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To my parents




Nanak Singh


An Introduction


NANAK SINGH (1897–1971) was born Hans Raj into a grocer’s family in Chak Hamid, Jhelum (present-day Pakistan) and is popularly known as the ‘Father of Punjabi Novel’. He lost his parents early in life and could receive only primary education. However, he never gave up his spiritual and literary pursuits. A musician’s group that recited Gurbani1 and performed devotional singing at Gurdwara Sri Guru Singh Sabha, a Sikh temple in Peshawar Cantonment, inspired him. Under its solemn influence, Hans Raj, who had already become a devotee of Guru Nanak, had himself baptized as Nanak Singh.


Thereafter, the genius in him came to the fore. He learned Punjabi in Gurmukhi script to read the holy Guru Granth Sahib. He composed short religious hymns praising the Sikh Gurus, encouraging Sikhs to join the Gurdwara Reform Movement2. This composition, popularly known as Satguru Mahima, first published in 1918, made him famous throughout Punjab as Nanak Singh Kaveeshar3. The book sold more than one hundred thousand copies.


A few lines thereof sound the extent of his dedication:


Ai panth de malaaho, kis taraf jaa rahe ho.


Hathhin pakar ke chappu kishti dubaa rahe ho.


Ki bhul gaye ho saake gursikh dharmiaan de,


Futt da shikaar ho ke jag nu hasaa rahe ho…


(O sailors of the community!


In which direction are you heading?


You are sinking your own ship instead of steering it!


Have you forgotten the sacrifices of the great Gursikhs4?


Becoming victims of the rift, you are entertaining the world…)


On 13 April 1919, British troops shot dead over one thousand peaceful protestors in what came to be known as the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre. Nanak Singh survived the attack but two of his friends were killed. This incident took place on the day of Visakhi – impelling Nanak Singh to write the heart-rending epic poem, ‘Khooni Visakhi’, which condemned the colonial rule and unmasked the cruelty of the British government. He was only twenty-two years old when he picked up his pen to oppose their draconian laws.


The British government, on the other hand, was extremely concerned about his provocative writing. They immediately banned the book and confiscated every copy. A few lines from ‘Khooni Visakhi’:


Ajj fer oh vekh gulaam hoya,


disse tukre da muhtaaj satgur.


‘Kaala Kuli’ pukaarde hindiaan nu,


thhudde maarde naal majaaj satgur


Naale maarde fer na ron dende,


jekar roviye bhejde thaaneyaan nu…


(O Lord! Look! They [the Indians] have been enslaved once again,


How miserable do they look!


The Indians are addressed as ‘Black Porters’.


They are kicked and treated badly.


They are not even allowed to cry.


If they dare, they are sent to jail…)


Nanak Singh participated in the Indian Independence struggle by joining the Akali5 movement. He began editing Akali papers. This, too, was noticed by the British government, and he was charged with participation in unlawful political activities and sent to Borstal Jail in Lahore. He described the savagery and oppression of the British towards peaceful Sikhs during the Guru Ka Bagh Morcha demonstration in his second book of poetry, Zakhmi Dil (Wounded Heart). It was published in January 1923 and subsequently banned within two weeks. He wrote his first novel, Adh Khiri Kali (Half-bloomed Bud), while still in jail.


‘These developments brought much change in the writings of Nanak Singh. From a writer of songs in praise of the Gurus, he became a patriotic poet, raising his voice against the alien rule. He turned to penning novels of social reform’, writes acclaimed author Sant Singh Sekhon.


Blessed with fame and inspired by Guru Nanak’s teachings of universal brotherhood, this young Sikh in his early 20s had an awakening. In his zeal to preach what he had learnt and dreamt, he shifted to Amritsar, the Vatican City of Sikhs. Nanak Singh taught himself – besides Punjabi and Urdu – Hindi, Bengali and some English. From here, the pace of his work was incredible. In the remaining fifty years of his active life, he gifted the world, particularly the Punjabi language, as many as 40 novels and innumerable short stories and poems.


