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			The Women’s Courtyard
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			For Ahmad Nadeem Qasmi

		

	
		
			Foreword

			‘Every novel, regardless of genre, is a mystery novel,’ the poet Agha Shahid Ali (1949–2001) said while addressing a class full of writing students, including me. Ali’s point was that when you start to read a novel, particularly one you know nothing about beyond its title, the first question you have is: What kind of book is this? As you turn the pages the novelist furnishes clues to help you solve that particular mystery. Sometimes, the mystery is solved in the opening chapter. A novel announces itself from the start as a thriller, or a romance, or a detective novel and stays the course throughout. But other times, the writer can keep you in suspense for a very long time, and working out the true nature of the novel becomes part of the deep pleasure of reading (which is, or should be, another word for ‘discovering’). For many years Toni Morrison’s Beloved and Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Unconsoled, dramatically different though they are, were my touchstones for the novel that keeps prolonging and deepening the mystery of what exactly it is. Then I read Daisy Rockwell’s excellent translation of Khadija Mastur’s masterpiece The Women’s Courtyard and that glittering duo (The Unconsoled Beloved) became a triumvirate (The Unconsoled Beloved in the Women’s Courtyard).

			The novel starts in medias res—Aliya, our protagonist, and her mother have just moved into a new home with relatives because Aliya’s father has been jailed. After that dramatic start we move back in time to the life before, when the family was living as a single unit—two parents, two daughters. It appears at this point that the momentum of the novel will gather around what crime the father committed and the fallout faced by his wife and children. But, very quickly, we see the father is a somewhat tangential figure and far more attention is given to Aliya’s sister, Tehmina, and their low-born cousin, Safdar, who lives with them. The novel slides into the territory of romance—some might detect a whisper of Wuthering Heights in the tale of forbidden love taking place under one roof as children grow into adults together. And then the book swerves again—it is the final days of British rule in India, Aliya’s father and uncle are staunch anti-imperialists, and it seems Mastur’s purpose is to show us the cost women bear when men put their lives and liberty on the line for their political beliefs. As Aliya enters womanhood the politics of Partition infuse with those of Independence, pitting family members against each other even while the age-old concerns of who-will-marry-who and where-is-the-money-coming-from continue to play out. And Aliya—intelligent, watchful, strong-willed—leaves everyone including us guessing what choices she’ll make for her own life. In many ways, the closest parallel to Mastur’s novel, first published in 1962, is Attia Hosain’s Sunlight on a Broken Column, published the preceding year. Mastur wrote in Urdu, Hosain in English, but both write of educated Indian Muslim women, in the years leading up to Partition, whose families are riven by contrasting feelings about the creation of Pakistan; and both novels focus on the lives of women that largely exist entirely separate to those of men.

			And yet, The Women’s Courtyard remains a singular novel, and to think about it in relationship to any other book very quickly leads into a consideration of the ways in which it is different, constantly darting away from the path you think it’s set for itself. There’s a playfulness in the way it sets up expectations only to sidestep them, keeping us wondering where it will lead, what kind of novel it will turn out to be. The answer to the mystery can be found (look away now if you don’t want to know) in considering the unusual constraints Mastur places on her narrative.

			The Women’s Courtyard—Aangan in Urdu—has that title because all its action takes place within the enclosed women’s section of the houses in which Aliya lives. It’s rare but not unheard of to place such immense physical constraints on a narrative—and some writers have chosen far more limited spaces: the first half of Emma Donoghue’s Room is set inside a single room within which the child narrator has spent his entire life; Ian McEwan’s Nutshell is told to us by an eight-month-old foetus inside a womb. But what’s so unusual, and intriguing, about Mastur’s choice is that the physical constraints of the narrative do not mirror that of its primary character. Aliya leaves the house to go to school; later, she moves to an entirely new city for university, and then works as a teacher. But the narrative never follows her into these other spaces. Going entirely against the grain of novels in which becoming educated and leaving home are a chance for independence and freedom, Mastur’s narration tells us that it really isn’t very important what goes on outside the family home because, for Aliya, life must ultimately be lived within the women’s courtyard. Significantly, Aliya isn’t the first woman in her family to go to university; she is following a path trod by her aunt, Najma, who has little to show for her education but disdain for other women and snobbery towards less educated men. (Najma, a relatively minor character, underscores Mastur’s refusal to provide easy answers or a sign pointing towards an emergency exit).

			In the courtyard, the men who are close relatives come and go speaking of politics and liberty without paying the slightest attention to the freedoms denied to women; in the courtyard, women turn on each other more fiercely than they turn on men; in the courtyard, marriages are arranged, proposed, refused; in the courtyard, there is tenderness and then there is jealousy; there is love and disdain and a confusion of emotions. But most of all, in the courtyard are lives governed by strict rules of gender and class. Another relatively minor character is Asrar Miyan, who nonetheless manages to be one of literature’s great tragicomic creations: a relative whose class status precludes him from entering the inner sanctum of the house, he is only heard, never seen, by the women in the courtyard.

