maulana Hafeez.






	GUL-KALAM

	Nightwatchman.






	SAIF AZIZ

	‘Metropolitan’ journalist and ex-political activist.















 



















Fish





Fish.


The cook lifts the damp dark-red cloth to reveal a row of quicksilver fish, overlapping each other like fallen dominoes. Wherever we are, whatever we’re doing, we leave the blinding white light of the summer day for the gloom of the kitchen. The rumpled cloth has fallen to the floor. We hold our breaths as the cook picks up the serrated knife – the knife we are forbidden to sharpen pencils with. Could this be it? Our chins tickle as the tip of the knife is inserted below a fish’s mouth. Then the cook makes a rapid stem-to-stern tear and splits open our stomachs, pushes in two large fingers to uproot our guts and, without looking, hurls them into the bowl set beside her on the table. Still dizzy from the sunlight, we dip tentative fingers into the grisly mess and feel for shahzadi Mahar-un-Nisa’s diamond ring. No, this was not the fish that swallowed it. We wait for the next fish to be opened. Our fingertips are coated with pink tissue fluid.


But the cook asks us to leave; the knife is raised in the air – a gesture reminiscent of early April when we enter the kitchen to steal aambis. Then, a ladle – a triangular plume of sweetly scented vapour attached to it – might be raised in the air. The cook bears provocation patiently but doesn’t like us inside the kitchen. She doesn’t flinch from tasting half-cooked dishes to check if the salt was remembered. If she thinks something is worthless she calls it ‘the ash of seven ovens’. Not only is it worthless, there is also so much of it! We time our raids well: we sneak in when water is being added to the chaval. A specific number of glassfuls has to be added and the cook cannot turn around without breaking her concentration. She is tense as she counts: ‘… three … four, get away from there, five … six … you’ll make me, seven… lose track, eight … eight, eight … nine.’ Once free, she comes to the door and shouts across the courtyard, ‘You’ll all die of yarkan and I’ll get the blame. No more aambis.’


Men with black beards are to be avoided; while those with white beards are kind and gentle. We hide under the bed and, through the serpentine curves of the bobin lace, listen to Mother and Uncle Shujahat talk to each other in raised voices. Uncle Shujahat has a black beard; it reaches down to his navel. Mother says, ‘You’re using religion as an excuse to withdraw from the world. You’re running away from your responsibilities.’ Uncle Shujahat says, ‘We were not brought up to talk about God-prophet in this manner. If only Father-ji could hear you.’ Mother shouts back, ‘Father-ji was religious but he kept things in proportion. He even sent me, a girl, to Lahore to get a university degree. He didn’t mind my living away from home. And that was twenty years ago.’


Uncle Shujahat doesn’t like toys. He takes our dolls and masks from us, breaks them in two, and then hands them back. He says images of God’s creations are not allowed in the house, not while he’s visiting.


The servants arrive for work in the middle of the morning. The homes where children don’t have to be sent to school – and, therefore, the day’s chores can begin immediately – are dealt with by them before our house. The first sounds of the day have vanished by this time: the bell of the candy-floss maker, Bibi-ji, reciting the Qur’an on the veranda, the ‘aa … aa … come … come’ of the dove-fancier who waves a bamboo pole, with its red ribbon, at his doves. Bibi-ji has long since harvested today’s motya blossoms – before the rising sun could take away the fragrance – and fastened them into a garland for her hair.


With a pack-animal-like stampede, the servants begin their work; putting us to flight with the merciless swish of the linen, the beating of the rugs, the arcs from the hose-pipes above our heads, the spreading – like a flapping of wings – of the mats for preparing vegetables, the stubborn dusting and the obstinate sweeping. The air becomes charged with violence. The legs of the rope cots are taken out of the bowls of water – dead insects float on the surface of the stale water – and the milky fishbones are collected from the rims of last night’s dinner plates.


During the afternoon hours the women sit on the cool screened veranda and talk amongst themselves. A young mother asks what the scarlet pimples on the newborn’s upper arms could be. Smallpox, replies the eldest, and advises that the child be put in quarantine. The cook explains how to catch out a vendor who is trying to pass off tortoise’s eggs as hen’s. Someone else instructs that vegetables that grow beneath the surface of the earth should be cooked with the lid on; and those that grow above, with the lid off. While they sit on the darkened veranda, we swim about in the sunlight of the courtyard, burning with magnifying glasses the insects that have been sucked into the pedestal fan. Occasionally, we have to stop and look up: the adults are referring to our world: which one of us had smiled at nine weeks old, under which bush a dead yellow-striped snake was found one winter, the story of a schoolboy who got left behind, locked in, in his school over the summer holidays; how he ate chalk and paper and left tearful messages on the blackboard; and what happened when his body was discovered in September. We move closer to the veranda, pretending all the while to be interested only in our games – busy examining the pieces of coral trapped inside the marbles, waiting for the rosebuds inside the old necklace beads to open, discussing the inverted tears floating in the paperweights stolen from the study to add to our collection of glass spheres.


