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For Sadiq, Ayesha and Hisham ... Salman, Sarosh and Billo




PART I


THE HINTERLAND




ONE


He lay at the back of the truck, scanning the terrain. He could feel the jostling and tossing of the recumbent bodies on either side of him as the truck went over bumps on the way uphill. The flap had been raised, letting in the cool night air. It offset the fetidness of humans, polyester foam and diesel fumes. He sat up rubbing his aching limbs, wiped the dust caked on his brow and blew it out of his nostrils. He could make out indistinct shapes rising up in the darkened horizon and approaching the truck.


The truck, carrying five youths and bales of cotton cloth from Karachi to Peshawar, had taken almost four days, including stops for refuelling, namaz, meals and calls of nature. They were being smuggled into the tribal area north-west of the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province, formally referred to as the Federally Administered Tribal Areas or FATA.


He saw his fellow passengers for the first time in late summer while boarding the bus at the wholesale vegetable market in Karachi. They ranged from seventeen to twenty-three years of age, all strangers to each other, with little in common with him. One, older and taller than the rest, caught his eye. They looked at each other for a moment, then turned away. All five were travelling to the tribal area to join either a madrasa or a mujahideen outfit – or both.


They had been told, for purposes of concealment while crossing checkpoints, to lie still under the polyester foam packages. He dreaded being buried in that manner. He had almost given away their presence during a cargo inspection after the truck had crossed the Indus at Hyderabad.


While the inspectors poked and prodded, he gasped for air to keep from suffocating. The inspectors heard nothing. But when they had gone, the driver appeared, fists clenched.


‘Which of you bastards was it?’


The boys emerged from their cover, dishevelled by the ordeal, and exchanged dazed glances.


He was about to own up when the lad he had noticed at the pickup point in Karachi admitted responsibility in Pashto, explaining that he was asthmatic.


When the journey resumed, he sat beside his saviour.


‘Why did you take the blame?’ he asked.


‘Because he would have thrashed you had you owned up – in Urdu. He may even have thrown you out of the truck.’


‘You mean he didn’t hit you just because you spoke to him in Pashto?’


‘Not just that. My Pashto was in the dialect spoken in his area.’


‘My name is Akbar Ali,’ he said, smiling as he extended his hand.


‘Bairam Khan Afridi,’ said his saviour, shaking his hand warmly.


Bairam and Akbar were the same age and looked remarkably alike. At six feet, Bairam was slightly taller than Akbar. His golden skin, slanting eyes and chiselled Grecian nose set him apart from the rest. He had tawny shoulder-length hair and the shadow of a beard. His Urdu was accented yet clear.


‘You’re different...not like the rest of us,’ Bairam remarked. ‘I noticed that at once. You have fair skin like a Pakhtun...like me...but seem to come from rich folk. Is that why you keep to yourself?’


‘The difference doesn’t matter...I keep to myself because I have too much to think about...the life I left behind...and what is to come.’


‘I see.’


‘You too, I noticed,’ said Akbar, ‘seem to keep much to yourself.’


‘I can’t make small talk,’ Bairam said, ‘and the other three are kids.’


Seizing the opening to chat, Akbar asked, ‘Why are you taking this trip?’


There was a pause.


‘I am going to serve Allah.’


‘How?’


‘By joining the mujahideen...what about you?’


‘Alhamdolillah...I am finding my way to Him too...I’ll be taking courses at a religious retreat.’


‘So you will become an Aalim-e-Deen,’ Bairam remarked.


‘If I can absorb the learning...and you’ll be a warrior...for faith.’


‘Inshallah, I will go on jihad in His name,’ Bairam said, reaching for his water bottle. It was almost empty.


‘Here,’ said Akbar, offering his thermos.


Bairam looked into Akbar’s eyes, drinking deeply.


For the rest of the journey they sat together and slept side by side at night. Akbar was surprised by his quickening response to Bairam, especially to a stirring in his loins when their bodies touched.


Before leaving Karachi, he had resolved to avoid close human contact and had drawn away from family members.


Yet here he was, warming to Bairam. Until they met, Akbar had not felt the need for friends. He had not bonded with fellow students at school, being drawn more to his mentors instead. Kinship was confined to siblings, and personal rapport he associated instinctively with God.


Perhaps, it is His doing, he thought, smiling to himself.


As the truck lumbered across the length of Pakistan towards Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, they chatted easily. Bairam’s curiosity was boundless. He had never come across anyone like Akbar.


He wanted to know everything – about Akbar’s home, family life, education and what it was like living on the right side of town. He listened closely when Akbar disclosed the circumstances that had led to him leaving home.


It was so different to the wretched life Bairam had led in Kati Pahari, an outlying Pakhtun suburb of Karachi. He was an orphan, living with an aunt and a brutish uncle who beat him viciously and forced him to do menial household chores.