			The women’s courtyard is a space where the crushing weight of power structures is always present, poisoning all relationships. The men with their anti-imperial fervour lack any trace of intersectional thinking; Aliya cannot look at the cousin professing his love for her without feeling the weight of patriarchy pressing down on her; even within a family the divisions of class can cut so deep they eviscerate. That’s what kind of book this is: one that shows us through all its shifts and turns how it feels to live within a poisoned world, and know it. How it feels to lose people you love to that poisoned world. The haunting question Aliya faces is this: What are your options when you want to resist those power structures but you are never more alone than in your resistance? The world of solidarity and community organising is not an option in Aliya’s world. She cannot resist in order to achieve any kind of meaningful victory—in fact, she knows that resistance will only bring alienation from everyone around her. And yet, she will not give in. There may be no happy outcome possible, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t a right choice.

			Kamila Shamsie

		

	
		
			Translator’s Note

			This translation of The Women’s Courtyard was first published by Penguin India in 2018. Since then I have had the benefit of much reader feedback, which has prompted me to make certain changes in the translation in terms of how kinship terms are translated or left untranslated. Most South Asian languages have an elaborate system of kinship terms that are highly specific. Any of these relationships can be translated into English, but the renderings end up sounding clinical. For example, the word ‘chachi’ means ‘wife of one’s paternal uncle.’ In English this would generally be resolved with the word ‘aunt,’ but the problem arises when a character in a book is only referred to in terms of their relationships with family members: Someone could be this person’s elder sister, that person’s mother, another person’s maternal aunt, etc. I have found that in translating women’s literature from Hindi and Urdu, kinship terms present the greatest challenge, because many women characters can go through an entire book without being given any personal names at all, whereas male characters leave the home where they are addressed by name by non-kin.

			In the previous edition of this book, I attempted to create Anglophone equivalents for some of the most prevalent kinship terms to cut down on the burden placed on readers with no knowledge of Hindi-Urdu kinship terms, but readers within South Asia and also those in the diaspora found this jarring and incongruous. This, I came to realize, is because even South Asians who speak only English in their homes continue to use the kinship terms of their families’ original Subcontinental language. Translation studies has long wrestled with the binaries of domestication (bringing the translation into a ‘comfort zone’ for target readers), and foreignization (retaining more ‘foreign’ sounding words and phrasings from the original language). Due to the history of colonialism, however, English is not a foreign language in South Asia, and thus these binaries are not useful or relevant for translators between English and South Asian languages.

			As a result of much thought and experimentation, I have come up with a new system for rendering kinship terms. In the case of the present volume, although it is narrated in the third person, most characters are ‘named’ in terms of their kinship with the protagonist, Aliya. For characters that are rarely or never referred to by any other sort of name, I retain one kinship term, but treat it as a name. Thus, Aliya’s paternal uncle, who is older than her father, is known as ‘Barey Chacha’ (elder paternal uncle), but if he is being referred to in his role as brother, or father, I generally use the English terms, unless he is being directly addressed by a relation. The listing of the cast of characters that follows is intended to help guide readers who are unfamiliar with the Urdu kinship terms I have retained.

			Cast of Characters:

			
				Aliya—the protagonist, who is also addressed as ‘Bajiya,’ or elder sister, by some of her younger cousins.

				Amma—Aliya’s mother, who is also referred to as ‘Mazhar’s bride’ by members of Barey Chacha’s household.

				Abba—Aliya’s father, whose name is Mazhar.

				Tehmina Apa—Tehmina is Aliya’s elder sister, or ‘apa’. When Aliya addresses her she calls her ‘Apa’.

				Safdar Bhai—Aliya’s paternal first cousin, the son of her father’s sister, Salma Aunty. Bhai means brother, but cousins refer to one another as brothers and sisters.

				Aunty—Safdar Bhai’s mother.

				Barey Chacha (Chacha)—Abba’s elder brother, and therefore the head of the family. Amma refers to him as ‘Barey Bhai’, or elder brother.

				Bari Chachi (Chachi)—Barey Chacha’s wife.

				Dadi—Abba’s mother, and Aliya’s paternal grandmother.

				Jameel Bhaiya—Barey Chacha’s eldest son; Aliya’s cousin.

				Shakeel—Jameel’s younger brother.

				Chammi (Shamima)—Aliya’s cousin who lives in Barey Chacha’s home but is the daughter of his younger brother Zafar Chacha, who has remarried.

				Najma Aunty—Abba’s younger sister, who is English-educated.

				Khareeman Bua—the family’s servant and cook.

				Asrar Miyan—the illegitimate brother of Abba and his siblings. Because of his illegitimacy, Asrar Miyan is not addressed by any kinship terms.

