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Introduction


PANTIES WITH PURPOSE


FARAH AHAMED


MY INTEREST IN THE PROBLEMS FACED BY GIRLS DURING menstruation goes back twenty years, to the time when I was working in East Africa with the Aga Khan Foundation, overseeing their development projects. The Straight Talk Foundation in Uganda sponsored a newspaper supplement focused on raising awareness about HIV/AIDS, reproductive health and child rights, which was published every Friday. It was then that I read how underprivileged girls and women in Uganda managed their menstrual health. Even though I had been working at the grassroots level, that menstrual hygiene management was a problem had never occurred to me before. I had not heard of girls missing school because of a lack of access to menstrual products, poor sanitation and inadequate toilet facilities before this. I was shocked to realize that while the privileged enjoyed the luxury of choice in menstrual products, the poor had none. After that, it took ten years for the idea of taking action to ferment and develop into a concrete plan.


In 2011, my two sisters and I established an informal initiative called Panties with Purpose. Our objective was to promote menstrual health and raise awareness about the detrimental effects of girls in Kenya missing as many as sixty days of school a year because of a lack of access to menstrual products. This was damaging their chances for academic success and compromising their health and well-being. Through our first event, a one-day reproductive health workshop, we aimed to help 1,000 girls and give them underpants and pads.


Our strategy was simple: we would ask donors to give us new cotton underpants. Our reasoning was that if a donor bought a pair of underpants instead of donating cash, they would be more likely to talk about period poverty with their friends. Also, as we were not a registered NGO or a charity, this approach would make it easier for us to manage our operations.


What started as a discussion with family and friends soon spread farther, and we had strangers writing to tell us that they were hosting parties and asking their guests to contribute to our initiative. Organizations reached out saying they were including Panties with Purpose in their corporate social responsibility budget. Schools and colleges in Canada, Australia and the UK told us they were engaging their students in menstrual health debates, with one of them even hosting a menstruation awareness concert where the entry ticket was a packet of pads or underpants. Our target was 4,000 pairs of underpants. Each girl was to receive four pairs, but over the course of two months, we received over 40,000 pairs from sixty cities including Toronto, Mumbai, Sydney and Hong Kong. These were then transported to Kenya with the help of friends and a donation from Virgin Atlantic. Later, in a school in Kibera, Google sponsored our first-ever event on International Women’s Day in 2011.


Since then, Panties with Purpose has reached over 16,000 girls and distributed more than 55,000 pairs of underpants and nearly as many pads. Through partnerships with community-based organizations, it has sponsored health education and skills-training workshops across 160 locations in Kenya. These include schools, hospitals, marketplaces, orphanages, prisons and shelters for the homeless and those living with HIV. Additionally, Panties with Purpose has engaged with organizations working in the area of menstrual health and developing environmentally friendly sanitary pad options using local materials such as sisal. We have lobbied for period-friendly schools and workplaces, the distribution of free sanitary pads in schools as well as the removal of the tampon tax. It became evident over these years that menstruation cut across every area of life.


It has been particularly encouraging to witness the gradual but perceptible difference in attitude throughout our network of organizations. For instance, the Kenya-based Ramgarhia Youth Sikh Association, after some initial ambivalence, has now included menstrual products as part of the care packages they send to help the poor around the country. Moreover, younger people are becoming increasingly involved in bringing about change. In Nairobi, my eleven-year-old-niece and her friends speak openly in assembly at their co-ed school about the challenges of period poverty in Kenya. They also regularly raise funds with the help of their peers, with the aim of providing a less fortunate school with a menstrual hygiene workshop, pads and underpants. For boys and girls in school to speak freely about periods and also take an active part in helping another school is a big step forward.


Between 2017 and 2019, while travelling through India and Pakistan, I spoke to girls and women about menstruation and learned about their local values and practices. While some stories were universal and similar to those I had encountered in East Africa, others were specific to their context. While living on the campus of a university in Lahore, I asked female faculty and students about pervasive cultural notions that periods were shameful. In 2019, with the help of a local arts organisation, SAMAAJ, we hosted the first period poverty conference in Pakistan titled ‘Everybody’s Business, Period’. The discussions ranged from menstruation and disability to period-friendly schools and workplaces, to entrepreneurship endeavours. After that, it took three years of persistent efforts to make the university ‘period-friendly’. When I lobbied the senior administration to install vending machines with menstrual products in the women’s hostels, the excuses I received included: ‘Refilling the vending machines will require male staff to enter the hostels. We can’t allow it;’ ‘The machines will have to be ordered from China and take many months to come, it’s too complicated;’ ‘The washrooms don’t have enough space and the women are coping, so what’s the need for this?’ and finally, ‘The machines will be rarely used, it makes no commercial sense.’ There was little understanding and compassion towards supporting women during menstruation.


My earliest memory relating to periods goes back to when I was eight years old, growing up in Nairobi, watching Kenyan television. After Little House on the Prairie came an advert for Stayfree Maxi Pads. It began with a blonde girl in white jeans riding a bicycle, talking about Stayfree being ‘soft and fluffy’, and promising girls could be ‘free’ to do anything they wanted. It showed blue ink from a dropper filling a sanitary pad and ended with the image of two blonde girls on horses galloping into the sunset. I was scared of horses, I didn’t have a bike, I wasn’t blonde and I had no idea what the blue ink blotting the pad was about. I thought it was some kind of magic potion which girls in other countries took to help them with their sporting activities. Later, I saw one of my older cousins with a packet of Stayfree, and I showed surprise. ‘Yes,’ she said, laughing as she hid it under her jumper and went to the toilet. I imagined her having a secret life, riding horses and doing all kinds of exciting things which no one in the family knew about. A few years after, my mother showed me a biology textbook and explained all the labelled body parts, preparing me for what lay ahead. But I still couldn’t relate to it. Then in my teenage years in the 1980s, at a girls’ convent school, my mother wrote a note for my swimming coach, Mr Ali: ‘Please excuse Farah from swimming today, as she has female problems.’ He read the note and said aloud, in front of everyone, ‘Female problems?’ And he sent me away to sit alone under a tree in the shade. Some of my friends had not yet started having their period, and they plied me with questions. I was mortified and refused to go to school the next day. This anthology has similar stories of how girls – and boys – learn about menstruation from their mothers, sisters and friends, and how some men only find out about it after marriage.