Other than reading and writing connected with religious studies – taught by the imam of the local mosque – he had little education. The urge to become a mujahid came after hearing the speeches of a fiery cleric. He had never travelled out of Karachi. This was his first trip to the north-west of Pakistan. He was excited about visiting his ancestral land.


‘If you haven’t run away from home, why have you chosen this risky way of getting to Peshawar?’ Bairam asked. ‘You could have travelled by coach or train, then taken a truck ride to FATA.’


‘That’s what my uncle had planned, but I didn’t want him to accompany me, so I made my own arrangements with a man from my madrasa. I wanted to travel with other madrasa-bound boys. So, on the day of departure I slipped away from home.’


‘You didn’t tell your parents?’


‘Oh yes, I left a letter for them...I didn’t want them to worry,’ Akbar said, grinning.


‘No one worried when I left...no one cared.’ After a pause Bairam added, ‘Tell me,’ he said, ‘what’s it like to have a father...and a mother?’


The truck bumped along during a pause in the conversation.


‘It’s difficult for me to answer that,’ Akbar said, ‘I’ve always had parents. I can’t imagine life without them.’


‘And I can’t imagine life with them,’ Bairam said with a short laugh, ‘nor with a brother or sister...no friend either...never had one...where I lived, it was not possible...it’s different now...there is you.’


‘In such a short while,’ Akbar remarked.


‘Yes, in such a short time,’ Bairam murmured, ‘I’ve found a friend...who has chosen a devout life in FATA, giving up home, family, an important city madrasa...all for faith. While I...I’m only running away from hell.’


‘All of us in the truck are running away from something.’


‘No Akbar, not everyone, you’re special.’


‘Come on Bairam, I don’t see that.’


‘Look, it’s not just about having a family and home. You also have your education, your professor uncle, the imam and the tutor at Beyt-as-Salah who were your guides.’


‘But for now, there are only our destinations in FATA...that’s all,’ Akbar said with finality.


‘Our destinations and our friendship...which we mustn’t forget. I need you as my friend. There is no one else.’


‘I am your friend,’ said Akbar.


The Peshawar stopover – where they stretched their stiff limbs and dined on kebab and nan – was to be their last encounter with a bustling city before the final leg of the journey.


On being allowed by the driver to move around the bazaar after the meal, Akbar and Bairam wandered off, gazing at shops, exploring alleys. To Akbar’s surprise, Bairam kept hold of his hand while they strolled. He took it as a sign of friendship.


After the stopover, the truck left for FATA while it was still dark. Their destination was Bajaur Agency, a region deep in the mountainous tribal belt.


From his cramped seat beside the sleeping Bairam, Akbar watched the sky above the distant peaks grow lighter. The truck ascended to the top of a shallow pass, at which point the driver applied the brakes and called out, ‘Wake up you slugs, it’s time for Fajar namaz.’


The boys stumbled out, shivering in the chill morning air, performed ablutions – with mountain soil, in the absence of water – and assembled for prayer led by the driver. After prayers, they bought tea and nan from a roadside shack.


The trip from Peshawar took an hour. The sun had risen by the time they reached Shabqadar, a township midway between the settled area and FATA.


The outpost of the Political Agent of Mohmand Agency, which marked the entry into FATA, lay at some distance from Shabqadar. The truck stopped there for inspection by the Frontier Constabulary. It was inspected again some distance later within Bajaur Agency at a picket of the Pakistan Army Frontier Corps. Thereafter pickets appeared regularly at short intervals on the road.


A few miles into Bajaur Agency, the truck was once more stopped for inspection on an empty stretch of road, by three men who appeared suddenly, waving Kalashnikovs, their faces masked by turban wrapping.


The driver switched off the radio before getting down and greeting them deferentially. He showed them a special permit issued to him for ferrying cargo to FATA territories and answered their questions while pointing at the truck. They went round and checked the human cargo, looking closely at the boys. Then they let the truck pass.


‘Taliban,’ said Bairam.


Akbar shuddered involuntarily even though he had known that the journey would end in Taliban territory.


The terrain they now entered was different from the mix of desert, rivers and canals, ripening crops and bazaars of Sindh and Punjab they had passed earlier. The mounting oppressiveness in the wake of the monsoon of the plains – referred to as the ‘sting in the summer’s tail’ – gave way to a dry briskness, scorching at midday and chilly as evening turned to night.


They faced mountains – dotted with maple, pine and juniper – temperate in summer and snowbound in winter. The ridges were interrupted by narrow, gorge-like valleys thousands of feet below, with occasional fruit trees, yellow-green crops and ribbon-like watercourses. Strips of step cultivation were visible in the valleys. Hawks, swallows and falcons swooped and wheeled across the sky.


The truck’s route ran through settlements, mostly rundown little villages, except for the township of Nawagai which was larger, with single-storey concrete structures.


In the villages, the bazaar lay at the base of the surrounding mountains with villagers’ homesteads ascending the slopes. The habitations were mud-plastered with slanting roofs which served as slides for winter snowfalls.


