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Najma is now married to our cousin, Adnan, and has moved to America with him. She doesn’t know what haunts me, nor do I want to tell her anything. Her world is clean and calm, and I don’t want to shatter her world. She loves her clean and calm world. She says Pakistanis are hypocrites. America has started changing her. When she says Pakistanis are hypocrites, she excludes herself very beautifully from the list of hypocrites.  When she went to the United States and was trying to become an acceptable part of the society, I asked her about the difference between the two countries.  She said, “It is a different world. People are free to live their lives the way they want. While in Pakistan, our thoughts are controlled, and that makes us hypocrites. We live our lives all the time restraining ourselves, trying to be what other people want us to be.  Here, they are allowed to be what they want to be.” 

“And what do they want to be?” I asked her.

“Whatever they desire to be. Anything. They have all the freedom. To begin with, girls admit here openly that they are lesbians. In Pakistan, they never do. Boys admit here they are gay. In Pakistan they never do.  You know why?”

“Why?” I asked.

“We’re hypocrites” she said.

“But Najma.  Hypocrite is an English word, and like the English language, it is international, a universal reality. It does not apply to any nation as a whole; no nation is completely good or bad; some of its people may be good or bad. The plaster saints, double-faced people are found everywhere, their percentage may vary place to place. You are new to the land; you will meet many hypocrites there. Wait a little.”

“I am not saying everyone is good here. I am talking about the culture here. Their openness about everything.” 

“Be a proud Pakistani.”

“I am. I was just telling you the difference. Girls have equal opportunities here. They can move around freely, even at night, like boys. If anything happens to them, the culprits have to pay a heavy price. They have a system.” 

“No bad side?”

“Yes, there’re some bad sides, too. Girls here have no shame or shyness in their legs.”

“In their legs or mind?” he asked.

‘In their mind,’ she corrected herself, realising how shameless she herself had become in the open society.

We both laughed about it, and a moment’s pause came to our conversation. I thought about her legs. I knew them. Her trouser-clad long legs. Sometimes she wore tights with long shirts; sometimes Shalwar Kameez. I had never seen shame or shyness in her legs. She was preparing to be an American long before she went there. She knew she would go there. She was ready for it, equipped, her baggage ready.  To fly. 

“Girls in Pakistan are also very modern,” I said. 

“You might have seen a few in Lahore. Otherwise, they stand no comparison to what I see here.  Our half-sleeve dress or sleeveless, which gives an extreme modern look to us in Pakistan appears conservative here.”

“And those who wear veils and scarfs?”

“Oh, don’t ask about them. They appear to be a live threat to America. Due to security issues, you know.”

“You’re learning, Najma!”  

“Not much. I am trying to adjust.” 

“I hope you will adjust soon, and one day you will become one of them.” 

I did not say her legs too would become shamelessly bold. 

“We can’t be like them,’ she said. 

“Why?”

“Girls here feel proud of their figures. In Pakistan we are trained to hide it. They show it to others like a trophy. They use it like a skill or tool.”

“How?” I asked.

“To show their confidence. On the roads. In markets. In restaurants. At their workplace. For their gender equality mission. Divorce doesn’t hurt here as it does in Pakistan. Single moms are in a great majority and they love being single.”.

“Najma, divorce hurts everywhere. No woman wants to be single or alone.”

“You are right, but it is not a disgrace or taboo here.” 

“Don’t go too deep into anything. I hope you will not share your personal bad experiences with people.”

“I don’t talk much to unknown people. But Adnan says, “Meet people. Live here. Not there.” 

“He is right. You should live there, not here. You can talk to people about general things. Divorce is not a general topic for us. It hurts. You should avoid it. Are you getting me?”

“Yes.” 

Other than that, all is good and legal. See the world. Do what Adnan says. He should be your first ideology. To follow.” 

“I already follow him.” She laughed. 

“That’s good.”

She loved Adnan. She didn’t need to be hypocrite. Not in this matter.

To tease her, I said, “You don’t have options, either.” 

“I will kill you, Ahsen.” That was her typical reaction.  “I don’t love Adnan because of any insecurity,” she said.  

“I know. I was just joking,” I said.

I talk to Najma whenever I miss her. When I feel her absence, I dial her number on WhatsApp, and we talk about our lives. Her life is sweat, so are her sorrow. Sweat. I take sweetener from her. To balance mine. To have ‘all is good’ feel.