The idea for this book came to me one afternoon in the summer of 2019 while working on an essay on how menstruation had been portrayed in fiction, by female and male authors. It occurred to me that the diversity of the experience of menstruation could best be reflected in a book which included both fiction and non-fiction. I wrote a proposal with a prospective list of contributors, the well-known and others I had yet to discover, and identified what I would like them to write about and my vision for the book.


My decision to focus on South Asia was motivated by two events. The first is when I was stopped and asked if I was menstruating as I was about to enter a Jain temple in India. The second is when I picked up a packet of sanitary pads while shopping at a supermarket in Pakistan and a male shop attendant rushed over and told me to hide it in a brown bag to avoid being humiliated at the checkout counter. I found both incidents disturbing – being questioned about intimate details of my body by a stranger and having my behaviour in a public space controlled because menstruation was associated with shame. I realized once again how much I had taken for granted.


At the time the book was conceived, I knew only a few of the contributors on my list. But incredibly, every person I approached was willing to participate and share thoughts and ideas. Despite the remote geographies, from the tribal areas of Balochistan in Pakistan, to cities in Nepal, to the fields of India, to the nunneries in the mountains of Bhutan, and to the rough terrains of Afghanistan, the contributors have supported this project with enthusiasm.


Menstruation, despite being a natural, healthy occurrence, is a topic often buried in fear and shame, and its discussion is even taboo in many societies. Historically, in some cultures, men have refused to acknowledge it, in order to maintain a romantic image of women. In others, it is still linked to ritual impurity and lunar madness, while in some communities, it is seen as a sacred time associated with healing, psychic powers and female solidarity. However, over the past few years, there has been a shift towards bringing menstruation and menstrual health out into the open, making this an opportune time for the publication of this book.


This volume carries a breadth of perspectives: those of politicians and policymakers, entrepreneurs, artists, academics, students, nuns, activists, poets, prisoners and the homeless. It provides a glimpse into the way menstruation is viewed by people from different backgrounds, religions and classes. Alongside the well-known artistic and academic contributors are those who are usually missing from the mainstream discussion on the subject. Each essay, artwork, story or poem explores a different aspect of how menstruation is experienced in South Asia.


Tashi Zangmo’s essay explores the context of the Buddhist nuns of Bhutan and recounts her ongoing efforts with the Buddhist Nuns Foundation to revolutionize menstrual health in the nunneries. Activist Granaz Baloch explains in her essay how she defied traditional notions of tribal honour, or Baloch mayar, and conducted the first-ever menstrual health workshop in Balochistan. Radha Paudel, who has been working in Nepal over the past thirty years, writes about her mission to have menstrual dignity acknowledged as a human right. Shashi Tharoor relays his radical Menstrual Rights Bill which was tabled in the Lok Sabha in the Indian parliament. Meera Tiwari’s research on Uttar Pradesh and Bihar utilizes a ‘menstrual dignity framework’ to analyze data collected from street theatre performances. Radhika Radhakrishnan puts forward the case for period leave in the workplace, and women from Bangladesh share the difficulties of bleeding in the workplace and at school. Novelist Shashi Deshpande, whose fiction openly mentions menstruation, narrates her own story of menstruation and how she grew out of the shame and misconceptions associated with it.


We hear about the challenges of getting one’s period when incarcerated in Pakistan from Erum. Farzana and Chandan relate how mimicking the rituals of menstruation helps them to feel more feminine as transwomen, and Javed, a transman, shares his trauma of dysphoria. In her poems, Victoria Patrick imagines the hardships of the women menstruating during the traumatic days of Partition and the homeless women who have to cope with menstruation without even the most basic of amenities. Srilekha Chakraborty offers her insights into working with India’s indigenous Adivasi community. Tishani Doshi shares two poems, one about her relationship with her uterus and the other as a note for mansplainers. Zinthiya Ganeshpanchan looks at how women from the Sri Lankan diaspora practise menstruation rites and rituals. Prachi Jain and Anshu Gupta talk about the NGO Goonj’s efforts to help women cope with their periods during natural disasters like cyclones and floods and in the aftermath of communal riots. Ayra Indrias Patras describes how a mother helps her daughter with a mental disability to manage her period and how poor women in Pakistan coped with their periods during the Covid-19 pandemic. She also underlines the case of the female Christian sweeper community of Lahore, who have no access to public washrooms. In a personal essay, Lisa Ray writes about how her illness and the consequent treatment affected her menstrual cycle and triggered an early onset of menopause. Mariam Siar highlights how different her understanding is from other women in Afghanistan, and through a Proustian lens, Siba Barkataki reflects on memory as loss, and how writing about menstruation can be about reclaiming a forgotten part of one’s identity. From the Kalasha women in Chitral, Pakistan, we hear about Bashali where they go every month during their period, for solidarity and rest.


My essay on the male and female writer’s gaze when writing about menstruation in fiction, reveals how authors either have compassion for their menstruating characters or objectify them. In the two short stories, authored by K. Madavane and myself, we illustrate the obsession and fascination with menstruation which exist simultaneously with feelings of revulsion and unfamiliarity. I was moved to write my story after interviewing homeless women living near a shrine in Multan, and when I watched Meesha Shafi’s music video ‘Hot Mango Chutney Sauce’, after which the story is titled, it felt integral to the story. My poem, ‘What If’, is based on my observations of the sweeper women in Lahore.


Discussing innovation and entrepreneurship, Aditi Gupta reflects on promoting menstrual literacy among young children across India through Menstrupedia’s comic books. Alnoor Bhimani expounds on how period-tracking apps construct the self, and Jaydeep Mandal recounts his journey to creating India’s first compostable and biodegradable pad at Aakar Innovations.


