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For my husband, 


Omar, 


and for 


Ayesha, 


forever the heart of our family










You were my birth, daughter


And your birth, your daughter will be


Sara Shagufta, 


“To Daughter, Sheely”










Prologue


Lahore, February 1943


It was said, or so he had been told: Fatima, beloved daughter of the Prophet, had not felt the heat of the fire as she stirred a pot of simmering halva with her hand. She didn’t feel the burning sugar climbing her arm, darkening to the color of her skin, such was her grief. He didn’t know the rest of the story. No one had remembered to tell him what sorrow had made Fatima more powerful than the fire, but he thought of her when his mother held up her hand to stop the men who came for him.


She pushed him through the doorway behind her and called up to his sister, who knew exactly what to do. Rozina pulled him up the steep staircase to the roof; then she let go of his hand to jump across the narrow gap between their roof and their neighbor’s. The terraces stretched behind her into the distance. She turned to him: Jump, jump, she said. How many times had he watched his sister and her friends hop from roof to roof, till they disappeared? He wasn’t sure he could do it, he was only five years old. Rozina made it look so easy but he struggled to keep up with her—she was stronger, faster, always faster than him. Don’t look down, just step across, she said. She held out her hand. Down below he heard his mother screeching. A crowd of women had gathered around her. Others leaned over their balconies, they yelled at the men to leave her alone, they called out to God because God sees everything and there had to come a time, his mother always said, that God would give you what you needed, if you just kept asking. Voices rose around him, others fell away: God hears you, sister. God hears you.


His mother looked up; she was searching for him. The strangers looked up too. He heard them push open the door below. Jump, jump! Rozina said. Go on, Baba, go on, a voice called from a terrace somewhere. The terraces, the balconies, were dotted with people now. The women had abandoned their washing, the boys their kites, the girls climbed onto their charpoys for a better view. Some stared, but mostly they shouted, their hands beckoning to him: Jump, jump, they’re coming. Their voices were sharp in the cold air. Rozina held out her hand: Faraz! Now, now! And he thought of the amulets that decorated the whole of the Mohalla, its walls and shops and doorways, delicate, silver hands; Fatima’s hand. A hand that feared nothing. Not even fire. Take it, Rozina said. And so he did. The boys whistled and the women praised God, their fingers pointing to the sky, as Rozina dragged him from roof to roof, and the men who had come for him could do nothing but watch because the whole of the Mohalla had come out to protect him, and nothing was bigger than the Mohalla.


Six months later, they came back, the same men. And this time his mother invited them in and gave them tea, and then told him to sit with them. The men didn’t say much, but when they got up to leave, she told him he had to go with them, that he would be back soon. It didn’t seem possible that his amma would lie to him, that she would not want him back, so he let one of the men carry him downstairs to the tonga waiting around the corner. This time, no one came out to watch. An old woman stared at them from a balcony but she said nothing. He smelled smoke and iron in the air, and the musky scent of the man who held him. He waited for his mother and his sister, who had followed them downstairs, to wave good-bye, but they didn’t. His mother went back inside the kotha and called for Rozina to follow her. She didn’t watch as he disappeared around the corner. He knew then they would not bring him back, just as he knew his amma’s sorrow had not made her powerful.


It had not, he realized, made her remarkable in any way at all.










Part One


Here is what I said to him


You are God’s own heavenly light


You are Wisdom itself and Cognition


They follow you, this entire nation


In your being lives


This country’s salvation


You are the rising sun of our new morn


Behind you lurks only the night


The few who venture to speak out


Are troublemakers, one and all!


Pull their tongues right out


Strangle them by their throats


Habib Jalib, “The Advisor”










One


Lahore, 8th November 1968


Faraz stared into the fog, sensing the movement of men, their animals. As the mist shifted and stretched, he glimpsed only fragments: the horns of a bull, the eyes of shawled men on a street corner, the blue flicker of gas cookers. But he heard everything. The whine of the wooden carts, the strike of a match, the snuffling of beasts.


He wasn’t sure where he and his men were. They had been led by the officers from Anarkali Police Station through winding streets and now they were somewhere near Mochi Gate, one of the twelve doorways to the walled city, but that was all he knew. The sound of the riot was distant, like the static of radio. The street vendors who’d lingered longer than they should have were nervous now; they dropped their wares as they packed up their things, clipped their animals and their apprentices about the ears, berating them for being too slow. He sensed the nerves of his officers, too, as they lined up next to him. He was jittery himself. This wasn’t their beat; he and his men were just reinforcements driven in from Ichra, a place known only for its bazaar crammed with cheap goods, far from the elegance of Mall Road, from Lahore’s gardens and the walled city’s alleys.


“Closer,” he said to the men on either side of him, and so they pressed in, their shoulders touching his. They could not afford to get separated or lost. He felt the men lined up behind him pushing. They were panting; the air, the city, was panting. Or perhaps it was him, perhaps he was panting. He couldn’t see much so he tried to still himself to hear better. The troublemakers couldn’t be far; they had gathered just outside Mochi Gate to wait for Bhutto, who was just as impatient for battle with President Ayub as they were, who was, they said, bringing a revolution with him. They didn’t know police orders were to stop Bhutto from getting to Lahore, but it didn’t matter. Bhutto or no Bhutto, everyone knew there would be trouble. The gardens could only be a few hundred yards away but just now he couldn’t hear them, couldn’t hear anything anymore. Closer, he thought, and his men pressed in again, though he had not spoken out loud. He was still listening when a minute later, or perhaps just seconds later, a dog trotted out of the fog. It looked around, tongue hanging out in the cool air. It took a few steps one way, then the other, skittish, sensing danger. Thick black letters had been painted on the dog’s brown fur: ayub, they spelled. The officer next to Faraz gasped, incredulous at this smear on the president’s good name. A rifle somewhere in the line was cocked, an officer poised to shoot, to obliterate this insult, but before that could happen, the air cleared and there they finally were: the rioters.


He squinted. They were boys—just boys. They waved their arms, they chanted; he saw their mouths, their white teeth in the dim light. They took a step toward the lines of armed police but then stopped, uncertain. Faraz waited, willed the boys to disappear back into the fog. But a moment later the ground shook. The boys barreled toward him, his men. And because he was surprised, he was late with the order to charge, and later he would wonder if he actually said it at all. Someone said it, or he did, or no one did, but their bodies knew what to do, or did what they had to, and they charged; a roar, and he was inside it.


