





[image: image]












[image: image]


VIRAGO MODERN
CLASSICS 216


[image: image]


Attia Hosain (1913–1998) was born in Lucknow and educated at La Martiniere and Isabella Thoburn College, blending an English liberal education with that of a traditional Muslim household, where she was taught Persian, Urdu and Arabic. She was the first woman to graduate from among the feudal ‘Taluqdari’ families into which she was born. Influenced in the 1930s by the nationalist movement and the Progressive Writers’ Group in India, she became a journalist, broadcaster and writer. In 1947 she moved to England, where she presented her own women’s programme on the BBC Eastern Service for many years, and appeared on television and the West End stage. She is the author of Phoenix Fled (1953) and Sunlight on a Broken Column (1961).
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Introduction


Attia Hosain was the first person to ever speak to me as though I was an adult. I was eleven years old, in London with my parents and sister for a summer holiday, escaping Karachi’s oppressive June heat. My mother told her aunt Attia that I wanted to be a writer, and Attia did something no grown-up had ever done before: she pulled me away from everyone else so she could tell me something important. ‘No matter what happens, no matter what anyone says, don’t ever stop writing. You see, writing is a muscle, and if you stop exercising it you lose the use of it. I know because I did.’


I always thought the loss of that muscle was Attia’s tragedy; it is only now, re-reading her works for the first time as someone old enough to appreciate their humour, wisdom and complexity, that I realise the tragedy is mine, and that of countless other readers too. And yet, even as I write that I want to retract it, because how can I use the word ‘tragedy’ when her two books exist – the short-story collection Phoenix Fled and the novel Sunlight on a Broken Column – and not only do they exist, but they are having their third life in a new Virago edition. And miraculously, in the way that great fiction is miraculous, they seem as changed now as the world itself – not only since their first publication, but also since the 1980s’ editions.


When I was growing up I often heard that the strength of Attia Hosain’s work was in its evocation of a world now gone. That is, perhaps, why I first approached it as a teenager with something less than burning enthusiasm. I was interested, of course, in this wildly glamorous great-aunt who had written books that had actually been published and then re-published as classics. But I heard enough about the world gone by from my grandmother and other relatives; I hardly needed to reach for it in novels or stories, however exquisitely it was written about.


In my twenties, I returned to her work and read it differently and with far greater appreciation for what the books were really about, rather than what I’d been told they were about. It was the way Attia wrote about women’s lives in pre- and post-Partition India that was particularly striking to a university student fired up by newly discovered feminist texts. Her characters, in both books, come from different points in a class structure that is profoundly hierarchical but also allows for unexpected alliances, bitter feuds and occasional reversals of power within that hierarchy. In Sunlight on a Broken Column, the young heroine Laila tells us that the most interesting of the characters who comes to her stately, sprawling family home is Mushtari Bai, a courtesan of culture and learning who has lost her beauty and her much remarked-on singing voice and has turned to religion. Short of money, she pays occasional visits to the families who knew her in her previous life; the grand ladies of the family show her the greatest of respect, but the ancient female retainers who serve the family leave the room in scandalised silence. It’s a little vignette within a much larger story but the deftness with which Attia handles the interplay of manners, class, culture and different forms of female power is gorgeously done.


The courtesan, the ladies of the house and the retainers are all part of an old world that has ‘continuity’ as its byword. But Laila, and many of the characters in the short stories, belong to another kind of reality: they were born into a world of continuity but their lives are beset by change as the end of British rule approaches and India is pulled apart by different versions of what its future should look like. Much of what drew me so deep into Sunlight on a Broken Column and Phoenix Fled when reading them for the third time, in my forties – in fact, at the age that Attia was when Sunlight was published – is her understanding of the intricacies and contradictions of this world of change. It is also one of the things that makes the books feel so pertinent to the moment, as increasing numbers of people are living lives very separate to the ones into which they or their parents were born. Laila herself is desperate to live a life of far greater choice and independence than was available to the women who came before her; and yet, she mourns the loss of the old world when it is gone. At one point Laila says of her cousin Asad and his unwavering certainties: ‘I resented and envied his cohesion of thought and action’, but it is precisely because Laila lacks that cohesion and finds herself, instead, pulled in different directions that she is such a remarkable heroine – sharp, spirited and passionate. Her ability to spot – and skewer – any fakery is a particular pleasure.