His epic novel, Pavitar Papi (Saintly Sinner), written in 1942, immediately won fame and literary acclaim as a classic. The novel was made into a successful Hindi motion picture, Pavitra Papi, in 1970 by his ardent admirer, Balraj Sahni. The original Punjabi version is currently in its twenty-eighth reprint. It was translated into Hindi and several other Indian languages.


Nanak Singh wrote over forty thousand pages in long-hand Gurmukhi script. He was bestowed with many awards, including the Bhasha Vibhag Punjab Literary Award from the Government of Punjab in 1960. His great historical novel, Ik Mian Do Talwaran (One Sheath and Two Swords), 1959, won him India’s highest literary honour, the Sahitya Akademi Award in 1962.
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Nanak Singh receiving Sahitya Akademi Award from President Dr Radhakrishnan in 1962


The abiding and universal themes of love, friendship and sacrifice found ample expression in Nanak Singh’s novels. Pavitar Papi and Ik Mian Do Talwaran are distinguished by the tragic themes of unrequited love and supreme sacrifice, while unmitigated greed and poverty were the themes of Paap Di Khatti (Sinful Income), which was also a reflection on the rapidly changing values of contemporary society.


Nanak Singh understood human nature, especially of the young and the poor, who were helpless and exploited by the selfish and the greedy.


He fearlessly pointed out the evils of fundamentalism and selfishness in our society, including those prevailing in gurdwaras and temples where many priests were dishonest, and some indulged in practices like consuming intoxicants and keeping mistresses. Nanak Singh revolted against these evils in his novels and short stories.
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His centenary was celebrated in 1997. Such was his influence that to honour him, India’s former prime minister, Inder Kumar Gujral, released a postage stamp in 1998. Former Indian President (late) Giani Zail Singh brought a copy of Khooni Visakhi to India from a museum in England. Natasha Tolstoy, the granddaughter of the legendary Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy, translated Chitta Lahu into Russian. She visited Amritsar to personally present the first copy of the translated novel to Nanak Singh.


A unique personality, he was not only selfless but self-effacing, too. Throughout his life, he shunned publicity and politicians. Even though he went to jail during the Gurdwara Reform Movement, he never sought to make political capital out of it. He did not even refer to it as a sacrifice. Nanak Singh was simplicity, honesty and decency personified. May we follow in some of the footprints that he, like other great men, has left on the sands of time.





1 Gurbani is a Sikh term commonly used by Sikhs to refer to various compositions by the Sikh Gurus and other writers of Guru Granth Sahib. In general, hymns in the central text of the Sikhs, the Guru Granth Sahib, are called Gurbani.


2 The Gurdwara Reform Movement was a campaign to bring reform in the Gurdwaras (the Sikh places of worship) in India during the early 1920s. The movement led to the introduction of the Sikh Gurdwara Bill in 1925, which placed all the historical Sikh shrines in India under the control of the Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee (SGPC).


3 Kaveeshar refers to a poet in the Punjabi language.


4 Gursikh refers to the followers of the Sikh religion.


5 Akali (pertaining to Akal or the Supreme Power, ‘divine’) refers to:


• member of the Khalsa, i.e., the collective body of baptized Sikhs.


• member of the Akali Movement or Gurdwara Reform Movement (1919–25).




Translator’s Preface


CHITTA LAHU, ONE OF Nanak Singh’s most renowned novels, was first published in 1932 and has since seen numerous reprints and editions. In this searing narrative, Nanak Singh expresses that the vital life force of our society appears to be diminishing, symbolized by the absence of red corpuscles.


The novel is significant where the historicity of Punjab is concerned and has shown Punjabi literature a new artistic path. While Nanak Singh had previously penned a few novelettes, Chitta Lahu marked his first major accomplishment, serving as a pivotal milestone that steered Punjabi novels towards realism.


The intricacies of Punjabi life, the distinctive qualities of the characters and their psychological depth are vividly depicted. Furthermore, the novel has been lauded for its well-constructed dual plot that is expertly woven with dramatic scenarios and irony.