When he brought down the lathi the first time, he hit air, then the ground. The second time he heard a crack. Maybe a shoulder, a skull; bone. The clink of a tear gas can as it rolled on the ground. A hiss. The smoke caught in his throat, his nostrils, his eyes stung with it. He brought down his lathi again and again. His eyes were closed but streaming, the only sound his breath. When he paused, he realized he was exhausted, as if he had been doing this forever. The line of officers was gone. His men were scattered, some tearing after the boys, others scrambling from them. Plumes of white smoke hung in the air. The street emptied, the noise of the riot became a hum somewhere else—everything slowed—and the thought flickered, like an unexpected memory: What is this for again?


That was when they slammed into him. He fell forward, bodies on top of his. But these boys were light. Their thin arms circled his waist, his chest; they clambered on him like children in play. He shook them off and they landed on their backs. There were two of them. One scrambled to his feet and ran. The other boy lay there, breath gone. His eyes were closed—he was playing dead—but Faraz pulled him up and the boy opened his eyes. Faraz didn’t think about how fragile the bones in a face are, how he might feel them with the pads of his fingertips if he pressed hard. He thought instead about how he didn’t want to be here, that he must get back to Ichra, to the safety of its empty streets. He yanked the boy closer and brought his fist down on the boy’s face, again and again. There was relief in the way the boy’s face opened up to him, its contours, its ridges caving in so easily, as if he wanted nothing more than this, as if he were being freed. The boy gasped, heaved, before slumping from Faraz’s arms to the ground.


Then, the sound of a cry. Behind him, a girl in a doorway was squatting on the floor, a baby in her arms. She shushed the baby, squeezed him to her chest. Faraz took a step toward her, to tell her to get inside, get back where it was safe, but he couldn’t speak. He was all breath. She didn’t move. He lifted up the boy and dragged him to the doorway. He sat on the steps and held him. He gestured to the girl to go. She disappeared for a moment but then came back down the stairs with a cloth and handed it to him. He held the rag to the boy’s broken face and then leaned down over him, his ear to the boy’s mouth, listening for a sound.










Two


It was after midnight when Faraz returned to the station with his men, the van loaded with a handful of rioters whom his men continued to beat in the holding cell. They didn’t need to, because the boys were afraid and compliant, but as Inspector Karim, his old station house officer, used to say: Best to let them get it out of their systems, and, besides, with all the desk work the sisterfuckers need the exercise. At three a.m., when he felt the boys could take no more, he told his men that was enough and most of them left the station, their bodies still thrumming, to find something to bring them down—a smoke, a fuck, anything. But he didn’t leave. He walked the courtyard listening to the boys in the cell whimper and call for their mothers. Shh, he thought as he paced, shh. He looked down at his hands; it hurt to make a fist.


He lay down on the sagging charpoy in his office, a portrait of President Ayub Khan in his field marshal’s dress uniform above him, the line of gleaming medals across his chest almost as dazzling as his smile. Was the president smiling now? Had they done a good enough job of shutting these boys up with their whining about freedom and elections and the price of flour? He thought of unmoving clouds of tear gas, smashed faces, his thuggery—he turned to his side.


He’d just fallen asleep when the phone woke him. He should have ignored it, but that was impossible; as always, its ring induced panic; he might be needed; it could be Mussarat, something might be wrong with the baby, or perhaps someone was looking for him—not for an inspector, but for him. Though it was never any of those things.


Still groggy, it took him a moment to recognize Wajid’s voice, which was gravelly, as if he, too, had just woken up. “Are you all right?” Wajid asked. Faraz, disoriented, nodded instead of speaking. “Faraz?” Wajid said again.


“Yes, I’m fine. Are you?” It had been at least six months since they had spoken. Wajid had called to say he’d heard that Faraz was now living in Lahore, that he would come to see the baby. Faraz had not expected to hear from him again and he hadn’t until now, but truthfully he had been disappointed; the baby was Wajid’s first grandchild, and he had hoped it might mean something to him even though really he knew better.


“I was worried you might have been caught up in this mess on the streets last night.”


Faraz paused; Wajid had never expressed worry about anything before, least of all about him. “We got back a while ago. Things seem under control out there now,” he said. He wished for a moment he’d been hurt, that he might perform the kind of stoicism that would impress Wajid, but instead, to his surprise, he said: “I hurt some boy. I don’t know who.” Wajid was silent and then he cleared his throat, and Faraz knew he’d said too much, made the old man uncomfortable; he was pleased. “I left to get him help. He was gone by the time I came back.”


“Most likely dusted himself off and went home, lesson learned.”


“I don’t know. He was in bad shape.”


“Well. Needs must. I’m sure you were just doing your duty. That’s all anyone can ask of you,” Wajid said. Faraz was shamed, knowing that this was exactly what he wanted to hear, that he wanted absolution of some kind, that too from Wajid. “I mean, really, these boys are asking for it when you think about it.” Faraz felt a loathing then for both Wajid and himself. Yesterday in Rawalpindi, police had killed a young man at a student rally. The students had gathered to hear Bhutto speak, and police orders had been to make sure that Bhutto with his roti, kapra, aur makaan nonsense should not speak. No one was supposed to get killed, but when the boy was shot, Faraz’s bosses had said the same thing: He asked for it. Faraz stretched his fingers wide; had the boy he’d beaten last night asked for it? Yes, he had. Wajid had said so, and so would everyone else.


“The thing is,” Wajid said, “I’m actually calling because I need help with something. I hate to ask when I know Bhutto Saab is intent on dragging you all into his circus act.”


“That’s fine,” Faraz said. He wanted to sound poised because his father had never asked him for anything before.


“The superintendent from City Division is going to call you shortly. He’ll tell you you’ve been posted to Tibbi Station in the walled city.”


“The walled city?”


The old man was silent again. “Yes, I’m afraid so. Shahi Mohalla.” A pause.


“I don’t understand,” Faraz said.


“Something’s happened. And I need some help, I need someone I can trust.”


Faraz leaned back. Wajid was trusting him with something. 