Laila wants what hasn’t been an option for the women before her – an education, a love marriage, political opinions, the company of men with whom she can argue and laugh. It is hard not to read something of Attia Hosain’s own life into Laila’s – she was, after all, the first woman from her elevated class background to graduate from university; she married against her mother’s wishes; and she had so much to say on matters of politics that her editor Cecil Day Lewis had her remove much of the political writing from her novel. She deeply regretted, in later life, that she hadn’t kept those edited-out sections. No one in England wanted to hear an Indian woman’s political opinions in the 1950s, I remember her saying.


Attia left India in 1947, at Partition, and moved to London with her family. Like Laila, she knew a great deal about loss, as well as about breaking through barriers and getting your own way. Beyond that, she also knew that the various privileges of her life made it possible for her to move with ease between different worlds. But she understood that for many Indian women the encounter with modernity could be traumatic. One of my favourite stories in Phoenix Fled is ‘The First Party’, which centres on a woman newly married to a man whose Anglicised world is a foreign country to her. At a party with his friends she is befuddled by the talk around her: ‘She could not understand the importance of relating clothes to time and place and not just occasion’. In just one sentence Attia Hosain conjures up the gulf between the new bride and everyone around her. She comes from a reality in which ‘fashion’ simply isn’t a concept; it is an idea too reliant on change to make any sense. There are wedding clothes and there are Eid clothes; but how can there be different clothes for different years, different countries?


There is so much to love and admire in these books – their understanding of heartbreak, their attention to affection and love across many divides, their intelligence about power structures, their antenna for artifice, their range of sympathies, their vividly drawn characters, their sly humour. Long after I finished reading them I found myself still recalling the tiny moments, so beautifully rendered, that made them come to life – there goes Mrs Martin who ‘walked with small unhurried steps, a squat battleship in festive bunting’; here, from another direction, drives a young man on ‘roads that were holes put together with broken stones or dust’; elsewhere, ‘Mrs Lai and Sita gushed over each other with a sweetness that only dislike could engender’.


It makes me wish so much that my great-aunt and I had known each other writer to writer. But although we didn’t, she is deeply bound up in the story of how I came to be published. At twenty-one, I met an agent who liked a short story I had written; shy and self-conscious, I didn’t know how to speak to her but I did know that she’d previously worked as an editor at Virago, and so I said that my great-aunt Attia Hosain had been one of their authors. ‘I published those books,’ said the agent, Alexandra Pringle. And then she added, ‘I believe in connections like these. You should turn that short story into a novel and send it to me.’ I did, she became my agent, and at the end of 1997 the novel was accepted for publication. Attia was in the last days of her life then, with no words left in her. But my mother faxed her daughter, Shama, to tell her the news. I am told Attia smiled.


Kamila Shamsie









Phoenix Fled


Everyone who lived in the village and the hamlets nearby knew her. In their minds they associated her deathless years with the existence of their village. Both were facts accepted without question since the birth of consciousness.


She was so old she had become static in time, could never be older, had surely never been young. Her dry wrinkled skin was loose around the impatient skeleton. It enclosed her eyes in folds, hiding the yellowed cornea surrounding lustreless pupils. Yet there was vision enough to make her unconscious of its loss.


She used her withered hands for feeble grasping, her crooked fingers for uneasy touching, her bent legs for unsteady shuffling, and not her eyes but time’s familiarity for seeing and recognising her changeless, circumscribed world.


Through the years the mud of the walls had not changed, the same wooden arches supported the same sloping thatched roof, the same doll’s house sliced off a corner of the small courtyard. And the heavy wooden door leading outside creaked the same warning as it opened and the curtain of matting was lifted.


This was her complete world as she lay in the sun on her string bed – the walls, the arches, the thatch, the courtyard, the doll’s house, the curtain, the door to the world outside.


That world had changed, quickening its step in noisy haste. As she lay on her bed, shrivelled lips moving in constant prayer, she heard the impatient sound of a car horn, and the distant desolate screech of an engine’s whistle.


Sometimes that alien world stepped through the creaking door. A grandson, a granddaughter, a visitor from the city lifted the curtain. They were self-conscious as they bent towards her for her embrace, lowering their eyes, covering their heads, denying the world that violated her principles, where men and women walked and talked together. Her eyes were protectively dim to new stimuli, her ears dull to new sounds.