Written in an ironical vein, Nanak Singh’s seminal work is an effective satire on the society of the time. This peculiarity is crafted by him deftly while sculpting the different characters populating the story. It can be found in several scenes – the representation of the deplorable condition of writers; Rodu, the juggler’s struggle for a better life for Sundri; preparation of illicit liquor by Pala Singh and his henchmen; a skirmish between the village Jatts over a scuffle at a place of worship; Anwarjan’s dance performance; Sundri’s meeting with Anwarjan and addressing her as Ma ji, thereby resulting in a dramatic transformation of Anwarjan’s life. All these scenes are constructed with a brilliance that has never been found earlier in the history of Punjabi literature.
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Unfinished Episode


‘STOP THAT MAN,’ THE railway officer said to the policeman. It was 7 p.m., and he was checking the tickets of passengers coming out through the exit gate. The policeman forcefully pulled the ticketless man by his arm and made him stand on one side of the gate. A bundle of rolled-up papers fell out of the man’s torn pocket. He quickly leapt to pick it up and held it tightly in his hand.


The tall, fair Sikh passenger was not carrying any luggage and appeared to be around eighteen years old. His beard had not yet appeared. His shirt was torn at the neck, and his long, dirty black coat was patched in several places. Though mended several times, the coat’s buttonholes had become too loose for the few remaining buttons to fit into, so he had passed thick threads through them to keep the coat in place and protect him from the cold. One of the pockets was completely torn. The man was the epitome of abject poverty and shame.


He began trembling as soon as the policeman touched him. Hundreds of passengers walked past him after handing over their tickets, but the officer did not look at anyone else as fiercely. To avoid the questioning eyes of passers-by, he moved two steps ahead and stood with his back to the gate.


‘Oi, where the hell are you going? Stay where you are, or I’ll beat you to a pulp,’ the policeman warned him.


The passenger moved back.


After about an hour, when all the other travellers had exited, the policeman turned his attention towards the man. ‘Hand me over one rupee and ten annas,’ he shouted. The passenger was already searching desperately in his pocket. He pulled out a quarter-rupee coin, but it was a counterfeit. At that moment, he looked like a man dying of thirst who had only a small glass of salt water before him.


‘Babu ji, please have mercy on me,’ to he said in a trembling voice. ‘I’m very poor. I tried hard to collect the money for the fare but still couldn’t manage enough.’


The policeman laughed contemptuously. ‘So, you didn’t have enough money, but you still boarded the train as if it’s your father’s property. Didn’t you think about landing in jail if you travel without a ticket?’


‘We should search him to see if he’s actually poor or just pretending’, another policeman standing nearby suggested.


The officer agreed. ‘I know this sort. They travel for free and waste no time in parting unsuspecting wealthy passengers from their belongings.’


‘So, are you paying the fare, or should I issue a memo?’ the policeman asked, glaring at the man.


The man’s blood froze as a flurry of emotions flashed across his face. He tried to speak, but his voice kept dying in his throat. Finally, he gathered his courage. ‘Babu ji, I’m guilty of travelling without a ticket, but I am not a rogue. I just have a bad luck. Do whatever you want with me, but for god’s sake, please don’t humiliate me’, he said, his eyes glistening.


They listened to his plea without sympathy, having been habituated to the stories and excuses that ticketless passengers doled out. But when the railway officer looked into the man’s face, he was surprised to see his wide eyes tearing up. His lips were trembling, and his fair face had turned red.


The policeman’s heart was too calloused to be changed, but the officer found himself moved by the man’s words.


All this while, the man had desperately held on to the bundle of papers. At times, he tucked it under his arm, at others, he put it in his coat pocket only to pull it out the next moment, fearing it might fall through if the pocket was torn like the other one.


‘Come with me,’ the officer said.


The man followed. Resigned that he would be taken to the or the police station, he was puzzled when the officer walked to a green lawn outside the railway station instead and sat down. He gestured to the man to join him.