“You’re the last person I would send there, but I . . . I think you’re the only person I can rely on . . . in this situation.” Faraz could hardly imagine the kind of crisis in which Wajid would trust him above any of his many other lackeys and connections. “I know you’re smart enough not to go wandering into . . . matters from the past. I mean, your people are all gone from there, I think. But we don’t want your connection to the Mohalla announced. It’ll be all over town if anyone gets hold of it.” He waited. “That wouldn’t be good for anyone, would it?”


A breeze, and the stack of papers on Faraz’s desk fluttered, awakened. “What is it you need?”


Wajid sighed, as if exasperated by all he had to do. “There was an accident in the Mohalla tonight. All a bit of a mess. And there were some people present, witnesses, who really can’t get embroiled in something like this. You understand what I mean?”


“What happened? What kind of accident?”


“I don’t know. Some kind of drunken brawl, that’s all I know.” Wajid sounded irritated.


“Who are these people? These friends of yours?”


“That’s irrelevant,” Wajid said. Irrelevant meant that they were important, and not only to Wajid. “They have nothing to do with this. They were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Terribly unlucky. When you get there, you should find the officers at Tibbi amenable to your instructions. But I need to be sure that they’ll clean this up properly. No records, no paperwork. Official channels are not open on this.”


“So the local officers know, but no one upstairs?”


“I believe not. And I’d like to make sure it’s kept under wraps, so I need someone in charge whom I trust.” Trust. There it was again. “You’ve seen the mess on the streets. We don’t want to add to the drama by giving the newspapers a story that might inflame people.”


Faraz thought of the boys on the street; what kind of accident and whose involvement would inflame them further?


“It’s a plum job too, Tibbi, lots of opportunities there,” Wajid said, sweetening the request, blurring the lines of who was really doing a favor for whom. “Faraz?” Wajid sounded subdued, almost anxious—the very idea of that impossible—as he waited for a response. “I wouldn’t ever send you there if I had a choice . . . and I wouldn’t ask, but . . .” A silence that said, But given everything I’ve done for you, it’s the least you could do. “Well? Can you take care of it?” But it wasn’t really a request.


A cleanup wasn’t difficult; Faraz had followed orders like this before, given them when he had to. He looked up, his eyes coming to rest where the corner of the wall met the ceiling, holding it up, pinning it into place.










Three


The superintendent of police, City Division, didn’t sound tired when he called an hour later. He would have been awakened if they’d lost an officer, but no one would have bothered him about the injured protesters. “Good news,” the SP said, sounding less than pleased, before announcing that Faraz was being posted to Tibbi Station, in the walled city, as the new station house officer, effective immediately. “They’re sending a man for you. Be ready,” he said.


It was an act of insubordination to ask why, and pointless, given that Faraz knew, but he asked anyway. The SP masked what sounded like uncertainty with irritation. Are you complaining? What had Wajid said? Official channels are not open on this. The chief secretary had called the SP with the order in the middle of the night, with little explanation. Who knew what he’d had to do to reassign the existing SHO. But no one was about to question the most senior bureaucrat in the province; Wajid could do as he pleased. Never mind that the assignment could only make Faraz look suspect, given that jobs at Tibbi Station were known to go to those who paid hefty fees or boasted powerful connections. “It’s quite a piece of luck, this falling right into your lap like this,” the SP said. His voice carried a current of resentment at Faraz’s good fortune, which he had not been the one to bestow; how had such a nobody managed to lobby the chief secretary for this job? Who was he?


“Sir,” Faraz said.


A boy pounded against the cell door. “I’m dying,” he cried.


Faraz wanted to say, I’m not ready, I can’t, the things he didn’t dare say to Wajid. Perhaps he could say, What about my men here? But the SP wouldn’t care, and he himself wasn’t supposed to, and he knew his men didn’t. So he thanked the SP for this unexpected opportunity and promised not to let him down.


He stepped out of the station into the white of the morning sky. He’d only been in Ichra six months, policing traveling peddlers and vagrants. But he’d found the post—which was dull and quiet—soothing. He checked his watch; it was too early to call Mussarat to tell her the news. Although she often pleaded ignorance of such things, she might have an inkling of what it meant; she would know that Tibbi Station’s officers were responsible for policing Shahi Mohalla, the city’s red-light district, and she would swallow her distaste at the thought. What she might not know was that the kind of wealth generated from taking bribes from the pimps and whores in Shahi Mohalla could set up an officer for life. She wouldn’t know that Tibbi Station divided officers—those desperate for a job there from those who recoiled at the thought because they valued their reputations, their honor. And what kind of honor was there in squeezing old whores and their punters for every paisa you could get? What kind of officer was he? Faraz wouldn’t have chosen Tibbi, but not because his honor mattered. He knew he had none.


The reason to refuse a position in Tibbi was—how had Wajid put it?—because of matters from the past. Wajid’s turn of phrase—so elegant, so evasive. That was, of course, why Faraz had never vied for a chance to go back to Shahi Mohalla: because of these matters, and because Wajid had spent a lifetime telling him never to return. He hadn’t even wanted Faraz to take the posting in Ichra when it came through six months ago. Rawalpindi, he’d said. Such a lovely city for a young family. Why not Rawalpindi? I could arrange that. Mussarat wants to be closer to her parents, Faraz told him firmly. I need to be in Lahore. Of course, of course, as you wish, Wajid had said.


And now Wajid, who had the power to have him posted anywhere, was sending him to Tibbi Station, despite everything he had repeated to Faraz over a lifetime: Wajid had rescued him, a Kanjar from Shahi Mohalla, from the curse of a grim ancestry and an even grimmer future. Kanjari women were born to entertain men, and Kanjar men, if they did anything at all, did the selling. It had always been that way. And it would have been the same for Faraz were it not for Wajid. Of course he had been brought up by Wajid’s poorer relatives, because he wasn’t respectable enough to be seen with his powerful father. But he had been saved, nevertheless. He knew he was supposed to be grateful, and he had been grateful for the mild interest Wajid took in him as a boy—he had felt that he belonged to someone—until Wajid had his own family, his real children. Wajid’s visits dwindled then, and though he was still generous with money, favors, opportunities, his distaste when they spoke was palpable. Look at you now, would anyone believe it, he liked to say, as if he could hardly believe what he had made of this Kanjar boy. And then he would warn: Imagine if people knew; imagine if Mussarat ever found out. Do you think a woman with any kind of reputation would stay with a man she discovered was a Kanjar? You would lose everything, all of this, he said, by which he meant the life he had given Faraz.