Yet they were bright and sharp when the great-grandchildren, the little ones, raced through the door. Then there was no conflict of worlds, they shared one created of their bright young love, not flat one-dimensional but given depth and form and colour by their curiosity, amusement and repulsion.


‘How old, how old – and don’t say it loudly – how ugly is Old Granny.’


They would flap the loose hanging skin of her arm, lie on her lap and look, when she chewed an invisible cud, at the fascinating movement of her chin towards her nose, just missing it, then dropping down to begin again its upward drive. They would suddenly scream with high clear laughter, whirl around the bed, somersault to the floor and shout:


‘Can you see us, Granny?’


‘Of course, of course. An elephant has tiny eyes, but it can pick a needle off the ground.’


‘Can it, can it really? Tell us the story of the Elephant and the Needle, Granny.’


When she walked, her back a broken spring, bent to the ground, they laughed.


‘What are you looking for, Granny?’


‘Looking at the ground into which I must go one day to look for the treasure that is buried there.’


‘Tell us of the buried treasure, Granny. Tell us a story.’


That was their invisible bond, the common language they talked in their own private world. The daughters and sons, the granddaughters and grandsons stood outside it, deaf to its sounds, wrapped in their impatience and hostility, grudging dutiful affection to a parasitic old woman whom time refused to drop into releasing oblivion.


The visible bond between the old woman and the children was the doll’s house. They loved it with the same passion. The children hung coloured glass globes in the tiny arches, dug twigs and grass into its small courtyard. Their gaily dressed rag dolls were propped on string beds under the thatch. She cleaned its mud walls with wet clay, her fingers following each curve and crevice with familiar affection. Their interest in it flamed high and burned low, but hers was as steady as her hold on life.


‘Tell us a story, Granny.’


She dipped into the deep well of her memories. She had no need to stretch in her effortless reaching to draw its constant treasure. The live past was always happily with her, the present an irritating dying burden.


The fly that sat on her nose a moment before was as forgotten as the reflex brushing it away, but her nose still twitched with the itching of the one that had sat on it seventy years ago.


Her mother said, ‘Don’t sit there making such faces. The wind will blow on you and set your face for ever in that grimace. Kill the fly with your fan, can’t you?’


Her mind telescoped life to make it possible for her weak old age to be sustained by the strength of her childhood. She was happy with the children, because she lived in their time.


The youngest one screwed up her face. ‘Granny, look at me, listen to me. I can whistle.’


‘Don’t do that or the cold wind will blow on you and set your face in that grimace. Don’t whistle or the soldiers will get you.’


‘Soldiers? Which soldiers?’


‘The red-faced ones, like monkeys in red coats. They whistle to bad women. No village woman is safe when they pass by.’ Her aged body felt the fear of young girls when old women whispered:


‘No woman is safe, no girl is safe.’


‘Oh, Granny,’ laughed the children. ‘How funny you are. The soldiers don’t wear red coats, their clothes are dirty. And there are black-faced monkeys too. And they did not hurt us. They laughed and threw us sweets from their lorries.’


‘Don’t eat their impure poison,’ she scolded. Then past memories lashed her present security. ‘Why,’ she quavered, ‘why did the soldiers come to the village?’


The children did not know, their elders did not care to tell. They could not find time from their own fears to reason why violence had changed its face, why they feared the departure of the soldiers as once she had feared their arrival.


The soldiers had driven into dust-clouds that billowed thick over the fields, thinning into an emptiness over distances that held a threat.


She did not feel it nor did the children, but the others lived heavily under its weight. The familiar stillness of their surroundings was an accomplice to their solace-seeking minds, as to hers. It could not come to them from out of known distances, to this village, these huts, themselves, the bestiality that was real only to their fear. The village lived uneasily, the breath of its life quickened or caught when some outsider brought chill confirmation. Only Old Granny who had survived the threats of too many years refused to believe in its finality.


When the dread moment was upon them naked of their disguising hopes, they remembered only the urgency of their frenzied need to escape. Terror silenced the women’s wails, tore their thoughts from possessions left behind; it smothered the children’s whimpering and drove all words from men’s tongues but Hurry, Hurry.