There was not much traffic. An occasional truck or bus came by. Cars and pickups appeared. Pedestrians were scarce. There were mostly men in the bazaars. The few women visible were working in the fields or tending to farm animals.


The truck stopped at some bazaars to offload bales of cloth.


The boys observed the village sights with interest. A village called Loysum stood out from the rest. It had been destroyed by a hard-fought operation between army regulars and Taliban fighters. All that remained were wrecked homes and a shell-like outpost of the Frontier Constabulary. ‘Will you change places with me?’ a pale-faced boy asked Akbar, ‘I can’t see what’s out there.’


Akbar moved without a word. Except for Bairam, he had not spoken much to the others. Now it was time to part ways. The truck dropped them off, one by one, at various hamlets where they were met by armed representatives of the group they had come to join, some of whom were masked.


When the truck reached the village of Inayatkala, it was Bairam’s turn to leave. The wrench of parting was felt by both men. They did not know whether they would see each other again. The uncertainty of what lay ahead hung menacingly over them. They embraced fiercely, parted silently.


Akbar sat with his back pressed against the steel side of the truck. He watched as Bairam collected his kit and jumped off without a word, or a backward glance. He saw him shake hands with a surly-looking guide and take leave of the driver. Then he went off with his escort. They turned a corner and were out of sight.


Akbar was the last passenger. He was bound for the Dar-ul-Aman retreat in the village of Kitkot. Alone at last at the back of the truck, he gave full rein to thoughts he’d held back during the journey.


I need a clear head to face my destiny.


He mulled over the events that had led him there. Home...and family...and Beyt-as-Salah, of course.


Home and family meant the colonial sandstone house in Civil Lines, Karachi, residence of the Chief Justice of the Sind High Court, Javed Ali, and his wife Lilian Armstrong, daughter of Reverend Armstrong, vicar of Avebury, Wiltshire, England, who met and fell in love on a skiing holiday in Switzerland twenty-five years earlier – and their three children, Akbar, Aliya and Kamran. There was also Akbar’s adopted godfather, his uncle Ahmed Ali.




TWO


‘Lily,’ Ahmed Ali said to his sister-in-law, ‘you should think about making Akbar switch from ‘O’levels to the International Baccalaureate. It will help him more in the future.’


‘I know,’ she said, ‘I have no problem with that. The catalogue you gave me is quite informative. It’s really up to Akbar.’


‘I’ve given him some Bac course material. Has he discussed it?’ Ahmed Ali asked.


‘He’s going through it. So far he hasn’t mentioned it...I’ll bring it up this evening.’


Ahmed Ali, the older of the Ali brothers, was childless and had been drawn to Akbar as to a son from the time of his birth. He took a keen interest in the boy’s welfare. This had been encouraged by Akbar’s father Javed Ali and his concern was accepted as a matter of course by Akbar.


Apart from his mother, his uncle was the one who had always been there for him. Akbar responded by following his advice – usually unquestioningly.


When Ahmed Ali first broached the subject, Lilian knew that the point about the Bac was as good as won. Ahmed Ali’s views on education were given weight by the family partly because of his academic background. He was an ex-Cavendish scholar and visiting fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge.


No one was surprised at Akbar’s reaction. He fell in readily with the plan. Ahmed Ali suggested that it was best for Akbar to enrol at College du Leman, Versoix. And he did. His grades at school more than sufficed. Ahmed Ali accompanied Akbar to Switzerland and stayed till he was satisfied that his nephew had settled in.


Akbar remained in Europe during the two-year course. He studied on campus – history, sociology, whatever came his way – toured the Continent and spent his holidays with his mother’s family in England. He was visited twice by Ahmed Ali, and once by his parents.


A natural sportsman, Akbar played baseball, basketball, soccer and cricket. He was looked up to and even liked by his contemporaries, despite his faintly distant manner.


In his second year, Akbar was selected for a study programme for exceptional students, which required submission of a dissertation on a socio-political topic with international implications.


Trophies were to be awarded for the three best dissertations and the names of the authors entered on a roll of honour kept at the European Union Secretariat at Brussels.


Akbar chose to write on ‘The Muslim Footprint in France,’ starting with the invasion of southern France in 711 by Arab and Berber armies led by Tariq ibn Ziyad and culminating in the influx of Muslim immigrants to France, up to 9/11.


It was a large canvas. To research the Arab invasion, Akbar travelled from Narbonne to Poitiers, touring the Rhone valley, visiting Muslim occupation sites and unearthing original and later records of the Berber presence in France.


The second part of his research was conducted in Paris and Marseilles, where he interacted with Muslim settlers, visiting their homes, mosques and communal centres. He saw for himself the discrimination they had to face on a day-to-day basis.


The impressions would endure. His dissertation was the best of the three selected for the awards, but for Akbar, the experiences of the immigrants had a greater impact than the trophy.