But the truth was, since the arrival of his daughter, Faraz had thought constantly of going back. Nazia was of him now; who else was? He longed for the family he scarcely remembered, his mother and sister, to know Nazia, who ought to be known, and to understand the legacy—however poor—he’d given her. But he’d remained suspended in Ichra, held back by Wajid’s warnings and by other fears he could not name.


He went to collect his things from his desk, bare except for a pile of paperwork and a small Pakistani desk flag. Although he’d been at the station six months, he had almost nothing there to take with him except for a binder in which he’d stored a few photographs of his daughter, a slim volume of Faiz’s verse, and maps of the cities in which he’d served. Mussarat had not called the station to see if he had gotten caught up in the night’s events, or even to check whether he had returned. Of course she hadn’t. He was too tired to feel dismay. He waited awhile and then phoned her. She dutifully echoed what he had told her: what a good opportunity this would be for them. It was, as always, an excellent and sincere performance. He was relieved when she put the handset up to the baby. He heard nothing, not his daughter’s breath, not her babbling, but he felt her somehow in the silence, in the huge, empty opening between his ribs, when he said softly into the phone: “Nazia, hello, meri jaan, hello, meri jaan.”


[image: clip0001]


Later, he washed his hands, pressing the cuts on his swollen knuckles for as long as he could stand the pain, and then he went to the holding cell. The station was a shack in the middle of nowhere, manned by just a few of them. A constable dozing in a chair outside the holding cell woke, stood up, said, “Sir,” apologetically. When Faraz told him to let the boys out, he squinted uncertainly—the orders from on high were that they were supposed to charge as many of the hooligans as possible—but then he obeyed, as Faraz knew he would; an order was an order. Together they opened the door, banging on the cage, telling the boys to get up, get out. Faraz watched the young men drift out of the station in a huddle, then they stopped and looked back at him as one. Perhaps they would always do everything together now, as they had last night.


“Where are we?” one of them asked him.


“Far from where we found you,” Faraz said.


“How do we get home?” one of them said. The boy looked dazed, and Faraz wondered if he looked the same.










Four


Rozina had angled the crystal ashtrays several times, plumped the embroidered cushions on the sofa, and now stopped to rearrange her collection of glass animals, delicately perched on lace doilies on the sideboard; every adjustment, if repeated just enough, methodically, comforted her. “Try the radio again,” she said to Bobby, who was sprawled out on the sofa. He twirled the dial: static, filmi songs, a religious sermon, more static but no news.


“They’re not going to cover it,” Bobby said. “They’re going to pretend nothing’s happening. It’s what our president does best.” She went to sit next to him; he reeked of cigarettes and stale cologne. She inhaled; this also soothed her. “Smoke?” he said, lighting the cigarette hanging from his lips and passing it to her. He plucked another from behind his ear, hidden by his hair, graying, unkempt. You need a haircut, she thought, but neglected to say so out loud because she was preoccupied with Najam’s whereabouts. After the chaos in Rawalpindi last night—the killing of some college boy at Bhutto’s rally—everyone knew trouble would come to Lahore too. Students, laborers everywhere were ready to blow; they had been for months. But there was no dissuading Najam from going to receive Bhutto at the station, along with his Pakistan People’s Party cronies. He’d spent the last year droning on about the man—Bhutto this, Bhutto that—eyes wistful, lips puckered with longing over that final small o. It was strange to see a man fall in love with another man in this way, but that was the best way she could describe the unexpected change in her lover, from exacting ad man to party idealist.


As boring and pointless as she found Najam’s new preoccupation, she’d done her best to show an interest in whatever he now wanted to be, to do, and he’d decided he wanted to change Pakistan. So she’d told him to bring his PPP friends home tonight, and had gone to great efforts to track down some authentic Black Label and those French cigars they liked for them to enjoy as they honed their plan to wrench Pakistan from President Ayub’s hands. But no one had come. No one except for Bobby, of course. But Bobby was her friend, not Najam’s, as they both liked to remind her.


She considered opening the Black Label and having a decent drink instead of the cheap stuff she’d served herself and Bobby, but the whole effect would be ruined if Najam came in now; it would look as though she had put all this together for herself, when in truth, nothing she did in this house was for herself.


“You think Amma and Mina will be okay?” she said.


“The protest will be around Mochi Gate, your mother and Mina are far from there.”


“That girl likes to wander. Amma doesn’t keep close enough tabs on her,” she said.


“Firdous won’t let her out, not tonight,” Bobby said. “Your mother knows how to keep her safe.”


Rozina tried not to bristle. He was trying to be reassuring, but she didn’t like to be reassured when it came to Mina; suffering was easier. “Let’s have a drink.” She nudged him, but he didn’t move. He was staring up at the painting—the oil portrait of her that Najam had commissioned from one of his National College of Arts friends years before (a highly collectible artist now, she’d heard). It was a long, narrow panel and she had loved the drama of its length when she first saw it. She was barely twenty-two when it was painted, and the artist had made her a good fifteen pounds lighter than she was even then, giving her an implausibly small waist and leaner limbs, but what surprised her now when she looked at the picture, drawn at the height of her fame and wealth, was how well he had captured her satisfaction with all that she was. She had been a movie star then, and the painting glowed with it.


Bobby’s eyes didn’t shift. She fidgeted; what was he seeing? The weight? The matronly squareness of her shape now? She sat up straighter. “That smile,” Bobby said. She was pleased for a moment; the symmetry of her features hadn’t changed, the dramatic arch of her brows, the flecks of hazel in her green eyes, but he wasn’t admiring her. He sounded—exasperated, irritated. There was something smug about the figure’s expression, and that depressed her too. She seemed so far from that woman now. Though really the painting, like everything else, had been a performance; it wasn’t her—it was Heer, “Diamond,” a stage name that alluded to the luster of her eyes but also served to remind her what she needed to be: cold, hard like a rock.


“Najam always liked that piece,” she said defensively.


“He would,” Bobby said. She could hear that he was on the verge of one of his rants, the kind of tirade that made her throat feel tight. “Take this People’s Party nonsense.” Here it came. “A feudal like Bhutto has suddenly become a man of the people, and Najam Rao, who sells washing powder and Coca-Cola to the masses, is shouting about socialism. As if they’re going to be the ones that save us from Ayub, from martial law.”


