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Ismat Chughtai was Urdu’s most courageous and controversial woman writer of the twentieth century. She was the first Indian Muslim woman to earn both a bachelor of arts and a bachelor’s in education degree. She began writing in secret due to violent opposition from her family, and many of her works were banned for their fiercely feminist content. Her most celebrated short story, The Quilt, which is included in this publication, was brought to court on charges of obscenity for its suggestion of homosexuality. Ismat Chughtai refused the court’s request to apologize for the story, and eventually won the case. She died in 1991.
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Introduction

‘Perhaps my mind is not an artist’s brush … but an ordinary camera that records reality as it is.’ So the pioneering Urdu writer Ismat Chughtai wrote in the essay ‘In the Name of Those Married Women’, which is included in this gloriously provocative collection of short stories and non-fiction. It’s possible to view that line as a modest utterance, or one that reveals the not uncommon discomfort among women to claim the mantle of ‘artist’ for themselves. But Chughtai’s words often carry a sting, and so it is here – and not only because of that equivocating ‘perhaps’. The essay was her response to the controversy ignited by her short story ‘The Quilt’, published in 1942, which landed her in court under obscenity charges for its depictions of lesbian sex. In claiming to be ‘an ordinary camera that records reality’ Chughtai was reminding both her readers, and the man with whom she was directly arguing, that everything she writes about is all around us – it’s merely hypocritical to pretend otherwise. Elsewhere in the essay she went further to pinpoint people’s discomfort with the story in order to reveal a further hypocrisy – the gender of the writer caused more scandal than the gender of the two lovers under the quilt.

Read today, ‘The Quilt’ raises eyebrows for different reasons. In it, the unhappily married Begum (unhappy because her husband is gay and has a string of lovers to entertain him while she is neglected) turns to another woman out of frustration rather than as a genuine expression of desire. But at the heart of the story is Chughtai’s insistence that female sexuality is as potent and powerful as male desire. Female sexuality within a patriarchal world is Chughtai’s central concern through many of her stories: in ‘The Homemaker’ a woman who enjoys the power of her sexuality tries to resist marriage to the man whom she really loves, knowing it will ruin their relationship; in ‘The Net’ two young girls find their friendship pulled apart when an awareness of sensuality enters their lives via a silken garment; in ‘Kafir’ a Hindu boy and Muslim girl grow up together with desire pulling them one way and social norms pulling them the other. But whether she is writing of women’s sexuality, or of an Englishman who tries to make India his home after the end of empire, although neither the Indians nor the English want him to do it (in ‘Quit India’), or of an ageing man who is tormented by his own diminishing potency (in ‘The Invalid’), Chughtai always has the most acute eye for human psychology married to a refusal to shy away from any topic that interests her. ‘I think the first word articulated by me after birth was “why”,’ she wrote in her memoir.

Perhaps the most moving piece in here is ‘My Friend, My Enemy!’, the non-fiction account of her relationship with the Urdu short-story writer Saadat Hasan Manto. Their shared friendship extended to sharing the dock in court – they were charged together for obscenity, she for ‘The Quilt’ and he for his story ‘Bu’ – and it made the bond between them very strong, though Partition physically moved them apart: Manto went to Pakistan, while Chughtai stayed in India. Here is Chughtai describing their first meeting: ‘In a few moments we began to argue vociferously. It was as though we had suffered a great loss from not having met each other for a long time and were now impatient to make good the loss.’ Let other writers write of like-mindedness; in the world of Ismat Chughtai, human nature is never so neat. People are drawn to each other simply because they are – and then begins the difficult, joyous, messy business of being human together.

Kamila Shamsie
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Gainda

‘This is our shack,’ Gainda and I told ourselves as we crawled into the dense shrubbery. Sitting on our haunches, we began to tidy up the ground with both hands. In a little while we were squatting on the smooth floor of the shack without a care in the world. After a brief tête-à-tête we began to play our favourite game – dulhan-dulhan. Gainda drew her smelly red dupatta over her face and sat huddled like a real bride. I lifted the veil gently and had a glimpse of her. Gainda’s round face turned crimson as a fresh wave of blood coursed through her veins. Her eyelids fluttered uncontrollably, and she could barely stop herself from bursting into laughter.