With the first call for the afternoon prayers this lazy calm comes to an end. The house is plunged once again into energetic activity. With an ‘up, O mortal’ each, the women pull themselves upright and disappear into the rooms. It’s time for us to walk the two blocks to the mosque for our Qur’anic lessons. Beads and sticks and dolls are taken from our hands and we are coaxed into remembering where we left our scarves yesterday.


The street is still shut when we step into the molten-gold atmosphere of mid-afternoon. The houses face each other across the passages like armies on an ancient Arabian battlefield. The hot air carries the noise of inaudible rattles. We narrow our eyes against the glare. Beating their wings, the birds too are leaving the trees for the mosque. The leaves hang like limp hands from the branches. We try to think of the cool blue river and, turning around, glance towards where the river wets the horizon. But the river, too, seems helpless before the insanity of the sun, lying like an exhausted lizard at the end of the street.


We walk past the house with the blue door. It has been made clear to us that we are to walk quietly by this house, never accept an invitation to step inside, never return the smile of the woman of the house, nor glance at the old man who sometimes looks out of the upstairs window; at our peril are we to be tempted by the flowers lying under the eaves, or by the figs that the storms shake loose. But our shadows dare each other. One of them is foolish enough to climb on to the doorstep but is pulled away just before it can reach the door bell.


And what might the penalty be for disobedience? We round the corner and fear all but suffocates us, an intense streak of fear that is not easy to extirpate. Recumbent under the arch of a portico the blind woman takes her siesta. Wrinkles gouge her face and rags of every colour are wrapped around her body. Her eyes, though bereft of vision, radiate a feral inhumanity. A gnarled right hand, palm upward, lies on the cement floor, while the other rests – permanently, we believe – on the shoulder of a little girl. The girl’s thicket-like hair stirs and her eyes watch us vacantly when we enter her field of vision. Set alongside the air of limitless danger that attends the old woman, the girl appears helpless – as helpless as the sparrow’s bote that fell out of its nest last spring. All day long the girl guides the old woman through the streets, begging. We drag our inquisitive shadows towards the mosque, eyes downturned. A kite wails overhead.


The dangers of the street are counterpointed by the calm firefly-like presence of the cleric’s wife. Her smile casts a delicate spell. She sits before us and we recite for her from our Qur’anic readers. Each reader is one-thirtieth of the Qur’an. The language is alien to us – we have not been taught the alphabet – but we have learned the shapes of the words by heart. The cleric’s wife gives our old readers new shiny greeting-card bindings. We wait by her side as she stitches a tattered reader inside a camel-and-bedouin-beneath-a-crescent Eid greeting, or inside a pair-of-doves wedding invitation. Sometimes she polishes her wedding ring with ground turmeric.


On the wall behind her is a calendar which shows the whole of Ramadan in red and both the Eids in gold. Next to the calendar is the pendulum clock; it is as ornate as a woman’s brooch. We wish for six o’clock never to arrive, for it never to be time for us to leave here.


Perhaps if we pray hard enough …


The clock strikes six, the hands divide the clock’s face into two half-moons. The cleric’s wife offers us one last exultant and forgiving smile. We kiss our readers and slip them into satin envelopes. Our shoes are set in rows at the edge of the vestibule, like boats at a Bengali ghat. The streets are full of inky shadows. But before we leave there is a quarrel. A combed-out flourish of the cleric’s wife’s hair has been found on the floor and we have to settle who gets to keep it between the pages of their reader.
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Every day during the last hour before sunrise Maulana Hafeez went into the mosque to say the optional pre-dawn prayers. In the isolation and deep silence of the mosque he abased himself before God – bent his body at the waist, straightened and bowed. Afterwards, as sunrise and the time to make the call for the first obligatory prayers of the day approached, he rolled out the ranks of mats that stood leaning against the walls and, working methodically down the length of the hall, placed a straw skullcap and a rosary at the head of each mat. Not many men came to the mosque at dawn but Maulana Hafeez always spread out every mat, covering the entire floor of the hall, setting each place with meticulous care. At around eight o’clock, when the shops along the side of the mosque building were being opened and schoolboys in slate-grey uniform hurried down the narrow street, he returned home to breakfast and slept until noon.