“Wanting elections isn’t a bad thing.”


“We all want that. But what’s the difference between Bhutto and the generals? Bhutto was working for Ayub five minutes ago. And Najam hasn’t suddenly seen the light, either. He’s seen an opportunity. They’re not thinking about the people; they just want Ayub out so they can have their turn. I know you know it,” he said. “Just like you know it isn’t you in that painting. Fifteen years I’ve been coming here, and every time I do, I have to sit here and look up at her and wonder, where the hell is Rozina?” He was making her anxious, more anxious than she usually was. “Why would he not want a picture of you?”


“Stop it. Stop being such a chutiya.” She’d asked him to come because she’d feared that once again Najam would not show, but perhaps being alone was better than being around Bobby in one of his moods, churning with some frustration he wouldn’t name.


“A chutiya?” He stood. “You know what, I have to go.” He waited, probably for her to plead with him. Instead she took a swig of her drink, held the whiskey in her mouth, planning to savor the burn as it slid down her throat. She might want to beg, but she wouldn’t. She turned her back to him as he put on his jacket, her eyes on the collection of tiny glass animals: pink-eyed deer, horses, dogs. “Just because I won’t be here to stop you, I’m going to say it now,” he said. “Don’t call his wife to see where he is.”


“I wasn’t going to.”


“In another hour, you’ll want to. Don’t.”


She looked away, sulkily, disliking how predictable she was. “I’m his wife,” she said to herself.


He stopped. “What?”


“Sisterfucker,” she said. “Is this because he won’t hire you for a commercial? Is that what this is?”


He looked at her, his large eyes shiny now. “I don’t want to direct some mindless cigarette ad. I’m a filmmaker.”


“You were,” she said, pleased by her cruelty.


“I still am,” he said, disappointment in his voice.


Neither of them had worked in years, and no one believed either of them was anything much anymore. Whenever Bobby cycled up on his ancient, beloved bike, the one he’d kept through the good times and refused to be shamed by now that he relied on it, Najam rolled his eyes; he could at least take a tonga. But even if Bobby refused to be embarrassed by his reduced circumstances, she knew he struggled to hold on to the idea of what he had once been.


He had only her—his oldest friend in the business—to whom he could still say: I am an artist. He turned, eyes down, and she flushed, shamed.


At the door, he stopped. “No one else is going to tell you, but you need to know: I don’t know where Najam is tonight. Maybe he got arrested or he’s holed up with Bhutto somewhere. But the other nights when he’s not here, he’s not always at home with Shaheen and the kids, like he says. He’s got someone else. Someone new.”


She blinked. She folded her arms. She tried her best to slow her breathing. “What? Since when?”


He shrugged. “I just found out. I don’t know any more than that.”


“You’re lying. Who is it?”


“Does it matter?”


“You’re angry with him, that’s why you’re saying this. You’re always bad-mouthing him.”


“He’s an idiot, but I’m not telling you this because I can’t stand him, which I can’t. I’m telling you because you’re my friend and you need to plan. I want you to be able to plan.”


She screamed at him then. “You chutiya, you liar!” He held out his hands in a gesture that said calm down. “Get out, get out, sisterfucker,” she yelled. When he left, she stood for a time staring at the door, at the walls of the house, as if they might collapse on her, breathing hard, although it felt as if she could not breathe at all, before she began to sob.
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It was four a.m. when she awoke, head banging, her face strangely numb. She’d opened the Black Label after Bobby left, willing it to warm her up, and at first it did. Then it seemed to make the despair she felt infinitely more real, filling the room like a thing she might touch or that would certainly, soon, touch her. Someone else, someone else. From the Mohalla? A younger version of her? Or, worse, some woman from outside. Some young party activist? One of the bored, perfumed wives in the colony? It didn’t matter, not really. It wasn’t as if she felt the loss of Najam himself; she had grown somewhat fond of him over the years despite his bombast, his extravagant sense of his own importance, his belligerence with anyone who didn’t recognize it—all the things Bobby despised about him. But what had she done it all for? He’d flattered her, courted her lavishly, and how she’d lapped it up. You are black with beauty, I could fall into you and die, he’d said when they met. She was still living in the Mohalla then, an up‑and-coming star, making films, dancing privately for VVIPs still, but for sums she had once only dreamed of. When Najam, head of a thriving new ad agency, arrived, flush with cash and contacts, he’d offered her something different. The women in the Mohalla called all the men they entertained their husbands, and some stuck around for a while, but Najam’s proposal was real. He couldn’t divorce Shaheen, his cousin, but he promised her a home outside the Mohalla, that she would be his wife in all but name. That was why she’d done it: a life outside, no more dancing, on screen or off, a husband of sorts. Wasn’t that as respectable an existence as she could have? Moreover, it gave her the chance to make sure Mina’s life would be different. Yes, it had meant leaving her, just months old, with Firdous—Najam wasn’t about to have some tamash been’s child here—and somehow over time Mina had become Firdous’s. But Rozina had been able to buy them an apartment in the Mohalla, take care of their expenses, and, above all, guarantee that her daughter would never have to work as she had. But she still lived in Najam’s house, as his guest. She could take it all with her, each small item she’d collected—the coasters, the ornaments—but if she had to return to the Mohalla after all these years, a kanjari still, and an aging one without work at that, what did she really have?


The phone rang, she didn’t want to answer it. “Who is it?” she said.


“It’s me, jaaneman,” Najam said. He puffed, excited, as if he’d been running. “I know it’s late but I thought you’d be worried. It was madness out there tonight, the city was in flames.”


It was a struggle to speak. Come on, Rozina, she told herself, come on. “Are you okay? Are you safe?” she said, sounding as concerned as she could.


“Oh, jaaneman, there’s a revolution happening. Everything’s changing,” he said.


She wanted to say she couldn’t care less, the revolution had nothing to do with her, but she fawned, sounded suitably astonished as he spoke. Don’t you miss the work? Bobby had asked her when she stopped performing. Don’t you want to be on set again? What he meant was: How do you stand this, how do you stand him? How did she? I’m still working, Bobby, she said, and this is the role of my life. She hadn’t thought at the start that she’d get fifteen years out of Najam; when did that ever happen? But she’d become complacent, hadn’t she? Comfortable. She’d believed this was all hers. She should have taken better care of herself, planned for every contingency, put more away. How long did she have till he asked her to leave or had her thrown out so she might be replaced?