Adnan is a good husband. He is her friend, too. “She is my boss, not a friend now. I have to think twice before saying anything,’ Adnan had said once talking to me. 

“You are praising, or complaining against her?” I asked him.

“I am praising her,” he said, laughing his big aping laugh which hit my hearing coming all the way from America to Pakistan. 

‘I will request her to be your friend, not a boss.”

“No, it is okay. I like it.”

Adnan loved her from day one. It had begun when they didn’t even know what they felt for each other was, in fact, love. It was a silent liking back then. It matured with them, slowly. ‘I am in love’ stage came later at the right time. I know when that stage had come. I had seen them growing and changing. I had advised Najma to be careful. And she had said, “Don’t worry, I am careful.” 

Later, he went to the United States for his studies and settled there. But he did not forget Najma. He came back and married her and took her with him. He is younger than me. He respects me. I also respect him. For he is good to Najma. I want to see Najma happy. It is not him, but Najma who matters to me. Adnan is my cousin. Najma is more than a cousin. She is Auntie’s hope. In a way, she has been my hope, too. Her happiness saved us all, giving us a reason to be happy. Because of her, Auntie forget her sorrow, and I forgot mine. A laughter personified, a beautiful creature, a thing that we had saved together for our future. Now we are in our future. Now Auntie is with Najma in the Windy City of USA. Najma had persuaded her to come and spend some time with her and see her world. To see her America, to see how divorced women enjoyed their lives there. I don’t know the visit will make Auntie happy, or sad ultimately, for even happiness could trigger anything bad; her sadness, the thing that lived behind her eyes, waiting to come out becoming tears.
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When Auntie was leaving for America, the memories of our past wet our eyes, but we did not allow our sorrow to come to the surface. She came with me from Dev Singhwala to Lahore airport.  For company, uncle Shafqat’s daughters, Faiza and Anum, had come along with her, sitting to her left and right on the back seat of my car, making her a human sandwich, whispering, and laughing like laughter queens, saying one thing or other to entertain Auntie. And me also. Vaguely. They knew I was enjoying their company. They knew I was all ears, listening, understanding everything, even their mood and mind. The air about them.  It was good air. They were doing it for us. For Auntie and me. We needed them. To look and be happy. Faiza and Anum made the journey memorable. Auntie’s brothers and my other cousins were following us in a convoy.  “See we are with you”, the air about them was saying. A motorcade of well-wishers is with you. One of the good sides of Pakistan. Celebrate it. Forget your sorrow, if any. Even then, at the airport while waiting for the flight, under the airport lights, Auntie and I behaved like pock-faced children avoiding mirrors, avoiding the observers of beauty, running away from their reality. We were avoiding our memories. our hidden substructures. Auntie’s eyes seemed to be floating blankly over us, going away, here to there, then coming back, looking left or right.  Her eyes were us, and of course on Najma’s America, too. On everything. On the front yard and backyard of her life. In Lahore. In Dev Singhwala. In Depalpur. In Okara. In America. 

I noticed the presence of uncle Shafqat and uncle Usman and the absence of some people who had gone from our lives. For example, Najma’s father and my father, and some other people who had become part of our story. Najma’s father was a civil engineer; mine was a lawyer. The civil engineer was alive, though. My father was also alive in my memory. Many people saw Auntie that day with my eyes. 

I thought of Modi, and our dog Kali. For they were also part of our story. Auntie’s story. Part of my story. They were also there, in my thoughts, peeping at us from some far way place. For a few moments my eyes were blurred by the get-together of those who were absent and those who were present, but I didn’t weep; thanks to the female presence around me; Faiza and Anum, two beauties, who held me high. Uncle Shafqat’s daughters, though very tender, held the sky up in its place. For us. They supported us a lot, giving Auntie company, teasing her about her flying program, whispering one thing or another in Auntie’s ears, using their laughter-inducing skills. Auntie liked Faiza and wanted to pair her with me as my wife. I admit with gratitude that they filled the otherwise empty air with charms, which was marvellous. The over-folding, shy-bodied Faiza and her younger, animal-spirited sister, Anum, kept sadness away from us. They had made a wall of happiness around us; with their sweet whispering lips, with their bursts of sudden laughter and their ogling eyes, they balanced many things, plugged many holes, locked the animals of our past away in some distant backyard. 