			

		

	
		
			Past

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			How quickly grows the desolation of a winter’s night. That day too, clouds had gathered since evening. There was a chill in the air now, and the electric streetlamp burned silently. Across the gali, an owl hooted from the thicket of trees near the half-built school, its ominous call adding to the night’s bleakness. It was a bit quieter in the large room next door now—she could no longer hear Chammi tossing and turning.

			‘She’s sleeping soundly,’ Aliya thought with envy—she herself couldn’t sleep. Not being able to sleep at night is so very painful—even worse in a completely new place. Perhaps first nights in new places must always be spent sleeplessly like this. She tried once again to fall asleep, casting the room in darkness by pulling the shutters partly closed, and lying down with the quilt over her face, as though she were actually asleep.

			After lying motionless for a long time, she decided it had been a waste of effort. Sleep was nowhere in sight and memories of the past kept whirling through her mind. She sat up in bed, cross-legged, feeling helpless. She opened the shutters and began to look outside. The school on the other side of the gali, the dense mango and pipal trees—all were shrouded in darkness. Everything had looked so clear and lovely in the evening. She had sat at the window and gazed out with some interest then; but now, in the darkness, the trees were black mountains, and when a sharp gust of wind blew, they looked frightening, like something out of the ghost stories she’d heard in childhood.

			I’ll never get to sleep this way, she thought, and pulled the shutters closed again. Her body ached as she lay down. The anxiety of a full day’s journey had drained her.

			‘Oh my!’ she moaned. ‘Now I can’t sleep—so long as I can’t clear my mind there’ll be no chance of sleep!’ Memories rushed in from all sides. People say you should forget the past. What’s the point of turning and looking back? Just keep moving forward. But her past was all she’d inherited. Her past, from which she’d learnt so much. How could she wrench herself away from it now? And now, she felt besieged by memories because of how she’d come to be here.

			She had no idea if Amma was also asleep—the house had grown so silent. Someone passing through the lane in the chill night air sang out in a shivering voice:

			
				For you, darling, I was needlessly disgraced…

			

			Would this night ever end? ‘Abba, how are you spending your nights in jail?’ she cried. She hugged her knees anxiously. From somewhere far off came the sound of the bell striking eleven.

			A light rain began to fall. Gusting drops blew against the shutters, thrumming a faint melody.

			What would life be like now? She was frightened at the thought. It was so dark in the room. She felt as though her own question was similarly shrouded in darkness as she closed her eyes in fear. Sleep was still far off, but memories of the past settled in to help her pass the night.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The new district had looked deserted. The red-brick houses were arranged in no particular order, as though someone had just scattered them about. But there had been so many temples for such a small place! The golden spires lifted their heads as though praying to God. The faint echoes of priests singing hymns and ringing bells could be heard in the house from morning till evening.

			And there had been so many trees there. Both sides of the dusty dirt roads were lined with dense mango, jamun and pipal trees. Wayfarers would spread their turban cloths out in the shade of those trees, lay their heads on their bundles, and sleep soundly. It had been spring then. The mango flowers had already blossomed. The cuckoos sang all day.

			When Abba had been transferred to that new place she had found it so lonely and sad, yet it was there that her intellect had awoken and she had developed a new-found capacity for thinking and understanding.

			Large bundles of their belongings had been left all about the courtyard on the day they moved into the new house, and Abba had started opening these with the help of the chaprasi he had been assigned from the division. Amma seemed totally disconnected from the house and the luggage, but all the same she kept walking about their new home, gazing at the high-arched veranda, the rooms, the bathroom and so on. Aliya’s elder sister, Tehmina Apa, went about with downcast eyes, picking out small items and putting them away in various rooms. Amma lay half-reclining in an easy chair, a look of distinct displeasure on her face. Aliya’s cousin Safdar Bhai squatted under the arch of the veranda, his weak shoulders sagging.

			‘You help your uncle too,’ Amma had said, gazing over at Safdar Bhai scornfully.

			‘Leave him be, he’s still weak from the fever, and he’s also tired from the journey,’ Abba had responded softly.

			‘That one is always tired,’ grumbled Amma, and she angrily began to help Abba unpack the bundles. Tehmina glanced nervously at Safdar Bhai, and then gazed down again with a frightened look.

			That day it had seemed to Aliya that the atmosphere of the house was terribly strained. The grimaces on everyone’s faces upset her all the more. She missed their old place.

			There, all the officers’ yellow bungalows had been built in a row, and there had been a mango orchard close by, as well as a small pond, where children and buffalo bathed together. There had been many girls and boys her age to play games with all day long. And when there was nothing else to do, they would throw mud balls at the buffalo. They’d slip into the garden and steal small unripe mangoes, and when caught in the act, they weren’t scolded at all by the groundsman; instead he picked up fruit that had fallen on the ground and handed it to the children himself.

