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ONE


The train rolled to a complete stop before lurching back to life again to make its final crawl into Kamalapur Railway Station in Dhaka. Imtiaz stepped off and into the teeming crowd on the platform with his eyes trained on the exit. He shooed away a trio of young boys who had fallen on his suitcase and bag without delay, tugging at them for a small tip to carry them to his car, and shouldered his way out through the crush of bodies.


The heat was a full-on assault. Imtiaz could feel it squeezing the sweat out of him by the second and, as soon as he was out from under the shade of the station’s scallop-edged roofline, the sun added an extra hand. After sitting in the train for so many hours, through a slew of delays, it was not so bad to get the blood stirring again.


‘Imtiaz shahib, over here!’


Imtiaz followed the voice to his right and saw his uncle’s driver, Amir, running over with his arms extended.


‘Give me, just give me,’ Amir swept up the two pieces of luggage that Imtiaz had momentarily set down. ‘I thought your train would never come.’


‘How are you?’ Imtiaz asked, patting his back. The thin fabric of Amir’s shirt was soaked through and sticking to his back.


‘Alive, shahib, for the time being,’ Amir replied, bounding ahead. ‘Come, this heat is a murderer.’


He stuffed the luggage into the back seat of the sky-blue Toyota Publica and, in the same motion, swung open the passenger-side door for Imtiaz.


‘It’s been so long since you last came,’ said Amir, bustling into the driver’s seat. ‘Your uncle and aunt have been anxious since you said you were coming.’ He gunned the engine, revved it a few times, and cut a wide circle to head out of the station grounds. ‘You’ve come at a very good time,’ he said.


‘Why is that?’


‘Your uncle and aunt, they need family around them. Let’s go. You must be very tired. Lubna madam didn’t want to come?’


‘No.’ It came out as more of a snub than Imtiaz had intended. Amir took it as a cue to stop talking.


Imtiaz didn’t know if Lubna would have wanted to come or not. Their world was different now from what it had been three months ago. What was generally known as the point of no return had been crossed; it was staggering for the mind to comprehend, a mere ninety days earlier, on a Monday afternoon. Imtiaz had learned that morning at work that his promotion, overdue by a year, had gone to his bank manager’s brother-in-law. He couldn’t take the news to Lubna and instead sought comfort where the stakes were so low they didn’t matter. He took his troubles to another woman who brought them back around to Lubna. He had been wrong about Lubna’s powers of judgment for most of their decade and a half of marriage, but this time he’d raised the bar on how wrong he was. It was too late by the time Lubna knew of the promotion. The other news had reached her first.


Imtiaz controlled himself from breaking down because he was aware of Amir watching him from the corner of his eye.


‘What about you? Are you finally married?’ Imtiaz tried to offer a friendlier tone.


‘No,’ Amir shook his head with an accompanying chuckle. ‘No woman wants to get near a middle-aged driver with no other prospects in life. And I’m happy not to have to burden someone with that.’ On a more sobering note, he added, ‘Curfew, Imtiaz shahib. These bastards, forgive my language, they cage us in whenever they feel like it.’


‘We still have time, no?’


‘Yes, but not much.’


‘What do you mean?’ Imtiaz asked, grabbing the dashboard to keep his face from banging into it as Amir sped up.


‘I mean, they can say it’s at six, but if they feel like it they’ll cut it short by two hours.’


‘That means we could have only fifteen minutes to make it home?’ Imtiaz said, checking his watch.


‘It could,’ Amir said. ‘But don’t worry. It doesn’t happen. These army people, they pride themselves on maintaining time, if nothing else. Six means six. Even though it’s not always six. It’s not always curfew either, shahib. We’re slaves to their will.’


‘Things have been pretty bad here, I suppose,’ said Imtiaz.


‘Shahib, things have never been good here in Bengal, ever. We’ve never had anything. Whatever we’ve had we had to beg for. We’re a race of beggars. Maybe it’s what we deserve.’


‘You believe that? Really?’


‘Shahib,’ he spun the steering wheel to avoid a rickshaw, jerking the car almost to a tilt, ‘goddamn these scourges. Sorry, shahib. Belief. What does it matter what I believe? That’s all I’ll be able to do. Believe. And then they’ll stick a gun up my ass and tell me what I should do. Shahib, I’ve known you and your aunt and uncle for many years. Forgive my language. I speak honestly.’


‘Yes. I appreciate that.’


Once they passed St. Mary’s Cathedral on one side and the mosque and Ramna Park on the other, Imtiaz recognized Kakrail. From there Imtiaz had a clear recollection of where the Circuit House was as Amir sped the car along, and within minutes brought them to Chowdhury Villa.




TWO


Chowdhury Villa’s three-storied facade sprung into view, upstaging the few neighbouring buildings including the impressive Circuit House that was its only other competition. Ten years ago, in 1961, following his retirement from government service, Kamruzzaman Chowdhury had built the house as a foil against the disappointment of being pushed out of his career almost a decade too early. Exactly two years ago to the month in March 1969, Yahya Khan had assumed the presidency of Pakistan. Upon the complaint of his predecessor Field Marshal Ayub Khan that nobody listened to him, he’d had enough, and in the following twenty-four months, the number of Bengalis in the national government plummeted lower than they’d already been since the fifties.


‘Do you need anything from the market before curfew?’ Amir asked, after he opened the gate himself and returned to drive the car in. ‘Anshu da doesn’t get here for another half an hour.’


‘No. Better you don’t go out anymore today,’ said Imtiaz. ‘Anshu da. I’m glad he’s still here.’


‘To live in that much fear, shahib, is not worth living at all.’