At the time when snake-headed memories could creep up and harm Auntie’s flying mood beyond the limits of repair, the two girls stood glued to her, on her both sides, changing positions, and didn’t leave her alone even for a single moment, until she crossed through the departure gates, laughing; praying for Faiza and Anum, blessing them.  It was a high-bridged, mountain-sized past that she had crossed and they had helped her go smiling. Auntie waved a goodbye in the airport air before disappearing through the departure gate, leaving a trail of pleasantness behind her. For us. 

Before that, before departure, Auntie had planted a full kiss on Faiza’s left cheek, the available one, and a full kiss on my surprised forehead, but Anum received only a passing, fleeting kiss, almost a quarter kiss, maybe due to shortage of time. 

Hurt by the unexpected loss, a quarter kiss instead of full, she staged a protest, stamping her feet on the marble airport floor, saying, “Phophoooo! I protest! It’s a big injustice! I can’t bear this, no ways! I also need a full kiss like them!”

A combined family laughter filled the airport, the departure air. 

“You’re younger. You don’t qualify for a full kiss,” I said, teasing her. 

“No, I do!” she stressed, focusing her big, untamed eyes on me. 

“Any proof?” I asked, smiling. 

“What?” she asked, shocked. “I will see you later.”

The sky smiled on us all and with a broadening grin, Auntie reached out to her untamed niece and gave her not one, but two, a full kiss on her left side, and one on the right side. So that her kiss-demanding cheeks may feel satisfied.

“Now happy?” asked Auntie, peering into her eyes to see the appearance of after-kiss happiness. 

“Yes, happy!” Anum’s face beamed. Her body did a little dance. She was dance-happy! Her after-kiss dance created dance waves in the air, motion picture at the departure gate. Three boys, the motion-picture-lovers, standing at the edge of our family’s porous border saw Anum’s movements and forgot to avert their gaze until my eyes sent them a ‘go away’ warning message. ‘Stay away from our border! It’s not your cup of tea!’ Alarmed by my harsh gaze, taking the message, the boys moved away. By then the kiss-hungry girl too got normal, cool again; satisfied by the double kiss, no longer hungry, at least, not for the time being.

Later, Faiza and Anum returned to Okara in their father’s car. In the car park, before leaving, Faiza wanted to ask me something, but she didn’t. Anum tried to say something on her behalf, but Faiza stopped her.

“Take care,” Faiza said. Anum encouraged her to say a little more, but she didn’t.

I thanked them for coming to see off Auntie. With their eyes, they had said several things without saying anything, but I heard only “Take care” and goodbyes.

I wasn’t expecting more, for they couldn’t give me more than they’d given, though I knew they still had a lot more to give me. They had brought with them so many gifts for me, which they took back to Okara.  They had high value, indoor-use family gifts. They had concealed their gifts somewhere, and I didn’t ask them to reveal them. Because what they had already given was quite sufficient to make me grateful to them. 

“Girls, almost all of them, are the natural similes of the smiles and happiness and always have been,” I told myself, thinking about the two sisters. Whether they look like motion pictures or like still pictures, whether bold or shy, reserved or frank, waving or not waving, they always have something for you. To give. Without them this world is nothing but a dry bone. The reserves of happiness should be protected.  Faiza and Anum were my bankers. I could take loan from them. If I apply for a loan, they will approve it. I hope. They will transfer the sanctioned amount into my account in no time, if I request them. But I am not applying for it. I had got it from Mehwish. She had given me loan as much as I needed and a lot of free advice. About so many things. Such as what girls like and what they don’t like. She had taught me how to take girls and flowers. How to handle them. I already knew that some flowers are prohibited, and one should be extra careful about them. It was the first lesson which I had read. Sometimes they put notice boards near flowerbeds. For public. “Don’t pluck the flowers! Don’t pluck them, not even when the flowers beg for it, to be plucked. Stay away. Nature is clean; you are not. Keep your dirty hands away.” 
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I imagined Najma on the other side of the world waiting to receive Auntie; excited, rather overexcited, strolling in her house, with tick-tick clock sound everywhere. “Now go have a good drink. Relax. She is coming to you; celebrate your next birthday with her,” I thought, after giving her the flight details. When we were making visa arrangements, Auntie had become an amazing toy for us to play with. For Najma and me. I was going to send her and she was going to receive, a rubber thing which I had to toss onto the world sky-net and Najma, on the other side of the world, had to catch, like a bronze-coloured ball in the international air yard for playful puppies, the local pups, playing to grow into civilized creatures. 