‘It’s my turn now, Gainda … my turn,’ I said, seething with envy.

‘Hey, what’s going on here!’ Bhaiya lifted the branches and growled. In panic Gainda flung away her dupatta and plonked herself on the ground. Our hearts were beating wildly.

Not just Bhaiya, if anyone else had seen us playing the bride we would have been soundly thrashed. We always played this fascinating game stealthily.

‘Well … we’re just playing,’ I said nonchalantly.

Bhaiya was in a good mood. He bent over to come in and squatted there with us. But soon he got bored.

‘You little devils – what do you mean, sitting here like this?’ he snapped, shielding his nose from the spreading branch.

‘And you, Gainda!’ He pinched her chubby cheek. ‘You’re wasting your time here. I’m going to tell Natha.’

Gainda opened her big brown eyes and looked around. ‘Arré baap re!’ she exclaimed, and ran away gathering her short skirt.

‘Oh Gainda, don’t go!’ I implored and tried to restrain her.

‘Dada will bash me up.’ She was scared of Bhaiya.

‘No, he won’t. You’ve already finished your chores.’

‘Okay, you can sit here,’ Bhaiya said gently, as he pulled her towards him. Then he turned to me. ‘But bibi, I’ll certainly get you thrashed. You’re spoiling your clothes romping on the ground.’

‘Do your worst. I don’t care!’ I was scared stiff and began to brush the dust off my clothes.

‘Gainda … Hey, Gainda … Where on earth are you?’ Bahu’s voice rang out. Gainda snatched her hands from Bhaiya’s grip and shot away like an arrow.

The game was ruined in a minute. I flew at Bhaiya and scratched him. ‘Go away,’ I screamed.

‘Witch,’ he hissed, grinding his teeth. He gave me a wallop and strode off.

‘Who should a widow dress herself for?’ Gainda asked philosophically.

‘Widow!’ I was grinding a piece of red brick on stone to make sindoor. Wiping it on my shirt, I asked in amazement, ‘Widow?’

‘Of course. I’m a widow.’ There seemed to be a trace of pride in her voice.

‘And I?’ I was dying with envy.

‘You?’ she said with barely concealed contempt. ‘You’re a virgin! Hee, hee, hee.’ She was making fun of me.

My heart sank. Gainda always slighted me. I could not compete with her in anything. She had been married off in the month of Baisakh the year before. All dressed up in red garments, she became the sole owner of a set of glittering silver jewellery. For days together she strutted around showing off her finery. I, a wretched creature, was of no importance. I was either gaping at her or following her around like a wistful kitten. I counted her bangles, tied up her anklets or ran solicitously to lift her tinsel-trimmed dupatta when it touched the ground. Just how unjust could Amma be! I was reprimanded even if I drew the quilt over my face. Why? Oh, why?

‘Why are you fiddling with the quilt?’ she would yell, as though I would spoil it by using it as a veil!

If ever I asked for a dupatta, she would brush me off. ‘No. You’ll trail it in the muck, I know.’

Granted that I was younger than Gainda, but I wasn’t too young to be a bride. I was ready to spend my whole life with the bride’s veil over my face without complaint. Gainda’s husband had died during the rainy season. The whole household was drowned in lamentations. Gainda’s glass bangles were smashed, and she cried her heart out. ‘Poor Gainda’ – everybody sympathized with her and cuddled her. No one paid any heed to me. They all said that I was still a mere child, too small.

To hell with it. How long would I remain ‘too small’? I had grown taller, and my blue salwar now reached my knees. Even the pink kurta had been handed down to Niru. My one and only shiny kurta had become too short. I was considered ‘too awkward’ when it came to the good things of life; and when some real issues were decided I was dismissed as a child. I could not decide – was I big or small? It was so confusing.

