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Eyes I dare not meet in dreams


In death’s dream kingdom


These do not appear:


There, the eyes are


Sunlight on a broken column


There, is a tree swinging


And voices are


In the wind’s singing


More distant and more solemn


Than a fading star.


T. S. ELIOT, The Hollow Men












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
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Laila



	

 








	

Babajan (Syed Mohammed Hasan)



	

Laila’s grandfather








	

Majida



	

his elder daughter








	

Abida



	

his younger daughter








	

Hamid



	

his eldest son








	

Ahmed



	

his younger son (deceased)


Laila’s father








	

Mohsin



	

his kinsman








	

Saira



	

Hamid’s wife








	

Zahra



	

daughter of Majida








	

Kemal



	

Hamid’s elder son








	

Saleem



	

Hamid’s younger son








	

Asad



	

a distant cousin to Laila








	

Zahid



	

his younger brother








	

Raja of Amirpur



	

a friend of the family








	

Raza Ali



	

his son








	

Ameer Husain



	

his kinsman – married Laila








	

Ranjit Singh



	

Laila’s friend








	

Nadira Waheed



	

Laila’s friend, married Saleem








	

Harish Prasad Agarwal



	

businessman, friend of Hamid








	

Sita



	

his daughter








	

Nita Chatterjee



	

Laila’s friend








	

Hakiman Bua



	

Laila’s nurse








	

Nandi


Saliman
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Mrs Martin



	

Laila’s ex-governess








	

Waliuddin



	

Hamid’s friend








	

Ejaz Ali



	

Abida’s husband











It is disrespectful to address elders by name, hence various forms of address are used, such as: Baba Jan, Mian, Bua, Bibi, etc.








	

Abba



	

father








	

Ammi



	

mother








	

Angréz



	

Englishman








	

Apa



	

sister








	

Bahen



	

sister or cousin








	

Betay or Beta



	

son








	

Bhai



	

brother or cousin








	

Bitia or Béti



	

daughter








	

Chacha



	

father’s brother or cousin (female – Chachi)








	

Dādi



	

grandmother








	

Mamoon



	

mother’s brother or cousin (female – Mumani)








	

Piaray



	

darling








	

Achkan



	

long coat








	

Angarkha



	

old-fashioned long coat fastened with loops








	

Burqa



	

robe and veil for purdah








	

Charpoy



	

string bed








	

Dholak



	

long two-sided drum








	

Dopatta



	

head covering








	

Gharara



	

wide pyjamas








	

Ghazals



	

love poems








	

Ji



	

yes








	

Khaddar



	

hand-spun cloth








	

Khuda Hafiz



	

a term of farewell (God protect you)








	

Lathi



	

long staff for protection








	

Lota



	

vessel for water








	

Nikah



	

wedding ceremony








	

Takht



	

wooden divan








	

Tazias



	

replicas of the tombs of the Prophet’s grandsons
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The day my aunt Abida moved from the zenana into the guest-room off the corridor that led to the men’s wing of the house, within call of her father’s room, we knew Baba Jan had not much longer to live.


Baba Jan, my grandfather, had been ill for three months and the sick air, seeping and spreading through the straggling house, weighed each day more oppressively on those who lived in it.


Aunt Abida withdrew into a tight cocoon of anxious silence, while Aunt Majida dissolved into tearful prayers. The quarrels of the maid-servants were desultory and less shrill; the men-servants’ voices did not now carry over the high wall; the sweeper, the gardeners and the washerman drank less and sang no more to the rhythm of the drum. Visitors spoke as if someone was asleep next door, and Zahra and I felt our girlhood a heavy burden. Our minds had no defences against anxiety; we were uncertain and afraid.


I began reading even more than I normally did, with no censor to guard Baba Jan’s library now, until Hakiman Bua, who had fed and nursed me, changed from her admiring, ‘My little bookworm finds no time for mischief’ to remonstrating, ‘Your books will eat you. They will dim the light of your lovely eyes, my moon princess, and then who will marry you, owl-eyed, peering through glasses? Why are you not like Zahra, your father’s – God rest his soul – own sister’s child, yet so different from you? Pull your head out of your books and look at the world, my child. Read the Holy Book, remember Allah and his Prophet, then women will fight to choose you for their sons.’


Zahra said her prayers five times a day, read the Quran for an hour every morning, sewed and knitted and wrote the accounts; but now all these things which she had always done merely interrupted her aimless wandering through the corridors and courtyards, returning always to sit by me though we had nothing in common but our kinship and our fears. Her attempts at conversation wheeled round a constant pivot.