She a tall-flamed candle in the darkest nights at the Hasnat Agricultural Farm for Najma and me. In the light of her love our lives became liveable. She taught us how to live life boldly, with a smiling face. Weeping only for a while when needed, and then never, was her rule! In her case, ‘for a while’ was a long time. But still she followed the rule. Sometimes washing and cleaning dirty spots from your life takes more time, more rubbing. The deep bruises which had appeared upon her being demanded a long treatment to regain the loveable skin. But after that, when the healing was done, she never wept. And she forgot everything, or it seemed. 

“I am here only for you, for both of you,” she’d say, referring to me and Najma, and whenever she said this, we waggled our tails before her, together, responding to her soft dictations obediently like puppies responding to their mother at the feeding time. When she came before us with a jug of milkshake, apple, mango or banana, we behaved like puppies. I have always been a big fan of tail-wagging puppies, so I love to behave like them, sometimes deliberately before Auntie because copying them helped me. But why did Najma do this? I think she copied me. Later I saw Najma, even individually, wagging her tail before Auntie like me, I don’t know why. And when I saw her doing this, I asked her what happened? “Why this tail wagging?”  

“Nothing, just for fun!” she’d say, and her legs would take her away. 

“You are cheating her,” I’d say from behind. 

And with that she’d turn her face away and say, “didn’t you ever cheated her?”

“When did I cheat her?” I’d snap.  

“Always,” she’d say, leaving me counting when I had cheated her. It was emotional blackmailing for small things, as children sometimes do, but for me, it became something else. Although I was sure Najma knew nothing about my involvement in any foul play, it seemed she knew. It became my weakness and her strength; as time passed, she had developed a habit of hitting my secret guilty mind, found a way to climb on my back. It was nothing but aerial firing aimed at scaring me. 

When Najma was studying in Okara High School and I was in the college, she roamed in the Dev Singhwala house with an imaginary loaded gun and she loved to aim it at me directly. ‘Just for fun,’ she always said. 

Sometimes I thought she did it only because we had no other fun in the unhappy world where we lived, but when she did not stop herself, I started ignoring her. But this created more serious problem.  When I stopped noticing her, all of her fun died; she became quiet and reserved, like someone who has lost the key to happiness, the feeling made it hard for me to live there. I could not even ask her to resume whatever she was doing with me getting on my back, mounting on my nerves. I could not say:  “Najma, you can tease me for fun, if you want to.”  So, when it happened, when I felt isolated in Dev Singhwala, I came to Lahore to find some activity, some fun. To study it.  Or myself. For studies.

The new phase started when I was admitted to Forman Christian College, Lahore and began living alone in our Model Town house. Away from my potato land. The caterpillar world. Every month I would visit the village to have fun with Najma, but by that time she had started having fun with her would-be husband. Adnan. In Okara.  Later, I learned that she still needed the fun that I gave her. It was different from what Adnan was giving her. She loves us both, but differently.  I was one of her roots, her melancholy, her sweat sorrow. Adnan was her future. Her America. She needed both of us to complete the picture of her life. I was her support system. Her Strength. Her power. Her confidence. Her root. Najma loves me the way a tree loves its parts which are under the soil.  To keep her life smiling. Green. The same she is for me. 

In Lahore I learned that life is not fun, it is a hard task and to accomplish it we need fun to maintain amusement in the otherwise unhappy air. Fun is ours; life is not; we are placed into it.  Ours is what we reap from it, and the part that we do not reap is not ours; it goes down the drain. So have fun, use your limbs to produce it, or die in unending gloom. The options are yours. Life is not. The fruit is yours; the tree is not. The tree belongs to the soil from where it sprouted.  My tree belonged to Dadaji. And Dadi. And Auntie. To keep fun in my life and to meet my growing needs, I became a lover of all fun-giving things. I made friends in Lahore. I welcomed everything that gave me a ‘feel-good’ sensation; everything that allowed me to penetrate the city.  Into its body. I attended every party I was invited to. Here I learned why the ‘civil society’ started organizing banana baby parties. For fun and to move forward! To produce fun in their lives! To bring people out from their dangerous, downturned selves. I wondered in pre-Aristotle times, someone very wise would have started throwing such parties. To meet greater human needs. Saying, ‘let’s have a ‘cheer up’ tonight’! T-man. B-man. F-man. S-man. J-man. K-man. U-man. A-man. Oni Nazzo Bina Tanzila Sania, cheers!  Cheeeeers!  Cheeeeers!  Cheeeeers!  Though I welcomed every ‘cheer’ that came my way, I liked to attend only small, interactive parties like an introvert loner. Was I a loner? Yes, I was a loner. Though I never admitted it until I met Mehwish. 