			‘You are our masters’ children,’ he’d say affectionately, patting their heads. Kamala and Usha would make faces at him, taunting him for his large teeth, but he never got angry.

			At night, Aliya would demand that the cook, Khansaman Bua, tell her stories, such as the tale of the prince and the princess who slept in the same bed with a sword lying between them. This story always worried her greatly. What if the prince or the princess shifted in their sleep and someone got cut? ‘Sweetheart, people in stories don’t get cut,’ Khansaman Bua would explain to her, but that did nothing to lessen her anxiety. As she herself was falling asleep she dared not move at all. Who knew if that sword might suddenly make its way into her own bed?

			Khansaman Bua told her many amusing tales, such as the story of Raja Bhoj and Gangu Teli, and the tale of the puppet that ate up everything in the king’s palace. The puppet’s story was so entertaining. When the king received word of the puppet’s evil deeds, the news was sung so sweetly:

			
				That wooden puppet, oh, king, she’s gone and devoured all the horses!

			

			‘Khansaman Bua, when they sang that to the king, didn’t he get angry?’ she would ask with astonishment.

			‘No, dear, kingly folk have delicate temperaments, you must tell them everything nicely. Otherwise they could throw you and your whole family into the oil press.’ And when Aliya felt scared, Khansaman Bua would hold her to her chest, sticky with sweat.

			The only connection she had with Amma was that she’d hug her when she came inside from playing. Amma would speak affectionately to her and tell her to go out and play again. Abba she saw only from a distance. He went to the office in the morning, and in the evening the sitting room would fill with his friends. They all talked and laughed loudly, and Khansaman Bua would make them cup after cup of tea.

			After Aliya was enrolled in school, her world grew broader. Several of her girlfriends had also started school and she made friends with new girls as well. When she came home after school, Safdar Bhai would call her to him, ask her questions about her studies, and laugh heartily at her every response—‘Oh my, you know absolutely nothing!’ he would tease. She didn’t like it one bit and would attempt to run away from him as soon as possible.

			When she entered class five, she began to play more refined games on the advice of Khansaman Bua. A large doll’s house was built in one corner of the yard, where the dolls would get married and wedding processions would depart with great fanfare. The dolls would have babies, and she would stitch them clothing from piles of scraps Tehmina Apa had given her. Khansaman Bua always served sweets on special occasions, such as weddings and births. Sometimes she would even make zardah. On such days, Kamala, Usha and Radha would not observe the rules of untouchability and openly consume the sweet rice.

			But here there was nothing. She walked outside and looked all around: some shepherds drove their goats along and a handful of naked children sat playing in the dirt. She could see two small mud huts. There was only one two-storey house near theirs, and the chaprasi’s yellow mud hut. She stared for a long time at the tall two-storey house but she saw no girls that she could make friends with. A man came out and walked quickly down the steps, holding up the hem of his brilliantly white dhoti, and strode away. After that she could hear someone singing and playing a harmonium from the upper storey. She repeated the verses of the song to herself but found them boring.

			Birds twittered loudly from the trees. She went and sat dully in the doorway to the sitting room. She felt like sobbing loudly, tearing at her clothes and running away.

			‘Sweetie, come over here to me!’ The wife of the chaprasi was leaning over the low mud wall surrounding the yard, calling out to her.

			‘Humph!’ she said, and went back inside.

			Most of their things had been put away by now. The easy chairs had been set out in the courtyard and the chaprasi had made tea. Tehmina Apa, Safdar Bhai, Abba and Amma were all sitting around silently, looking tired. No one said anything to her. There was a small henna plant in the middle of the yard with leaves that were turning bright green. She filled a pot with some water and began pouring it over the plant.

			‘Drink some tea, Aliya.’ Safdar Bhai spoke to her affectionately for the first time that day, so she went over and sat down on the chair next to him.

			‘You feel anxious, Aliya, it’s a new place, and you don’t have anyone to play with,’ he said.

			She burst into tears when he patted her on the head. Safdar Bhai was the only one who understood how she felt. She leant over and lay across his lap. When Amma glanced at her sternly, she closed her eyes to protect herself. Amma began issuing commands to the chaprasi: ‘Your responsibilities are outside the house. You can’t do any inside work. Arrange for a maid for us right away, but make sure that she isn’t young; such women don’t do a bit of work.’

			‘As you wish, ma’am. It will be arranged by tomorrow,’ he replied.

			Evening was falling and Abba picked up his thin cane to go outside for a walk. Amma glanced over at Safdar Bhai suspiciously. ‘Go now, play,’ she said mechanically, as she grabbed Aliya’s hand and pulled her up. Aliya went back outside and stood in the doorway. Smoke rose from the upper storey of the house across the way. She could hear the clanging of temple bells.

			Humph! Play? Play with whom! Who is there here in this jungle? she thought. She felt overwhelmed with grief. ‘She’s telling me to stay in the house or sit in this doorway and play,’ she muttered. On top of that, everyone else was sitting inside, looking grumpy. Her eyes filled with tears.