Apart from writing, menstrala (art inspired by menstruation) plays a powerful part in this anthology: Rupi Kaur’s photo essay, reproductions of Anish Kapoor’s oil paintings, Lyla FreeChild’s menstrual blood art and Shahzia Sikander’s neo-miniaturist art, photographs of the wall murals made by young people in Jharkhand and Sarah Naqvi’s delicate needlework. And with graceful movements, Amna Mawaz Khan offers a perspective on menstruation through the choreography of her menstrual dance. Each artist, using his or her preferred medium, has shone a light on different aspects of menstruation.


To condense the plurality and complexity of menstruation in a single book is a daunting task, but the originality of Period Matters lies in how disparate genres and forms of art and writing in this collection illustrate both the variances and commonality of the experience.









I Carry My Uterus in a Small Suitcase


TISHANI DOSHI


I carry my uterus in a small suitcase


for the day I need to leave it


at the railway station.


Till then I hold on


to my hysteria


and take my


nettle tea


with


gin.









Menstrual Matters


SHASHI DESHPANDE


MY MOTHER NARRATED THIS STORY TO ME IN WHAT NOW seems such a distant past that I am surprised I remember it at all. Time has nibbled, of course, at the edges of the story, but the core of it remains intact. It is the story of the wedding of my mother’s older sister. She, the bride, must have been about eleven. Certainly not more, since the rule was that a girl had to be married before her menarche. After the wedding, she continued to stay with her parents until she ‘grew up’ (one of the many euphemisms for menstruation). Only then was she sent to her husband’s home with much éclat, her virginity intact. This wedding I am talking about was a five-day affair, and at some point, during the course of those five days, the bride, to everyone’s astonishment and her family’s horror, seemed to go wild, running about in a frenzy, not letting anyone get close to her. When she was finally captured, the mystery was solved. She had started her period and had been terrified by the sight of her own blood. Perhaps she thought she was dying and had panicked.


Fast forward some fifty years. Things had changed a great deal. Girls were no longer married so young, they went to school, even to college, if they were lucky and their parents liberal enough. The girl in my next anecdote discovered red in her underwear when she got home from school. She was scared into silence. She had a vague idea of what it might be, but surely it could not happen to her! She was only eleven. She hoped that it was some kind of an aberration and would stop. It didn’t. She had no choice then but to tell her mother what had happened. My mother (yes, I was that girl) took my news in her stride and took care of the practical part of it. There were no sanitary pads then. If there were, people who lived in small towns did not know about them and most could not afford them. And therefore, my mother sat at her Singer sewing machine and stitched protective pads out of old, soft cotton saris. These ‘pads’ had to be washed every day. By me, of course. I hated this part of my five-day ordeal as much as I hated what had happened to me. A mixture of anger and resentment overwhelmed me as I scrubbed at the pads. And helplessness. This would now happen every month, and I would be burdened with the awfulness of it forever and ever. So it seemed to me.


At the time, I had just recovered from a bout of typhoid, and part of the treatment had been starvation. And I had to walk three miles to school and back every day. This was in addition to spending seven hours in a school which had no proper toilets with running water for girls; instead, there was only a kind of hole in the ground for our use. Apart from this lack of sanitation, I had to deal with pain, cramps, bleeding and the constant fear that I had perhaps stained my dress. Without eyes at the back of my head, I could not check for stains, nor could I ask any one of my friends because this blood was not to be talked about. I was surrounded by a halo of silence and shame.


The first time I got my period, I told my mother I would not go to school the next day. She agreed. ‘Not go to school?’ I heard my father say sharply. ‘Is she going to miss school every month now?’


He spoke to my mother, not to me. It was as if a curtain had come down between us and he could not talk to me. Like I was no longer the same girl to whom he had spoken freely until then. In fact, I was no longer a girl. Menstruation is not a rite of passage to adulthood; it is a sharp knife that flashes down, separating the girl from the woman in a moment. But it is only the body that accepts womanhood; the mind remains a girl’s mind. Hence the bewilderment, the confusion. There was no one to whom I could talk about this. I could have spoken to my sister, but, though older than me, she had not yet had her first period. None of the girls in school ever spoke of it, either. They seemed so untroubled that I wondered whether I was the only one who suffered this shameful thing. I soon realized then that this was the unspeakable, the unmentionable.


The first time this unspoken agreement of silence was broken was when we were studying a Sanskrit text in our last year of school. We were reading an extract from the Indian epic, the Mahabharata. It was from the dramatic episode in which the Pandava king, Yudhishthira, is tricked into gambling by his Kaurava cousins and loses his kingdom and his four brothers. The desperate king is provoked into staking the common wife of the five Pandava brothers, Draupadi. And he loses her as well. The Kauravas, who wanted the kingdom by hook or by crook, are elated. They send messengers to Draupadi, telling her that she is now their maid, ordering her to come to them. She refuses to go. Finally, one of the Kaurava brothers drags her to the court while Draupadi pleads, ‘Don’t do this, let me go, let me go, I am . . .’ The Sanskrit word for ‘menstruating woman’ used in the epic is rajasvala.


What, we asked our Sanskrit master, did it mean? A bashful man who never looked his girl students in the face, he hemmed and hawed and finally said, using a commonly used euphemism for periods, ‘She was “sitting out”.’


I’d heard this phrase before, at my mother’s family home. Like in all orthodox families, women had to ‘sit out’ three days of their periods. This meant they sat on the ground, sometimes on a small mat, with some essentials including a plate, cup and glass in which they would be served food and water – from a distance, of course. Women were impure during their periods and would pollute anyone or anything they touched. So, they sat in isolation, doing absolutely nothing until the fourth morning when they would be given a bath. After this, they could return to their normal lives. Those who defend traditional practices said that this gave women some much-needed rest. What kind of rest was it, sitting on the ground, leaning against a wall, sleeping on a hard surface? This, while she suffered from cramps, backache, and heavy bleeding too. It was a punishment. It is not surprising that one of the names for menstruation is ‘the curse’.