The car wound around the front lawn, shaded by jackfruit and mango trees, toward the carport. Amir issued a warning honk, which brought out Aisha Chowdhury at the top of the veranda steps. Imtiaz shook the cramps in his thighs and calves and pulled his lower back up into a stretch. Amir lifted the luggage out of the trunk and went with it around the back of the house. Next to Aisha appeared Kamruzzaman, as Imtiaz made his way up to them.


Imtiaz found his uncle and aunt mostly unchanged. Five years had passed since he’d last seen them, upon the death of his mother. Kamruzzaman had gained weight around the waist, and his breathing had grown laboured from asthma. Aisha’s once-resounding voice, which could be heard from one end of the house to the other, and between floors, when she let it loose, was the only part of her that was subdued. Their sons were no longer living with them, the only cousins on either side of his family Imtiaz had known as a child. Murad, the older son, had married a woman from Karachi and moved there, and was in the employ of his father-in-law, whose anti-Bengali sentiments were unabashed. His only daughter had threatened the dramatic outcome of suicide, or, at the very least, either leaving home and never seeing his face again or causing him deliberate disgrace by far a worse act, if she was refused Murad Chowdhury.


The younger son, Minhaz, had followed his brother after a falling out with Kamruzzaman over wanting to be a journalist instead of entering a profession that would keep him fed, with a roof over his foolish head, and out of the path of the government’s ire. Which was precisely why, Minhaz had declared, he needed to be out of the pit of Dhaka and East Pakistan. He, too, found a position with a fledgling Urdu weekly, to Kamruzzaman’s further chagrin, through his brother’s father-in-law. If there were a way for Murad’s father-in-law to exact small revenge on his daughter’s whims, it was done through this proxy war on Kamruzzaman Chowdhury’s ‘two eyes’.


Imtiaz was away at university in Lahore when the bulk of these events occurred. He’d kept up with them via phone calls and letters from his mother. His father, Kamruzzaman’s friend and one-time fellow officer in the Civil Services of Pakistan, through whom he’d met Imtiaz’s mother, had kept a disciplined distance from the family drama until the end of his life two years before his wife’s. And since his mother’s death, Imtiaz had lost track of the tales. After his mother, it was Lubna who kept in regular contact with Aisha and relayed news of the Karachi Cousins, a title that had at some point been coined by Tina, who had never met her uncles, which stuck. Imtiaz felt he was rehearsing these distorted details in preparation for impressing his aunt and uncle in a job interview.


‘Thank God you made it home before the curfew,’ said Aisha. ‘Come, you must be very tired and hungry.’


‘At least no one can say the Pakistan Railway doesn’t keep up its reputation of consummate lateness,’ said Kamruzzaman.


Imtiaz touched their feet. Walking in, he noticed another figure bobbing out of the darkness of the long hallway that went from the veranda to the kitchen at the back of the house.


‘Baba, welcome home,’ said Mokaddas, the long-time cook, employed in the Chowdhury family since the days of Kamruzzaman’s father. Imtiaz reached for his feet, but the old man gripped his shoulders and held him in an embrace. ‘Your flesh needs some good nourishment,’ he pinched Imtiaz’s cheeks, giving his head a playful shake between his hands. Decades of grinding spices, chopping vegetables, and scouring clean his kitchen after meals had branded his palms with calluses as hard as knuckles.


Aisha showed Imtiaz to her sons’ old room. His luggage had preceded him, thanks to Amir, and stood at the foot of the bed. The room was large with a bank of windows that ran along the wall behind the bed. The view was of the mid-sized backyard. At one corner was the coconut tree, still as tall as it had appeared to Imtiaz as a child, leaning in a slight curve at the top as if trying to keep its head from bumping the sky. The furnishings were the same as had been used by his cousins. A wooden wardrobe, a long writing table with two accompanying chairs, and a rack for clothes and shoes. At a right angle with the windows was the adjoining bathroom.


‘No one has stayed here since your cousins left,’ said Aisha. ‘The bed has new sheets. I will have Amir bring in some extra blankets.’ She called for him.


‘This is fine, Mami. I don’t think I’ll be staying for too long. No need to go to any more trouble.’


Amir knocked on the door, received his orders, and returned with a stack of blankets that obstructed his face.


‘And also, tomorrow, first thing in the morning, bring the electrician.’ She turned back to Imtiaz. ‘The ceiling fan needs to be replaced. This floor one will be fine for you tonight, but it’s loud. During the day it gets warm, but at night you’ll need the extra blankets.’


‘Where are you? Where did you go?’ Kamruzzaman called from the hallway. ‘I have a hundred things to go over with Imtiaz. Patwari is coming soon, he doesn’t have much time. Ki bapar? Kothai nai hoye gela tomra? Where did you both disappear?’


‘Where else will we be? Stop shouting,’ Aisha met him outside before he could enter the room. ‘Let him wash up and eat first. There’s plenty of time to go over your hundred things. Come. Sit down at the table.’ Kamruzzaman’s protests faded down the hallway.


Imtiaz hoped there wasn’t plenty of time. He implored time to do what it did best, run out. So that he’d be done here and be back in Chittagong, patching his life together again. He undressed, washed off the journey and the odours of the train, and after rummaging through his hastily packed suitcase changed into a shirt and lungi. The pull of the bed was strong. As were the hunger pangs. He stretched out on the bed thinking, five minutes, and then he’d be ready to satiate his stomach.


His name reached him from miles away. Riddled images of the train carriage, a sprawling old house, Lubna, the children, and the knocking menace of unpaid debts played in the foreground as the voice drew nearer. He slipped off the edge and started awake.