‘What do you think will happen after he dies?’


‘I don’t know.’


And then variations on a theme.


‘Do you think Hamid Mamoon will retire and come to live here?’


‘How should I know?’


‘Do you think he will let us live here?’


‘Why not?’


‘He has such English ideas.’


‘Don’t be silly.’


‘Do you think you’ll go to College?’


‘Why not?’


‘How do you know what will happen after Baba Jan dies?’


‘Do you? Does anyone?’









2


It was my fifteenth birthday. Not that it mattered to anyone else. My birthday was remembered only by me, and while at school, by the teachers when forms had to be filled up. Or by Sita, the only companion of my choice, whom I missed today because she had gone away on a holiday, and whom I envied always because she had a father, a mother, a brother …


At home if I mentioned it, my aunt Abida, who had brought me up, would say, ‘Your birthday? How old are you? Really? How quickly the years pass! Why, you are no longer a child.’ And Hakiman Bua would say, ‘Now let me see, light of my eyes, when were you born? The year you fell, Abida Bitia, and broke your arm; the year of the floods when the rivers came up to the fields across the road, and Ahmed Mian, her father, God rest his soul, went to the courts by boat, and was happy not knowing the future. Yes it was the year of the floods.’


Fifteen; and the years were endless corridors stretching before and after. Fifteen; and how thin and shapeless, and not yet taller than last year’s mark on the tall mirror’s frame …


Inside the glass the light shivered, and the door opened. I turned quickly in embarrassment towards Zahra, but she had not noticed me looking at myself. She was too full of some personal excitement which shone in her eyes and quickened her movements. Her eyes were large, slanting and protruded slightly, and she emphasised them with the line of kajal drawn outwards, dark and long at the corners. She used them to ask favours and to attract sympathy. They drew attention away from her commonplace nose, her greedy mouth. I thought they squinted inwards slightly, and no wonder because she saw everything through herself.


‘Ammi sent for Baba Mian this morning, and he is with them now, and Mohsin Mamoon too,’ she said with nasal tones of excitement in her voice.


‘What is peculiar about that? Mohsin Chacha is always wandering in and out; and if Baba Mian was sent for, is that strange considering he is so busy saving his soul he forgets his brother is dying?’


‘God forbid!’ said Zahra automatically, then added in her earlier tone, ‘It is about me they want to talk. And they will be sending for us soon.’


‘How do you know?’


‘I was just going in to ask Ammi something,’ she said slyly, sharing a pleasant secret, ‘when I heard what they were saying. Then I heard Ammi ask Hakiman Bua to call us and I ran away. Hakiman Bua is so slow.’ She giggled.


Zahra found amusing ugliness in that dark bulk which to me embodied the abundance of comforting love.


‘Laila Bitia! Zahra Bitia!’ Hakiman Bua’s voice came high and urgent from the corridor.


‘There, you see,’ whispered Zahra as she sat down on her bed. ‘Now, remember, I have been with you a long time.’ Then she called out, ‘What is it, Hakiman Bua? We’re here.’


Hakiman Bua came in slowly, heavily, grumbling, ‘The miles one has to walk in this house! My legs are weighted with lead, and every joint has needles stuck into it.’ And without pausing she changed to her tender scolding, ‘Child, put away that book. Those insect letters will eat away your eyes. Now then, hurry! Abida Bitia is calling both of you.’


‘Bua, Bua,’ I said, hugging her. ‘These books will be garlands of gold round my neck.’


I followed Zahra out of the room but walked slowly, not wishing to leave Hakiman Bua too far behind. She shuffled along, holding up her wide, trailing pyjamas. Her heavy, silver anklets looked incongruous worn over my discarded black school stockings.


When we came to the drawing-room that united the two wings of the house, I drew nearer to Zahra. Into this vast room the coloured panes of the arched doors let in not light but shadows that moved in the mirrors on the walls and mantelpiece, that slithered under chairs, tables and divans, hid behind marble statues, lurked in giant porcelain vases, and nestled in the carpets. Footsteps sounded sharp on the marble floor and chased whispered echoes from the high, gilded roof. In this, the oldest portion of the house, I heard notes of strange music not distinctly separate but diffused in the silence of some quiet night as perfume in the air. I heard too the jingling of anklet bells.


But no one knew any of this.


In the corridor beyond there was light. It broke into the patterns of the fretted stone that screened this last link between the walled zenana, self-contained with its lawns, courtyards and veranda’d rooms, and the outer portion of the house.