An aunt told me the story of how once, when she was only a girl and was ‘sitting out’ and needed to go to the toilet, she could not, because there were visitors in the room. She could not appear before strangers at such a time. One of her cousins, a boy, said, ‘Come with me,’ and, held a sheet in front of her so that she would not be visible to the guest and took her to the toilet. ‘I almost died of shame,’ she told me. The shame of having to appear before strange men. The shame of having people know what was wrong with her. The shame of having to make her bodily problems public. Girls were made to understand, almost without being told, that menstruation was a very private matter, you could not speak of it, not even to brothers and fathers. And yet it became public when they observed the ‘sitting out’ custom.


My sister and I were lucky, as our father did not believe in any of these rituals. We never had to seclude ourselves, we were never in the not-to-be-touched state. Yet the shame lingered. Which is why I was excited by the Draupadi story, fascinated by the thought that a woman of those times spoke openly of her period, and it had been recorded in what is almost a sacred book.


In time, the sense of shame receded. It helped that my sister became a student of medicine, and I heard her and her friends speak with candour of their own periods. The subject was no longer taboo. I also came to terms with the idea that there would be a few days each month of which I had to take note if I was planning anything. I kept an eye on the calendar with the same intense interest with which a weatherman watches the approach of a cyclone or a tornado. It certainly helped that sanitary pads came into India when I got older. And after marrying a doctor, I was able to look at menstruation more logically, see it as part of the reproductive process. I could admire the miraculous way in which it worked, the cyclical nature of women’s fertility, the almost clockwork-like regularity of the cycle. Menstruation, for me, became the play of hormones in a woman’s body, each performing its role, then bowing gracefully out, allowing another to take its place in the dance. Later I read Simone de Beauvoir’s words in The Second Sex: ‘[A woman’s body] is the prey of a stubborn and foreign life that each month constructs and then tears down a cradle within it . . .’ Constructing a cradle within a woman’s body – what a wonderful idea. In my early writing years, I wrote a short story about a young girl’s first experience of menstruation, and how it connected her to her mother to whom she had never felt close to until then. Was this wishful thinking, was I remembering my own severely practical mother who had done what was needed, but had not comforted or made me feel that what had happened to me was not a catastrophe?


Things have indeed changed greatly now. Sanitary pads are advertised with very overt messages of ‘absorption’ and ‘comfort’. Recently, young women started a campaign to ‘demystify’ menstruation, speaking openly about it on social media. Have we left the idea of the impurity of women during their periods behind us? Obviously we have not, for we found ourselves, to our surprise, confronted by the same old taboo surrounding menstruation.


In any conversation about menstruation in India, the story of Sabarimala is bound to come up. In 2018, this famous temple in Kerala in southern India was at the centre of the controversy. It is a place which attracts a large number of pilgrims, in spite of the harsh regimen they have to follow before setting out on the pilgrimage. The deity of the temple is a celibate god, one who is said to be unable to bear the presence of women of reproductive ages in his space. For this reason, women between the ages of ten and fifty were not allowed inside the temple. The arguments against allowing women inside the temple were both absurd and abominably sexist: that their presence would defile the temple (it had been purified after the few times women had sneaked in), that male pilgrims would be distracted, and so on. Two women went to the Supreme Court, questioning the ban, which clashed with their constitutional rights to equality and the freedom to worship. And suddenly a woman’s menstruation was no longer a mysterious not-to-be-mentioned fact, but right there, out in the open, in the public domain. The Supreme Court held that the ban was illegal, and that treating women as impure because they menstruate was a kind of untouchability and thus untenable.


I remember the furore that followed. Two women decided to enter the temple, and they did it under the protection of a police escort. But when they reached the top (the temple is on a hill), a dense wall of male pilgrims was waiting for them. The opposition to women entering the temple was incredible. Even women had joined the protest. They marched in processions, carrying banners that said: ‘Ready to Wait’. This was in reference to the rule that women between the ages of ten and fifty could not enter the temple. The photograph of a man chasing a woman who had managed to reach the top to attack her with pepper spray showed a kind of cruelty which should have no place in a temple. Now, at the time of writing, the matter has gone again to the Supreme Court and a nine-judge bench will soon hear the case. Religion, custom and tradition are invoked in favour of the ban. It is strange that they don’t realize the absurdity of it, for religion, custom and tradition have been established by men, the rules of religion have been laid down by them. To use old injustices to perpetuate a new one makes no sense. I see here not a misogynist god, but men thrusting their misogyny on a god. I now realize that the idea of women being unclean because of their periods is one so deeply instilled in the minds of men and women that it will be hard for them to let it go. My mother often used to say, ‘Boys are clean,’ making me think of my own body as gross. It took me years to shake this feeling off, to understand that the human body, male or female, is a miracle of creation.


I turn once again to Simone de Beauvoir, who had the prescience all prophets have, and said in The Second Sex that ‘the peculiarities that signify her [a woman] specifically as a woman . . . can be surmounted in the near future.’


When I look at girls and young women today, when I see them leading active lives, joining the army, the police, climbing mountains, winning sports medals, it seems to me that they have indeed surmounted many of their problems. But how do we explain what is happening in the Sabarimala case? The country waits for the Supreme Court to decide whether faith (in the old sense of women’s impurity because of menstruation) matters more than women’s constitutional rights. In the meantime, however, women have forged ahead and taken this very natural phenomenon in their stride.









‘Hot Mango Chutney Sauce’


FARAH AHAMED


IT WAS ONLY YESTERDAY WHEN THE LAST GIRL, MARYAM, TOOK her turn with paracetamols and cheap alcohol. A few weeks earlier, Zainab had done the same, but Laila, who had followed Hafsa, had slit her wrists. When the police took us in for questioning, we said we were ready to cooperate. We even offered to share our photographs. After all, who better than us could explain what happened to the girls? We sit in the row of kiosks on the left side of the car park as you face the front of the shrine. The tasbihs and Ajrak scarves hanging on the frames of our windows provide a curtain from behind which we observed the events as they unfolded in the shrine compound.