‘Imtiaz?’ Aisha stood at the doorway. With her was Amir, holding a tray. ‘I thought you might be tired. Put it on the table,’ she told Amir.


Old habits resumed as Aisha sat next to Imtiaz while he ate, fanning away flies every few seconds with her hand even when there was not a fly to be seen.


‘Mokaddas Kaka hasn’t lost his touch,’ said Imtiaz.


‘There’s no one to cook for anymore. He’s just happy that someone has come that will eat his rich cooking again. Can I ask you something? Do you have any plans of going to Karachi? For work?’


‘No, Mami. Things have become so bad for me at the bank that I’ll be lucky if they let me sweep the floors now. Why Karachi?’


‘I thought maybe you could visit Murad and Minhaz.’


‘They have no plans to come visit?’


Aisha shook her head.


‘Even if they do,’ she said, ‘God knows what kind of – no, they’ve made it clear they don’t want to set foot in Dhaka again.’


‘I’ll tell Lubna to tell her brother to check with them next time he goes to Karachi. I think he knows Mr Jilani. I’ll be surprised if he doesn’t.’


‘Good. Now you sleep for a while. When Patwari shahib is here, I’ll send Amir to wake you.’


‘Mami, is the phone still in the living room?’


Lubna answered after a dozen rings. She spoke in half-sentences. She was glad he’d reached safely, and yes, when she talked with her brother she would ask if he’d pay the Chowdhury sons a visit, though he barely knew Murad and Minhaz.


Imtiaz wanted to say he trusted that that would happen as much as Bhutto and Mujib trusted each other and Bengalis as a whole were in love with Yahya Khan, but Lubna didn’t sound in the mood for obtuse stabs at humour. He said he’d keep her updated on the house and paused.


Imtiaz fumbled in his head through a hundred thoughts he wanted to convey to Lubna, but managed only to relay his aunt’s request. Then before he could ask about the children, or say goodbye, Lubna’s voice was interrupted. The line went dead. He thought Lubna was about to say more, that he’d heard Timur in the background, the echo of their mingled voices fading in his ear.


Too exhausted to try again, Imtiaz assumed Lubna would understand that phones going dead had become a reality of life under the occupation of an army increasingly aware of its vulnerabilities. He stretched out on the sofa. His head touched the armrest, pulling the plug on the last shreds of energy he had left to keep his eyes open.


He awoke to his name once more. The receiver was on his lap, his fingers curled around it. He was slumped with his chin pushing against his chest, and his throat was raw from snoring. Standing over him was Kamruzzaman.


‘Patwari is here,’ he said. ‘Let’s go, if you want to see the house today. There’s still time.’


‘Sorry, I was talking to Lubna,’ Imtiaz replaced the receiver.


‘And the line went dead,’ said Kamruzzaman.


‘I think so.’ He found relief in that. Lubna hadn’t dismissed him.


Hakim Patwari was in a chair by the radio that Imtiaz hadn’t noticed until now. It was once one of the prized possessions of Chowdhury Villa, a mid-century Grundig SO 380, and children were forbidden from going near it, let alone lay hands on it. For that matter, Imtiaz had never heard it turned on, played, or listened to. Its value was more sentimental than practical. The machine had been one of Kamruzzaman Chowdhury’s first purchases as a government officer and followed him throughout his career until its end. Next to it, Patwari looked like the complementing model showcasing the radio.


‘Ready?’ he said, smiling.


‘What about curfew?’ Imtiaz asked.


‘We’ll go and come back long before curfew,’ Patwari said. The time he saw on his watch told Imtiaz he’d barely slumbered for thirty minutes.


Still heavy-headed, Imtiaz motivated himself to his feet with the notion that his troubles would, as troubles in the life of every living person, ultimately end.


The house was off Satmasjid Road in Dhanmondi, at the corner of the main road and the beginning of a quiet, tree-lined street, a short distance from the headquarters of the East Pakistan Rifles in neighbouring Pilkhana. Lining the side of Satmasjid Road were teashops and hawkers’ stalls selling cigarettes, paan, sweets, and magazines. Patwari opened the main gate and Amir entered the driveway. Imtiaz strained forward to get a full view of the house. Patwari trotted up the driveway and unlocked the padlock on the front door.


‘Having second thoughts?’ Kamruzzaman said, as Imtiaz leaned back in his seat. ‘It’s a dump. I tried to warn you. If you hadn’t contacted me about it, I would’ve … anyway, no point in saying all that.’ He took Amir for a walk around the grounds with him.


The whitewash had ceased to be white, worsened by the battery of seasons. The grounds around the house were overgrown with weeds and grass that came up to the knees of a grown person. Hedgerows lining the driveway stood as tall as the visitors going past them. Lemons lay around the boundary wall, brown and shrivelled, fallen from their trees and left to neglect. Along the rear of the property were banana trees, which had become a haven for bats that had spent luxurious seasons gorging on its fruit without disruption.


From the house Patwari waved at Imtiaz. Imtiaz wondered if this was how it felt seeing one’s spouse for the first time on the wedding night, after the endless hours of anticipation and fear, and hoping something redeemable awaited in a pretty face or a handsome nose, a lock of hair come undone and balancing out perfection, to be smacked alert with disappointment.


Patwari stood aside for Imtiaz to enter. Past the veranda was an inner room, a cross between a foyer and hallway, and beyond it a living room large enough to accommodate fifty people with ease. The air was musty. Despite the hottest of summers, the dampness had held on, and if something were lying around wet and rotting it wouldn’t have been impeded by the outside warmth. Patwari must have been uncomfortable, because he kept clearing his throat and chuckling.


‘This is bigger than I expected,’ Imtiaz said.