			The chaprasi’s wife leant over the wall again. ‘Come, sweetie, have some chapati,’ she said. Aliya quickly wiped her tears and looked away.

			‘Aliya.’ Tehmina Apa had come to stand behind her, her large eyes downcast. ‘Come inside, it’s getting dark now. My, what a beautiful place this is, isn’t it?’ She sighed deeply and stared into the distance, then wrapped Aliya’s arm around her waist and brought her inside. As they passed by the small room near the sitting room, she stopped for a moment and stood still. Safdar Bhai was hunched over a book spread out on the table, reading near the lantern.

			The beds had been set up in a row in the courtyard. Tehmina Apa’s bed was next to the henna plant, and Aliya’s was next to that. She lay down silently on her bed. The moon was rising. The sky was still light, but she could see Tehmina Apa’s face even more clearly than the sky in the faint darkness of the yard. She had realized for the first time that day that Tehmina seemed distracted all the time. At that moment too, she sat on her bed tearing up the leaves of the henna plant and scattering them about in a preoccupied manner.

			The wick of the lantern beneath the arch of the veranda was set very low. The chaprasi was cooking in the kitchen. Amma walked from room to room with the other lantern held high.

			‘When you enter school, you’ll make friends with many girls,’ said Tehmina Apa, turning towards Aliya. She reached out to hold her hand and caressed it softly. But Aliya was too upset for Tehmina Apa’s affection to make any difference. She pulled her hand back and looked away. Then she began to watch the birds flying in the sky. Somehow she didn’t even notice that she had drifted off to sleep.

			‘Oh my, Aliya, you went to sleep without any dinner?’ Aliya started and opened her eyes. Safdar Bhai was leaning over her.

			‘Why did you need to wake her?’ Amma spoke in the same imperious tone she used to scold the chaprasi. Safdar Bhai was about to walk away when Aliya grabbed his hand. She leant over and hugged his legs. Safdar Bhai glanced over at Amma, then sat down and laid Aliya’s head in his lap.

			‘Tell me a story, Safdar Bhai—there’s not even any Khansaman Bua here,’ she wept.

			‘What story do you want to hear?’

			‘That one about the princess whose father puts her in a palanquin and sends her off to the jungle,’ she requested, without caring what Amma might think. Tehmina Apa sat up in bed respectfully.

			‘I’ll tell you a different story. It’s about a poor boy who loves a princess. Yes, so listen, there once was a boy…’

			Tehmina Apa looked around nervously.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The rain had grown heavier. The wind seemed to knock at the door. Chammi was mumbling in her sleep. Aliya hid her face in the quilt as all different insignificant details came back to her…

			Safdar Bhai was handsome, but so meek. Amma’s extreme hatred was the cause of that meekness. Abba loved him every bit as much as Amma hated him. He was always considerate of even his smallest needs. Tehmina Apa did not speak to Safdar, but she looked after him secretly as well. Amma was very upset that her husband was paying for Safdar Bhai’s education, and that despite earning an FA degree, all he did was lie around comfortably, reading frivolous books, with no thought of earning a living. She was always enraged at him. ‘How will he make a living off those books?’ she’d cry. ‘This wretch won’t leave until he’s ruined me.’

			This was when Aliya had also started hearing a new name: ‘Najma Aunty’—Abba’s youngest sister, who studied at Aligarh College and lived there in the hostel. During the holidays she would visit her eldest brother’s home. Najma Aunty loathed Amma, and whenever Amma thought of her, the snake of her hatred hissed loudly. Though Najma Aunty was far from Amma’s sight, Safdar Bhai was always right before her, and Amma did not know how to get rid of him.

			Amma was totally absorbed in her troubles, and Abba was lost in his own world. When he came home from the office, he’d spend only half an hour or so there. Amma would quarrel over something or other and Abba would immediately leave the house; but he had all sorts of friends who came by for animated discussions with him.

			One time, Aliya had tried to listen to what Abba was saying but she couldn’t understand a thing besides words like ‘freedom’, ‘Gandhi’ and ‘Azad’. She grew bored and moved away from the door. Safdar Bhai was quite interested in such things himself, and he’d sit and listen with his head bowed for hours. She’d stand behind the door and gesture to get Safdar Bhai’s attention, but to no avail. This vexed her. After all, Safdar Bhai was the only one who could cheer her up in those days.