Through the curtained door of the guest-room came the sound of voices in argument; the old, tremulous voice of Baba Mian, my great uncle Musa, crushed by the swaggering voice of Uncle Mohsin, whose degree of relationship, much to his annoyance, I found it hard to remember. He was the son of my grandfather’s father’s sister’s daughter. He used to taunt me that if I could not remember such close relationships I would surely achieve my nirvana and become so English that my aunts and cousins would be strangers to me.


Silence fell as we came in, and as I lifted my hand to say ‘Adab’ in salutation I moved out of reach of Uncle Mohsin’s outstretched arm, and went over to Baba Mian, who kissed me lightly on the brow, saying, ‘Live long in the protection of Allah, my child.’


Then he leaned back against the huge, white bolster, his restless fingers counting the amber beads of his tasbih, his eyes closed. Even when he spoke he kept them closed for the most part, and he swayed gently as he talked, his brow perplexed. Sometimes, even when no sound came, his lips moved in the crumpled face, framed by the white hair cropped round his ears, and by the gently straggling beard that flowed in thin wisps towards his chest. He wore a thick, quilted, black cotton waistcoat over his warm grey shirt, and his tight flannel pyjamas were crumpled at the knees, through sitting with bent knees in long hours of prayer.


I went and sat near Aunt Abida on her bed. She sat with one knee drawn up to her chin, her hands crossed over it so that the knuckles were white. The shadows of her pale yellow dopatta accentuated the pallor of her drawn face. Her eyes were wide and restless.


Zahra responded to Uncle Mohsin’s invitation. He drew her near, rubbed his chin on her cheek and she squealed, ‘You haven’t shaved properly.’


He had a laugh that coiled out of fat-globuled honeyed depths, and bold eyes, red flecked. He sat on a chair facing the others, his legs stretched out and crossed, their strong muscles moulded by the fine white cotton pyjamas, tightly drawn over the calves, loosely gathered at the ankles, finely hand-stitched at the seams. He had a habit of rapidly shaking one foot as he spoke, almost slipping off the black velvet, gold-stitched shoe.


Aunt Majida, a large, loose bundle wrapped in a grey shawl, was cutting betel nuts nervously, her nose a little red, her eyes washed with recent tears. She had a calm, broad forehead, but her mouth was frightened and tremulous, and her cheeks sagged with depressing, downward lines.


Zahra sat by her mother and played with one of the carved, wooden cones placed at each corner of the takht to weight the white sheet stretched across it.


‘And now that your absurd wish is granted, Abida,’ said Uncle Moshin, ‘now that the girls are here, have we your permission to continue our conversation?’ His voice had echoes like the reflection of a complacent man smiling at himself in a mirror.


‘In the presence of my elders,’ Aunt Abida replied coldly, ‘I am not the one to be asked for permission; but your definition of absurdity, and mine, might permit of a great degree of difference, Mohsin Bhai.’


‘No doubt, no doubt. How can I understand the workings of the mind of a scholar of Persian poetry and Arabic theology infected with modern ideas?’ said Uncle Mohsin with heavy sarcasm; and I heard Aunt Abida draw in a sharp breath.


Though Uncle Mohsin was the most frequent visitor amongst the male relatives allowed into the zenana, I noticed with acid pleasure how casually Aunt Abida treated him when she was not actually inimical. Zahra, characteristically, had discovered that he had wanted to marry Aunt Abida when young.


‘Mohsin Bhai,’ pleaded Aunt Majida, ‘nothing will be gained by losing your temper. My poor head aches, so that to think is an added pain.’


Aunt Majida’s head ached perpetually and thinking was never without pain.


‘Ya Allah! Ya Rahman! Ya Rahim!’ breathed Baba Mian, and with eyes still closed said gently, ‘I have seen many things in my long life, and who knows the definition of anything but the Almighty? He draws us into error to prostrate our pride, and from error to savour His salvation. Only Death is a certainty.’


There was a moment of cold silence in the room. Baba Mian was so old; death must have tired of his companionship and moved over to Baba Jan whose forceful old age was a challenge.


I looked at Zahra to share my bewilderment but she was looking demurely down, calm with secret knowledge.


Uncle Mohsin twirled the fine points of his moustaches, and prodded the carpet with his silver-topped stick.


‘I consider all those things absurd that are purposeless,’ he said, just as if Baba Mian had not spoken. ‘Is the girl to pass judgement on her elders? Doubt their capability to choose? Question their decision? Choose her own husband?’