‘Yes,’ Patwari touched his elbow to guide him further into the house. ‘Three families can live with comfort if they wanted to, never getting into each other’s business. Only,’ he laughed, ‘if they weren’t Bengali families.’


The plans were identical on each floor, the only exception being the balcony on the third, which extended beyond the one beneath it, as well as the first-floor veranda. Imtiaz saw Kamruzzaman and Amir below, in the backyard. He could hear Kamruzzaman thinking out loud to Amir about the work that needed to be done.


‘Truthfully, Patwari shahib, will this house sell? And how fast? How much? I have no idea about these things, but …’


Patwari said, ‘Come. See the rest of it.’


They made their way through the rooms of the third floor, most of them populated with unused furniture hastily stored and covered in sheets. The second floor was mostly empty. One room had the remainders of tools and paintbrushes abandoned mid-project long ago. Patwari explained that the last tenants, a family of six from Rawalpindi, had undertaken modest renovations, but had to leave Dhaka abruptly when the father got reassigned to West Pakistan after the previous year’s elections.


‘That’s as far as I know,’ Patwari finished. ‘I got a phone call one morning, and in the evening, they were gone, with the keys left in my hand. They’d lived here for about six years. But these days, you know, an hour isn’t the same as the one before. Reason and rationality, all lost.’ His mass of white hair, creamed and combed, left a trail of flowery scent as he shook his head gravely and went ahead.


Kamruzzaman was on the first-floor veranda, just outside the entrance to the living room, peeking in with only his head through the door.


‘Patwari shahib, when was the last time you opened every damn door of this house and let air pass through?’ he said.


‘It’s been a few months, I agree,’ Patwari replied.


‘What does he think?’ Kamruzzaman asked, as though Imtiaz wasn’t there.


‘I don’t have much choice to think, Mama,’ said Imtiaz. ‘If it sells, I’ll take whatever scraps I can get.’


‘It’ll be a lot more than scraps,’ said Patwari. ‘This land, this area alone is worth more than the house itself.’


‘I wish you luck with that,’ said Kamruzzaman, walking away.


‘I’ll have the paperwork ready and bring it in a week,’ said Patwari. ‘You can wait a week?’


Imtiaz’s reluctance preceded his reply. He nodded feebly.


‘One week. You have my word,’ said Patwari, shaking his head reassuringly, leaving Imtiaz heavy with doubt.


After dinner that night, Imtiaz joined his uncle and aunt on the veranda.


‘I know this is sudden,’ he told them.


‘Well,’ Kamruzzaman said, ‘the house is your inheritance from your mother, it’s your right, but you’ve picked a horrible time to finally claim it. Are times so bad?’


‘Why are you giving him a difficult time?’ said Aisha.


‘Yes, they are,’ said Imtiaz. ‘I can’t borrow any more money from Lubna’s brother. And I don’t think I’ll ever get another promotion in the bank again. It’s all Punjabis in every management position, and they’re all related to each other.’


‘On one side you married the sister of a crook of the highest order and on the other side my sons…’ Kamruzzaman trailed off.


‘That’s no business of ours,’ said Aisha.


‘What exorbitant life do you live to be taking so many loans from your wife’s brother?’ Kamruzzaman asked. ‘You’re a banker for God’s sake. If you’re going to get a loan get it from a legitimate place.’


‘I tried,’ said Imtiaz. ‘It wasn’t enough. I actually left the bank for about a year to go into business with Lubna’s brother, and Riaz bhai put up my end of the initial investment.’


‘And there,’ Kamruzzaman wagged a finger, ‘was mistake number one.’


‘I don’t have the head for it,’ said Imtiaz. ‘I went back to the bank and I knew I was up for this big promotion. I’d be able to pay back Riaz bhai in a few months, most of it, and the rest in instalments.’


‘And God laughed while you made your grand plans,’ Kamruzzaman said.


‘Allah, you can be so cruel,’ Aisha shook her head.


‘The truth is cruel,’ said her husband. ‘You think that old house is going to solve your problems,’ he said to Imtiaz.


‘I don’t see any other options, Mama,’ said Imtiaz.


Kamruzzaman puffed on his inhaler and waited for his lungs to calm down.


‘Well, for your sake I hope that dump is worth something,’ he said, once in control of his breathing again. ‘I’m going to bed.’


‘How much money do you need?’ Aisha asked Imtiaz. ‘Is it a lot?’


Every conceivable answer Imtiaz could give her swirled in a jumble in his head. Not one was worth the breath to speak them.


‘You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,’ Aisha said, seeing his reluctance. ‘Now, just clear your mind for now and get some sleep. You’ve had a long day.’


Imtiaz lay in bed, thinking. His mind was awake with thoughts that wouldn’t allow him to sleep. In his three and a half decades of life, everything he had accrued he’d had handed to him. His job was a product of his father’s connections. The house in which they lived had been Lubna’s father’s wedding gift. The inheritance he had come chasing in Dhaka, on a whim and last-minute burst of desperation, was left him by his mother. Imtiaz Khan was no one, with nothing he could claim as his own.


Lubna, Imtiaz remembered, almost laughed when he mentioned the idea of calling his uncle and checking on the house his mother had left him. Imtiaz had dismissed talk of it when his mother was alive. He would make his own way, have his own house someday, and it would not be in Dhaka.


And here he was knocking on the one last door left him, behind which lay the future of his marriage and the rest of his living days. If it took weeks, months even, he would do the time. The thought alone of not being missed, if not by Lubna then by his children, was crushing. But they would have to look up to their father, someday, which was not up for compromise. No daughter or son loved everything about their parents any more than husbands and wives worshipped the love they felt for each other.