She refused to go with them. Her mind in its pendulum swing from their infecting fear to incredulity that neighbours should turn murderers rested always at one point. ‘I am old, I am feeble. I shall slow your flight. It is the children you must save. Besides,’ she added, drawing conviction from her years, ‘you will return. In the Mutiny we returned and our fears were more cruel than reality. Take care of yourselves, give my blessings to everyone in the Casbah. It is long since I went there, not since the wedding of … ’


She sat on the string bed and looked at the door until all movement had ceased in the curtain before the creaking door now silent. Soon the outside air was stilled of all woeful noises. She looked around the disordered house, its beloved familiarity ebbing away. Near the doll’s house sprawled a rag doll. She shuffled to it and propped it carefully in its proper place. Then she waited in silence, and suddenly whimpered like a lost child until she slept.


The creaking of the door woke her. She could not see who came, how many. She smelt the flaming thatch, and as shadows came nearer across the courtyard she tried to sit up.


‘Mind,’ she scolded, pointing her bony finger, ‘mind you do not step on the doll’s house.’









The First Party


After the dimness of the verandah, the bewildering brightness of the room made her stumble against the unseen doorstep. Her nervousness edged towards panic, and the darkness seemed a forsaken friend, but her husband was already steadying her into the room.


‘My wife,’ he said in English, and the alien sounds softened the awareness of this new relationship.


The smiling, tall woman came towards them with outstretched hands and she put her own limply into the other’s firm grasp.


‘How d’you do?’ said the woman.


‘How d’you do?’ said the fat man beside her.


‘I am very well, thank you,’ she said in the low voice of an uncertain child repeating a lesson. Her shy glance avoided their eyes.


They turned to her husband, and in the warm current of their friendly ease she stood coldly self-conscious.


‘I hope we are not too early,’ her husband said.


‘Of course not; the others are late. Do sit down.’


She sat on the edge of the big chair, her shoulders drooping, nervously pulling her sari over her head as the weight of its heavy gold embroidery pulled it back.


‘What will you drink?’ the fat man asked her.


‘Nothing, thank you.’


‘Cigarette?’


‘No, thank you.’


Her husband and the tall woman were talking about her, she felt sure. Pinpoints of discomfort pricked her and she smiled to hide them.


The woman held a wineglass in one hand and a cigarette in the other. She wondered how it felt to hold a cigarette with such self-confidence; to flick the ash with such assurance. The woman had long nails, pointed and scarlet. She looked at her own – unpainted, cut carefully short – wondering how anyone could eat, work, wash with those claws dipped in blood. She drew her sari over her hands, covering her rings and bracelets, noticing the other’s bare wrists, like a widow’s.


‘Shy little thing, isn’t she, but charming,’ said the woman as if soothing a frightened child.


‘She’ll get over it soon. Give me time,’ her husband laughed. She heard him and blushed, wishing to be left unobserved and grateful for the diversion when other guests came in.


She did not know whether she was meant to stand up when they were being introduced, and shifted uneasily in the chair, half rising; but her husband came and stood by her, and by the pressure of his hand on her shoulder she knew she must remain sitting.


She was glad when polite formality ended and they forgot her for their drinks, their cigarettes, their talk and laughter. She shrank into her chair, lonely in her strangeness yet dreading approach. She felt curious eyes on her and her discomfort multiplied them. When anyone came and sat by her she smiled in cold defence, uncertainty seeking refuge in silence, and her brief answers crippled conversation. She found the bilingual patchwork distracting, and its pattern, familiar to others, with allusions and references unrelated to her own experiences, was distressingly obscure. Overheard light chatter appealing to her woman’s mind brought no relief of understanding. Their different stresses made even talk of dress and appearance sound unfamiliar. She could not understand the importance of relating clothes to time and place and not just occasion; nor their preoccupation with limbs and bodies, which should be covered, and not face and features alone. They made problems about things she took for granted.


Her bright rich clothes and heavy jewellery oppressed her when she saw the simplicity of their clothes. She wished she had not dressed so, even if it was the custom, because no one seemed to care for customs, or even know them, and looked at her as if she were an object on display. Her discomfort changed to uneasy defiance, and she stared at the strange creatures around her. But her swift eyes slipped away in timid shyness if they met another’s.