‘Where are you coming from?’ the officer asked.


‘Sir, from Lahore.’


‘Where do you stay?’


‘Here, in Amritsar.’


‘And you don’t even have even a single rupee in your pocket? What do you do for a living?’


The man stayed silent for a while and then spoke softly, ‘Sir, nothing.’


‘Nothing? How do you feed yourself?’ the officer asked. He looked at the man suspiciously, but the strange attraction in his eyes stopped him from saying anything.


‘I don’t know what to say about how I manage a living.’ The man paused for a moment and then continued, ‘Death is probably one’s biggest fear in life. But god has made some people, especially people like me, selfish and stubborn, who want to live even after losing everything, even after all the disgrace and abuse.’ His voice trembled. ‘It’s a real shame.’


‘Be strong, young man’, the officer consoled him. ‘It’s clear you’re going through a difficult time. Let me see if I can help you in any way.’


The passenger was lost in thought for a while. ‘This kindness doesn’t seem right’, he finally said. ‘You should hand me over to the police so that I’m in jail before dusk… yes, that would be a better decision.’


The officer looked again into the passenger’s eyes with the intensity of a jeweller examining an emerald for the first time. For a moment, he wondered if the man had lost his mind. ‘How would this decision be better for you?’ he asked, his tone reflecting his surprise.


Pointing towards the bundle of papers he was holding, the man said, ‘I could finally finish my novel.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Babu ji, I live in a tiny, poorly maintained home. The rent is only eight rupees a month, but even that small amount seems like eight hundred to me right now. I’m just an ordinary man who has recently discovered a fondness for writing. I’ve written articles and short stories for a few magazines, but this isn’t my profession. Readers appreciate my work, but that isn’t enough to do me any good. I’ve always been poorly paid for my work, and I can’t make ends meet with so little.’


The passenger paused. ‘A few days ago, when I was writing this manuscript’, he continued, glancing at the sheaf of papers in his hand, ‘I was as poor as I am today. I didn’t have a single paisa, and nobody offered to help me. A day before yesterday, my stock of paper ran out, and I started panicking. Most of my novel had still not been written. I could survive without food, but not without paper.


‘I was in despair. The never-ending poverty and depression were tormenting me. The drudgery was driving me to thoughts of suicide. I had almost decided to end my life, but the fear of leaving my novel incomplete… or, who knows, maybe it was some otherworldly attachment… held me back.


‘While walking through the market, I spotted a used notebook in a pile of garbage. Maybe a student had thrown it away after using it. I picked it up. The pages were damp. Some were used on one side, while the others were blank. The notebook was smeared with ink, but I took it home and dried it as best as I could. It meant a lot to me.


‘I wrote on those pages for seven hours continuously. There weren’t any blank pages left to continue the next day, but the final part of my novel was almost complete. I was anxious to sell it and make enough money to fulfil my responsibility. What that responsibility was, and why I couldn’t afford to delay completing the book further, I cannot tell you at this moment.


‘I was confident this was among the best of all my previous works. I wanted to hand it over to a publisher in Lahore who values good writing. But going to Lahore without money was like going all the way to Calcutta.


‘Yesterday, I somehow managed to borrow one rupee from a moneylender who usually gives loans to gamblers. He gave me one rupee but issued the invoice for two.


‘This morning, without eating anything, I took my manuscript with the unfinished chapter and started the journey to Lahore. I thought once I struck a good deal, I would finish the remaining part of the novel sitting in a park, and then eat.


‘I had thought I would read the entire manuscript to a publisher, leave a deep impact on him and get a handsome amount in return. But to my surprise, when I met the publishers in Lahore, they all looked at my manuscript like a bundle of garbage. Nobody offered more than ten to fifteen rupees. I was devastated. My purpose could not be served with such a paltry amount.


‘I searched all day for a genuine buyer. I was afraid to return to Amritsar. I was dying of hunger. I only had a quarter-rupee coin in my pocket, so I went to a roadside stall and had only as much food as that amount could buy. But while paying, I was shocked to discover that the coin was a counterfeit. The stall owner threw it back on my face, and everyone eating there started laughing at me. There was no sympathy on their faces, only mockery.