It was a coincidence how time placed her before my eyes. On my first day in the University of Punjab, in its Sociology class when Professor Hussan was delivering an introductory lecture on Sociology, she was sitting in front of me. Later I learned that she was Mehwish. The first thing I saw of her was her hair, snaking down her back. The long, full of life hair on her magical back defocused my mind.  I had to struggle to understand the lecture. I wanted to change my seat but I couldn’t do that; the time for it had gone, the lecture had started. Professor Hussan was delivering a very important lecture on the founding fathers of sociology and the history of society. When my gaze fell upon her the air said ‘do not look down, focus on what the professor is saying because that’s what you’re here for’, and listening to the classroom air I pulled my gaze up and never looked down until my dear professor’s lips stopped moving. 

On the first day in the class I found two ‘lost in time’ friends.  One of them was Shakkir. The other one was Abid Ali.  They are still my friends. Neither they nor I tried to become friends, it just happened... friends; the same transpired in the case of Mehwish. We have reserved space in our lives for our future friends and when they come, the space smiles as the empty rooms in us are filled... with them, with the right-fitting people. A horse (not the real horse!) goes in the horse class, a donkey (not the real donkey!) joins and sits with donkey class. Roses hug roses. Twigs hug twigs.  Marigolds go to kiss marigolds. Curious dogs befriend curious dogs. 

What has made Mehwish and I good friends is a question that demands a long debate. She has such a magic about her that it has overshadowed all the girls that I have ever seen. I think she is the light that I need to balance my darkness.  She loves my darkness as it helps balance her light.  Love is pulling us closer to each other. Lovers sometimes may not be able to describe it, but they usually know why and with whom they have fallen in love, the nature and the core personality of their lovers, the human basics. She knows I love her. She can see it in my eyes. I know she loves me. I can see it in her eyes. But she has certain fears and apprehensions about the darkness to which I belong. She wants to know everything about me. Her questions show her mind, her apprehensions, fears, desires, conflicts.... Some of her conflicts are universal; some are local.  Pakistani brand. I admit some of her fears are real.
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She was one of my unforgettable dreams that I had ever seen with my wide-open eyes during the university days. We belonged to two social extremes that made us an almost unfit pair for marriage. I was the son of darkness and she was the product of light.  Her father was a civil servant of Pakistan while I was the grandson of a potato lord, and I had come from a village where every night the hissing darkness claimed, ‘I am eternal; no-one can kill me.’

Despite our combating background or perhaps due to it, we were very good friends and remained so till our last day in the university class. We’d often discuss ‘what is love’, but our own love never came under discussion as she had set certain limits for herself and whenever she saw me reaching those limits she would say, 

“Ahsen, don’t forget, we’re only good friends.” By ‘only good friends’ she meant we are not lovers, nor can we ever be.

“Yes, only good friends, thanks for reminding me,” I’d say, changing the topic, hating her female callousness.  

Pakistan produces resisting, shy girls, with a reserved air about them. They are forced to kill their desires and fit themselves into frame of life given by religion. They fight a daily battle with themselves to meet the expectations of the people around them and become good wives to those chosen by their families and it often happens after a brief ‘affair’ for sake of knowledge and exposure. Because of the shyness inherent in their character only some of them taste the fruits available to them before going for better or final options. She was one of the seekers of knowledge and was studying me. Once while we were discussing the difference between love and sin, I said, “They are twins, love and sin. They live in the same house, in the same room, sleep on the same double-bed and touch each other daily, struggling to keep the necessary distance.”

“Wow,” she said, her lips opened with surprise, her eyes on me. “Good story. It was about love and sin or twins?”

“Both.”

The next day we continued churning the same subject, our desires lurking, watching us and waiting for clarity. We were at the university and were yet not clear about where we were going. Our paths would part away or merge was not clear yet.  

“Body is secular, and so are the desires. Are you getting it?”

“I am getting. It is simple,” she said, smiling. “But where did you read it?” With a teasing expression, her smile widened, and I suddenly felt a strong desire to kiss her.

“You are underestimating me. It is my own world view. I grew up thinking about it.”