He completed his Baccalaureate with honours by the time he was nineteen. Ahmed Ali was present at the graduation ceremony to cheer when Akbar received the diploma and citations for his performance.


Akbar returned to Karachi in a somewhat subdued frame of mind. For the first few days, the family basked in the pleasure of being together again. But in time they reverted to their routines – all except for Akbar, who seemed to drift.


Applications to foreign universities suggested by Ahmed Ali – two in England and two in the US – were forwarded, but Akbar did not react as expected at the prospect of joining either Harvard or Columbia, Cambridge or Edinburgh.


His mind was on other things – uncertainty about the future and a nagging awareness that decisions affecting his life were being made by his uncle. A growing desire to engage in something more significant than worldly success added to his frustration.


The depressing conditions prevailing in the country – lawlessness, extremism, and a compromised democracy – suggested the likelihood of people like him having to revise their priorities. Moreover, he had an enduring sense of guilt at having disappointed God when, aged nine, he had walked away from the task of memorizing the Quran. The breach in that relationship, brought about by the fearful encounter in the cellar under the imam’s chamber, was taking its toll. At the time he had buried it in the recesses of his mind, but now, years later it had germinated into a sore that he could not talk about to anyone.


Lilian caught him twice pacing the upstairs veranda early in the morning. During the day, he avoided family members, preferring to loiter in the garden.


‘What’s the matter?’ Kamran asked Lilian. ‘He’s changed so much.’


‘He seems to be going through a phase,’ Lilian replied, ‘I’m sure he’ll come out of it.’


‘Have you tried talking to him?’ Kamran asked.


‘Of course I have. But he just mumbles and walks off.’


‘I know. He does the same with me.’


One night, Lilian thought she heard the sound of sobbing from Akbar’s room. Alarmed, she went in. The bed was empty. He seemed to be taking an extended shower. She decided to take up the matter at another time.


‘What’s bothering you, my love?’ Lilian asked as they sat together for tea in the garden the following day.


‘I’m just unwinding,’ Akbar replied as a breeze swept through the old casuarina trees.


‘No, that’s not it. It’s more...much more.’


‘Mother, I’ve just got back. I’m trying to recover my bearings.’


‘Why? You know exactly where you’re heading academically.’


‘I have no worries on that account. I think I can cope.’


‘What is it then?’


He looked up as his sister Aliya joined them. She had recently come home for her vacations from an agricultural university in Punjab.


‘Tell me, baba,’ Lilian persisted.


‘We are surrounded by so much negativity, Mother. The bad far outweighs the good,’ Akbar finally burst out, unhappily. The remark took both Lilian and Aliya by surprise.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Look around,’ he said, squinting slightly at the sun, ‘do you see anything other than...rottenness?’


Aliya shot a quizzical glance at Lilian.


‘Everything,’ he continued, ‘work, business...professions, industry, sport, entertainment, politics...even religion...is all a mess...and we have to deal with that...live with it.’


There was a fine sweat on Akbar’s brow when he finished.


For a moment, no one spoke.


‘Akbar,’ Lilian said at last. ‘Where does all this come from?’


‘Can’t you see Mother, it’s around us.’


‘I think I know what you’re talking about, but I don’t quite see why it should affect you so much.’


‘This, and a lot else...I look at things differently after having seen how those in power treat ordinary people.’


‘There’s no need to be so holier-than-thou,’ Aliya remarked. ‘What do you expect us to do?’


‘Darling,’ Lilian said, ‘the way I see it, if one is powerless to do anything about rottenness, survival with self-respect is all we can hope for.’


‘That’s what respectable people always say.’


‘They’re quite justified,’ Lilian said, somewhat put out. ‘If you have such concerns, deal with them by entering politics or leading a revolution. Frankly, my view is that for the present a university education is your best option even if you are...different.’


‘Well said, Mother,’ Aliya remarked as Lilian got up to go indoors. ‘Bhaijan, are you sure the problem isn’t personal? Something seems to be gnawing at you and I don’t think it’s the state of the country.’


Kamran was playing cricket in the spacious back compound of the colonial Gizri-stone house flanked by garages and staff quarters built along the walls on either side.


The players included sons and daughters of the servants employed at the Samandar and neighbouring homes. Wives and children squatted outside their quarters, cheering. Two boys, perched on the wooden gate at the back of the house, kept score.


Akbar appeared unexpectedly. Kamran bowled a yorker which was hit for a six. Kamran signalled to Akbar to join in, but he turned away.


‘Come on bro,’ Kamran yelled, ‘just bowl an over to see how it feels.’


Akbar shook his head and was about to leave when some of those watching the game called out, ‘We want Akbar Sahib. We want Akbar Sahib, Akbar Sahib.’ They were joined by the players, ‘Akbar Sahib, Akbar Sahib.’ Akbar threw up his hands and stepped forward.


Every ball he bowled was greeted with clapping, cheering and whistling. Aliya watched from an upstairs window. It pleased her to see Akbar bowling with abandon, face glistening, hair ruffled.