Through the half-open door of his bedroom Maulana Hafeez could see into the kitchen across the courtyard. His wife – obscured by the drizzle, faint as a watermark – was preparing breakfast. The house was connected to the mosque by a veranda and the two buildings shared a courtyard enclosed by some of the trees mentioned in the Qur’an – pomegranates and figs and the larger, more tree-like, olives. Maulana Hafeez rose from the chair where he had dozed since his return from the mosque. It was a dull windless morning, clouds brushed low over the roof of the house. Maulana Hafeez knew that today he would have to forgo his after-breakfast sleep: there had been a death in town. Outside in the street a motor sounded – rising to a maximum and receding – accompanied by the noise of splashing water. The rains had broken at last. Maulana Hafeez draped a towel over his head and began carrying the flowerpots that edged the veranda to the centre of the courtyard. The day’s rain would revive the tired foliage. After the flowerpots Maulana Hafeez took down the ferns hanging from the eaves and placed them in a cluster around the other pots.


When he came in out of the drizzle his wife poured him a cup of tea – the second of many that Maulana Hafeez would drink during the course of the day. Maulana Hafeez dried his face and beard with the towel and took the cup.


‘You were in Raiwind during the month of that train crash, Maulana-ji,’ the woman said; she was thinking about the lost mail-bags. She was fair-skinned, frail, and her abundant hair was as white as the stole covering her head.


The cleric made an effort to remember. On his forehead there was a small bruise, the size of a teddy-paisa coin, proclaiming the zeal of his obeisance in prayer.


‘Nineteen years,’ the woman said and rose to her feet. From outside she brought into the kitchen two chairs and set them with their backs to the fire. Over the chairs she spread the clothes Maulana Hafeez was to wear to Judge Anwar’s funeral.


‘I heard a papiha singing somewhere,’ she said. ‘It must be monsoon.’


Maulana Hafeez nodded. ‘It’s been singing since dawn.’


Resin sizzled, hissing angrily on the surface of the blazing wood; the fire burned, the flames horizontal against the base of the pan in which something fragrant simmered. Maulana Hafeez looked up at his wife and said, ‘I do remember something about an infant surviving a train crash.’ He searched his wife’s face for confirmation. ‘Was that the same accident?’


‘You’re right, Maulana-ji,’ she said. ‘Strange that you should remember that. A little boy was found under the wreckage, five days later. There was a picture of him in the newspaper.’ Like everyone else in town Maulana Hafeez’s wife addressed him as ‘Maulana-ji’; she had never used the familiar ‘tu’.


‘God is merciful,’ Maulana Hafeez said quietly; other details of the disaster were coming back to him.


His wife came back to the stool and, removing the pan from the fire, got ready to bake chappatis. She tested the temperature of the baking-iron with a pinch of flour – it turned brown immediately, the smell of singed starch spreading through the small room. She pulled out the wood to moderate the heat and, with rapid clapping gestures, began to flatten a ball of dough between her palms. Blue veins were visible beneath the skin of her knuckles. Maulana Hafeez looked out at the silent mosque – it looked like a collection of glittering vases floating in the drizzle.


‘I still haven’t announced the death on the loudspeaker,’ he said.


His wife shook her head. ‘There’s no need, Maulana-ji,’ she said, carefully spreading the flat circle of dough on the baking-iron. ‘I’m sure the whole town has known about it since four o’clock.’
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Behind the mosque, in that part of town which was once a Hindu neighbourhood, most of the doors on to the streets were open. Women stood on doorsteps, arranging their pale mourning shawls over their heads, hesitating before stepping into the drizzle. A crowd, mostly men, swarmed outside Judge Anwar’s house; and everyone, even those standing still, appeared purposeful. The only women were a few beggars, and there were some children, again mostly boys. A servant girl, carrying a bucket of water and a twig-broom, came out of the house. Judge Anwar had suffered from diabetes most of his adult life. Some hours before his death – before the break-in – he had got out of bed and squatted to urinate by the bedroom door that gave on to the portico. The urine had dried on the floor – a dark line on the grey cement – and tiny brown ants were chipping off the flaky crystals of sugar. The girl began to wash the floor, drowning and sweeping away the ants with her broom. Beyond the far end of the street was the empty plain where a Hindu temple had stood at other times. After the Partition, Hindus had emigrated to India and Muslims coming in the other direction to replace them – to settle in the new homeland – had torn down many of the sacred places of their predecessors. A large section of the temple had had to be dynamited. The conical tower was reduced to rubble in seconds, the large bronze bell tolling as it fell to jubilant applause from the onlookers.