			She was quite familiar with Safdar Bhai’s story, as Amma liked to tell it frequently in a haughty tone. One day, when she and Tehmina were sitting by Amma, Amma brought up the tale yet again:

			‘Your cousin Safdar’s father was low-born—he was the son of a poor farmer. His father and grandfather worked on your grandfather’s lands, and they also performed chores for your grandfather’s household, like servants. Somehow these two wretches got into your grandmother’s good graces to the extent that no one kept purdah before them in the house. Your grandmother’s temper was famous throughout the village. She was severe when she was angered by a servant; she’d get a length of twisted rope and practically flay them alive. Oh my, what pride she had! What dignity! Everyone shuddered with fear in her presence, but she always addressed your cousin Safdar’s father and grandfather with kindness. That was what your grandmother was like—yet she spoke harshly to her own husband. May God have mercy on the deceased, but he did put your grandmother through much hardship too. He had two mistresses, who had three sons. Your grandfather built separate homes for his mistresses, but they didn’t have permission to enter your grandmother’s mansion. Yes, their children would come into the house, and your grandmother would call them by their names, adding “haraami”, or bastard, at the end. But in those days it wasn’t considered such a bad thing to keep mistresses, so your grandmother put up with it. The mistresses only increased her prestige as the legitimate wife. All the work of managing the lands was entrusted to her as well, and she would have all the food and drink for the mistresses divided in front of her, then sent over to their homes.

			‘Your grandmother also arranged all the marriages herself. She arranged the marriages of your father and uncles according to her wishes. She kept the daughters-in-law firmly under her thumb, but she was never cruel to me. I, like her, was the daughter of an important family; my brother was studying in England. And I commanded just as much respect as your grandmother. Your two older uncles’ wives couldn’t say a peep before her. If ever your grandmother bowed before anyone, it was your youngest uncle. When the Khilafat Movement was going on, he travelled to Turkey. After that, no one knew what happened to him. Nonetheless your grandmother never shed a tear before anyone. She didn’t sigh once in remembrance of her son lest her dignity be diminished. But Allah had something else in store, as your aunt Salma, when she was fourteen, brought great shame to her mother. Your grandmother one day witnessed Salma Aunty with her own eyes, holding Safdar’s father’s hand, and whispering. That day she locked Salma Aunty up in her room and beat her black and blue. When I sat down to rub a turmeric poultice on her body, I trembled. All the same, that punishment turned out too lenient. She should have been buried alive.

			‘The next day, your grandmother turned Safdar’s father and grandfather off the lands and called the Chamars and ordered them to beat them with shoes before everyone and throw them out of the village. That same day, in the evening, the barber’s wife came to call, wondering what terrible deed Safdar’s father and grandfather had committed to be beaten with shoes in front of everyone—the two of them had even left the village! When she heard the news, your grandmother puffed up with such pride that everyone trembled before her, but your Salma Aunty might as well have been dead. After all this happened, she stopped dressing properly and never touched a comb to her hair. Your grandmother kept her under watch at all times.

			‘One day I saw your Salma Aunty in a very strange state. It was wintertime and she had gone on the roof to sit in the sun. A pigeon sat near her on the roof cooing, and Salma was saying to it, “Oh, pigeon! You carry messages for princesses; have mercy on my plight and carry my message as well. Tell him that Salma trembles in his absence.”

			‘The pigeon just fluttered off, but I informed your grandmother of Salma’s shameless words. She patted my head affectionately and told me to make sure the other daughters-in-law didn’t hear such things. But everyone did find out—God only knows whether that was an ordinary pigeon or a jinn.

			‘That day, your grandfather went out of town somewhere and said he’d stay the night at a guest house. Before going to sleep that night, your grandmother locked the house up completely and hid the keys under her pillow. But when she opened her eyes in the morning, both the bunch of keys and your Salma Aunty were missing. Your grandmother was dumbstruck. She glared at everyone as though to say, “If you say one word, I’ll bury you alive. I’ll set the dogs on you.” The next evening, when your grandfather returned, she spoke to him for a long time behind closed doors. When he came out his face was red with shame and anger.’

			At this point in her tale, Amma remarked regretfully, ‘If only Salma had been my daughter! I would have fed her poison with my own hands right away!

			‘Who knows what your grandfather would have done next, but your father had come that very day on leave, and he shamelessly quarrelled with his father on Salma’s behalf. My modesty was greatly offended. If only I hadn’t been married to your father. Your grandmother paced about angrily, but to shield your father from humiliation, she said nothing. And who knows what happened to your grandfather—he immediately had his mistresses turned out of their homes and ordered that they leave the village. When your grandmother found out, she demanded that only the mistresses go, but not their children, as they were her husband’s flesh and blood.

			‘All three of the mistresses’ sons came to the house. My God, the sight of their faces disgusted me so! The two younger boys were so greedy that during the monsoon they sucked fruit from discarded mango pits contaminated by flies and died of cholera. Thank God they died, otherwise who knows, your father might have taken a liking to them and paid for their college education.

			‘Salma had run off and eloped. Your grandfather did nothing openly, for fear of your father’s threats, but he made sure that Salma’s husband was fired from every job he took. He and Salma were starving to death. The truth is that they should have starved like dogs, but your father let them die like humans. When Safdar was born, Salma came down with tuberculosis and passed away after much suffering a few days later.