‘The owner shouted at me, like a policeman who had caught a thief red-handed. I had no choice but to part with my silk scarf as payment. Only I know how precious that piece of cloth was to me! It was the only thing remaining from my life’s earnings. As I gave away the piece of cloth, the image of a loved one flashed before my eyes. I felt as if someone with tears in his eyes was berating me, “You, cruel man! Has your blood turned white as well?”


‘Disheartened, I went to the railway station and boarded the train to Amritsar without a ticket. I started writing the concluding part of my novel in the blank spaces of some old newspapers, but I still couldn’t finish it by the time I reached Amritsar. And here, I fell into your hands.


‘Sir, this is why I’m asking you to send me to jail so I can finish the rest of my novel in peace. It’s called White Blood: Chronicles of a Masked Society. Almost all the characters in the novel, except for a few, have lost their humanity; their blood has turned white. If you, too, who is now another character in my novel, had been selfish and cruel, the novel would have been an interesting tragedy. But now I’ll have to think of a different ending.’


The officer was saddened to hear the man’s story. If the concluding part of the novel is so painful and heart-rending, then what would the rest of the novel be like, he thought, looking at the passenger from head to toe with a mix of respect and sympathy.


‘My dear man, forgive me’, he said. ‘I was not aware of your genius. Please rest for the night at my home. And if you don’t mind, please be generous enough to read your novel to me. I’m very fond of reading and know a couple of local publishers well. Maybe I can help you get it published.’


The passenger silently followed the officer, who did not ask him any more questions.


When they reached home, the officer asked his attendant to arrange food for the man. After dinner, he gestured to his bed and said, ‘Make yourself comfortable and read out your novel.’


It was around 9 p.m. The man pulled open the dirty string with which he had tied his bundle of papers. The haphazardly arranged sheets slipped out of his hands and scattered all over the floor. Quietly, he began arranging the pages. After some time, when all the sheets were organized, he took the title page and set it apart in front of him. The officer sprang eagerly out of his chair as if a senior officer had entered the room. Not much was written on the title page except these words:


White Blood


by Gupteshwar
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GUPTESHWAR WAS NO ORDINARY name for Shyam Das. The officer had read his stories with great reverence and utmost devotion. He found peace after reading them and stored them as if they were holy books, wrapped in fine cloth.


Countless questions raced through his mind.


‘Is this person really Gupteshwar? Am I actually sitting with the man whose every word is no less than that of a prophet for me? Why is he in such a miserable condition?’


He got up from his chair and sat at the man’s feet on the floor.


‘Are you really Gupteshwar? Are you the same Gupteshwar whose words are an inextricable part of my life?’


He jumped up and pulled out a bag wrapped in cloth from his cupboard. ‘You wrote all this, right?’ he asked, opening the bag. It contained a collection of all of Gupteshwar’s works published to date – clippings of articles and stories from various magazines.


Other writers might have been elated at such praise, but the officer’s words had no effect on the passenger. He nodded seriously. ‘Yes, by the grace of god.’


Giddy with joy, Shyam Das tried to express the depth of his admiration and respect for the writer. ‘My dear Gupteshwar Sahib, I feel so fortunate to have found you today. I cannot tell you how much of an impact you have had on me. A few years ago, I led a hellish life. I indulged in all kinds of evil acts that I was foolishly proud of. But the day I started reading what you wrote, a drastic change came over me. I collected all your stories and subscribed to all the magazines that published your articles. The messages of universal brotherhood, spirituality and pain in your writing changed my life.


‘I tried so hard to find your address and meet you in person, but I got the same answer every time I asked about your whereabouts: “No one has ever seen this famous writer.”’


‘Gupteshwar Sahib, some time back, this house was a den of drunkards, gamblers and drug addicts. And I was their leader. My heart sinks with shame when I think of the heinous crimes I have committed.’