All at once she saw him stop in the middle of an over. He handed the ball to Kamran and walked away – without a word. The spectators fell silent, the game came to a halt.


After her chat with Akbar, Lilian could see a problem developing. She wanted her husband’s advice on how best to handle it. So, as she had throughout their marriage, she waited for Javed Ali to wake up from his siesta. Whenever Lilian faced a crisis, she would wait for her husband, to return from court, the club, a bridge game or to wake up from his afternoon nap.


She had found that dealing with Akbar’s issues was different from dealing with the other children. When he was born, Lilian had been taken aback on discovering the numbers 786 inscribed in blue on the left side of his chest.


Surprise had turned to awe when Javed Ali explained that the figures were traditionally taken to mean: ‘In the name of Allah.’


As far as she knew, no one had ever told young Akbar about God, yet he seemed to be instinctively aware of Him. It was an inner realization – an instinctive acceptance – similar to drawing breath or drinking water when thirsty. God, to Akbar as a child, was imageless, like a fresh breeze, the smell of rain or the melody of birdsong.


He rarely spoke of this to anyone, even Lilian. But she suspected that he interfaced with a secret world. ‘Godscenes’ she would call them when, at the age of three or four, Akbar would come running, flying through the air, eyes shining, lips parted, hastening to share some of his wonder with her.


She recalled him examining objects such as a conch shell or a pine cone or a cobweb and declaring, ‘He designed that.’


‘How do you know?’ Lilian would ask.


‘Because only He can do that,’ would be the reply.


Looking at a flower on one occasion, he had whispered in Lilian’s ear, ‘That colour is Him...the smell is Him...every flower, nothing but Him,’ and ‘a mother’s love is Him.’ Sometimes he would tell her about laughter in the bushes, a humming in the trees or a whispering amongst leaves.


She was baffled by the changing shades of the 786 birthmark from its normal bluish hue to an angry pink when he was unwell, or mauve when worried, to skin-coloured paleness when he was deep in thought.


‘Do you know who He is?’ she asked when she felt that Akbar was old enough.


‘He is...He is...’ Akbar said, then stopped, at a loss to proceed further.


‘He is Allah,’ Lilian said.


‘Allah?’ Akbar echoed.


‘Yes, Allah,’ she said, explaining in simple terms what Allah meant while watching Akbar’s wide grey-blue eyes.


‘But He is not people?’ Akbar queried.


‘No, He is not people...we are.’


‘He loves us?’ he wanted to know.


‘Yes, He does...because we are His people.’


Other unusual happenings during Akbar’s childhood convinced his parents that he was different from his siblings. He could utter complex sentences and read by the age of three. He spoke Urdu, English and Sindhi. He could solve complex puzzles, problems and riddles – logical, mathematical or mechanical – that baffled adults.


His IQ was exceptionally high. He received ratings of ‘genius’ or ‘extraordinary talent’ through his school years. With Lilian’s proclivity for languages, Akbar also learnt French, Italian and Spanish.


Despite Ahmed Ali’s abiding interest in Akbar, it was Lilian who was his sole confidante and sharer of his other-worldly encounters. Her role in such situations was essentially reactive. She would on occasion chafe at her helplessness. Her life was centred around her concern for him. She was alive to the extraordinary nature of happenings he faced at times. Akbar suspected that his mother fretted over him. He felt less alone because of that.


Seeing his wife’s strained expression, Javed Ali heard her out with the close attentiveness he reserved for complex court hearings.


‘Lily,’ he said finally, ‘from what you tell me, I don’t think that simply talking to Akbar will ease the situation. At the same time, communication is the only recourse. Ultimately he will have to come to terms with his concerns by himself.’ After a pause, he added, ‘When I talk to Akbar, I get the strange feeling that I am with someone far older...and wiser...it’s quite unsettling.’


‘So you think, we shouldn’t discuss this with him?’


‘No, no. Discuss with him by all means. It may help him but it is unlikely that his problems will go away.’


‘Will you talk to him?’


‘Yes, I shall...but any talking has to be done carefully, he’s a sensitive boy.’


‘Javed,’ Lily remarked, eyebrows raised, ‘try, for Heaven’s sake...’


‘Clearly, it is important to take him seriously. We can’t be dismissive of his views and hope to achieve results.’


‘You’re making it sound complicated.’


‘Look, I’m as worried about him as you are Lily but I’ve come across these situations before. That’s why I’m pointing out the risks.’


Javed Ali and Ahmed Ali met for lunch at the Sind Club. The brothers were physically dissimilar. Javed Ali was tall, grey-haired, distinguished. He looked and behaved like a judge – unflappable, balanced and precise.


Ahmed Ali was homely in comparison. Shorter, plump and balding slightly, he was also devout and scholarly.


They chose a secluded corner in the dining hall under oversized paintings of Talpur rulers. The place was brimming with members, many of whom made it a point to greet the brothers.