			‘When your grandmother heard news of Salma Aunty’s death, she somehow lost her own sense of shame. She beat her breast and fell to weeping at the death of her shameless daughter. I, on the other hand—I swear to God, not a tear fell from my eyes. I was staring at your grandmother in astonishment—she was sobbing and rolling around on the ground right in front of the servants! Then she wired all three of her sons. Your father and eldest uncle came running at the news of the death of their disgraceful sister, but your middle uncle maintained the honour of all. He refused to come home just for the death of that wretch.

			‘Your grandmother wept and wailed and then fell silent, but I no longer felt one shred of respect for her, though I was forced to remain silent. Your father and eldest uncle went to the village where Salma lived, and when your father returned, he was carrying your vile cousin Safdar.

			‘Salma hadn’t been dead forty days when your grandfather too went to meet his Maker while prostrate in prayer. The whole house was falling to ruin right before our very eyes. None of the three sons liked living in that village, so they sold off the lands immediately to a nawab and returned to their jobs. If that property still existed, today I would be mistress in place of your grandmother, but such was not written in my fate. Now your grandmother is ailing, living off scraps from her eldest son, and the evil root from this whole crisis is ruining my life—it’s so awful!’

			Whenever Amma told Tehmina Apa this story she watched her closely, and Tehmina Apa would look frightened and glance away. Amma wouldn’t say anything to Tehmina Apa but she would instruct Aliya, ‘My darling, please do not spend too much time with that disgusting boy. His father and grandfather stole my kingdom from me.’

			This admonition of Amma’s had absolutely no effect on Aliya. Instead it made her angry that Amma was always enraged at Safdar Bhai when he was so nice.

			One day she had wanted to complain about Amma to Safdar Bhai, but when she went to him she couldn’t bring herself to say anything.

			‘Safdar Bhai, I like you very much,’ she began.

			‘Ah, then who is it that dislikes me?’

			‘No one!’

			And she ran quickly away.

			

			*

			Someone was rattling the chain on the door downstairs. She peeped out from under the quilt. The room was completely dark. She could hear her aunt’s voice.

			‘It’s these horrible poets, why do these people leave their homes so late at night when it’s cold?’

			It was thundering outside, and she couldn’t hear anything more.

			‘By Allah,’ she thought, as she turned over restlessly, ‘I wish I could fall asleep!’

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The canvas easy chairs had been arranged around a small table covered by a cloth embroidered by Tehmina Apa. The maid was setting the tea things out on the table, as Amma delivered an endless stream of instructions.

			Tehmina Apa sprinkled water on the little henna plant, then came and sat near Amma. Safdar Bhai sat on the seat next to Abba. Aliya stood near Abba as well, but no one was paying any attention to her. They were all out of sorts. She placed her hand on Abba’s several times, but all he did was smile. Amma was glaring at Safdar Bhai.

			Tehmina Apa drank her tea quickly as though she had some urgent business to attend to. But Aliya’s tea just sat there growing cold. She was so angry, she hadn’t even touched the cup. She felt irritable. What kind of a home was this, where everyone just sat around glowering? She wished they hadn’t come to this place. Since coming here, all she’d seen were angry faces. Now she felt upset with everyone. She walked away from Abba and started to tear leaves off the henna plant.

			‘Don’t you want any tea, dear?’ asked Abba.

			She remained silent, radiating displeasure. She wanted to scream, ‘I won’t drink it, what does anyone care if it goes cold, anyway?’

			‘Why are you making a fuss?’ demanded Amma.

			Aliya got up and followed Tehmina Apa who was walking quickly towards their room.

			‘Everyone here just frowns all the time!’ she complained sadly. ‘There aren’t even any girls here for me to play with and have fun.’

			‘Oh, my, Aliya, you’re getting so big but you can’t even tell when there’s a fight going on in the house. That’s why everyone is sitting around silently. Amma and Abba had an argument this afternoon.’ That day for the first time Tehmina Apa considered Aliya old enough to discuss things frankly.

			‘Why did they argue?’

			‘Oh, it’s just that Amma loathes Safdar Bhai. As long as he stays in this house the fights will never end.’

			In the semi-darkness of the room, Tehmina Apa sat Aliya by her side and began to whisper to her: ‘When Safdar Bhai was studying in class four—I was very small, but I remember everything—one time, Amma beat him badly. When Abba found out, he was very angry with her and left for Thakur Sahib’s house. Thakur Sahib managed to reason with Abba and sent him back home. Ever since then Amma has hated Safdar Bhai even more. How shameless he is! Safdar Bhai won’t leave, even though he could earn money now. I remember how the servant lady used to give Safdar Bhai spoilt leftover food in the summer on Amma’s instructions. And she diluted his small portion of milk with water, and cut the scraps from the meat and ground it up and made keema out of that for him. But Safdar Bhai never complained to Abba. One day, for some reason, Abba sat down to examine Safdar Bhai’s food. After that he began to have Safdar Bhai eat by his side. Even so, Safdar Bhai has always been in poor health.’