She looked up at the painting, not once asking where he was calling from or when he would come home. Instead, she calculated what she could sell, what was in the safe-deposit box at the bank, the jewelry he had given her over the years, its quality, its weight. Bobby was right, the satisfied young woman on the canvas looked nothing like Rozina, not then, not now; that woman hadn’t needed a plan, she was so sure everything was going to work out perfectly. Najam chattered on, sounding high, drunk. “After this, nothing will ever be the same,” he panted. Sisterfucker.


If she couldn’t sell the chutiya painting, she’d burn it.










Five


The driver from Tibbi was a shabby-looking sergeant called George, his gap-toothed smile making him seem even shabbier. Faraz could smell the trace of alcohol on his breath when he got into the car and George leaned toward him and said, “We have to make a stop at the Mohalla first, sir. I’m not sure if they told you? About the woman?”


“What woman?” Faraz said.


George looked sheepish. “The dead one?” he asked hopefully.


“She was in some kind of accident?” Faraz said.


The man tilted his head. “Accident? You might say that, I suppose.”


An accident, a brawl, Wajid had said. Faraz had assumed someone had gotten a pounding, that they needed scaring off. He’d spent his career doing whatever the higher-ups wanted done; that’s the job, following orders—and what kind of mule of a man can’t follow an order? Inspector Karim used to say, but he felt now the uncomfortable weight of all that he hadn’t been told. “What would you call it?”


George shrugged apologetically. “I don’t know much, sir. I believe the sub-inspector is waiting to brief you at the scene.” George was sharp, he realized, because he said no more and put on the radio: news of the planned inauguration of a school by the president’s daughter, a resignation from the Pakistan Cricket Board. Nothing about last night, no mention of riots, arrests. Officially, it had been a slow night. 
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The Mall, Circular Road, still seemed deserted. It wasn’t until they got close to the inner city that the streets became crowded with traffic: bullock carts laden with bulging sacks, donkeys braying as their drivers whipped them, a stream of men on bicycles vanishing into the morning fog. “Business as usual,” George said as the car crept along behind a crowd of carts and tongas. “You’re new to this part of the city, sir? The walled city?” Faraz nodded. “It’s always slow heading toward Heera Mandi Chowk, even early,” George said.


“It’s all right. It’s not as if this woman’s going anywhere,” Faraz said.


“In the Mohalla, sir, anything’s possible,” George said.


At Tarannum Chowk, by the cinema, a poster of the latest Shabnam-Waheed movie loomed; Waheed’s eyes and Shabnam’s pink lips just visible in the mist, like a broken face in the sky. When they turned into Heera Mandi Bazaar, he scoured the doorways, the open apartment windows above the stores, searching for something—anything—he might recognize, his body stiffening in anticipation. But the bazaar looked familiar only in that it looked like most others in the city. He tried to temper his disappointment; he’d always known he’d need another way to find his people—his memories, which were vague, fragments at best, wouldn’t lead him to them. They passed a line of shops that sold handmade instruments, dholkis, tablas, sitars, and then a stretch of function rooms where audiences came for dance, song, and, Faraz knew, the other things you could buy here. “This is where everything happens,” George said, “the heart of Shahi Mohalla.” Faraz scoffed. “This is the ‘Royal Neighborhood,’ ” he said. George glanced at him. “I know it doesn’t look like much, sir, but it has a long history. Some of the artists who work here, their families go back generations, back to the time of the emperors.”


“Artists,” Faraz said. “You mean kanjaris.”


“They prefer to call themselves tawaifs, courtesans, sir.”


“What do you think they are, George?”


George paused. “I think,” he said, smiling cautiously, “they give a lot for whatever it is they get in return, sir.” He gestured at the window. “Over in that direction is Tibbi Gali, where the station is. Tibbi is where, let’s just say, the working women don’t know as much about music and dance as some of the kanjaris here. They sell one thing only.”


The buildings on either side of the road, four stories high, cast shadows over the narrow street. An ancient, ornate wooden door gaped, forlorn. The balcony of one house, lined with elegant arches worked into the stone, was shattered in places, its walls thick with grime. A banner hung from one side of the street to the other. On it was a picture of a heavy man, his expression severe, and the words congratulations to president ayub and pakistan on a decade of development! proud of pakistan!


George gestured to a doorway where a constable stood smoking a cigarette. “There, that’s it.” He parked by a butcher’s stall. The mist drifted past the constable and in through the open windows of the building, and Faraz imagined it streaming through the rooms, circling the dead woman. Then, from somewhere, he remembered: a street corner, a pile of bricks. Strings of sehras hanging from a stall, golden and glittering, then a sehra around his neck, tickling his chin. His sister, Rozina. She was dressing him up as a groom, marrying him to a goat.


“Shall we go, sir?” George asked. “The sub-inspector’s already here.”


Faraz didn’t move; the memory had come so suddenly, so distinctly—not a shadow of a memory like most of them, and he was desperate not to let it evaporate. He had to concentrate to hold it in his mind’s eye.


“You’re probably tired, sir. We’ll be very quick,” George said, coming around to open the door for him. “You know what the dead are like.” He smiled a little more broadly. “They wait for no one.” 


“George, did you even offer Inspector saab some breakfast?” A uniformed man pulled himself away from a cluster of men in front of a shuttered stall nearby and sauntered over, adjusting his cap.


“Sub-Inspector?” Faraz said.


“Shauka, sir,” he said, as if Faraz ought to have heard of him.


“I expect you didn’t get much warning about my arrival.” The man shrugged. Official channels are not open on this, Wajid had said, but the local police will be amenable. “They’re up early,” Faraz said, nodding at the pimps at the stall.


Shauka grinned. “Hardworking men, sir,” he said. “I don’t think they’ve been to bed yet.” He jammed his hands into his pockets. “I’m sorry we had to get you here so early, sir. We were all hoping for a little break after last night.” Somehow, the sub-inspector had found time to shave. Faintly, on the right side of his face, Faraz could make out a darker patch of skin. A bruise. The work of one of the rioters? “But the kanjaris around here’ll get themselves into trouble no matter who’s in charge of the government.”


“Shall we?” Faraz said.


“Sir.” Shauka nodded. He looked up at one of the windows. “Third floor.”