Gupteshwar’s heart melted when he saw Shyam Das’s condition and how such a sinful man had reformed himself. He held the officer’s hand and helped him sit in a chair. ‘I’m glad to meet a fortunate person like you who has successfully saved himself from the clutches of evil. It is a task next to impossible, and I’m thankful to the almighty for having showered his blessings upon you.’


Shyam Das was filled with joy, but at the same time, he was ashamed of having disrespected the writer earlier. ‘Please forgive me. I’ve committed an unpardonable crime today,’ he said, touching Gupteshwar’s feet.


‘Sir, you are like my father. Please don’t embarrass me by touching my feet,’ Gupteshwar said, gently removing Shyam Das’s hands.


‘I’m sorry, my senses are not working right now.’


Shyam Das put aside everything else he wanted to ask and know for the time being and turned to Gupteshwar. ‘Would you read your novel to me?’


‘All right. But it’s a long novel. You might get bored listening to it for so long.’


‘Bored? There’s no chance of that, although you might get tired reading it. I won’t even have a glass of water until I listen to all of it,’ Shyam Das said.


‘Then you’ll have to remain awake all night. I’ll read it quickly, but it’ll still take at least eight to ten hours to complete.’


‘Even if you keep reading for ten days, I won’t sleep.’


‘All right then, listen.’


Shyam Das moved the overhead bulb towards Gupteshwar. ‘Yes, I’m ready.’


Gupteshwar kept the title page aside and began to read aloud…
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AS A DRY LEAF falling from a tree makes a crackling sound in the silence of the jungle only to disappear into that silence, so did the sorrowful cries of a grief-stricken young girl vanish within the pitch-dark cottage where she cowered on a winter night.


It was an abandoned place where men from the nearby fields came during the day to drink and do drugs. But no one dared enter it at night. The ill-fated girl was all alone.


She was around eighteen years old, her stunning beauty dulled by the shadow of immense sorrow, like a bronze utensil that had lost its shine after lying for too long in a smoke-ridden kitchen. She had dark circles around her eyes, and from her matted hair and tattered clothes, it appeared that the cruel fate had heaped her adolescence with misery.


The dark December night, with its looming storm and the sharp and rustling sound of dried trees, seemed to mirror her miserable condition. Though her body had been numbed by the bitter cold, the fire burning in her heart refused to be extinguished by nature’s fury.


The night was passing as slowly as happy memories, but the storm grew stronger every moment, bringing the possibility of future sorrows.


Suddenly, the girl fell flat on her stomach, unconscious. Seeing her state, the stars closed their eyes, and the clouds began to shed tears.


The storm raged around the poor girl as she lay still on the ground. A strong gust of wind blew the roof off the straw cottage and tossed it aside. The walls collapsed. Some dry blades of grass gathered around her head for a while, seeming to shelter her, but like selfish friends, they disappeared when it needed too much effort.


Thick raindrops pierced her like arrows. Her thick, long hair, wet and heavy like a sinner’s heart, whipped her back like the cruel stick of a heartless cattle herder.


Half-dead, the girl lay in the open with nothing to protect her.
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HER BODY WAS WARMING up, and she felt some strength returning to her. Her eyelids fluttered. Slowly, she opened her eyes, but everything was hazy. She could not focus on anything in the dense fog. Her right hand moved, as if by itself, to the back of her head, her fingers trying to find the spot that was radiating pain. Her blood-soaked hair had matted, and a white bandage wrapped around her head.


Slowly, she regained consciousness and realized the condition she was in. A memory flashed, and she sighed deeply and fainted again. She woke after a while, and as she came to her senses, she realized someone was with her.


An old woman was holding her hand. ‘Wake up, my darling,’ she said tenderly.


The girl looked at the old woman but did not recognize her. ‘My dearest girl! I’m so thankful to Khuda (God) for blessing you with a new life. I was worried about what Allah had in store for my child.’