Anshuman, the night guard, shrieked his whistle to ward off potential thieves as he made his rounds of the property – the first comforting sound Imtiaz had heard all day.




THREE


The Chowdhury home was once a reputed hub of activism. Before Kamruzzaman built Chowdhury Villa, when he and Aisha and their sons lived in Narayanganj, where both boys were born, student politicos, organizers, religious leaders both Muslim and Hindu, secular intellectuals, fakirs, sanyasis, and smalltime ‘troublemakers’ gathered together to debate the creation of Pakistan in 1947, and then the rights of Bengalis after the police killings of Bengali demonstrators in Dhaka in 1952. Most of them found a haven under the Chowdhurys’ roof because of Aisha’s one-time affiliation with the United Front Party. She’d stepped down from active participation to raise her sons, but the peers she left behind kept seeking her and her home out at times of crisis, which was more or less all the time for the last two and a half decades.


That was before Imtiaz’s time. The stories, as he grew older, became more family lore than historical accounts, the way his mother wished them to be when she narrated them for the hundredth time to her son. For a brief period in his teens, when Imtiaz declared his intentions to be a writer, she told him he would be the great chronicler of their family’s contributions to the history of Bengal. Attending Punjab University in Lahore under the strict orders of his father to pursue a technical or business degree saw the end of that plan, and Economics it was for Imtiaz.


Chowdhury Villa itself had seen significantly reduced activity as far as political gatherings went. The student politicians that now sought Aisha’s, and sometimes Kamruzzaman’s, guidance were also products of Aisha’s short stint as a lecturer in the Bengali department at Dhaka University. Imtiaz awoke to a lively debate on the front veranda. At first, the voices, male and female, crept into his dreams as characters. They were at a gathering at his house in Chittagong. Lubna was at the centre, mediating a discussion that eluded Imtiaz, no matter how hard he tried to understand it. Each time he tried to enter, to catch up and participate, the subject changed, and he remained invisible. As sleep gave way to waking, the voices receded, as though the group was walking away, keeping alive their conversation and leaving him behind, until they coalesced into a definitive place with which Imtiaz truly had nothing to do.


‘Who’s out there?’ he asked Mokaddas at breakfast.


‘Students of your aunt. Bad elements I keep telling, beating my head. Which is why your uncle left early for a long walk, so he wouldn’t have to deal with them. Amir went with him. He likes to stop at Shantinagar market on the way back. You know, baba, this house died the day Murad Baba and Minhaz Baba went away …’ Mokaddas continued, while Imtiaz tried to tune in to the conversation coming in from the veranda.


Three people sat facing Aisha, two women and one man, in their mid-twenties, talking mostly to each other and consulting Aisha when they reached an impasse, which seemed to happen at every second or third interaction. Imtiaz’s footsteps paused the conversation. Aisha waved him over.


‘This is my nephew, Imtiaz,’ she said. ‘He’s here for a short visit. Come, Imtiaz, sit. These are my former students, Rounak, Mitali, Ranjan. They’re all with the Chhatra League, and write for The People.’


Imtiaz knew the Chhatra League was the student arm of the Awami League, and he had heard mention of The People from Riaz Mirza, Lubna’s brother, as a seditious rag run by pseudo-intellectuals and troublemakers, and worst of all, supporters of Sheikh Mujib. It would not be prudent or wise to mention his brother-in-law’s anti-Bengali sentiments as his source of knowledge.


‘They’re all very hardworking young people,’ said Aisha.


‘It’s all your contribution,’ said Rounak.


‘No, it’s all your hard work,’ Aisha countered.


‘And all that hard work, where is it going to go if the whole reason for doing it is abandoned?’ Ranjan asked.


‘Who is talking about abandoning anything?’ said Mitali.


The topic of discussion was the meeting between Bhutto and Mujib the day after next at the Hotel Intercontinental. As soon as he learned this, Imtiaz felt a buzz begin in his head, an old, nefariously dull sound that shot back into existence, from which there was no getting away. It was worse than tinnitus or an unstoppable alarm. Talk of the Bhutto–Mujib talks. It seemed that was all there was to it. Each time the two leaders had come together since the general elections they’d left matters in worse shambles than their last meeting, with the latest one accomplishing nothing more than establishing plans of returning to the impasse and deepening the mess further.


‘So? What do you think, Imtiaz sir?’ Ranjan asked. ‘Bangladesh. Once and for all? Just like Bangabandhu said in his speech.’


‘I wish I’d been there,’ said Imtiaz. He’d heard about the speech Sheikh Mujib had delivered at the Racecourse Maidan here in Dhaka on 7th March, less than two weeks ago. Already it had gained mythic stature, because of its closing lines: This time is a struggle for our freedom. This time is a struggle for or our independence. The Bengalis that Imtiaz knew in Chittagong who had been at the speech had said over and over that had Mujib actually declared the independence of Bangladesh that day, there would have been a bloodbath. The army and the police would have held nothing back.


‘There’s going to be big demonstrations outside the hotel,’ said Ranjan. ‘You should come, sir. With Khalamma.’ He addressed Aisha by the affectionate term for a mother’s sister.


‘We should completely cut ourselves off from encouraging any more of these talks,’ said Rounak. ‘Going there, even to demonstrate, shows Bhutto and Yahya that we Bengalis still believe them.’


‘So what is Sheikh shahib supposed to do?’ Ranjan asked.


‘He is doing his job, what we voted for him to do, but he will know and understand our stance if we take one.’


Imtiaz spotted a grin on Aisha’s face a mother watching her children squabble and finding it endearing.


‘So, let’s not go, not send Bhutto a clear message?’ Ranjan asked.