‘So you don’t deck yourself up anymore?’ I asked Gainda idly.

‘When a girl’s husband is dead, who will she deck herself up for?’ Gainda said stoically. ‘A wife wears sindoor or bangles for her husband only.’ She mouthed the cliché as though she believed in it firmly.

‘Look, Gainda, what a lot of sindoor we’ve made!’ I said as I gathered up the brick powder in my hand. Like a widow longing for sindoor, Gainda gazed at it wistfully. But soon we were smiling.

‘Don’t tell Bhabi … please …’ She drew closer, and we got ready to put on the make-up. With the deftness of an experienced woman, I arranged her dishevelled hair, dabbing it with water, and sprinkled sindoor in her parting.

Gainda’s face flushed a deep red, and she hid her face shyly in her dupatta. Then she rolled over with laughter.

‘What are you doing?’ I chided her. ‘It’ll get messy.’

‘Now it’s your turn,’ said Gainda as she dabbed my hair with water.

‘And how about my bindi?’ I asked, my eyes screwed up.

‘Sure, I’ll take care of it,’ she reassured me.

Soon we had completed our make-up. Sindoor in our partings, bindis on our forehead and dupattas drawn over our faces we sat demurely in a corner. We stole glances at each other’s face and were struck by our own beauty. This made us all the more bashful.

Seeing Bhaiya coming, Gainda blushed all over. We hurriedly rubbed off our bindis and started laughing sheepishly. Bhaiya brushed me aside and went up to Gainda. She felt terribly shy. Grinding his teeth, Bhaiya pinched her cheeks hard. ‘Ah, ah’ – she shrank within herself.

‘What the hell is this?’ Bhaiya kicked the mound of brick powder in disgust. His loose kurta got stained as he had tried to sit on it.

‘This is sindoor. We made it,’ I said proudly. Bhaiya poked his finger in it and pressed Gainda’s leg with his own. ‘Come on, let me put sindoor on you.’ Bhaiya sprinkled sindoor in Gainda’s parting.

‘No!’ She rubbed it off with her palm.

‘Bhaiya, Gainda is a widow. She doesn’t wear sindoor.’ I tried to impress him with my knowledge.

‘Doesn’t she? … The witch. Let me … see …’ He clasped both her hands and pushed her over. Gainda hid her face.

‘Gainda, I won’t talk to you ever again.’ This made Gainda uncover her face after all.

‘Gainda,’ Bhaiya sidled up to her. ‘Will you marry me?’

‘Go away.’ She looked even more beautiful.

I tried to be coy like her. For hours together we would talk about marriage and feel bashful. Bhaiya could not even dream of what Aapa and Nanhi talked about and which we overheard, hiding under the bed.

‘Why go away?’ Bhaiya nudged her with his elbow. ‘Tell me, will you marry …’

The sound of Bahu’s anklets startled us. She was coming to the well. ‘Gainda!’ she bellowed, and the next moment she was upon us. ‘Hey raand, what are you doing here? Go, warm the iron,’ she growled. Gainda tried to slink away quietly, but Bahu leapt and caught her by her plaits. ‘And how dare you braid your hair and make the parting?’ She gave her a whack. Gainda made good her escape. Bhaiya and I winced.

Bahu’s tyranny left me seething in anger. Whenever she beat Gainda, I would pay her back some way or the other. That day, too, the moment she went out of sight, I threw a handful of ashes in her pure, transparent starch. In the evening, Bhaiya gave Natha two sharp blows for ironing the shirt collars clumsily.

‘Smell it.’ Gainda thrust her blouse-front into my nose.

‘Arré wah! Where did you get attar?’

‘Bhaiya!’ She cackled. I suppressed my envy and smiled.