Aunt Abida’s pale lips trembled as she spoke. ‘No, Mohsin Bhai, none of these things, I have neither the power, nor the wish, because I am not of these times. But I am living in them. The walls of this house are high enough, but they do not enclose a cemetery. The girl cannot choose her own husband, she has neither the upbringing nor the opportunity—’


‘Would you have it otherwise?’ he interrupted.


‘But,’ she ignored him, ‘she can be present while we make the choice, hear our arguments, know our reasons, so that later on she will not doubt our capabilities and question our decisions. That is the least I can do,’ she added bitterly.


‘We would not be scheming behind her back if she were not here. Our elders did not think our presence necessary, and we believed in their wisdom. It was a good enough system for them and for us,’ he said angrily.


‘Was it?’ Aunt Abida’s anger matched his own.


Uncle Mohsin’s eyes flamed and flickered.


In that moment of hesitation was concentrated the smudged failure of his life. Even we, the young ones, knew stories about him and the dancing girls of the city. The eldest of his four children was our age, sullenly obedient to a father she seldom saw and hated for her mother’s sake. The mother, a negative, ailing woman, her tattered beauty a mendicant for love, knew her husband only to conceive a child after each infrequent visit home. He lived in the city with friends or relations, had a wide and influential circle of friends, dressed well, composed poetry, was an authority on classical music and dancing, and never did any work.


I disliked him.


His eyes searched for reactions, but Baba Mian was telling his beads and Aunt Majida was cutting betel nut and sniffing.


‘Look, Abida,’ he said aggressively, but with less self-assertion, ‘I have not come here to argue with you. I came here with a proposal which you can refuse or accept; but I want an answer either way, and soon. Baba Jan’s condition is well known to all of you. We have to make plans for the future of these girls, keeping in mind what is to happen to them, God forbid, after his death.’


‘What will happen to them? What will happen to us?’ wailed Aunt Majida. ‘Look at me, a widow, and this child of mine, a girl without a father. Where will we go? And Abida, look at her, still unmarried! Abba found no one good enough for her; and refused one good proposal after another. And now what is to become of her when he leaves her so cruelly alone? What is to become of us?’ she sobbed, and Zahra clung to her, also crying.


Aunt Abida’s hands were trembling as she drew her dopatta over her head and turned towards her sister. ‘Do not raise your voice,’ she said wearily, ‘Abba is asleep.’


I felt cold deep down inside me.


Aunt Majida wiped her eyes and nose with a corner of her shawl and moaned, ‘Oh what a miserable, ill-fated woman am I!’


‘Ya, Rahman, Ya, Rahim!’ said Baba Mian softly.


Uncle Mohsin cleared his throat impatiently, twisted his silver-knobbed stick, and said, ‘You must think now of the future. Zahra is seventeen and ready for marriage. I have brought you a proposal and you must come to some kind of decision. Whom else would you like to consult? Your father is ill. Your brother is not here, Baba Mian and I—’


‘Hamid Mian will be coming home very soon,’ Aunt Majida interrupted.


‘Will that make any difference? He is more a sahib than the English. He will not take the responsibility.’


‘But he must be consulted; it is not right that he should not be,’ she said obstinately.


‘Of course he will be, so as not to hurt his precious pride. But the decision can be made first. It is not easy to find suitable young men, and if you let this chance slip, how long will you have Zahra on your hands with your own future uncertain?’


Her sister’s moans were cut short by Aunt Abida’s sharp retort:


‘You talk as if we were choosing a new horse for the carriage.’


‘Horses, my dear Abida, are chosen with more care than husbands these days. It is fashionable to decry the pedigree of men and to pay fortunes for the pedigrees of horses and dogs. Soon you will have to apologise for your birth and breeding, and not be proud of them. And now let me have an answer one way or another. Though you have insisted on staging this discussion as a ridiculous scene, with the girls as an audience, I am sure Zahra will do as her elders decide. She has not had the benefit of a memsahib’s education; though I am glad to see certain abhorrent signs of it have been removed, and your young memsahib has given up walking around dressed like a native Christian.’


The cold stone inside me was now burning lead. Aunt Abida put her hand on mine, and her voice was sharp like slivers of ice.


‘What Laila wears or does is not under discussion.’


Aunt Majida said reproachfully, ‘Mohsin Bhai, Laila was educated as her father would have wished. Abida carried out a beloved brother’s wishes as not even the child’s own mother could have done had she been spared to see her grow up. Even Abba respected his son’s beliefs and set aside his own, so, God knows, you have no right to criticise.’