‘We are going, Ranjan,’ said Mitali, ‘but to what end is what we’re asking, Rounak and me, that’s all we’re saying.’


‘Then I’m confused,’ Ranjan threw up his hands. ‘We should cut off ourselves, but we should also go to the demonstration?’


‘Yes,’ said Rounak.


Ranjan looked to Imtiaz, the only outsider available.


‘Sir? What do you think?’


Politics had been cutting through so much of his life lately that Imtiaz felt he had been bled of arguments and opinions for a long time to come. He thought about being passed over for promotion, the blatantly obvious bias of the bank’s identity politics, the way the Bengali employees turned their voices down when speaking in their native tongue and went out of their way to be heard in Urdu and English, the audacity of nepotism, what he and Lubna and Tina and Timur were having to endure because of it, all of it, because everything was connected, just as in economics, and sooner or later the quake on one end of the spectrum spread outwards, first as tremors, then as seismic shifts of destruction.


‘I would like to go,’ he said.


‘Fantastic! Sir, you’ll see first-hand the kind of mood that Bengalis are in. Thousands and thousands of us together saying “Enough”.’


‘Don’t you people have homes?’ Kamruzzaman said from the bottom of the steps. The three guests stood up, greeted him, and stayed on their feet.


‘We like this home better, sir,’ Ranjan joked. ‘It’s the best place in the city to plan a revolution.’


‘Yes, I’ve seen how you people and your revolutions are changing the world,’ said Kamruzzaman. ‘A few more years and there won’t be anything left to change.’


‘Sir needs to get his old spirit back,’ said Ranjan, after Kamruzzaman had walked away, around towards the back of the house.


‘Don’t mind him,’ said Aisha. ‘You be careful circulating those pamphlets, and make certain they don’t go into the wrong hands.’


Ranjan took a square of three sheets folded into a book and stapled down the spine, and held it out to Imtiaz.


‘It has Sheikh shahib’s Six Points, and a short manifesto that we, the three of us, wrote.’


Imtiaz glanced through the document, more out of courtesy than interest.


‘You keep that one,’ said Ranjan.


‘Khalamma, we should go now,’ said Rounak.


‘Day after tomorrow, we will be here at seven in the morning,’ Mitali added.


Imtiaz wondered if they communicated like this as a choreographed and timed routine, or whether the even distribution of speech had worked out through repetition into rhythmic coincidence.


‘Imtiaz sir, you should come to our office sometime, at The People,’ said Ranjan. ‘All revolutions start in the heart and the mind first, and then reach the masses through the pen. Literate and illiterate alike. The one helping the other, as brother and sister. We are one. We take up arms together.’


Imtiaz stared at him, until, with a smile, Ranjan said, ‘Directive number one of the manifesto.’


‘Lots of talk, lots of it,’ Kamruzzaman said at lunch. ‘These young fools need to keep their mouths shut and listen, and not get everyone killed with their stupid bravado. And your Mami, she thinks it’s so very sweet. Ask her.’


‘They’re intelligent young people doing good work,’ said Aisha. ‘You will be the first one to complain that young people are lazy and good-for-nothing for not being alert. Who are you talking to here? Talk to yourself, Chowdhury, and listen to yourself first, before making everyone else’s ears fall off with your grousing and double standards.’


The small formalities were charming. Aisha addressing her husband as Chowdhury in the heat of argument gave their interaction a detached glow. Imtiaz and Lubna’s arguments, especially of late, were prologues to the same fight. The last time they knocked heads on intellectual grounds was also entwined with Imtiaz’s affair. He had made the blunder of philosophizing adultery, making the case that human impulses didn’t know moral distinctions, and desire could not be held accountable for not understanding labels. The futility hit him even as he spoke the words, and before he’d reached his conclusion, Lubna was gone.


‘Why do you keep letting those riffraff come to the house?’ Mokaddas asked, standing to one side, watching over the meal.


‘They’re my students,’ said Aisha.


‘Army will follow them right in one day, Ma, and then …’ the loose skin on the old cook’s chin trembled with his headshake, ‘I’m an old man, I’m ready to die, but … but … what do I know.’


Imtiaz unfolded the pamphlet. The cover art was a collage of images from the 1952 Language Movement, Bengali letters, raised fists, and the title across the top: A Declaration of Universal Human Rights by Rounak Khatun, Mitali Majumdar, and Ranjan Baidya.


Intentional or not, the directives also amounted to six, on the facing page with Sheikh Mujibur Rahman’s Six Point Declaration. Along with the one quoted earlier by Ranjan, the rest were:


The right to free speech, expression, practice of religious beliefs, and assemble in peace against oppression of those rights is a Universal Human Right.


The right to live a dignified life that includes the guarantee of basic freedoms, a life free of injustice, under protection of the law, is a Universal Human Right.


The right of every man, woman, and child to shelter, medical care, and compensation equal to their labour is a Universal Human Right.


The right to roam freely, without hindrance and fear of illegal search, is a Universal Human Right.


The right to petition the government and its forces when their laws, decrees, actions are harmful to the well-being of the citizenry, as well as voicing grievance over its neglect of its fundamental duty to the citizenry is a Universal Human Right.


On the back cover was a solid black imprint of the map of East Pakistan, under which was written: We Fight to Claim These Universal Human Rights.


So much talk among so-called revolutionaries.


Imtiaz had recollections of the times he got roused up by campus political activity while at Punjab University, unsure of exactly what the excitement was about, being swept away more with the tides of enthusiasm as a way to break the onset of depression rather than genuine attachment to a belief. For a brief period, there was Fatima Moinuddin, fiery, gorgeous, and loud. She was from the women’s college and he had seen her briefly during a visit with his classmates to Anarkali Market, when one of them had pointed her out and jokingly warned him to steer clear of her. She was holding court, her circle of intimates gathered around her spellbound. Imtiaz had the impulsive thought to get involved in student politics to somehow see their paths converge, but after a few weeks in he was pulled out by the need to return to his books, and the worse fear of his father’s fury if he found out he was neglecting them in favour of hooliganism, his father’s synonym for student politics.