‘Gainda!’ Bhaiya called out from the veranda. ‘Take this coat for ironing.’ She gave me a knowing wink and left smiling.

How did Gainda walk? With a supple gait as though she had not a bone in her body. When I walked, it was like a galloping mare. I am … oh God! I began to feel unsettled. Burning with jealousy I made for the garden, and there engaged myself in riling the water in the tank with a stick. The red brick sindoor powder still lay where it had been. Bhaiya sprinkled attar on Gainda. Perhaps he had forgotten me. But why? Or did he do so deliberately? Come to think of it, I was his own sister. And Gainda? She was nothing to him. I detested Bhaiya at that moment and kept on churning the muck furiously.

‘Stop! What are you doing, bibi?’ Mewaram yelled from behind me. I gazed at Mewa. ‘He’s nothing to me,’ I said to myself. His hands were filthy. He never cleaned them. He was always digging dirt. Well, never mind.

‘Mewa. Come here for a minute,’ I crooned softly and started gazing at the water trickling down from the stick drop by drop.

‘What is it?’ He turned nonchalantly. Sliding his cap over his eyes, he scratched his nape.

‘Take this sindoor, and sprinkle it on my head,’ I ordered him demurely.

‘You call this sindoor?’ He laughed heartily and turned away.

‘Listen … I … a widow. Wait a minute.’ I had a new idea.

‘What is it, bibi?’ He stopped and turned towards me.

‘Mewa … will you marry …?’ I asked with a fluttering heart.

‘Marry! But I’m already married.’ He began to knock the handle of the khurpi on a tree trunk.

‘When?’ I asked in a deadpan voice.

‘Oh God! It’s been ages,’ he said as though it was nothing.

‘I see. So you’re a widower?’ I had decided for him.

‘Oh no!’ He laughed. ‘My malin is sitting there in the hut.’

‘Are you married to malin, then?’ I asked in surprise.

‘Hmm.’ And he walked off.

‘So, the crone who I thought was Mewaram’s mother was actually his wife! What a strange world!’ I thought to myself and began to stir the stick more vigorously … I bent down to smell my chemise to get a whiff of the perfume, but there was none. On the contrary, there was the stink of the gravy I had spilled that morning. I was piqued.

Gainda was going towards Bhaiya’s room with silent steps, carrying a pile of dried clothes wrapped in a towel. I looked through a chink in the door, curious, and followed her quietly like a kitten. Gainda sat on the floor counting the clothes while Bhaiya stood in a corner scratching his head. ‘Wrong! You can’t count,’ he said abruptly as he clasped both her hands. She lifted her eyes for a fleeting moment to look at Bhaiya, frowned, and then broke into a smile. When he tried to grab her, she ducked and threw herself on the carpet face down and would not get up. When Bhaiya tickled her on her waist she sprang up. Then, as Bhaiya moved closer, she gave him a sharp slap across his face.

It was a miracle that I did not faint from the shock. Slap Bhaiya! Bhaiya, who was feared by everyone in the house. How did she dare to slap him? I was ready to bolt as I thought Bhaiya would now strangle her to death. He grabbed her two hands and pulled her towards him. I held my breath … oh no! I ran away, overwhelmed by fear and wonder, and paused only when I reached the dense cluster of the kamarakhs. With my heart pounding like bellows, my ears buzzing, my tongue parched and my body shaking all over, I crouched there nervously for a long time.

I sat there lost in thought – first with eyes closed and then, with eyes wide open. But I could not make head or tail of it. Why didn’t I understand such a lot of things? In the desolate, hot afternoon I waged a weary struggle to unravel strange riddles but could not. My eyes brimmed over with tears as though someone had beaten me severely.

I saw Gainda leap to the veranda. Only she could provide answers to my queries. Gainda always shared her secrets with me.

‘What happened?’ I asked anxiously.

‘Nothing,’ she said dismissively. But soon after, we sat in a quiet corner and talked of many ‘strange’ incidents. Gainda was a treasure-trove of such events.