			‘What? Scraps are fed to dogs! Apa, do you remember our little dog, Tommy? How we used to boil the scraps and give them to him?’ Aliya said this just for the sake of it, but Tehmina Apa began to sob and Aliya was so astonished she stopped speaking.

			‘Don’t talk to Safdar Bhai too much,’ said Tehmina quickly, wiping away her tears, and then she began to laugh.

			Aliya paid Tehmina Apa’s instructions no mind, and went outside. Everyone was still sitting there listlessly; the sound of the call to prayer came from somewhere far off.

			‘Safdar Bhai, should we go out for a walk?’ she asked, without looking at Amma, but Safdar Bhai remained totally silent.

			‘Get her enrolled in school now, otherwise she’s just going to wander around idly like this,’ observed Amma tartly.

			‘I’ll find out about it; I’ve heard there’s only a mission high school here, and only English is taught there, and it’s a mission school for teaching their religion. I’m strongly opposed to such schools run by the English. They take as much advantage of our slavery as they can.’

			‘You’re just against the English—you’ll work for them but you won’t let your daughter study in their schools! Only your sister and your nephew are allowed to study in this family! One of your daughters was only allowed to study up to class ten and now she just sits around the house—and this one’s ruined her with all his absurd books of stories and tales. And now you want to sacrifice the other one to your hatred for the English!’ Amma was furious.

			Aliya glanced anxiously at Safdar Bhai. So he was the one who had given Tehmina Apa those books. Safdar Bhai looked flustered and rushed off to his room, and Abba leant back in his chair and closed his eyes. He looked so wounded at that moment.

			Aliya went outside, fearing a fight. There were two easy chairs on the terrace in front of the sitting room. She sat in one and began to swing her legs. She could hear someone singing a hymn to Krishna and playing the harmonium in the two-storey house:

			
				Oh, where has my Shyam gone, will nobody tell me?

				I searched all of Kashi, I searched Brindavan

				It’s evening now in Gokul

				Oh, where has my Shyam gone, will nobody tell me?

			

			Aliya quietly repeated the verses to herself. She really liked to sing, but she never mentioned it for fear of Amma. She’d always heard Amma say that girls from respectable homes did not sing.

			Evening began to fall as she sat on the terrace. The temple bells rang and flocks of birds chirruped loudly in the trees as they settled down for the night. A herd of goats stirred up clouds of dust as it passed by on the road outside. She tried to count the goats but it wasn’t any fun. She was too upset after witnessing the quarrel in the house.

			‘Come inside, Aliya, night is falling,’ urged Safdar Bhai, who had come outside. He pulled her up, and she hugged him and began to cry.

			‘When you start school you’ll feel much better.’ He held her tightly to his chest with an almost fatherly affection.

			The maid was wandering about, lantern in hand, doing something or other. Amma and Abba were still sitting there angrily.

			‘Did you take a walk?’ asked Amma sternly, and without waiting for Aliya’s answer, she addressed Abba: ‘I’m telling you, you should enrol her in school right away. I intend to have all my hopes fulfilled in this girl. You set your hopes in your sister and your nephew.’

			‘Safdar, son, please go to your room,’ said Abba gently, and when Safdar Bhai had gone away, Abba turned to her angrily. ‘I loathe mission schools—I will not send her there, better for her to remain ignorant.’

			‘We’ll see about that; we’ll see whether she remains ignorant or whether she studies! You just hate the English for the sake of it—you insist on smashing holes in the plate you eat from!’

			Amma’s tone was so bitingly sarcastic that Abba leapt from his chair.

			‘All I have to say to you is this: Why did you send my money to your brother without my permission? Now I have no way of helping my children and I’m forced to work at this job. If you hadn’t hidden that money I could have started a business with it.’

			‘What money?’ whimpered Amma.

			‘My share of what came from the sale of the land.’

			‘Oh, fine! That money is for Aliya and Tehmina; why would I keep it here? So you could use it for your sister and nephew? I’m not such a fool anymore,’ laughed Amma.

			‘I’ll sue your brother.’

			‘You do know that my brother’s wife is English,’ said Amma, holding her head high.

			‘Yes, I do know that—your brother was just wandering about, poor thing, but after bringing home an English wife he certainly rose in the ranks.’ Abba spoke so angrily it sounded like he was cursing.

			‘You’ve been working at a job for nearly fifteen years but you still haven’t risen in the ranks, so of course you’re jealous,’ replied Amma scornfully.

			‘My God!’ Abba turned away angrily, then picked up his walking stick from the corner of the veranda and went outside. Amma covered her face with the edge of her dupatta and began crying softly. When Tehmina Apa came and tried to calm her, she
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