FOUR


Bhutto Go Back.


The sign waved high, written in large black letters on a white banner. It looked as though it had been hung directly on to the sky. Imtiaz weaved through the bustling crowd with Amir behind him and Aisha a few steps ahead. Leading her were Rounak and Mitali. Ranjan had split from them halfway to stop at the office of The People and collect their colleagues who had worked late into the night on Bengali copies of the manifesto. They were going to distribute them discreetly among the crowd. Morning had broken with a chill in the air, and Imtiaz had put on his sports coat without thinking of the manifesto in its pocket until Rounak mentioned the Bengali versions. It was too late to bring it out and throw it away now, which was what he wanted to do, because if it crossed the eyes of a soldier or policeman and he decided to take it as a threat, hell could break loose of the kind whose gravity would be understood only when set in motion. As if brandishing signs telling Bhutto to go back was not enough.


Mob mentality had a strange pull, nonetheless. Perhaps Imtiaz had felt it at university during his short-lived, pathetic attempt at student politics. Watching and listening to the earnest participants, seeing the camaraderie, hearing their united beliefs given voice as one, one had to admit admiration, even a longing to feel what they felt. When he finally bid farewell to his fledgling political career, he saw how utterly weak his intentions had been in the first place. It wasn’t enough to get revved and riled up by grand designs and grander thoughts and plans of setting them in motion to change the world. The belief that they could and would alter the nature of things was what sapped the lion’s share of energy, unless that very feeling of being depleted, mentally, physically, emotionally, deep down in the bones was also the fuel for staying charged. The manifesto, a folded piece of paper in his pocket, linked Imtiaz to its authors and their cause. No matter what he thought of their idealism, he had to concede a rush, a surge of blood that threw his heart off kilter, raised its pace, and, after a long time, provided it anew the faint hope of attachment.


Aisha gave his sleeve a tug and pointed in the direction they’d come from. Imtiaz saw Kamruzzaman, accompanied by Mokaddas, pushing through the forest of bodies. Kamruzzaman had refused a little over an hour ago to go anywhere near ‘the mad foolishness’. Aisha had winked at Imtiaz, indicating that she knew it would be a matter of time, a very short amount at that, before the old impulses overtook her husband’s jaded veneer.


On the other end, near the sign telling Bhutto to go where he was more welcome, Imtiaz saw Rounak and Mitali milling with a group of their colleagues. Ranjan was with them, as were another young man and woman, in wrinkled clothes and exhausted, but neither aspect betraying their zest for the occasion. Imtiaz pointed them out to Aisha and Kamruzzaman and went over.


‘I’m very happy to see you,’ Ranjan shook his hand. He introduced the new additions to their group as Khoka Ganguly and Samina Sattar. ‘You see? This is what I was talking about,’ Ranjan waved his hand over the gathering, the entire scene.


‘So, do I get to read the Bengali version of the manifesto?’ Imtiaz asked. He was too loud for their comfort. Ranjan leaned in, a finger to his lips, his eyes roving nervously. Imtiaz nodded. ‘Sorry.’


‘No, it’s not that we’re afraid,’ Ranjan said. ‘But if something goes wrong here, and it’s our fault, all these innocent people … you understand, no?’


Imtiaz nodded. Ranjan plucked one of the manifestos out of Samina’s hand and stuffed it in the breast pocket of Imtiaz’s coat. Both versions were now on his person, separated by a wall of fabric.


Chanting rose from the crowd.


‘My leader, your leader, Sheikh Mujib, Sheikh Mujib!’


Heads turned every which way for sight of the leader. The crush of bodies intensified from all directions. Soldiers and police grew stiff around the perimeter of Hotel Intercontinental.


Imtiaz had lost sight of his uncle and aunt, and Amir and Mokaddas. He was about to take a step towards where he’d left them when a hand closed around his arm. Ranjan’s other hand patted his coat.


‘You’re one of us,’ Ranjan smiled.


‘My leader, your leader, Sheikh Mujib, Sheikh Mujib!’ the crowd shouted, this time more in unison. In waves, the chanting went around from one section of the crowd to another, circling out to its farthest reaches, the limits of which was impossible to tell, and rumbling back in.


Sirens wailed. A roar of simultaneous car engines grew louder as they drew closer.


Bhutto’s motorcade swung around off Minto Road like a snake abruptly altering its winding course. Within seconds Bhutto’s car was stopped at the main entrance. A team of bodyguards poured out of the accompanying vehicles, armed with machine guns and Tommy guns, blocking Bhutto almost completely from view as he climbed out. There was a flicker of a tired man, impeccably dressed, moon-faced, his jowls heavy with exhaustion, unkempt salt-and-pepper hair receding from his forehead, pausing to secure the top button of his jacket absentmindedly before being herded inside.


It was the deafening applause and cheering at the arrival of the Awami League leader, the bane of Bhutto’s existence that had their ears ringing long after the day had ended.




FIVE


Guests had been arriving at Suleiman Mubarak’s house earlier than the time he had set the invitation for, and by the time Kamruzzaman, Aisha, and Imtiaz were led inside by a uniformed bearer, cocktails had been flowing liberally for a while. The house was on a street perpendicular to Mirpur Road in Kalabagan, surrounded by a thick grove of mango trees, with a towering metal gate, which one had to be an expert climber to scale. A uniformed guard, flanked by two armed soldiers, asked the names of guests as they arrived and cross-checked them against a list on a clipboard one of the soldiers held. They were asking only the civilians. Army officers and personnel were admitted immediately.