The constable moved aside to let Faraz by, and there it was again: a familiarity, in the way he readied himself to duck inside the doorway, in his reach for the wall, already knowing there would be no handrail. He drew back, slowing himself down. He looked around for the others. George was trotting back toward the car, which could not be left unattended here, and the constable was whispering something into Shauka’s ear, Shauka’s face impassive until he realized Faraz was looking at him. Then he smiled. “Be right with you, sir.”


The steps on the dark spiral staircase were so narrow, there was barely enough room for his boot. He climbed slowly, uncertain of his footing in the dark, passing the closed doors of other apartments. From above, someone thrust open a door and it hit the wall with a bang. Light leapt into the stairway.


“Finally you sisterfuckers decided to show up.”


Faraz looked up into the light. He could just make out the outline of a woman, her long hair hanging loose around her face.


“Come on, then, Shauka, you sisterfucker, let’s see you do it, come and get this cleaned up like you always do.” Her voice was shrill, breaking.


A boy, a teenager, came to stand next to her. He leaned forward and looked down into the stairwell at Faraz; he opened his mouth to speak, then froze. “Inside, Amma, inside,” he said, pulling the woman’s arm back toward the open door.


“Get off me, you bastard.”


Faraz hurried up, breathless. She stared at him, her face blotchy, her lip trembling. She looked about to speak, but then she slammed the door shut, leaving him with the boy. He was tall, thin, maybe fifteen years old. His hair was long, a choppy fringe falling into his eyes. He looked as if he hadn’t slept, as if he never slept. “Up there,” the boy said, gesturing to another flight of stairs.
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There was a great wash of blood on the wall. It was thick and wide, like a gash you could step into, and, above it, bright splatters radiating outward. An accident, Wajid had said. She must have been standing against the wall when it happened. She was small. She had stumbled to the left before sliding down, leaving a column of blood on the white paint. The spray above it indicated a different wound; more than one shot had been fired. Perhaps more than one person had been injured? White sheets spread across the floor for the girls to dance on were marked with bloody footprints. And there were thick patches of blood on the sheets, which suggested the body had been dragged around or moved at intervals from place to place. The sheets were littered with five-rupee notes. A dholki lay against the far wall, tucked into a corner.


The boy had come up behind him.


“Who are you?” Faraz asked.


The boy mumbled something.


“What?”


“Irfan. I’m . . . her brother.” He gestured to a door on the other side of the room.


“Wait here,” Faraz said, crossing the room.


Inside was a carved double bed, too big for the room. In the middle lay the body, covered by a blood-soaked sheet. A child’s body.


For so long there had been nothing to it, this work, just the spectacle of the scene. In the village where he’d been raised and later returned to work as a rural policeman, bones in dried‑up wells, bodies blistered under the sun, had seemed as natural as the bloom on the fields. He’d learned quickly: Everything—everyone—had to die, one way or another. No one—no animal, no man—chose how or when. The whole world was a place of violence, of waste. But the arrival of the baby, the rhythm of Nazia’s breath, so precious, had shifted things. Yes, everything had to die, but now he couldn’t help but think: Not yet, not yet. He stood over the figure for a moment. You are much too small, he thought. His emotion shamed him, yet there was relief in feeling something, too. He lifted the sheet.


She was about twelve years old, thin, ninety pounds perhaps. The wound in her throat was smooth and deep, a circle the size of his fingertip. A delicate silver chain circled her neck. He lifted the locket in his fingers. It was shaped like a book, and he didn’t have to open it to know it was a taveez, and that inside it was probably a pir’s prayers written on fragments of paper. Prayers for a long life or perhaps for protection from the evil eye. A second shot had hit her in the chest, leaving a star-shaped stain. She looked as the dead always did to him now, frailer and somehow older than she was. Her makeup had faded, but her cheeks were still dusted with glitter. The film of creamy pink lining her lips was just visible under the rust-colored stains around her mouth and chin. She had spluttered blood, which someone had tried to dab clean. Her skin was smooth, a childlike plumpness to her cheeks. It would tighten and shrink. She was dressed in a bright orange satin outfit, heavily embroidered with gold-colored thread. She looked like the dolls Mussarat bought from the local craft store for the servants’ children at Eid—cheap rag dolls dressed like village brides. When he reached down to close her eyes, he felt the stiffness settling in the lids. After all these years, he was still struck by the stillness of death as he noted the flutter of his eyelashes, the rise and fall of his chest. He reached for her arms and turned them over; no marks or wounds. How delicate her wrist was in his fingers. He patted her hand, as if to comfort her. And he did want to comfort her somehow, because she was just a child and she must have been terrified.


Shauka stood in the doorway, holding two cups of tea. He held one out to Faraz. “Sir?” Faraz put the girl’s hand gently down by her side. “I don’t want anything right now,” he said. Shauka put the cup on the floor and took a long slurp from his own.


“What do we know?” Faraz said.


“Sonia Begum. Fifteen. Her family are local.”


“Fifteen?”


Shauka shrugged. “That’s what I was told.”


“Kanjars?”


“Most people around here are, sir.”


“Is this where they found her?”


“The family didn’t want her left out there. In that mess,” Shauka said. “We moved her. The boy helped.”


“The family live here?”


“Usually. The apartment below is vacant, so we asked them to wait down there.”


“Where were they when this happened?”


“They were calling on friends by Bhati Gate. She was alone here.”


“You know him, the boy?” Faraz said.


“I’ve seen him around, sir. When you’ve been here in the Mohalla as long as I have—”


“You’re from here?”


“Not from here, sir.” He looked put out. “My people are Gujjar,” he said, making a point to distance himself from the Kanjars and their trade. “But I’ve worked in Tibbi for a while.” 


“You knew the girl, then, too?”


“Not really, sir,” Shauka said, firmly and too quickly, keeping his gaze on Faraz. “The girls don’t come out much.” He hadn’t come farther inside the room to look at the body or studied the apartment with any special interest.


Faraz opened the drawers of the dresser, which were filled with a clutter of old tins, half-used tubes of cream and makeup, and costume jewelry. At the back of one drawer he caught sight of a small red notebook, a picture of a movie star taped to its cover.


“It looks like she was dancing here for someone.”


“Practicing, maybe. Family say she was on her own, had no appointments or anything. She hadn’t started working yet. The boy says they left her in the evening for a condolence visit. They got back in the early hours. Found her like this.”