Beyond the empty lot was the river, appearing like a silver thread except where obscured by the wild summer grasses that grew between the still-remaining parts of the temple floor. The smell of water – sluggish and uncomfortable – was in the air, eddying down the street. Azhar drew breath sharply as he entered the muddy street. Avery fine drizzle was falling, its impact barely registering on the surface of the puddles; palls of dark cloud surrounded the sun. A small boy ran out of a house and headed, in front of Azhar, towards the judge’s house. From inside the boy’s home a woman’s coarse voice shouted reproaches and threatened punishments; but the boy was out of earshot.


Azhar arrived at Judge Anwar’s house. The talk became muffled and the crowd made way for him to reach the front door. Someone who was smoking a cigarette, and who exhaled smoke from his lungs fast as Azhar approached, reached out his hand and said, ‘They left without managing to take anything.’ Azhar nodded without shifting his gaze, nor did he alter his precise pace.


The house was full of people, and here, too, everyone seemed in the middle of performing some important task. Two men had been to the mosque and borrowed the low wooden platform on which corpses were washed. All the rooms opening on to the courtyard were being prepared to receive mourners. Most of the furniture had been removed from these rooms – only the heavy beds remained, standing on their sides against the walls – and the familiar rooms appeared, Azhar noted, at once spacious and alien. White sheets covered the floors. Photographs and portraits had either been removed to other rooms or turned face to the walls. However, the framed reminders of the dead man’s career had been left untouched: still crowding the shelves and mantelpieces were addresses, tributes and sapas-namas, each with the text printed elegantly between garlanded borders on shiny paper. Someone on his way out of a room stopped on seeing Azhar and said, ‘The shotgun was a Lee-Enfield.’


Azhar stood outside the room and softly cleared his throat before entering. The lowing of the heavy door caused many women inside to look up. They sat on sheets spread over the floor; it was possible to tell from the faces distorted by interrupted sleep which of them had been in the house since dawn. They covered their heads as Azhar entered.


The body was laid out on a cot in the centre of the room. A length of white cloth covered it; part of one heel had remained exposed and its tough cracked skin seemed to impart a pink hue to the edges of the sheet. Flanked on either side by her two eldest daughters Asgri Anwar sat cross-legged at the head of the cot. Azhar uncovered Judge Anwar’s face. The fabric resisted separation at the wound – the shot had obliterated the throat.


Dr Sharif entered the room. He had been sent for because one of the daughters had fainted earlier in the morning. As he advanced, the physician had to bend down several times and ask to be allowed through. The women shifted grudgingly. Because he insisted once a year on immunising children against cholera and typhoid the physician was barred from many homes. Many mothers did not want the limbs of their children ‘turned into sieves’. Undeterred, Dr Sharif would drag inside any child that passed by the surgery and, pinning the kicking and screaming girl or boy to the floor with his knee, inject the dose.


‘I sleep in the next room,’ Asgri was telling Azhar. ‘I heard nothing but the shot.’


Azhar looked about him uncomfortably. There was no air in the room. ‘We’ll get them, apa,’ he said quietly. ‘Whoever they were.’


Asgri lowered her head and made a dismissive wave with her hand. Suddenly one of the girls let out a scream and began hitting her head against the leg of the cot. At the same time she beat her breast with both hands. Her mother and sister and some of the other women tried to restrain her; the corpse shook gently on the cot. Judge Anwar was a large man, who had had the bearing of a Sikh. But the fierce constitution of his younger days had suffered in recent years from diabetes. The condition became more besetting when, on learning that the imported insulin he injected into his veins daily was extracted from the pancreas of pigs, he stopped the injections, turning instead to a local remedy – drinking boiled loquat leaves.


Dr Sharif approached. ‘I’ve given her something,’ he said to Asgri. ‘She’ll sleep for a few hours.’ Then he turned to speak to Azhar but his words were completely drowned out: two men had come in to collect the body for washing and the women had begun their wailing. The youngest daughter – a girl as beautiful as a seventh consecutive daughter had to be – slept peacefully in the arms of an elderly neighbour. One of the men carefully lifted the sheet off the corpse’s face to allow Asgri to see her husband for the last time. During the washing rituals the body was said to sever all ties made on earth; afterwards, therefore, a woman could not look at the man who had married her, it being a sin to lay eyes on a stranger.


‘Has Maulana Hafeez arrived yet?’ Asgri asked.


The man shook his head.


‘I want Maulana Hafeez to supervise everything,’ Asgri said curtly. ‘Everything is to be done according to the Sunnat.’ She nodded towards the man’s hands.