Her husband came at intervals that grew longer with a few gay words, or a friend to whom he proudly presented ‘My wife’. She noticed the never-empty glass in his hand, and the smell of his breath, and from shock and distress she turned to disgust and anger. It was wicked, it was sinful to drink, and she could not forgive him.


She could not make herself smile any more but no one noticed and their unconcern soured her anger. She did not want to be disturbed and was tired of the persistent ‘Will you have a drink?’, ‘What will you drink?’, ‘Sure you won’t drink?’ It seemed they objected to her not drinking, and she was confused by this reversal of values. She asked for a glass of orange juice and used it as protection, putting it to her lips when anyone came near.


They were eating now, helping themselves from the table by the wall. She did not want to leave her chair, and wondered if it was wrong and they would notice she was not eating. In her confusion she saw a girl coming towards her, carrying a small tray. She sat up stiffly and took the proffered plate with a smile.


‘Do help yourself,’ the girl said and bent forward. Her light sari slipped from her shoulder and the tight red silk blouse outlined each high breast. She pulled her own sari closer round her, blushing. The girl, unaware, said, ‘Try this sandwich, and the olives are good.’


She had never seen an olive before but did not want to admit it, and when she put it in her mouth she wanted to spit it out. When no one was looking, she slipped it under her chair, then felt sure someone had seen her and would find it.


The room closed in on her with its noise and smoke. There was now the added harsh clamour of music from the radiogram. She watched, fascinated, the movement of the machine as it changed records; but she hated the shrieking and moaning and discordant noises it hurled at her. A girl walked up to it and started singing, swaying her hips. The bare flesh of her body showed through the thin net of her drapery below the high line of her short tight bodice.


She felt angry again. The disgusting, shameless hussies, bold and free with men, their clothes adorning nakedness not hiding it, with their painted false mouths, that short hair that looked like the mad woman’s whose hair was cropped to stop her pulling it out.


She fed her resentment with every possible fault her mind could seize on, and she tried to deny her lonely unhappiness with contempt and moral passion. These women who were her own kind, yet not so, were wicked, contemptible, grotesque mimics of the foreign ones among them for whom she felt no hatred because from them she expected nothing better.


She wanted to break those records, the noise from which they called music.


A few couples began to dance when they had rolled aside the carpet. She felt a sick horror at the way the men held the women, at the closeness of their bodies, their vulgar suggestive movements. That surely was the extreme limit of what was possible in the presence of others. Her mother had nearly died in childbirth and not moaned lest the men outside hear her voice, and she, her child, had to see this exhibition of … her outraged modesty put a leash on her thoughts.


This was an assault on the basic precept by which her convictions were shaped, her life was controlled. Not against touch alone, but sound and sight, had barriers been raised against man’s desire.


A man came and asked her to dance and she shrank back in horror, shaking her head. Her husband saw her and called out as he danced, ‘Come on, don’t be shy; you’ll soon learn.’


She felt a flame of anger as she looked at him, and kept on shaking her head until the man left her, surprised by the violence of her refusal. She saw him dancing with another girl and knew they must be talking about her, because they looked towards her and smiled.


She was trembling with the violent complexity of her feelings, of anger, hatred, jealousy and bewilderment, when her husband walked up to her and pulled her affectionately by the hand.


‘Get up. I’ll teach you myself.’


She gripped her chair as she struggled, and the violence of her voice through clenched teeth, ‘Leave me alone,’ made him drop her hand with shocked surprise as the laughter left his face. She noticed his quick embarrassed glance round the room, then the hard anger of his eyes as he left her without a word. He laughed more gaily when he joined the others, to drown that moment’s silence, but it enclosed her in dreary emptiness.


She had been so sure of herself in her contempt and her anger, confident of the righteousness of her beliefs, deep-based on generation-old foundations. When she had seen them being attacked, in her mind they remained indestructible, and her anger had been a sign of faith; but now she saw her husband was one of the destroyers; and yet she knew that above all others was the belief that her life must be one with his. In confusion and despair she was surrounded by ruins.


She longed for the sanctuary of the walled home from which marriage had promised an adventurous escape. Each restricting rule became a guiding stone marking a safe path through unknown dangers.


The tall woman came and sat beside her and with affection put her hand on her head.


‘Tired, child?’ The compassion of her voice and eyes was unbearable.


She got up and ran to the verandah, put her head against a pillar and wet it with her tears.
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