‘But … why all this?’ I wondered as I listened to her. Gainda went off to prepare the starch, but I kept sitting there, lost in thought.

My mind rambled on – I thought of picking up little kamarakh beads and stringing them into a necklace, completing the canal that I had dug the previous day to water the plants, going to the shrubbery to have a look-in or, at least, ascertaining where the partridge had begun to lay eggs. But I wasn’t interested in any of this that day. No game held any appeal for me. All I wanted was to sit quietly, eyes closed, and dream of a tiny little bride, and go on dreaming about her. What could I do, after all? Just look at Gainda! And me? The sound of Mewa’s footsteps startled me. A sweet thought, a desire invaded my mind once again, and hiding my face with both hands I threw myself on the ground, face down.

‘Tch … tch … bibi, why are you wallowing in the dirt? Get up! Quick!’ he said.

I imagined someone was trying to lift me, and I wouldn’t move. Someone was tickling me … but …

‘Get up, or I’ll tell Bhaiya that you’re spoiling your dress,’ he threatened, standing at a distance like a pole, not the way Bhaiya had stood, scratching his head. Totally indifferent to my feelings, he was paring a bamboo stick.

‘Will you get up or …’ He strode off to complain to Bhaiya. Just imagine how I fumed in anger.

‘Pig! Who the hell are you? … Take this …’ I screamed and hurled a pebble at his knee.

‘Hey … just wait! I’ll get you nicely whacked. She wanders all afternoon in the scorching sun and rolls in dirt. Try to stop her and … Wait!’ He limped away, wincing.

‘This Mewaram is a hopeless bloke. Never has a good word for me. As though he’s the only man around!’ I was so furious that I snapped off one by one all the branches of the jasmine trees that he had planted with great care. ‘This is the right punishment for such a fellow!’ I told myself and ran back into the house in tears.

Who was there to share my hurt? Bhaiya never spared a thought for me, Amma never cuddled me. The result – I became very obstinate. Because of this sense of deprivation, I made everyone my enemy. Throughout the day I wandered about aimlessly and fought with everyone. That is why, when Baaji came from her in-laws’ place to visit us, she decided to take me along with her. I regretted having to leave Gainda, but the prospect of travel was exciting and made me forget everything.

Gainda, Bhaiya, Mewa and the memories associated with them receded into the back of my mind in two years. By the time I returned the world had changed. Bhaiya had been sent to Delhi, and his room was now used to put up guests. Mewa had died of pneumonia, obviously he had not given up his habit of messing with dirt and had caught a cold. It was surprising that I did not go delirious with joy and surprise when I got to know that Gainda had had a baby. But when I expressed my happiness, I was reprimanded. I couldn’t see why. However, I heard snippets of conversation such as Shaikhani’s: ‘She tried hard … but …’ I could not catch the rest.

‘Oh my God! He was ready for murder and mayhem. What a lot of trouble it was!’ Biwi said. ‘I sent him off to Delhi immediately. A studious boy … these low-caste bitches! Trap … the nobles.’ Though I listened to her with bated breath, I could not make any sense of it.

‘Gainda’s child!’ I repeated to myself over and over again in my bed. ‘But how?’ My wonder did not cease.

‘It would have been disastrous if Sarkar had got wind of it. That is why I turned her out without delay,’ Biwi’s voice rang out once again.

Slowly I began to understand. Past events flashed through my mind like images on a screen, and my heart sank. I was dying to see Gainda’s child. I saw in my imagination a tiny baby, like the one we had met on the train to Lahore. We did not have children in the family, neither did they come with guests. My heart went out to Gainda’s child. In the darkness I felt as though tiny hands were touching my neck and chin. I lay still lest the little, delicate fingers moved away.

That night, hundreds of children appeared in my dream. Some of them resembled us – me, Gainda, Bhaiya, even the dead Mewaram. Hundreds of frolicking children – bald heads, heads with hair, round heads, tiny hands. The whole universe teemed with children like countless grains of sand.