The girl understood everything the old woman said, but the words ‘Khuda’ and ‘Allah’ resounded in her ears a hundred times louder with the intensity of a loudspeaker. Am I in a Muslim house, she thought, her nervousness intensifying. Had the woman not been sitting right beside her, shedding tears, she might have fainted again.


The old woman rested the girl’s head in her lap and kissed her forehead, saying, ‘Don’t be afraid, my child, you are recovering fast.’


An old childhood memory returned to the girl. She was suffering from malaria. Her mother had gone to visit her parents but immediately returned when she heard of her daughter’s condition. She had rested the girl’s head in her lap with profound love, kissed her forehead and spoken similar words. She had recovered soon after that.


She felt as if that house, the walls, and everything around her, was her own childhood home. She was an eight-year-old girl again, with her mother sitting beside her, looking at her with affectionate eyes. The love of a mother, which she had long forgotten, renewed her heart as she revelled in that heavenly feeling, forgetting all her sorrows.


The girl gently moved back onto the pillow and resting her arms on her head, spoke with tears in her eyes.


‘Ma, where did you go, leaving me all alone? Keep me to yourself. But Mama, you had died. People were saying that you died.’


‘Yes’, she said after thinking for a while, ‘I remember, I saw Bapu setting fire to your pyre. And you…’, she choked and started sobbing.


The old woman couldn’t control her emotions. She placed the girl’s head in her lap again and hugged her.


‘My child, I’ll always be with you, and will never leave you. May Khuda… God bless you with a speedy recovery!’


The girl sat up and looked around at all the objects in the house, including the old woman. Everything was different. The old woman was not her mother, she realized, but a stranger. The house she had thought to be her mother’s actually belonged to a Muslim family.


‘Where am I?’ she asked, embarrassed and confused. Her mouth was dry, and she asked for a glass of water. The old woman helped her lie on the bed and left the room, saying, ‘All right, my child, I’ll just get some water for you.’


Returning to her senses by now, the girl got anxious. She’s a Muslim; how can I drink water from her hands? she thought. I won’t drink it, she resolved.


When the old lady returned, she came with a Hindu boy holding a glass of water. The girl felt her anxiety leaving with the drink of water. She asked again, ‘Where am I? How did I come here and…’


‘My child, I’ll explain everything to you’, the old woman interrupted. ‘Do not worry. Think of this house as yours. We’re Muslims, but we respect your religion. You’re absolutely safe here.’


‘I was returning from Ambala this morning with my son. My elder son works there as a contractor. We got off the train at 4 a.m. and hired a tonga to bring us home. We had gone only about a mile and a half when our coachman spotted you lying unconscious just outside Rihana village. We thought you were dead, but my son, who knows some medicine, examined you. “Amma, place your hand on her chest and check her heartbeat,” he said. When I touched you, I felt a feeble beating of your heart. “Let’s hand her over to the villagers so she doesn’t die from lying here for so long,” my son suggested. But when we looked around us, nobody was to be seen. It was drizzling. We thought of going to the nearby village and reporting the incident to the sarpanch. But no one in the village would open their door at such an early hour, in such extreme cold. Most people are also scared of getting involved in such matters and being hassled by the police. Meanwhile, your condition was worsening by the minute. So, we decided to bring you to our home. The first thing we did when we got back was to call for a doctor. I changed your wet clothes and lit a fire to warm you up. Dr Gafoor arrived in a short while. He treated you for nearly two hours; God bless him! There was a wound on the back of your head, and your hair was drenched in blood. He stitched and dressed your wound and gave me instructions to care for you. You remained unconscious all day, and now, by God’s grace, you’ve woken up.’


The old lady paused for a while before continuing.


‘My dear girl, please tell me how fate struck you so tragically. Who is responsible for your terrible condition? But before anything else, tell me what name I should call you by?’


The girl’s face betrayed multiple emotions as she listened to the old woman’s story. At some moments, she was dizzy with anger; at others, her brow furrowed with hatred and jealousy; and, thinking of the old woman’s kindness her eyes glistened with tears.
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