Maryam’s tragedy occurred ten days before the Sufi festival of Urs, which, as you probably know, celebrates the union between the physical and spiritual. We’d decorated our kiosks with green flags, and the mausoleum was lit up with blue lights. It was in the evening at around seven o’clock, when we were in the middle of haggling with pilgrims over the price of prayer books and postcards, that we saw the two policemen striding through rows of cars towards the shrine. We quickly pulled down the kiosk shutters and followed the officers through the chanting devotees lighting clay lamps, the boys offering birdseed on plates, and the qawwals chanting under the mimosa tree. The shrine entrance was covered in a haze of smoke from the hundreds of diyas lit by pilgrims.


To tell you the truth, the trouble started with Hafsa. She was thirteen, the youngest of the girls living in the shrine backyard. She cut her wrists and then slipped into the canal, just behind the shrine. None of us reported her as missing; there was no reason why we should have. It was the people in the chowk behind Baba Safra Road who alerted the authorities. They said they’d found a half-drowned girl lying on the banks of the river. Later, the policemen told us when they’d dragged Hafsa over the low slope, and laid her on the ground, she’d smelt of sewage, and her eyes had the wild look of someone possessed. Her shivering, wasted body was covered in muck and slime, and the skin around her eyes and mouth had turned a dark grey. Her wet hair was tangled with bits of debris, and around her neck she had a tasbih. The policemen said when they checked her body more carefully, they found hidden in her underclothes a knotted plastic bag with an expired, crumpled entry ticket to a Meesha Shafi concert. The policemen made enquiries, but no one could tell them who the girl was, until Imran (from kiosk number 28), hearing about the incident at the chowk, volunteered that it was likely she was one of the homeless shrine girls. After they’d made sure the girl was still alive, the policemen put her on a stretcher and brought her to Baba Rehman for identification. The gossiping whispers from the bazaar made us realize that, thanks to Hafsa, our peaceful neighbourhood, the sacred site of the mausoleum of Pir Z, in Multan, City of Saints, had overnight become the site of a scandal.


This had happened around the middle of June, the start of the monsoon season, when the mosquitoes came in hordes, breeding by the dozens, in the stagnating pools of water in the potholes in the alleys and in the crevices of dilapidated buildings surrounding the shrine.


At that time, Erum Bibi was in charge of looking after the girls and living with them in the backyard. She told us she’d found Hafsa, the day she’d attempted suicide, sitting on the pavement by the shrine entrance. She was wearing her usual dirty white salawar kameez with the red hem, and stirring a mosquito-infested puddle with her bare hands. Erum Bibi told us she’d warned Hafsa, if she got dengue fever, there was no money for medication, so she’d die. And Hafsa had replied, ‘I don’t care, I’m already dead,’ and held up her arm covered in welts and bites. Erum Bibi shouted at her to stop being stupid, but Hafsa stuck her hand back into the murky pool and carried on sifting the sludge.


To help the police understand what had really happened between June and August, we’ve pooled together the photos we had taken individually on our mobile phones and tried to arrange them chronologically; a few are blurry, but all are nonetheless revealing.


Photo #1 shows the shrine compound shortly before Hafsa’s suicide attempt. Aftab, from kiosk no. 27 had taken the snap. He sells tasbihs with beads made from sheesham, walnut and mulberry wood. The policemen discovered that the tasbih around Hafsa’s neck was one of these and asked who’d given it to her. We pointed out that it was possible for anyone who visited the shrine to have bought the beads and presented them to Hafsa. The police conceded this was true. Which put an end to this line of enquiry. Photo #1 is evidence of the heavy rainfall we had that day. The green flag on the mausoleum minaret is limp, the windows of the mosque which are usually open are bolted and the carpets from the Pir’s dargah are hanging to dry on the branches of the old walnut tree. The lower-right corner of the image shows a silhouetted figure sitting on the steps near an empty flowerpot filled with rainwater. Aftab confirmed to the policemen that the girl they had found was Maryam. He said he was sure it was her because Maryam never tied her hair and was always scratching her scalp. If you look more closely at the photograph, you’ll see that against the backdrop of the dense, grey clouds and the shadow of the mosque, Maryam is captured in the act of combing her hair.


But let us return to Hafsa. After she’d been rescued from the canal, she was carried on a stretcher by two paramedics and accompanied by two policemen to the shrine. As soon as we saw them, we immediately closed our kiosks, rushed to offer our help, and directed them to Baba Rehman’s office. Baba Rehman’s family have been the official caretakers of the shrine for the past many decades. Legend has it that Pir Z’s spirit visited Baba’s ancestor in his dreams and commanded him to dedicate himself and the future generations of his family to the service of the shrine. Since then, Baba’s family has lived on the compound in the two rooms behind the mosque. His office, which is the front room, has a wooden desk and two chairs. The other room has a double-size Master Molty Foam mattress, with a plastic cover, leaning against the wall. Near it, on a small shelf, is a pile of religious books, a skull cap, a folded prayer rug, a copy of the Quran and a mirror. On a washing line suspended from one end of the room to the other, are six starched and ironed white kanzus on hangers. Baba is in his mid-fifties, only ten years older than us, but because he’s thin and bent, you’d think he was more elderly. He has thick black hair, a long beard and wears a pair of round wire-rimmed reading glasses. You will never spot him without his white skull cap. When he saw us outside his window – a small crowd with policemen and a stretcher in the courtyard – Baba burst out trailing the green cloth used to cover Pir Z’s tomb. He let out a long wail, and at that very moment, when we raised our hands and looked up at the minaret, the limp flag and the sky covered in thick clouds, Hafsa hauled herself up on her elbows. She looked straight at us, gave an unearthly smile, and collapsed again on the stretcher.