Uncle Mohsin blustered, ‘I have every right to say what I believe is correct. I do not talk behind people’s backs. That is my trouble, I am too honest. I say what I do because of my love and concern for the family. I do not want my nieces put in the way of temptation. After all, Zahra was brought up differently, correctly, sensibly.’


Aunt Abida’s voice cracked with anger, ‘I have told you I am not prepared to discuss this matter with you, Mohsin Bhai.’


And Aunt Majida added, with a look of pride cast towards the modest Zahra, ‘This is no time for quarrelling, Mohsin Bhai. True I have done the best I could for Zahra, in the light of my own little knowledge. She has read the Quran, she knows her religious duties; she can sew and cook, and at the Muslim School she learned a little English, which is what young men want now. I did what I could, and you know in my unhappy circumstances I could do no more, even had I wished otherwise.’


At this point tears welled up in her eyes again. They flowed so easily that they had lost their significance, and were distantly related to a tale of sorrow which had lost its content through constant repetition.


It was fifteen years since Aunt Majida’s husband had left her to serve the saints to whose tombs and charities he had sacrificed the fortune which had added to his virtues when Baba Jan had chosen him as a son-in-law. It was six years since he had died, a gentle madman, possessed with his love of God. In those six years Zahra had transformed him into a saint himself; it made the chill, deserted years of her mother’s life a sacrificial offering to God.


‘Curse the Devil!’ shouted Uncle Mohsin and spat thick, red betel juice spitefully into the tall, brass spittoon standing by his chair. ‘Will you get back to the point and stop dragging me into arguments?’


‘How old did you say the boy was?’ Aunt Abida asked coldly, as if detaching herself from her anger.


‘Thirty, but he looks younger. He is handsome – well, as handsome as a man should be. Light complexioned, quite fair, in fact.’


‘Was he married into some family of your acquaintance?’


‘Yes, before he went to England for his training. He was a good husband. His wife died four years ago in childbirth. Fortunately the child died too, so our little Zahra will not be a step-mother; she will start her own family.’ He chuckled.


‘God will she flower and bear fruit!’ chanted her mother.


‘And his parents?’ continued Aunt Abida, her voice unchanged.


‘They live in the family village. Mind you, they haven’t much land, but does that matter when he is in Government service and his future is assured?’


‘Yes, his future is assured; therefore, his past need not concern us, nor the fact that his breeding is not equal to ours. What does it matter? After all he is an official—’


Uncle Mohsin rapped his stick on the edge of the takht as he raised his voice to interrupt Aunt Abida. ‘I have seen rajas and maharajas, respected friends of your father’s, laying their caps at the feet of officials. Only because they were white sahibs! The only man before whom Baba Jan bowed his head was the “Lat Sahib”, the Governor. And his daughter sits unmarried because no husband could be found equal in breeding.’


‘Mohsin Bhai,’ wailed Aunt Majida, ‘why must you talk in this manner? Why cast shadows of bitterness and anger over the future of my child? Let us wait until our brother comes, and decide with cool hearts and clear minds.’


Before she could be answered, while Baba Mian breathed the names of Allah with greater fervour, Zahra sat in demure stillness, and I achingly watched the tight white face of Aunt Abida, angry voices sounded in the corridor, and Hakiman Bua shuffled to the door, calling urgently:


‘Abida Bitia, come quickly.’


Aunt Abida started, instinctively looking towards the door leading to her father’s room. Then she turned angrily and said, ‘Stop that noise out there! Abba is sleeping.’


Baba Jan was asleep in his room, but he was everywhere as always; and the long threat of dying added to his power.


I followed Aunt Abida out of the room because it was crowded with the presence and thoughts of Uncle Mohsin. Zahra was already in the corridor; her curiosity gave her mobility. It had the same quality that had crowded into the corridor several maid-servants, the orphan boy who helped the cook and the wives of the gardeners and watchmen.


They were all staring at a smaller group in the foreground. Jumman, the washerman, stood murderously over his daughter Nandi, who cowered at his feet, shielding her head from the blow that lingered in his eyes, while his wife shaking with anguish leaned against the wall, her sari pulled over her head and hiding her face.


‘Bitia! I appeal to you!’ he called, the words forced out of his trembling lips.


‘Silence,’ Aunt Abida said angrily. ‘Have you taken leave of your senses, coming here shouting and screaming?’ She moved through them like a blade. ‘Follow me outside.’