“We all think and have a world view. I myself have a world view but I know that does not matter.” 

“What you think matters then?

“The society’s view...,” she said, looking helplessly. She belonged to a strong social class but as a female she was still vulnerable. A family girl....She did not want to be disowned, nor did I want it to happen to her. Never.

When we passed out from the university, we separated sadly, saying good bye to each other several times, using all the permitted expressions. Good bye kiss was not allowed. In the days that followed I saw clouds of sadness descending and gripping me. I looked composed, though inside I was not myself.  With her disappearance from the scene, all discussions ended or lost the charm and new phase of silence and sorrow began in my life, and I felt as if I would have lost everything, even hope. She had left behind only her memories. Her father’s house was at ten minutes’ drive from Model Town society where I lived and I could go and see her daily if I desired, but I did not deem it right to chase her, or any girl. I busied myself in different other things to forget her, though forgetting her was not easy. I fought a long battle with myself to calm and settle down the part of me that never stopped loving her. 

I was still trying to forget her when after a gap of almost two years I saw her in a bookshop in Liberty Market where she had come with a like-minded cousin to buy some romance fiction.   It was like a date arranged by the time god. I was reading the cover of a book when she arrived with her melodious voice which filled the entire space in the house-sized, double-storey bookshop.

“Oh Ahsen, you are here! How’re you?”

“Very well! And, how’re you?” I said, studying her abundant figure and her questioning eyes.

“I’m fine. I’m fine. Nice to see you again! What’re you doing now?” she asked, surprised since the encounter had obviously startled her. Her cousin was watching us, her eyes widening and narrowing trying to understand the meeting of the unmet.

“I’m doing Law,” I replied, wondering at how her simmering, smiling presence had filled the bookshop air.

“But what about the Sociology? You said you wanted to do a PhD in Sociology,” she said, not believing the law.

“Sociology lives in me – its theories –like some private affair,” I replied.  

“Oh God, ‘lives in me’. The same romantic who left the University,” she said.

“Yes, the same whom you had left...” I acknowledged. The book that I was considering to buy, clutched in my hand was waiting for a decision.  I was buying it.

“Not leaving good things is a virtuous attitude and you have that,” she said, thinking about my romantic attitude towards life. “Doing law from where?”

“Punjab University Law College,” I replied. 

“It means you’re still in the University!”

“Yes, you can say that. University changes every year when new things, I mean new students, come.”

“Have you got any new ‘thing’?” she asked.

“Not yet, but I’m trying.”  

“Oh, great... the spirit is high.” 

“We have to keep it high... to survive,” I responded, smiling.

“Well, it means that now you want to become a lawyer,” she said, leaving the high spirit line.

“Yes, I want to become a lawyer. For my family and for...”

“Only for the family?” she asked.

“Not entirely, I don’t hate law. My father was also a lawyer.”

“Your father was a lawyer... yes, you had once told me,” she said, her mind going back to her university days.  “But then you hated law. You had once said that, hadn’t you?”

“Maybe, then I loved Sociology only,” I replied truthfully.

“You’re changing - I can see a practical touch coming to you,” she said, “but change is not bad! To be a man you have to move on...”

“And what’re you doing?” I asked her. 

“I’m doing what... what... what...  I’m waiting for my million dollar man.”

“Dollar? Is he in America?” I asked.

“Just joking,” she said, her foldable, signature waist bent to give form to her crystal laugh. Her currency asked me for a currency exchange.

“Mehwish...” her cousin tugged at the sleeve of her shirt.

“What’re you doing? It is a bookshop. People are watching. Look.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, looking around. Like her, I too felt embarrassment when I saw people, their heads turned towards us, flipping pages of books like in a dream, watching us slip in the university air, turning the bookshop into the university canteen.

When we regained our public place senses the people engaged themselves in their books and we, with serious faces, walked on to other sections of the bookshop.

“What would you buy?” I asked Mehwish. 

“Some good fiction,” she said, looking at her cousin who was curiously studying me.

“Oh I’m sorry, I didn’t introduce you. Ahsen this is my cousin, Areeba. And Areeba this is...” ‘

“I’ve seen... He was your classmate... in MA Sociology. His name is Ahsen. You were good friends, right?” Areeba said, spilling the beads of her wide-nosed intelligence out in the bookshop air, looking at both of us strangely. Her eyes were saying ‘you love him. He loves you...’