The man’s fingers let drop the corner of the sheet. ‘Everything will be done according to the strictures of the Sunnat.’


‘I hear you’ve added neem leaves to the water,’ Asgri said; and turning to the woman sitting beside her she said, ‘Is that allowed?’


Dr Sharif half-knelt towards the window and said above the din, ‘Neem leaves serve as disinfectant. It’s advisable to add a few to the water. It’s common practice.’


Asgri gripped the edge of the cot firmly. ‘Call Maulana Hafeez.’ And, as though responding to the call, the loudspeaker mounted on the mosque’s minaret came on with a hoarse growl and Maulana Hafeez proceeded to announce the death and the time set for the funeral prayers.


People in the street listened intently to the announcement. Each relayed word carried a tiny echo which in turn was accompanied by another echo, fainter still. The whole effect was that of a reflection on gently disturbed water. A sewer-worker, a Christian, went along the street, dragging behind him the long flexible bamboo pole used for unblocking the underground sewage channels. As he turned the corner the trailing end of the pole – more than fifteen yards separated the two ends – shot across the width of the street. The police inspector, a short man with a round stomach and a balding head, managed to step out of the way just in time to avoid a blow on the ankles. ‘Christian bastard,’ he murmured, shaking his head. Azhar was coming out on to the courtyard when the inspector entered the house.


‘The chief inspector, the superintendent of police and the chief superintendent have been informed,’ the inspector told Azhar. Azhar nodded. Elsewhere, as deputy commissioner, Azhar’s rank would have been too high for him to involve himself in such matters. As it was, he lived in the town – two streets away from Judge Anwar’s house – and the dead man had also been a friend.


Together the two men walked through the labyrinthine house room by room – each one high-ceilinged and excessively decorated – and tried to work out a possible sequence of events following the break-in, Azhar listening patiently to the theories that the inspector had had time to formulate since dawn. They asked the servants to open up the locked rooms. They peered under the beds and behind the cupboards and armoires. They unbolted several windows, all of them set in deep recesses and many of them never opened by the family, and looked out – without consequence – on to the back lane. They stood on the elaborate balconies that kept the edges of the street in shade at midday, and considered the drop on to the street below. ‘One of them probably climbed on to the roof’ – the police inspector pointed at the displaced cover of the water-tank at the top of the staircase – ‘and came down to let the others in.’


‘The servants will have to be questioned,’ Azhar said.


Outside in the street Gul-kalam, the nightwatchman, was talking excitedly to a group assembled around him. He moved his shoulders and hands boisterously. On seeing Azhar and the police inspector appear at the front door he became suddenly grim and, abandoning his audience, crossed the street hurriedly.


‘I was two streets away when I heard the shot,’ he said in his clipped north-western accent. ‘I couldn’t have done anything.’ He had pale blue eyes which he kept rimmed with antimony; his great bushy moustache curved into his mouth, obscuring the upper lip.


‘You’ve already made your statement, Gul-kalam.’ Azhar placed his hand on the man’s shoulder.


But Gul-kalam shook his head miserably. ‘I’m worthless. I couldn’t save him.’


‘Later, Gul-kalam,’ the police inspector said impatiently. ‘First, get these people to clear the street.’ And turning to Azhar he said, ‘We had better erect a shamiana out here. Soon there won’t be enough room inside.’


Gul-kalam had walked away from them. The brass whistle, which he would blow at the ends of each street on his rounds, dangled from his neck. On his feet he wore brown leather sandals whose thick soles held his feet inches above the mud. They watched him in silence for a few moments.


‘So,’ the inspector turned to Azhar and said, through a half-smile, ‘what’s this I hear about you, deputy-sahib?’


Azhar looked at him in incomprehension. A man carrying on his head an enormous basket as wide and flat as a stork’s nest, heaped with flowers, sidled past him and went into the house. ‘What?’ said Azhar, at the same time expelling the heavy fragrance of marigolds from his lungs.


The inspector smiled more openly. ‘The men who went to your house this morning to tell you about the death say there was a woman there with you.’
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Through the small window of his room the old man saw Kalsum and Suraya open and enter the cemetery gate. He stopped kneading his limp biceps and went to that corner of the room where, in the angle between two walls, there was a heap of soil covered with a tough canvas sheet. With slow shovelfuls he filled a large basket and, heaving it up to his left shoulder, followed the two women down the narrow path of cracked slabs.