The silent procession shuffled behind her through the rooms to the courtyard. A soft breeze rustled the leaves of the palms in their giant red pots. On the steps to the lawn the parrot sunned himself in his silvered cage and chanted as he swung, ‘Piaray Mithoo. Mithoo Betay. Allah il-Allah.’ He parodied Hakiman Bua’s voice.


‘Jumman, whatever possessed you to burst into the house and bring down the skies outside the very doors of Abba Jan’s room?’


The exaggeration of her words did not rob her voice of authority. But then all emotions seemed distended in this circumscribed household.


‘Bitia,’ said Jumman, ‘I would willingly have killed her, but this woman, her mother, said I should come to you for judgement. Forgive me, huzoor. My honour was besmirched, and I felt possessed by a thousand devils. I leave her now to you to do with as you will.’ And he pushed Nandi roughly forward.


Jumman in anger seemed a stranger. His dark face, with its thick moustache in contrast to his cropped head, was made gentle by large dark eyes that held no challenge. He wore a thick silver bangle on each wide wrist, and a gold ring in one ear. His loin-cloth, white and spotless, was drawn high above his bony knees, because he stood long hours in the tank washing clothes, beating them against the tilted, corrugated board with a steady strong rhythm of breath and movement.


But now his eyes were squinting, and his voice was harsh. And he prodded Nandi with his foot as she huddled on the ground, hiding the face that Hakiman Bua used to say would be a scourge to her parents because it was not the face of a girl of the lower castes.


When I was younger Nandi was my favourite playmate, carelessly happy, fearless and free, graceful as a gazelle. When I was disrespectful Hakiman Bua said it was because I played with servant girls. I used to slip away to find Nandi in her steaming little room in the servants’ quarters piled with damp clothes, hot with the coals kept ready to feed heavy, black, fire-bellied irons.


Nandi’s favourite game used to be to act the bride, concealed in the thick hedge by the fountain so that no one would see this shamelessness. I used to perform the ceremony of showing the bride’s face for the first time to assembled guests, removing her hands from her face with its tight-shut eyes, tilting up her chin, saying ‘Masha Allah! The bride is beautiful’ and pressing imaginary gifts into her limp palms.


But now when Nandi’s hands covered her face it was no game she was playing. Those were not the copied conventional tears of a bride that seeped through her fingers.


‘What mischief has she been up to now?’ Aunt Abida asked sharply.


Not long ago, Nandi had thrown an accurate and sharp stone at the groom of the English family next door, because he had peeped over the wall while she bathed in the enclosure where there was a tap for the women. A few days later she had bitten the postman, saying he had attempted to molest her.


‘The wretch was found by the driver with the cleaner in the garage,’ said Jumman, hoarse with shame and anger.


‘I went to give him a shirt that he had forgotten,’ whined Nandi.


‘Be quiet, shameless hussy,’ thundered Jumman, ‘I have forbidden her to visit the men’s quarters alone, Bitia. I had to suffer the indignity of seeing her dragged home by Driver Ji, and to hear his accusations. I cannot now live in the same compound as those two.’


From Noor Khan, the driver who had been in the household only three years, my aunts observed purdah. Jumman and Jumman’s father before him had worked with the family since boyhood, and they came from our village.


Aunt Abida turned wearily to Uncle Mohsin and said, ‘You had better ask Noor Khan what happened. This is a matter for a man to deal with.’ Uncle Mohsin prodded Nandi with his silver-topped stick contemptuously. ‘This slut of a girl is a liar, a wanton.’


Nandi looked up with fear-crazed eyes, looked round at that cruelly silent, staring ring of trappers and cried out: ‘A slut? A wanton? And who are you to say it who would have made me one had I let you?’


Uncle Mohsin’s face was distorted as he raised his stick and hit her across the shoulders. She fell forward, and as I ran towards her the next blow glanced across my arm and I screamed, ‘I hate you, I hate you’, and ran blinded by tears to my room.
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When Zahra came to tell me that Aunt Abida had sent for me and was in Baba Jan’s room I hid my tears with sullenness.


I had turned away even Hakiman Bua when, anxious and pained, she had followed me asking, ‘My child, my treasure, are you hurt?’


‘No, no, just leave me alone.’


Why had Aunt Abida made no sign of recognition?


Zahra was full of information, ‘The cleaner is to be dismissed and Nandi will get the beating she deserves from Jumman, I am sure. Such wickedness, when she is so young! Immoral people cannot be allowed inside the house.’


‘That will be awkward for certain people.’


Zahra ignored my remark. ‘The insolence of these menials that she should have dared to talk to our uncle in such a manner, and in front of everyone, of all those servants! Laila, how could you have interfered? Aren’t you ashamed?’