Before Mehwish could respond to her ‘good friends, right’? I said, “Mehwish, your cousin is not only beautiful but very intelligent too.”

“Thanks for the compliment,” Areeba said, basking in her own rays.

“You’re welcome. I like intelligent girls,” I said, mounting the stairs with them. 

A playful look appeared on her face and she asked, “In Mehwish, you like her intelligence or her beauty?”

“Her intelligence,” I replied.

“Why not beauty, she is...” she began.

“Because intelligence is shareable and eternal; beauty is not. And you can’t share it with everybody,” I responded, looking into her eyes.

“Why can’t we share beauty?” she asked.

“Why? Because it’s your very private property and society and its laws don’t allow sharing it with everybody. Whereas with intelligence society itself asks you to share it with as many people as you can; it tells us to lay it bare for the benefit of everybody.”

“Are you getting anything?” Mehwish asked her cousin as she looked at the title of a book.

“He is confusing me,” Areeba said becoming serious as if I had asked her to hide her beauty from the world, her prohibited wine bottle.

“He is a student of Sociology. I know what he is trying to say. I’ll explain it to you later,” Mehwish said with an air about her which stated, ‘that is what made us friends; his ability to confuse intelligence and beauty’.  

We bought three books. One was mine and two were theirs. 

“If you don’t mind, I would like to make the payment,” I said when we were walking toward the counter.  

“To keep the flags of male dominance high?” Mehwish asked, smiling, loving the flag.

“No, for the dignity of our culture,” I said.

Later I took them to Liberty Juice Corner for fresh fruit juice. The females in them were shrinking away, asking me to postpone it for another day, but when my ardent requests were inexhaustible, they had to accept my juicy invitation.

“You’re saying ‘no’ to my juice?”  I had asked. 

“We’re not saying ‘no’ to your juice, we’re just putting it off”.

“Sometimes, a ‘no’ for the moment, becomes a ‘no’ forever. A permanent ‘no’. Shelving spoils the freshness of juices; the sooner you take them the better,” I said, my eyes pleading in the language of eyes. ‘Please come, be my guests,’ my eyes were saying.

“If that is the case we should taste it right now. “Come Areeba,” Mehwish said. 

Areeba perhaps didn’t know the deep symbolism of shelving juices so she went smiling along with her cousin, trusting her intelligence.  To drown in the fresh juice. They knew juices that are packed and stored with preservatives are no match for a fresh press out. It was May. They needed a lot of fresh fruit juice to beat the afternoon heat.  Their thirst was hidden, but I could feel it because I myself was thirsty. 

“You will make a good lawyer, because you can force your juice into people’s mouths,” Mehwish said, heading towards the juice corner.

“I respect the judge breathing in you; your remarks are a guiding light for me.”  

The sun saw three of us locking in one smile, our faces bronze bright in the light of day. To protect her eyes from simmering sun rays Areeba wore her sunglasses; Mehwish didn’t need any cover, her eyes were cool under her eyelashes.

At the juice corner, when the mixed fruit juice wetted our lips, we looked like three first-cousins enjoying fresh juice. They were interested in the book that I had bought for myself. 

“You read books about time?” Areeba asked, reading the title of my book curiously from across the table. I nodded, affirming. Areeba picked up the book from the juice table and flipped its pages. 

“Time is still your favourite topic?” Mehwish asked when Areeba was studying the book’s contents.

“Yes, I love the unknown.”

“What do you mean by ‘unknown’?” Areeba asked, looking up.

“It means everything that is unknown.”  

“Oh my! You talk so deeply...” Areeba said, her wet lips parting with the ‘oh’. The unknown was unknown to her.  “Do you always talk like that?”

“No, not always, but sometimes; only when I meet wonderful people like you.”  Areeba thanked me, and her ‘thank you’ was genuine. The female in her was wonderful, about that I had no doubt. 

After filling up all the empty space inside me they left and when they were leaving I knew I would meet them again, but where I didn’t know.  Mehwish had taken my contact number. I had taken hers. The last thing that we had done at the car park before I saw them off was saving each other’s cell numbers in the phone memories.  Her cell phone number when saved in my phone became a VIP’s number. I wanted to learn it by heart.  
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It  was the best time in our lives. Najma was getting married. Adnan was about to come back from his company job in USA to marry her and to take her away.  I was happy for her. Life is not mathematics, it is an eyeless, blind philosophy, an affair in which two and two can makes six; so unpredictable, so hidden, so true.  Like God. And that is what I like about it. Its unpredictability gives you hope, shows you a ray of light when there is no light, when there is nothing but darkness around you.  