Judge Mubarak greeted them at the entrance to his living room and led them to the other end of it where a small group was gathered away from the rest of the party. Another couple, Wahid and Nadira Jamal, were entering at the same time, and the judge introduced everyone to each other. A uniformed waiter appeared, took the drink orders of the newly arrived guests, and returned almost immediately with them.


The occasion for the festivities, Imtiaz learned, was the arrival of a new army officer and his wife. Captain Fazal Shaukat and Umbreen Shaukat sat next to each other on one end of a sofa that was perpendicular to the chair Imtiaz occupied. Next to them was a young American woman, introduced by the judge as Helen O’Leary, cradling a glass of red wine in her hand; the person with whom Judge Mubarak seemed to be having the most exchanges, often bordering on flirtation. Kamruzzaman and Aisha were on the other side of the coffee table, across from Imtiaz.


Imtiaz was distracted first by Captain Shaukat’s wife, specifically her journey through three whiskey sodas to Imtiaz’s one, and then by the captain’s irritated side-glances at her. The rest of the party seemed to be happening in a parallel world separated by an invisible cordon. There were army uniforms everywhere, speckled with brightly coloured salwar kameez and the occasional sari. Men drank and spoke loudly. The women stood in cloistered groups, detached, keeping to themselves, but with an eye on their men. Imtiaz reached the last sip of his scotch, drained it, and scanned the room for a waiter.


Judge Mubarak must have noticed because before Imtiaz could flag the waiter, a new drink floated before him on a tray.


‘Your uncle tells me you’re here with some substantial plans,’ said Judge Mubarak.


Imtiaz hadn’t heard his uncle say much about anything. At present, he was listening to Helen, the American woman, her face draped by the curtain of her dark hair. Streaks of silver climbed down from the parting slightly to the left. One hand waved and punctuated her points, all of which were remarkably being absorbed by Kamruzzaman without resistance. What she was saying barely reached Imtiaz past the din of the party.


‘I hope things work out,’ said Imtiaz.


Judge Mubarak nodded reassuringly. A uniformed man approached the judge’s chair from behind.


‘Everyone,’ the judge said, ‘please forgive my interruption, but I would like you all to meet General Rao Farman. He’s not only my friend and one of the esteemed guests tonight, but he is also the commanding officer of Captain Shaukat.’


Shaukat was on his feet, stiffly at attention, as though he was completely unused to the position. Farman released him of the formality with a nod.


‘Good evening,’ he said.


Judge Mubarak excused himself to see Farman out.


Helen and Aisha were the most talkative in the group. Imtiaz had a clearer channel to their discussion, which by the sound of its current strain revolved around Bengali literature. He wanted to move away from Captain Shaukat and his wife. Proximity to their quiet, bottled tension made him claustrophobic. It had gotten worse since Umbreen Shaukat finished her last drink, set down the glass, looked up to find a waiter for a refill, and her husband touched her wrist. She pulled her arm away, setting off the bangles on them jingling. Imtiaz took Judge Mubarak’s vacant seat.


‘This is my nephew, Imtiaz Khan,’ Aisha told Helen.


‘I’m Helen, it’s nice to meet you,’ the corners of her eyes crinkled, the whites around the light green pupils shaded red from the wine, as she smiled and held out her hand. ‘Your aunt tells me you’re here from Chittagong.’


‘Yes,’ Imtiaz said, feeling more awkward than he had next to the Shaukats.


‘I hope Walt and I can make it there before we have to leave the country,’ said Helen.


‘Leave?’ Aisha said.


‘Well,’ Helen surveyed the room, and glanced warily at Captain Shaukat. ‘I hope we get to stay as long as we’d like to, but our schedules … you know …’


Kamruzzaman leaned forward and asked Captain Shaukat his father’s name. Taken aback at first, Shaukat told him. Kamruzzaman gave the name some thought before mentioning it was not the same man of that name that he’d thought the captain was related to. Then, as though he’d found the pretext he was waiting for, Captain Shaukat asked for him and his wife to be excused. No one missed that he grabbed his wife by her upper arm and nearly pulled her to her feet against her will.


Helen watched them navigate the room, Shaukat’s steady hand still on his wife’s arm, making it appear as though he was throwing her out of the party, and waited to speak until they were out of sight.


‘I’m a little relieved they’re gone,’ she said. ‘That’s terrible, I know, but they’ve just been sitting there since they came, having this little passive-aggressive fight. It’s been really uncomfortable. I’m sorry, that sounds awful, I know.’


‘You said you were here with your husband,’ said Aisha, ‘where is he?’


‘Being unsocial tonight. Which is too bad for him because this,’ her hand waved over the room, ‘is why he came to Pakistan.’


‘This?’ said Kamruzzaman.


‘Walt is a military history buff,’ said Helen. ‘Well, more than a buff, he majored in it in college. He was the one student in his entire cohort – and this is a really sad reflection on Americans – he was the only student that knew where Pakistan was and what was happening here.’


‘What do you think is happening here?’ Kamruzzaman pressed.


Helen was taken aback by the force with which the question was posed. Kamruzzaman hadn’t been loud, but he looked on the verge of pouncing on her, depending on her answer.


‘Maybe we should leave the poor girl alone and not say something …’ Aisha said.


‘Say something what?’ Kamruzzaman turned on her with the same intensity as he’d shown towards Helen. ‘Are we supposed to sit here with our thumbs in our mouths because they’re here?’
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