‘Yes I am. I’m ashamed to call him uncle. I’m ashamed that you have no pity because Nandi is a servant girl. Besides, I don’t care what anyone thinks. I don’t care.’


‘Do you know what is wrong with you, Laila? All those books you read. You just talk like a book now, with no sense of reality. The only cure for Nandi is to get her married quickly.’


‘The cure for a good girl is to get her married quickly; the cure for a bad girl is to get her married quickly. Do you think of anything but getting married quickly?’


‘I suppose you think you will never get married?’


‘I won’t be paired off like an animal. How could you sit there listening to them talking as if you were a bit of furniture to be sold to the highest bidder? How can you bear the idea of just any man?’


‘I suppose you’re going to find a husband for yourself? Maybe you’ll marry someone for love like Englishwomen do, who change husbands like their slippers. Your head is stuffed with funny ideas. But why do you want to fight with me? What have I done to harm you?’


Her eyes filled with ready tears of self-pity, and as always I felt a mean bully, but she had left the room dramatically before words could form in the haze of my anger.


In Baba Jan’s room the light was blended with shadows weighted with silence. Aunt Abida bent over the foot of his wide bed, pressing his feet. Often she had cramps in her stomach from remaining in this position for a long time. Aunt Majida stood at the head of the bed, half-hidden by the head-board, holding up the folds of her long wide pyjamas with one hand, and a silver-handled fly-whisk in the other.


Chuttan, the young man who performed the duty of keeping a watchful eye on flies all day, always left the room when my aunts came in, but Karam Ali was allowed to stay because he was as old as Baba Jan, and had seen their babyhood. Zahra and I went to the side of the bed, bowed and said: ‘Adab.’


Baba Jan’s eyelids flickered acknowledgement.


His head and back were propped against a bolster. His beard seemed whiter now and his face was darkly grey. We stood silent, with covered heads. The very silence of the room imposed immobility. So, too, did my fears.


In the corner, by the tall cupboard that spilled medicines from its shelves to the near-by table, Karam Ali squatted with his knees drawn up. His beard was thin and could barely hide the outline of his toothless mouth, which was open now as he dozed. He did not wear a uniform like the other servants, but always wore a white cap over his long hair, which he combed neatly behind his ears; a striped shirt with silver buttons on a chain; a large red and black checked handkerchief over his shoulder; and dark pyjamas that sagged at the knees – the mark of those who prayed five times a day – and were tight above his ankles.


He had fascinated our childhood with folk-lore and stories from the Arabian Nights, but now when he told them, puffing and drawing at his hookah, his voice would drone into sleep, his chin would sag, and his mouth open wide and hollow. That was the signal for his listeners to cough, and he would indignantly open his little eyes, draw a gurgling puff from the long hookah pipe and scold,


‘If you fall asleep and do not say “Hmmm-Hanh” to show me you are paying attention, I shall not waste my time and yours.’


Aunt Abida sneezed. Baba Jan opened his eyes and closed them. Karam Ali started and said, ‘Bismillah.’ Then he dozed again.


I wondered if it was because she was angry that she did not look at me, but Aunt Abida’s face had no angry tightness. And hope burst through my fear, telling me that she inwardly approved of what I had done.


We waited silently for a sign of dismissal; each second stretching taut to its limit and seemingly beyond.


Surely he could not die, this powerful man who lived the lives of so many people for them, reducing them to fearing automatons. But I knew he was afraid of dying, because he fought so hard to live. Those bottles of medicine, that paraphernalia of weapons against death heaped round the room, the procession of doctors, an army under the generalship of the Civil Surgeon, constantly changing its personnel and tactics – all these were not so powerful as he himself.


I wondered that I could think like this about his death. Was Zahra right when she said I was heartless and selfish? And yet I cried when reading stories and poems! What was wrong with me inside? What was ‘wrong’ in itself, and what was ‘right’? Who was to tell me?


Baba Jan stirred and said, ‘What is the time, Abida?’ His deep voice had been robbed of its power, but not of its authority.


‘Six o’clock, Abba,’ said Aunt Abida softly.


‘Is it not time for my medicine?’


‘Yes, Abba.’


‘Well, give it to me then. Why must I remind you?’


‘You were sleeping, Abba. I did not wish to disturb you.’


‘I was not sleeping. You will do more than disturb me if you neglect me.’


‘Forgive me, Abba.’


‘Where is that rascal Karam Ali?’


‘I am here, Huzoor.’