The name of our light was Najma. The part of the civil engineer that lived in her was charming and sometimes I loved it. The part of her father that she had inherited. I never saw the civil engineer as a bad man, only his uncivil act that spoiled our lives was unlovable. If, instead of talking to Auntie, he had spoken to her family about his financial bottleneck, he might have got everything and the slap, followed by the divorce that changed our fates could have been avoided. Yes, there are things that we can avoid. That is what makes us accountable for our acts.  As a result of what he had done to us we hated talking about him. Despite that, before her marriage, Najma being his daughter, wanted to see him.  For her it was quite natural; girls in Pakistan often miss their fathers’ presence on their wedding day.  

While sitting on a sofa in her room she was reading a book, almost lost in it.  She did not look up when I went in to see her. 

“Would-be American! What are you reading?” I asked, poking at her.   

“I am not American.” 

“Soon you are going to become an American thing.”  

“I am not a thing,” she said, smiling, remembering something from our past conversations. I would call her ‘a civil engineer thing’ and she never liked the title.

You shouldn’t mind such things. In America you will become a Pakistani thing.” 

“Americans treat people as people, not as things.”  

“Oh, you have started loving Americans. That is great... perhaps for a visa!” 

She didn’t like it. 

“Ahsen... please! Please do not disturb me. I am reading a story.” 

“What is it about?” I asked. 

“It is a story. Now go, Ahsen,” she said, looking back to the page she was reading.

“Is it a love story?”

“No, please go,” she said.

I almost leaned over her shoulder to see what she was reading. “Show me the cover.” 

“Ammi, Ahsen is disturbing me,” she said, calling Auntie. 

Auntie was in the adjoining room and she had heard Najma complain. She didn’t come. Speaking from the room, she said loudly, “Ahsen don’t disturb her.”  It was only a reply to a call; otherwise, she enjoyed the interactive between her two children. Her training had made us siblings. We were not like cousins, Najma and I.  We were Auntie’s children.

“Auntie, I am doing nothing to her, she is shrieking for nothing as usual. You know her...”  Auntie said nothing. She knew her daughter. We all knew each other. 

“Auntie knows you,” I said.

“Everybody knows me. Only I don’t know who I am,” Najma said. She looked at me when I smiled at what she had said.

“A civil engineer thing.”

“I will kill you if you said that again.” 

“Okay, I am sorry. I will not say that again,” I assured her. She lowered her gaze back to the book.

“Najma, I am going to Lahore for two days,” I said as I was about to leave.  

“To Lahore?” she asked. She had closed the book, but her finger was still between the pages, so she may continue reading where she had stopped. The book seemed quite suspenseful. It was a novel. 

“What will you do there? Don’t go. I need you here. I want to go shopping and you are saying you are going to Lahore. Who will take me to market?”  

“If you want anything, tell me. I will bring it from Lahore.”  

“But why are you going?” she said. The problem is her shopping plan, or my going to Lahore, I thought. Her shopping relating to her marriage was complete, except a few other minor things which were not on her list when she was shopping.

“You don’t need to go to market. I will buy you whatever you want,” I said.  

“Will you will bring me anything I ask for?”

“You just order me.”

“Order me,” she said, mocking what I had said. “Well, if you find some super store there, bring me a father,” she said. 

“What? Father from a shop?”  

“Don’t worry, I know you will find no such store! I was just joking,” she said. 

“No, it is not a joke, Najma.  Are you reading some father-daughter story? You are you missing him?” I asked her.  

“No, why would I miss him. Okay, now you go and drive carefully”. 

“How can I go now and drive carefully? Do you want to invite him to your wedding?” 

“No, I want to see him once. Can you take me along with you someday without telling Ammi? I will just see him once and then I will come back with you.” Najma held my hand and with tears in her eyes said, “Ahsen, I just want to see the house where I was born. I want to see the house where my fifth birthday was celebrated.” 

“Don’t ask for it, Najma.  Demand something else. Anything. I will do that. But not this.”

“Only once,” she pleaded.  

“I can’t do this. A visit to that house will kill you,” I said. 

“Don’t worry. I am not a child anymore. I just want to ask him a few questions. I wouldn’t create any scene there. Believe me.” 

“I know you would not create a
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