‘There may be,’ Ahmed Ali observed, ‘a solution.’


‘All right...you tell me,’ Javed Ali said.


‘You have to believe in it – if it is to be successful,’ Ahmed Ali said, looking at his brother. ‘Take him back to religion...to Dars-e-Nizami studies.’


‘How will that help? Don’t forget he gave up on religious studies when he was nine.’


‘We’ll make him realize that he has a duty to God to complete what he left unfinished.’


‘By reciting prayers he doesn’t understand?’


‘He’ll read the Quran again and, if need be, learn its meaning. He’ll be trained to recite, memorize and internalize...the word of God. That will give meaning to his life.’


‘How and where do you intend to accomplish this?’


‘I’ve discussed the matter with the imam of the Beyt-as-Salah mosque. He understands the problem and will provide a suitable instructor.’


‘You’ve thought of everything except the one that counts,’ Javed Ali said. ‘Will Akbar agree to this arrangement? Remember, he left his studies at that mosque of his own accord.’


Ahmed Ali was silent for a moment.


‘I believe he will,’ he said at last. ‘A part of him has been touched by God. It’s something we’ve been aware of for years.’


‘How much time will this take?’ Javed Ali asked uneasily.


‘I can’t say. Let’s make a start. We have to make him whole first. Other matters can be dealt with later even if it means that his studies abroad have to be shelved for the time being...Cambridge, Harvard and all that can wait. It won’t hurt him.’


‘In some respects you know him better than I.’


‘I’m his uncle. I hope you have faith in my commitment to your son.’


‘You mean, your soulmate,’ Javed Ali said. ‘Dear brother, how can one possibly doubt you? He may have been born to us but you seem to have made him the centre of your life, your sole concern...especially after the loss of your dear wife. He is fortunate to have you by his side.’


There were tears at the corners of Ahmed Ali’s eyes.




THREE


Akbar listened with growing concern to Ahmed Ali on the veranda. His uncle was speaking about the importance of religious guidance prior to a university education.


‘Why now, Uncle?’ Akbar asked, frowning.


‘You have the time. You want answers to questions that plague you. You need peace of mind. And you have been guilt-ridden ever since you stopped memorizing the Quran...’


There was a pause before Akbar spoke.


‘Will I get that peace...through this course?’


‘You will if you approach it properly. You claim you are close to Allah. He will help you.’


‘I’m confused, Uncle.’


‘When you were younger, you had no doubts.’


‘I have no doubts now. But having walked away once, I wonder if I’m really cut out for a religious way of life.’


‘You are required to study rules and principles that will channelize your thoughts. No one expects you to adopt a religious lifestyle.’


‘I feel close to God. Isn’t that enough?’


‘Not quite,’ Ahmed Ali said, ‘feeling close to God is rare, but it’s not the same as knowing Islam. Feelings relate to emotions, knowledge brings about intellectual awakening.’


‘I completed the thirty siparas as a child. By the age of eight, I began to learn the Quran by heart...’


‘And gave it up when you were nine,’ Ahmed Ali said, interrupting him. ‘Rote exercises including Arabic letters and syntax designed for children are not part of this course, but comprehension, correct recitation and internalizing the text are.’


Akbar gazed through the trellis at the gardener weeding the lawn.


Ahmed Ali asked softly, ‘What happened to that youngster who followed me around in the mosque, prayed beside me and sat close to me during discussions?’


‘He went away,’ Akbar replied in a flat tone.


‘What became of his classmates who squatted in rows and recited sipara texts, rocking back and forth, or played hide and seek when the ustad wasn’t looking?’ Ahmed Ali asked.


‘All scattered, a while back,’ Akbar replied.


After a pause, Ahmed Ali asked, ‘Are you a believing Muslim?’


‘I am,’ Akbar murmured, taken aback.


‘Well then, you are morally obliged to finish the study of the Quran which you haven’t done.’


‘I know...I know,’ Akbar said.


‘Then let me tell you this. If a believing Muslim – with your IQ and level of awareness – deliberately misses an opportunity to get to know Allah through study and prayer, he will be running afoul of God.’


‘Does it have to be the...Beyt-as-Salah?’ Akbar asked.


‘The madrasa is situated in an adjacent building which is not part of the mosque...that you seem to dread,’ Ahmed Ali said.


‘Same thing,’ Akbar commented. ‘They are linked...why go there at all?’


‘Why not?’ Ahmed Ali responded, somewhat surprised. ‘It’s in your neighbourhood. It is where you studied the Book as a child.’


‘Perhaps that’s why,’ Akbar remarked wearily.


‘Your reactions are strange. I don’t know what to make of them.’ Ahmed Ali said.


‘Never mind, Uncle...we’re here now’ he said, when they got to the mosque, so...let’s get on with it.


‘Akbar, this is a serious matter calling for a responsible approach,’ Ahmed Ali chided. ‘Don’t be so casual about it,’


‘I am committed Uncle, otherwise I wouldn’t be here...I am yet to be convinced though. But as always, I have faith in your judgement.’