Kalsum squatted by her son’s grave; in lowering herself she drew the tails of her loose tunic between the back of her thighs and her calves, to prevent the hemline from getting muddied. One by one she picked up the rotting leaves that had accumulated around the grave since her last visit. Suraya walked around and began to clear the other side of the mound. The drizzle had ceased, and on the trunks and boughs of the large trees growing amongst the graves, mottled patterns left by last year’s honey-fungus showed vivid, lit by the raking afternoon light. A few of the graves had planted at their heads the colours – small square or triangular flags – of the fakirs and sufis that the dead person had followed in life. The wet rags hung stiffly, clinging to the poles, the surface-tension of water holding the folds firmly in place.


‘You should have waited for a dry day,’ the old man said to Kalsum. With a heavy sigh he brought down the basket of soil and remained bent at the waist – hands gripping the rim of the basket – for a few moments, trying to catch his breath.


Kalsum did not look up; she simply said, ‘I come on the last Wednesday of every month, baba. Have you forgotten?’ Suraya had cleared her side of the grave and was standing up, cleaning her fingers with a handkerchief. The keeper’s milky eyes examined her. She wore a large coat tightly fastened at the waist. The rigid fabric and exaggerated collar and cuffs gave it the appearance of a garment intended for a marionette, a doll.


‘This is my sister, baba,’ Kalsum said, ‘Burkat’s wife. Do you remember Burkat, baba?’


‘Burkat,’ the old man mumbled to himself, very quietly, as though turning in his mouth a piece of food never before tasted, waiting for it to release a flavour that the tongue might recognise. ‘Little Kazo Nur’s brother?’


Suraya nodded.


‘Well, well,’ he brightened. ‘We are practically family then.’ He laughed quietly to himself, pleased. The dark flesh on his cheeks had slackened with age and sunk into deep hollows on either side of the nose. ‘But didn’t he go to live in England?’


‘Canada,’ Kalsum said. ‘They went to England first, but then they moved to Canada.’


‘Canada,’ he said lifting his head towards Suraya. ‘Is that far from England?’ And, narrowing his eyes to think, he added, ‘Here to Karachi?’


‘Much farther.’


Kalsum was spreading the soil evenly over the grave. The soil caught beneath her fingernails appeared green. Suraya too sat down once more and began to take handfuls from the basket. The old man pulled up a grass stem and, snapping it in two, began to pick his teeth. ‘When did you come back?’ he asked. ‘From Canada.’


‘Ten days.’ Suraya packed the spongy soil tightly, pressing down with the palms of both her hands. The old man nodded and spat loudly over his shoulder. Sensing that he was about to speak again Kalsum chided gently, ‘Baba, have you eaten crows? You are talking too much.’


At the other end of the graveyard a group of women emerged from the small enclosure, sheltered by a corrugated-iron roof, where funeral prayers were said. The iron rails of the enclosure were wrapped in trumpet bindweed. The keeper followed the sisters’ glances and said, ‘They are servants from Judge Anwar’s house. The widow sent them to clean the floor of the jinaza-gah. I told them it is clean, it is swept every other day, but they wouldn’t listen.’


A whole layer of soil was added to the mound and doused with the watering-can that the keeper fetched – spilling and splashing to his right and left – from the tap outside his room. Kalsum stood up. ‘He would have been twenty-one this December.’ She looked around and took in all the other graves.


The old man nodded slowly and looking at Suraya said, ‘He was born three months before my boy.’


‘He was a good son,’ Kalsum said; she rubbed the palms of her hands hard against each other and the damp soil came off in thin, slender sickles and the skin beneath showed white.


‘Mine would ruin me,’ the keeper turned towards Kalsum and said. ‘He’s been nothing but trouble since he grew up. When he was a boy, people sent him on errands and gave him money afterwards. I would protest. Send him to do work, by all means, I said, it’s good for a child to be obedient. But don’t give him any money. A child shouldn’t have money, he’ll develop bad habits.’


Kalsum agreed and touched the old man’s forearm. ‘May God guide them, baba.’


‘Now the shopkeepers are his friends. He gets them to write fake receipts and keeps the difference,’ the keeper went on. ‘He thinks I don’t know, but I know.’


‘He sent his mother to her grave,’ Kalsum turned to her sister and said quietly; and to the keeper: ‘Where is he now?’


‘I’ve sent him to the fertiliser factory to buy a sack of lime. There wasn’t going to be enough for the judge’s grave.’ As he spoke, the old man’s adam’s apple bobbed up and down. He placed the empty watering-can inside the basket and picked up the basket. ‘Still,’ he smiled, ‘I could be rich soon. Perhaps I’ll get a letter saying that nineteen years ago I had won a lottery.’


Suraya and Kalsum were walking down the path. Kalsum turned around. ‘What are you talking about, baba?’