The policemen asked Baba if he could identify her, and Baba let out a cry, ‘Allah, have mercy, she’s a daughter of the shrine.’ They asked Baba if he knew what had happened, and he replied, ‘Nothing’s in our hands; it’s all Allah’s will.’ The policemen said that that was all very well, but they needed proper answers. Meanwhile the paramedics kept pointing to Hafsa, saying the police should hurry up because it was obvious the girl was suffering. Baba became distraught. ‘Who am I?’ he said. ‘Who am I to understand what tortures a girl’s mind?’ He turned to us and asked what he ought to do. Moved by the difficulty of his situation, we offered to help get a truck to transport Hafsa to the nearest hospital and arrange auto-rickshaws for Baba and ourselves to follow her. At that time, there was no sign of the other shrine girls. We wondered where they were, as they were usually together, and concluded that they were keeping their distance because they were afraid of the police.


There are four shrine girls: Hafsa, aged thirteen, Laila, fifteen, Maryam, sixteen, and Zainab, seventeen. We can confirm their mothers must have been like them, destitute and homeless – why else would they have abandoned their babies at the shrine? But as we told the police, their fathers could’ve been anyone. Baba had put Erum Bibi in charge of looking after the girls.


It was while Hafsa was being hoisted into the back of the truck, that we spied the other three girls, crouching behind an abandoned fruit and vegetable cart. We saw that their faces registered the same shock we’d had when we’d seen a seemingly dead Hafsa in her dirty white salwar kameez, lying on the stretcher, her wet hair in clumps around her head. When the truck driver honked, we shouted at the crowd which had gathered from the chowk to move out of the way.


We followed the truck with Hafsa, the paramedics and policemen to a nearby public hospital. In the emergency room, we observed Hafsa on the stretcher watching with unnerving disinterest the efforts being made to save her life. She did not quail when Dr Arshad stuck a needle in her arm for a blood transfusion nor when he stitched up her wrist wounds. Dr Arshad asked Hafsa if she knew suicide was a cardinal sin in Islam. Hafsa did not reply but turned her head and looked at us. Dr Arshad said he couldn’t understand why she would do such a thing, and Hafsa replied, ‘I missed Meesha Shafi’s concert.’ We could not believe our ears – was this really because of Meesha Shafi? Baba threw up his hands crying for Allah’s mercy from the besharam Meesha Shafi. This justification from Hafsa, the only explanation we ever got from her, was a type of a suicide note because Hafsa, like the other girls, was illiterate.


The girls held a certain fascination for us. Even though their palms were rough and covered in calluses, they were thin as sticks, and their hair was matted with dust and sweat – they were like a flash of lightning in a dark monsoon sky. We’d seen them growing, running around the car park playing hide-and-seek, and we knew when they entered adolescence, because they stopped their childish games and began covering their heads with scarves. After that, only when their scarves slipped were we able to catch a glimpse of their sullen teenage faces. The expression in their dark, shining eyes was teasing and mistrusting at the same time.


On Baba’s orders, the girls sat at the shrine entrance, reciting poetry in praise of Pir Z and begging. Whatever they collected, they gave to Baba. We often discussed whether Baba had sired one, if not all, the girls. However, we never came to any conclusion, although we agreed that Zainab was the one most likely to be his, because she was as stubborn as him and when he’d learnt that Zainab was pregnant – she didn’t know with whose child – he had cried for hours before lashing out at all the girls with shrewish screams.


Although the girls were nothing to us, it pained us to see them sulking in the car park and calling out to strangers saying they were hungry, begging and pleading for a few rupees. Sometimes we’d offer to buy them ice creams or sweets but only if they came to our kiosks and talked to us. As they grew older, we even promised to buy them new dresses. However, the girls always kept their distance, although, even in their reserve, there was familiarity. Once when we saw Hafsa showing off a new pair of shoes, and Maryam distributing bright-coloured glass bangles to her friends, it crossed our minds that one of us must have been secretly generous. But the girls gave no indication who it might’ve been. And no matter what season it was, just before daybreak, when the azaan rang out from the mosque, the girls would appear on the steps, in the same rags except in the winter when they had thick shawls given to them by some or other well-wisher, draped around their thin bodies. It was impossible for us to tell what they really thought of us.


But they had one male in their circle, Yunnus, the maalangi. This young, mad dervish lived with them in the backyard. He could’ve been brother to any of the girls, but we have no way of knowing for sure. It was Baba’s policy to send away to an orphanage any young boys abandoned at the shrine steps, but because Yunnus was mentally disabled and incapable of harming anyone, let alone fending for himself, Baba relented when Erum Bibi pleaded she’d look after him. Yunnus is now probably in his early or late teens, and he has separate sleeping quarters, just outside the male public washroom, a few metres away from the girls. You’d recognize him if you saw him by the wild, unbalanced look in his eyes and his floppy, long hair. He always wears a brown kurta–pyjama tied too high at the waist, and the trousers flap around his ankles. During the day, he played with the girls and with grunts and half-words he’d tell us how they offered him sweets, showering them on him in such a hurry that he didn’t know who’d been the first to give. We were amazed to see that it was true; the girls trusted him even though he was an idiot, laughing at his silly antics and showing him their uneven yellow teeth. Because Yunnus did not own any shoes, his feet were always infested with jiggers, and when he’d come to sit with us, he’d listen to us banter, cheerfully removing them. When we’d tease him, he’d protest with rapid gestures and swear he didn’t know the girls’ secrets, and when we’d taunt him about which girl he was sleeping with, he’d cry and mumble, with tears rolling down his face, that they were his sisters.