‘Where is my medicine?’


‘Here, Huzoor. It is one minute to six, Huzoor. The clock has not struck the hour.’


‘The devil strike you!’


‘Yes, Huzoor.’


On either side of the mirrored, heavy chest of drawers in the far corner, photographs in wooden frames hung on the wall. Baba Jan, his brothers and cousins, black-bearded, dressed in embroidered achkans and caps, with jewelled swords held in their hands, sitting stiffly in high carved chairs, with uniformed retainers holding steel-tipped spears standing behind them. Baba Jan alone, beardless, with a thick moustache curled up to piercing points, dressed in a suit, with shining pointed boots and spats. Baba Jan with a group of strained pompous Englishmen standing behind Englishwomen in long, laced, ruffled dresses with boned, laced collars that held up heavy heads of piled-up hair under wide hats.


Baba Jan had been young once, had probably smiled at those women. Could he have been tender and gay, and doubted and wondered? Was there ever a time when in his presence anyone could talk and laugh without restraint?


Karam Ali took away the silver basin and water-jug when Baba Jan had finished rinsing his mouth after drinking his medicine. Aunt Abida removed her supporting arm from under his head, smoothed his pillows, and wiped his mouth with the towel Karam Ali handed to her.


He lay quietly for a few moments. Then, with eyes still closed, he said, ‘You may go.’


We bowed in turn in salutation, and the ritual of the audience was over.


Karam Ali began arranging the armchairs for the friends who came every evening after the doctor had made his last call. There was Thakur Balbir Singh, fierce and generous Rajput, each of whose embroidered cotton angarkhas and delicate caps cost the sight of many workmen and more than the dowry of their wives and daughters, whose fighting cocks were unbeatable, whose pigeons outflew all others in the city, whose generosity and courage were a legend, who hunted bandits and tigers with equal unconcern, and whom we called Hunstey Dada, laughing grandfather.


And the portly Raja Hasan Ahmed of Amirpur, a poet and a builder of palaces who had his zenana guarded by negro eunuchs. When he had succeeded his parsimonious father he had lived riotously, emulating the legendary excesses of the late kings. It was said he had made naked women roll the length of the throne-room in a race for a bag of gold sovereigns; that he, copying kings, had played chess in the courtyard with nude girls and youths as pieces. But after the death of his first wife, to whom he was married at the age of twelve, he had married the present Rani, and curbed his sensual extravagances – or rather she had made him do so.


We called him Motey Dada, fat grandfather.


He was known now by the schools, hospitals and orphanages he had endowed, by his palaces, his elephants and his patronage of poets and musicians. Behind the scenes he was politically powerful, able to influence the elections of councillors and the decisions of ministers.


Finally there was Mr Freemantle, a skinny, square-bearded lawyer, a scholar of Sanksrit, Persian and Arabic, who wore Indian clothes when he visited the houses of dancing girls, and prim Victorian clothes at other times. He held frequent Mushairas, soirées where poets recited their verse in Urdu and Persian. He scorned motor cars and drove in his landau drawn by a perfectly matched pair of greys. The English community was suspicious of him but his wealth, influence and scholarliness forced recognition. He was Gorey Dada, white grandfather.


My aunts did not observe purdah from him, but they were careful that their voices, even the rustling of their clothes, were not heard by the others.


Baba Jan had ostensibly little in common with his three friends, considering his dour austerity. Yet they had in common a strange arrogance and a will to exercise power – always to be in a position which forced men to reach up to them; and if they ever stepped down themselves, it was an act of grace. In varying degrees they had been helped by birth, privilege and wealth to assume such a position; but without some intrinsic quality they could not have maintained it.


Thakur Sahib’s sense of humour and his enjoyment of life and people made him lovable and human. Raja Sahib’s pattern of thinking was on such a large scale that it saved his vices from pettiness, his virtues from priggishness, and lent him a grandeur that had become legendary. Mr Freemantle’s scholarship and his brilliance as a lawyer were the measures of his worth, and not his uniqueness among his fellow-countrymen, which in itself would have reduced him to being a tiresome eccentric.


And Baba Jan’s integrity gained him authority and recognition. It tempered the unchallenged tyranny which he exercised over his family – from his immediate household outwards to the family’s tribal ramifications, and it earned him respect from those who came in contact with him – from the most ordinary citizen to the highest Government official. His word carried more weight in the city than that of other Taluqdars with larger estates, and men with more money.


The four men loved the city to which they belonged, and they lived and behaved as if the city belonged to them.
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