His bare feet felt the cool tiled floor of the courtyard as they had on his very first visit. Everything was as he remembered, the colonnaded galleries on either side of the courtyard, the washing section beyond, the stairs leading to the upper prayer terrace, the minarets, the rounded dome – now touched by the rays of the setting sun – and the arched prayer chamber. It was as if time had not moved.


‘He’s too young,’ Lilian had remarked, leading four-and-a-half year old Akbar downstairs to the veranda where Javed Ali and Ahmed Ali waited.


‘Too young for what?’ Javed Ali asked.


‘For the mosque,’ she said. ‘His Bismillah ceremony took place just three months ago, and he has been learning the Arabic alphabet and conjugation every day since. Isn’t that enough for the time being?’


The brothers exchanged glances.


‘I went to the mosque at the age of three, and my brother here,’ Javed Ali said, ‘went on his fourth birthday.’


‘How will he cope with Karachi Grammar School and the madrasa?’ Lilian asked.


‘As his uncle and I did,’ Javed Ali said.


Lilian realized that further resistance would be futile, so she handed her son over to Ahmed Ali and saw them off – Javed Ali to his chambers and Ahmed Ali, with Akbar, to the mosque.


It was Friday. The muezzin had given the call for midday prayer. Holding Akbar’s hand, Ahmed Ali led him to an empty space in the rows of worshippers in the terraced courtyard. Akbar sat close to his uncle, observing the proceedings.


After the sermon and recitation from the Quran, the congregation got up for the namaz. Ahmed Ali told Akbar to sit quietly between him and his neighbour during the prayer.


An air of regimented masculinity prevailed, as suggested by the rows of barefooted men standing side by side performing the rites in unison. The poised feet reminded Akbar of smooth-skinned puppies poised for a race. Midway through the prayer, when the worshippers were standing upright, Akbar looked to his right down the row of legs extending like posts, in a straight line from where he sat, to the edge of the courtyard.


Then he looked to his left and noticed a boy his age sitting in the same row a short distance away, pulling faces at him. Akbar responded in kind. When he wearied of that, he lay on his back and observed the faces of the worshippers arrayed above. Ignoring Ahmed Ali’s look of disapproval, Akbar turned towards the boy who had been making funny faces.


As he watched, the boy began to crawl over the worshippers’ feet down the row towards Akbar. Not to be outdone, Akbar too crawled in the boy’s direction alongside worshippers bowing in obeisance, like a surfboarder tunnelling through a giant breaker towards God, until he came face-to-face with the other crawler. They chuckled and exchanged high fives, much to the consternation of the looming worshippers.


On the way back, Akbar missed Ahmed Ali’s feet and crawled on till he reached the end of the row. By that time the congregation was squatting on its haunches for the final part of the prayer, leaving no space for crawling back. Finding his path blocked by squatting bodies, Akbar panicked, reacting the only way he could. His cries were heard over the imam’s closing prayer.


‘Masha’Allah,’ the imam said, embracing Akbar, ‘you have become a young man. I recall a curly-haired eight-year-old who couldn’t get through lessons fast enough before scooting off with his classmates to play cricket.’


Voice dropping slightly, he added, ‘I also remember a nine-year-old who broke his trust with Allah by failing to memorize the Quran.’


Ahmed Ali and Akbar were on a courtesy call at the imam’s chambers. Akbar stopped short at the imam’s last remark but was urged on by Ahmed Ali. The imam led them to a carpeted alcove cushioned with bolsters, where they sat cross-legged.


‘Where have you been all these years?’ the imam asked


Akbar mumbled something about school and travel.


The face is the same, somewhat weatherbeaten – the dark, piercing eyes that could look through objects, more hooded now – the beard, graying and wispier than before – the same tapering fingers – the voice, sometimes stentorian, at times rasping or playful, just as before – the same long white robe and head cloth – the frame, shrunken, more emaciated.


‘Daydreaming,’ the imam called out as he passed young Akbar squatting at his desk in the gallery, fretting about a game of cricket that had been disrupted by the rain.


‘Daydreaming again,’ said the imam to Akbar, now staring out of a window in the imam’s chamber – as if eleven years had not elapsed.


‘Sorry, Imam Sahib, I was just...’


‘You haven’t given up the old habit from your cricketing days,’ the imam said, interrupting Akbar.


‘We’re here to learn about the Dars-e-Nizami curriculum that you recommended for Akbar when we last met,’ Ahmed Ali said.


‘I know why you’ve come, Ahmed Ali Sahib,’ the imam said dryly.


An attendant came in with green tea.


‘Some qahwa, before we talk,’ the imam suggested.


Between sips, the imam said, ‘We’ll start with Arabic lessons. First there is grammar comprising sarf and nahw, then Arabi adab which is literature. Then there is balaghat or rhetoric. The next part – tarjuma and tafseer – involves translation and explanation of religious texts.’