Let’s return to the day they found Hafsa in the canal. The policeman who had searched Hafsa and found the ticket to Meesha Shafi’s ‘Hot Mango Chutney Sauce’ concert, pocketed the ticket. And it was only at the hospital, after Hafsa mentioned Meesha Shafi to Dr Arshad, that the policeman remembered he had it and gave it to Baba. After staring at it, Baba crumpled the ticket and threw it at us, swearing. ‘Who am I?’ he said. ‘What am I to do about this whore?’ This was the first time we had heard him swear. Photo #2 is the front of the ticket, and you can see why Baba was so upset by it. It has a picture of Meesha Shafi with a mocking smile, red painted lips, dark glasses and a big nose ring. Photo #3 is the back of the ticket.


After a week, Baba referred to the event as ‘Hafsa’s accident’, as though she’d cut herself in a minor fall. But then Erum Bibi let it slip that she’d found a stash of paracetamols and a bottle of liquor wrapped in a newspaper hidden under a pile of rags in the backyard. This led us to debate why Hafsa had opted for the razor, instead of pills and liquor, and why drowning herself in the canal had failed. We came to the conclusion that Hafsa had not really known what she was doing. However, Aftab, from kiosk no. 27, claimed he understood Hafsa best, and said it was obvious that she did it to embarrass us. When we questioned him further, he replied it was ‘self-evident’. That led us to discus whether it was obvious or not, and we concluded that it wasn’t, and there was no reason why it should be.


Hafsa was kept under observation for a week. The hospital records showed that the artery in her left wrist was split, but because she was right-handed, the gash in her right wrist was not as deep and the lower part of the artery was intact. Dr Arshad used dissolving sutures to stitch up both arteries. Each of her wrists had twelve stitches. We do not have photographs of her wrists.


The evening Hafsa returned from the hospital, we were standing under the awning of Imran’s kiosk discussing the IPL scores. We saw an auto-rickshaw drive up. Baba alighted, holding a newspaper over his head as an umbrella, followed by Hafsa. She was wearing her old white salwar kameez with the red hem, and her arms, which were both in slings, were raised above her head, as she tried to protect herself from the shower. Baba dragged her through the car park, up the steps and into the shrine.


The weather cleared in the coming days, and one morning when the sky was an intense deep blue and the sun was shining, we saw Hafsa and the other girls sitting on the steps at the entrance, just as they used to. A flower seller from the bazaar had brought them a basket of dead roses and the girls were plucking the petals and gathering them in small heaps to sell to pilgrims. We were relieved that things were back to normal.


Imran was not the only one who had a theory about Hafsa’s suicide attempt. His father looked at each one of us straight in the face and asked, ‘Who’s the mother? Who’s the father?’ even though he knew full well none of us could possibly know. Salim, from kiosk no. 29, who isn’t given to saying much, was convinced it was just because Hafsa had simply wanted to die. But Aftab kept insisting Hafsa was evil and cursed.


The week after Hafsa returned from hospital, we visited Baba with a box of his favourite sohan halwa. Baba took the mithai from Aftab, covered it with a newspaper and laid it to one side. Then he began swearing at the besharam Meesha Shafi, saying the whole tamasha was her fault. ‘Who am I?’ he said. ‘Am I to blame? It is Allah’s will.’ He gave each of us a dozen of his new business card, saying we should distribute them. The front had the image of Baba in a white kanzu and skull cap, holding a tasbih; the back read: For shrine donations contact Baba Rehman, Mobile: 031-911-786. Allah rewards those who give. Photos #4 and #5 are shots of the front and reverse of Baba’s card. Later, however, some of us remembered it differently. Imran recalled that Baba invited us to his office, passed around the halwa, and we had sat in silence wondering about the truth.


One incident stands out in our memory. It was when Salim told us he’d found, in the rubbish heap behind the shrine, rags soaked in blood which he said belonged to the girls. We mocked Salim for sniffing around the girls like a dog in heat and jeered at him for following the smell of fresh blood like a churail. Shortly after that, when we threatened to beat him if he didn’t show us, Yunnus took us to see some bricks drying in the sun which he said the girls had made from the ash they’d collected from the clay lamps. He demonstrated, with jerking movements, how the girls wrapped each brick in a rag and used it to absorb the blood that dripped down their legs every month. Repulsed, we called Yunnus a pervert. But even as we joked, we’d never been more aware that the girls were no longer children, but young women. We noticed their budding breasts, the swagger of their hips and a new listlessness about them. And by and by, we came to realize that if one of them was on her cycle, all of the girls would disappear because they were forbidden from entering the shrine, begging at the steps, or eating free food from the langar. This was a relief, for the very idea of female blood was repugnant to us.


However, we all admitted that what really infuriated us was Meesha Shafi and the ‘Hot Mango Chutney Sauce’ concert. According to Imran, pop concerts were immoral. Salim said Hafsa was a thief as it was obvious that she’d stolen Baba’s money to buy the ticket, while Aftab insisted, irrespective of the concert, that Hafsa was going to hell for attempting suicide. We interrogated Erum Bibi about the ticket. She clarified that although Hafsa had shown it to her, the girl had refused to tell her from where she’d got it and who’d promised to take her, only to be let down on the day of the concert. These questions left us at a dead end, as none of us wanted to ask Hafsa for answers.


If you look at the hospital records, you’ll see that Dr Arshad’s assessment of Hafsa’s mental health is quite detailed. He diagnosed her attempted suicide as ‘an act of aggression provoked by extreme poverty and the degradation of her life’. Dr Arshad’s reports were shared with us by Erum Bibi, who’d removed and returned the file from Baba’s office at our request. Photos #6, #7 and #8 are images of the relevant pages. Dr Arshad also warned Baba that any further such incidents could lead to negative publicity and closure of the shrine by the Multan City Council. This frightened Baba and led him to make some changes. After Hafsa returned from hospital, the girls no longer begged at the entrance steps, the roof of the backyard was repaired, and a lockable toilet and washing area with a tap with clean running water was allocated to the girls. However, the biggest difference we noticed was not in Baba, but in the girls’ attitude.