“Why didn’t she go with them?”


“She wasn’t feeling well. Headache.”


Faraz flicked through the book. There were countless pages filled with her name, Sonia, surrounded by carefully drawn hearts or garlands of flowers. On one page were a few lines, he guessed, from a filmi song, many of the words spelled incorrectly, written in a childish hand, and on another a list of things she wanted to buy: nail polish, English Rose soap, gold high heels, face bleach, and a deck of playing cards. On the upper right-hand corner of each page she had painstakingly drawn a small smiling face. What the hell had Wajid asked him to do?


“Anything in it, sir?” Shauka asked.


“No.” Faraz dropped the notebook back in the drawer, feigning indifference, feeling the need to protect it from this man’s gaze. He rummaged through the cheap bits of jewelry, picking up a pair of plastic earrings, fake diamonds. He held them up; they looked like tiny fragments of glass in his hand. For a moment you might think they were worth having, worth taking. He pocketed them clumsily, and when he turned, he caught a glimmer of a smile on Shauka’s lips. The sub-inspector had seen him. Good, he thought, good.


“No witnesses, no weapon, family are accounted for. As you can see, sir, there really isn’t much to go on here.”


Faraz nodded. A few filmi postcards of actresses hung next to a heart-shaped mirror by the dresser: Heer, Tara, Gulshan. “Beauties,” Shauka said, nodding at the pictures. “I’ve met some of them,” he said, picking his teeth, “before they were famous.” These were the women who’d made it out, the most talented and beautiful. Still paid to dance and gyrate, but in the movies, not here.


Sunlight was coming in through the gaps in the shutters now, falling in strips across the sheets. Shauka retreated into the living room. He found the dholki in the far corner of the room and kicked its head with his boot. He did it again and then again, a racket more than a rhythm; at once the sound of the riot came flooding back to Faraz: blood rushing in his ears, boots on the street. Shauka had stopped, but the banging in Faraz’s head went on. The fluttering of sehras, the bleat of a goat. He was shaking. He placed his hand on his service pistol, felt its weight against his waist, thought of its smooth ridges, the cool metal, and willed his body to still itself.


“If you’re satisfied with things, should we go ahead and get the place tidied up, sir?” Shauka said. The local police would be amenable. The sub-inspector was waiting for Faraz to sign off. He was in the know, but Faraz couldn’t believe a man of his rank had been instructed by Wajid. So, how? At whose behest was he working?


“I mean, as you can see, we don’t have enough to file an FIR,” Shauka said. It was up to the police to file a first information report, and without one, nothing would happen; there would be no investigation. Not filing an FIR was the simplest and most efficient way to make a crime disappear. This, Inspector Karim used to say, is how illiterate men like ourselves write history, and sometimes rewrite it. When Faraz did not respond, Shauka added tentatively, “Suicide is a possibility.” Faraz looked at him. “An unusual pattern of gunshot wounds for suicide.” Shauka sighed; he knew it was ridiculous, too. “In that case it could only be . . . a mishap with the gun. An accident.”


“We think she accidentally shot herself? Twice?” Faraz said, lengthening each word. Perhaps if Shauka had just said: No leads, a confounding mystery, sir. If he had said anything that didn’t make the loathsomeness of what they were doing so obvious, Faraz would have kept quiet. Shauka crossed his arms, as if to say, Well, what do we say, then, if not an accident?


The dead girl’s brother had edged back into the room. “You’re not filing an FIR, sir?” he said, his voice strangled. Shauka turned to glare at him. “Eavesdropping on official police business?” He turned back to Faraz. “The other scenario, sir, is that there may be some family dispute that we don’t know about. They say they have alibis, but Irfan here was last to see the girl alive. Maybe the family know more than they’re telling.” He turned back to the boy. “How do we know that you or your mother don’t have anything to do with this?”


The boy’s Adam’s apple bounced. Faraz had seen this tactic used before when officers didn’t want to file an FIR; implicating the victim or their family in the alleged crime was a guaranteed way to make their complaint disappear. But he had never seen it happen like this; a child threatened as another child lay in a room, shot. The boy’s mouth hung open. Shauka looked at Faraz, eyebrows raised in an unspoken question: Well, does that scenario work better for you? It didn’t. Whatever had to be done to clean this up, Faraz didn’t want this boy involved, implicated—they didn’t have to make things worse for the family.


Faraz turned to the boy. “You shouldn’t even be in here right now.”


“Exactly right,” Shauka said. “Go on, you heard the inspector.” The boy looked from one to the other. “I said, go on,” Shauka bellowed. His clothes and chappals still splattered with his sister’s blood, the boy backed out of the door, as if afraid to turn his back on them.


When he was out of sight, Faraz nodded at Shauka. “I think you’re right, Sub-Inspector, not enough to go on right now. No need for an FIR.”


Shauka sighed, satisfied. Fifteen minutes and they were done. He could release the body to the family straightaway; a quick burial would be good for everyone, and once the body was gone, they just had to hose the place down.


“It would be a great help if you and the constables made it known to the neighbors what exactly has happened. That whatever they might have heard, there has been no crime, just an accident, and no FIR is being filed. It deters the busybodies from spreading rumors,” Faraz said.


Shauka chewed his lip, uncomfortable perhaps about being dispatched from the crime scene to run an errand meant for a lackey. “Send up that constable. I’ll leave him with some instructions on how I want this tidied up,” Faraz said. Now, that was a job for a lackey. “And I’ll talk to the family, explain things to them.”


“Sir.” Shauka nodded, easier.


When he was gone, Faraz went back and stood in the doorway of the bedroom.


Of course the girl, Sonia, had not been alone. She had been dressed up because she had been dancing here for someone. There had been more than one man, and they had moved her bleeding body around the room. He’d been asked to oversee a simple job, and once it was wrapped up, he could get straight to reaping the vast potential of this new appointment. He could go home, call Wajid, say: It is done. His father would be pleased with him. Finally.


But why was Wajid so interested in protecting these men, whoever they were? And if he didn’t do as he’d been told, what would Wajid do? Post him somewhere else? Demote him? Cut him off altogether? He glanced at the bloodied sheets. This is the job. Just get it done, he thought as he felt in his pockets for the earrings, turning them over in his hands, their sharp points stabbing the pads of his fingertips.
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