There was a pause during which the imam looked solicitously at Akbar and said, ‘This sounds forbidding, I know. I hope you aren’t afraid of hard work.’


Ahmed Ali answered for him. ‘It’s all right. Go on, Imam Sahib.’


‘Very well...this will be followed by a study of the Hadith, containing the traditions of the Prophet and the six canonical books from Imam Bokhari to Tirmizi. Then there is fiqh or Islamic law, followed by usool-e-fiqh or jurisprudence. Next, mantiq or logic, and finally aqaid or usool-e-deen discourses on Islamic theology and dogma.’


Peering at Akbar, he said. ‘Are you prepared to undertake such a course?’


Akbar murmured, ‘I can only...try.’


‘Why the hesitation?’ the imam asked, ‘you should be familiar with some of the subjects. They were part of your syllabus when you attended lessons in your earlier days at the mosque.’


‘Yes, I recall,’ Akbar said, feebly.


‘But of course, you never completed the course. You left midway, all of a sudden,’ the imam said. ‘I’ve often wondered what made you do that.’


Akbar gazed out of the window instead of looking at the imam.


‘The increasing pressure of school studies in all probability,’ Ahmed Ali said lamely.


‘Ah, yes,’ the imam said, ‘Western education always comes first with the well-to-do. But I wouldn’t have thought the dual workload would have deterred Akbar from Quranic studies. A less dedicated student may have been put off but not Akbar. Anyway, now you’re back.’


He continued, ‘I’ve put you in the session that starts well before midday prayers and finishes by 5 pm. An instructor has been appointed exclusively for you. He will teach you the Hadith, fiqh, usool-e-fiqh, mantiq and aqaid. To qualify as a Munshi Fazil one must complete the Wafaq-al-Madaris syllabus. I cannot see you completing it in one go. The entire programme is very long, and successive exams are taken as a rule.’


Akbar tried to focus on the imam’s remarks.


‘You’ll be taught exclusive topics at the mosque by your instructor. For the general subjects, you’ll attend classes at the madrasa according to the timetable followed there.’


He pattered on about workday timings, duration of classes and textbooks. When he had finished, he leant back against a bolster, breathless, his hooded eyes half-closed. The interview was over.


In his first year, Akbar, barely five, attended class twice a week at the madrasa’s nursery section. His uncle would bring him to the mosque, returning when it was time to take him home. The nursery class was taught the Arabic alphabet with the help of painted blocks or slides. The children also practised reciting the first prayer in unison.


There is no God except Allah,


And Mohammad is the messenger of Allah.


Two new prayers were memorized every week.


Akbar liked story time more than his other classes. His imagination would enter a world peopled with characters involved in extraordinary situations.


On the night of his fifth birthday, he dreamt of the Prophet hiding from his enemies in a cave. He escaped discovery because after he entered the cave, a spider rapidly spun a web across the entrance and a bird built a nest at the base of the entrance, and in the twinkling of an eye, laid eggs in it. The intact cobweb and the undisturbed nest fooled the enemy into assuming that no one had entered the cave – despite the presence of a pesky chameleon, that kept bobbing its head pointing to the Prophet’s hiding place.


Having just turned twenty, Akbar found it awkward to attend Arabic language classes alongside a mix of very young boys and some older ones. He was anxious to move on.


Introductory lessons were all that he needed to come to grips with the Dars-e-Nizami programme. He was a hard-working pupil supported by a skilled instructor.


Akbar found his instructor intriguing. The thirty-two-year-old Austro-Hungarian had converted to Islam eight years earlier and was now known by the Muslim name of Abdulla Saleh. Religious research on Islam had taken him to several Muslim countries. He came to Karachi after a six-month stint in FATA, north-west of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. He was married to a woman from Sind and had two children with her.


His Gothic features, pointed beard and darting eyes topped by arched eyebrows gave him a quizzical look. In a salwar that ended well above his ankles, long flapping kameez and bright green turban, he looked like an extra from a 1001 Nights Hollywood film.


He communicated with Akbar in Urdu and English. His teaching focused on the jihadi aspects of religious conduct which he viewed as a prerequisite for a correct understanding of Islam.


His fiqh classes on obligations and prohibitions dwelt on laws governing conduct in warfare. In the Hadith classes, he emphasized the traditions laid down during hostilities. The examples and explanations he cited as points of reference in classes on tafseer and usool-e-deen related to the Battles of Badr and Uhud and other armed conflicts.


Akbar’s aversion to the mosque lessened as the studies progressed. Unlike other day scholars, he found it more convenient to spend lunch break at the mosque. He preferred homemade sandwiches and fruit to the food served at the madrasa mess. He ate alone, either in a breezy section of the gallery or on the terrace upstairs. Lunch hour was also a time for introspection – for reviewing morning lessons, going over obscure concepts taught earlier, distilling information. There was a growing new awareness.
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