The keeper approached; he looked at her incredulously. ‘You haven’t heard about the letters?’


Kalsum shook her head. ‘What letters?’ Suraya had walked down to the tip of the path and, folding back the sleeves of her coat, was washing her hands at the tap.


‘They’ve just found three sacks of letters that went missing after a train crash nineteen years ago,’ the old man explained. ‘The ones belonging to the two neighbouring towns have been delivered. It’s our turn soon.’
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Maulana Hafeez did not go home directly after the burial. First, aware that there would be a shortage of rosaries for the mourners, he instructed some of the younger men at the cemetery to carry the sacks of date pits, collected and stored for just such occasions, from the mosque to the judge’s house. Then he walked to the lower part of the town. He went down the narrow, twisting alleyways, saying his rosary – the beads rising slowly towards his fingers and dropping one by one over the other side. It was the hottest hour of the day; the houses were shut and, apart from some schoolboys playing truant, the streets were deserted. Maulana Hafeez knocked on the door of a small adobe house. He informed the woman who came to the door, her clothes in disarray and her hair dishevelled – she had been taking her siesta – that her mother’s grave was showing signs of neglect, it needed a new layer of soil. She stood listening with bowed head, trying to stifle her yawns. She asked the cleric into the house but he refused the invitation courteously.


When he arrived back at the mosque he was covered in sweat. The door to his wife’s room was closed and on the veranda all the blinds had been lowered, enclosing the small space, and the rooms it gave on to, in a cool, tranquil stillness. Waiting for him in his bedroom was the man who made his living by selling spectacles and eye medicine at street corners. He was drinking bright-red cordial from an aluminium tumbler; and as Maulana Hafeez entered, he quickly put out the cigarette he had been drawing on so pleasurably. He put the cigarette in his pocket and stood up to greet the cleric.


‘There was no need to hurry,’ said Maulana Hafeez. ‘You should have waited for the sun to go down a little.’


The vendor responded by making a humble noise at the back of his throat. Maulana Hafeez wiped the oily sweat from his face and the sides of his neck. The vendor set about opening his large leather case; its felt-lined inside was divided into several compartments, all taken up by tidy rows of spectacles. The frames were identical – imitation tortoiseshell – and the glass of the lenses they carried had a greenish tinge. The inside of the lid too was adapted to hold ranks of eye drops, each small vial secured by its neck to a clamp-like, near-complete circle. And there were many compact boxes containing monocles. Maulana Hafeez brought a chair over and sat down facing the man, who immediately began asking him his questions.


Maulana Hafeez answered each question thoughtfully and precisely.


‘Myopia,’ the optician announced when he had finished the questioning. ‘It’s also called near-sightedness because things near the eye are less out of focus than those far away.’ Maulana Hafeez was nodding uncertainly. ‘It’s natural, Maulana-ji,’ the optician continued. He explained how, due to stiffening with age of certain muscles in the eye, almost everyone lost some ability to see distant objects; and how people who were far-sighted when young had near-perfect vision in their old age because the myopia of their later years counterbalanced, and therefore corrected, the earlier defect.


‘God’s wisdom is limitless,’ responded the cleric. The optician leaned forward in his chair towards Maulana Hafeez and began handing him pairs of glasses.


The blurred edges contracted all of a sudden and objects came sharply into focus – even those that he had thought of as simply too far away to be seen. Maulana Hafeez was taken aback – that others observed things with such clarity, that all the time he too had been meant to see the world as clearly as this.


‘This one is just right,’ Maulana Hafeez said, looking around and pointing up at the pair resting on his nose. He took them off and carefully folded down the arms. The vendor walked around the case, some of whose neat rows were now in disarray, and began to examine Maulana Hafeez’s eyes. Using a forefinger and thumb he exposed almost half of each eyeball and, holding his face inches away from Maulana Hafeez, shone a torch into each eye.


Maulana Hafeez had never seen another face so close to his own. He struggled to look away. ‘You didn’t have to come straightaway, you could have waited until it was cooler.’


‘There’s no problem, Maulana-ji,’ said the vendor. ‘You must provide us sinners with more chances to be of service to you.’


Maulana Hafeez did not hear him; he was not listening. ‘A terrible calamity,’ he said. ‘A tragedy. May he find a place in God’s paradise. God is the glorious truth.’


At last, the man stepped back. Maulana Hafeez straightened in his chair.


‘A terrible business,’ the vendor agreed. He had picked up the small wallet-like case in which the glasses would be stored when not in use. He was preoccupied with dusting it clean, paying especial attention to the area around the clasp. ‘This morning when I heard the announcement from …’ He broke off, looking disconcerted.