One Sunday evening, about a month after the incident, we heard loud music coming from the shrine compound. The track sounded suspiciously like Meesha Shafi’s ‘Hot Mango Chutney Sauce’, so we rushed to check what was going on. Imagine our disgust and horror when we found the sounds emerging from a radio in Baba’s office, the door was wide open and the girls were dancing and belting out the lyrics, ‘Why are you so jealous?’ Hafsa was standing on Baba’s desk swinging her hips; Maryam was prancing around, her hair wild around her face; Zainab, with her swollen belly, was waving her hands in the air; and Laila was jumping up and down doing bhangra. Aftab called them besharam whores, Salim covered his ears and asked for Allah’s mercy, and Imran said the bitches belonged in hell. We could not believe our eyes, and when Hafsa jumped off the table and slammed the door in our faces, we knew then – there was no hope for them.


We asked Erum Bibi whether Baba was responsible for this new, foolish leniency, and she said Baba was ignorant and away visiting a neighbourhood mosque, and she no longer cared if he found out. ‘Haven’t I been young myself?’ she said. ‘Is this what life is about? Men with skull caps, long beards, paunches and roving eyes paying a few rupees to sleep with you?’ She confessed that the girls’ youth and beauty had begun to annoy her. ‘Now I’m just like one of those bloody pigeons circling the minaret – they eat, shit and die. No one cares.’ She also admitted after Hafsa’s suicide attempt that she’d threatened Baba with blackmail unless he agreed to the renovation in the backyard.


But of all the events that transpired, what surprised us the most was the qawwali mehfil. Baba came to our kiosks to invite us to the musical event, where he said the girls would also be present, saying it was to give thanks to Allah for Hafsa’s recovery. Our astonishment, however, soon changed to disapproval, as we concluded it was all just a further reflection of Baba’s hypocrisy. Nevertheless, we were keen to go.


On the afternoon of the mehfil, the tattered flag on the minaret was replaced, and Baba received a delivery of dried fruits, sohan halwa, and two dozen quarter-pint-size cartons of chocolate milk. Photo #9 shows the new flag on the minaret. That evening, we locked up our kiosks early and went to Baba’s office. For the occasion, Baba had put on a clean white kurta–pyjama, and a black velvet waistcoat.


We trailed after him to the mosque, up the stairs, bumping against each other as we passed through the narrow stairwell to the eighth floor. As we climbed higher, the light coming through the windows on the ground floor faded, and by the time we reached the sixth floor, it was pitch dark. We kept going, our fingers feeling the walls for support, until Baba opened a small wooden door and led us into a room. The setting sun filtered in through arched windows, and diyas burned bright. The musicians were already there, seated on a carpet in the middle of the room, and Baba asked us to make ourselves comfortable next to them.


As our eyes adjusted to the light, for the first few minutes, we saw sitting across from us shapeless, unidentifiable figures. Because they were all in black and their heads were covered in white scarves, we could not tell who was who, but we knew it was the girls. And as we kept looking, we were able to make out which of them was Hafsa. She was sitting at the end of the row, staring at her hands in her lap. Then suddenly, as though she could feel our eyes on her, she looked up and her scarf slipped from her head. She quickly pulled it over her head again and we noticed that her bandages were gone. To cover the scars on her wrists, she had wrapped tasbihs around them, and to stop the wooden beads from sliding, she’d stuck them to her skin with pieces of Elastoplast. You can find similar tasbihs in Aftab’s shop.


Baba told the musicians to begin, and accompanied by tablas and a harmonium, the men began singing a qawwali. We all joined in clapping to the beat, except for Hafsa, who sat without moving. Then Baba shouted out, ‘Oi, malaangi,’ and Yunnus came in dancing and smiling like the idiot he was. We nudged each other, grinning. Even though it’s difficult to say exactly how old Yunnus is, that evening he danced with the innocence of a twelve-year-old. Over the years, we’d watched him growing and expected he’d be dead by the time the girls were adolescents. But now they were young women, and he was still a child. We’ve known all along that Baba made Yunnus do things which no one should agree to, which explained his crazed look, his silly, lopsided grin, and his fear of Baba.


Yunnus began turning, his arms slightly raised in a smooth dervish whirl. The musicians began chanting and as the refrain became louder, Baba shouted for Yunnus to spin faster. It was at that point, when the mehfil reached its peak, that Hafsa stood up and made her way to Baba. Shocked, Baba raised his hand, and the musicians stopped. Pulling at the beads on her wrist, Hafsa asked if she could be excused. The sound of her exhausted voice sent a tremor through us. After a momentary pause, Baba replied that it was up to her. Hafsa tugged at the beads, the Elastoplast came unstuck snapping the thread, and the beads scattered on the floor. ‘Go then,’ Baba said, as Hafsa crossed over to the door. We did not hear her climbing the stairs, but we heard the sound of her feet running above us and about twenty seconds later, we heard the heavy, wet sound of her body falling and landing on the concrete ground. First, there was a long sigh, then there was a loud, sharp crash, like the sound of a coconut breaking open. We sat immobile, as though waiting for the strains of a mehfil from someplace else to fill the air, expectant that its tempo would pick up any moment with rapid tabla beats. Baba rushed to the door, and we followed him down the stairs, until we were pushed to the side by the screaming girls


We found Erum Bibi holding Hafsa with her hand under the girl’s neck, stroking her hair. Hafsa must have hit her head on the cement but there was no blood anywhere. She seemed to be peacefully asleep, and her white scarf fluttering in the wind added to this effect. Erum Bibi picked up Hafsa’s head and gently laid it on her lap. Baba raised his hands, Yunnus banged his fists on his chest, and the girls collapsed in a heap next to Hafsa.


Photo #10 shows the spot marked X, where Hafsa’s body had landed near the cone-shaped monument where the diyas are lit on Thursday evenings. Photo #11 is of the beam in the ceiling in the men’s washroom and the rope Yunnus used. Photo #12, taken just before Maryam’s body was discovered, shows a flock of pigeons circling the minaret. Photo #13 shows the wall in the backyard where the poster, before we ripped it off, advertised Meesha Shafi’s concert, ‘Hot Mango Chutney Sauce’.
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