But Maulana Hafeez encouraged him to continue with a nod.


‘… from the other mosque, I went straight to the house to see if there was anything I could do, see if I could help with the arrangements.’ He placed the chosen spectacles in the wallet, added a square of yellow felt, and snapped shut the clasp.


Maulana Hafeez looked down into his lap. ‘It is true. I didn’t make the announcement till noon. I didn’t think there would be any need.’


The vendor accepted Maulana Hafeez’s money – after a flurry of refusals – and was ready to leave. But he lingered over the fastening of his case, and once the case was packed, seemed reluctant to pick it up. ‘Maulana-ji,’ he said finally, placing a hand on the cleric’s forearm. ‘There is a reason why I answered your message so quickly. I have to tell you.’


With a faint nod Maulana Hafeez motioned him to retake the seat he had just vacated.


‘Maulana-ji,’ the man began very quietly, ‘when this morning we went to the deputy commissioner’s house to give him a message from the police inspector, we saw a girl in his house.’


Maulana Hafeez remained silent for a few moments. He prepared his answer. ‘Are you sure? Because those who spread slander will be punished here on earth and in the Hereafter. Your own tongue will be called upon to testify against you, about the evil uses to which it was put.’


‘Maulana-ji, I saw her myself. We went inside and there she was, combing her hair, with a bottle of linseed oil by her side.’ With both forefingers he pointed to his eyes and added: ‘With these eyes, Maulana-ji.’


Maulana Hafeez lifted his beard. Again it was some time before he spoke. ‘I’ll look into it and see what can be done. Azhar is a very good man, there is bound to be an explanation. She was probably a servant.’ He rose from the chair, indicating that the exchange was over.


‘But in the meantime,’ he added, as they reached the front door, ‘I must ask you to be discreet. Do not mention this to anyone else.’


Back in his bedroom Maulana Hafeez placed the rosary next to the clock on the shelf and picked up the newspaper lying folded on the bed. Rain had pockmarked the paper and when it crackled it made a sound more crisp than usual. Maulana Hafeez read the newspaper methodically, beginning as always at the top of the front page and working his way down. Occasionally he had to turn to one of the inner pages to continue a front-page story; and this he did by carefully folding and refolding, and counting the columns with a forefinger until he reached the appropriate number. Some of the columns had a few blank spaces where stories of appropriate length had not been found to replace the censored items. Maulana Hafeez glanced at the advertisements and – it was Wednesday – read the children’s supplement. There was a photograph of a Japanese robot. Encased in gleaming chromium plates fastened together with rivets, the automaton had the appearance of a human male and could, the caption ran, function like a man.


Maulana Hafeez read until four attuned chimes from the clock in his wife’s room told him that soon it would be time for Asar – the third prayers of the day. The heat was beginning to subside. He washed himself with water from the clay pitcher in the bathroom and went into his wife’s room. The blinds were still closed and the light in the room was subdued. The woman was saying her rosary.


Maulana Hafeez walked over to the shelf and unscrewed the cap of the attar bottle. The smell of roses quickly spread to his wife’s side of the room. ‘Tell Mansoor to wait for me when he comes back for the newspaper,’ Maulana Hafeez said over his shoulder.


She lowered her beads into her lap. ‘He wanted to see you when he brought it over, Maulana-ji. He waited, said he had something to tell you.’ And in response to the puzzled look on her husband’s face she added: ‘It seems there was a woman in the deputy commissioner’s house last night.’


There was a silence from Maulana Hafeez. Then, ‘Who says so?’


The woman shook her head and shrugged.


Maulana Hafeez transferred the small circle of attar from the tip of his forefinger to his shirt. The cold water he had used for ablutions had comforted the skin on his arms, feet and face but his eyes had remained like two live coals embedded in his skull. ‘I’ve known about it since last week. I saw a woman going into the house at night and I knew a woman had no business going there, especially at night-time. Now I suppose I’ll have to talk to him.’ He set the attar bottle on the shelf and turned around. ‘But in any case I would like a word with Mansoor himself about the television he has brought into his house.’


‘Mansoor?’ the woman said. ‘He is not rich enough to afford a television, Maulana-ji.’


‘Precisely,’ Maulana Hafeez said, turning his head at an angle. ‘Doesn’t he realise that he is offending God if he has got himself into debt for something like this?’


‘How do you know he has one, Maulana-ji?’


‘There’s an antenna on the roof of his house,’ Maulana Hafeez said coolly. ‘I’ve just seen it from my window.’ And with that he reached into his pocket to show his wife his recent purchase.
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