I quietly slipped away the following morning to see Gainda’s baby. Gainda was busy with some chores. Startled by my footsteps, she quickly covered herself and looked at me with fear in her eyes. When I moved closer, I saw the tiny, half-naked human form on her knees, his mouth open in wonder.

‘Ai, how tiny he is!’ I squatted by her side. Gainda had become thin like a stick. She was nervous and turned her face away.

‘What a little darling!’ I crooned with joy and sat on the floor. I felt like holding Gainda and her child tight to my heart. I don’t know why tears welled up in my eyes.

‘Let me hold the baby …’ I held out my hands. But Gainda sat quietly, wiping her tears.

‘You’re crying?’ My voice choked. ‘Such a darling of a baby, and you’re crying! Give him to me.’

She kept wiping her tears and did not even touch the baby. I tried to pick him but he was like a slippery lump of flesh, and I could not lift him.

‘Oh Gainda, please lift him for me.’ I adopted the flattering tone with which I used to cajole her.

Gainda peered into my eyes searching for something. She seemed reassured; as though she had found whatever she was looking for. She effortlessly lifted the baby and put him in my arms. I was amazed by the practised way she did it. The baby was light as a wisp of cotton wool.

I sat on the gunny sack with the baby in my lap as Gainda recounted a hundred thousand ‘strange’ happenings. How she was beaten up for months together! Gainda, hardly fourteen or fifteen, did not herself understand many things. How could she explain them to me? We stopped invariably with, ‘How?’, ‘Why?’, ‘How strange!’

When Bahu had had that coal-black baby who died a few days after birth, how they had sung and danced! Tons of ghee and jaggery had been forced down her gullet. And now when Gainda had had such a beautiful baby, what did they do? Nothing. She was beaten to a pulp and abandoned without food. She survived somehow.

Then, this tiny Lallu was born. He had just two shirts to beat the severe cold with, and cried all night long. Bahu cursed him, saying, why didn’t he die and leave them in peace. Gainda had tied a black string around Lallu’s ankle to ward off the evil eye. She expressed the view that in the entire world, Lallu was the most lovable creature – and Bhaiya and I too. At Bhaiya’s name her eyes lit up with their old sparkle. And then she could not stop herself from talking about him.

‘Now he doesn’t come even during the holidays.’

‘He’ll come this time. Last year he had gone down to Mussoorie,’ I said, counting Lallu’s fingers.

‘Bibi, will you write to him?’ she asked wistfully.

‘Sure,’ I nodded vigorously.

‘Will you tell him that Lallu sends his salaam and remembers him often?’

‘Yes,’ I said, though I knew that Lallu could not utter a syllable.

‘Also write that he must bring a red vest for him like the one Basanti’s son wears.’

‘And … that …’ her yearning gaze was fixed on the distant horizon, ‘he must come this time, at least for a few days.’ It was as though she were imploring someone. She broke into a smile and kept talking while I ran my fingers through Lallu’s hair.

‘Look, Gainda … how he nibbles …’ I said as I felt his gums tickle my fingers.

‘He’s hungry.’ Gainda became bashful.

‘Feed him, or he’ll start crying.’

Gainda lifted the baby in her frail arms and clasped him to her breast. Then she began to laugh, hiding her face in her sari.

I kept looking at Lallu’s soft lips as he sucked his mother’s milk, breathing noisily. The little mother took care of him, though rather clumsily.





[image: Penguin Walking Logo]


The Quilt

In winter, when I put a quilt over myself, its shadows on the wall seem to sway like an elephant. That sends my mind racing into the labyrinth of times past. Memories come crowding in.

Sorry. I’m not going to regale you with a romantic tale about my quilt. It’s hardly a subject for romance. It seems to me that the blanket, though less comfortable, does not cast shadows as terrifying as the quilt dancing on the wall.

I was then a small girl and fought all day with my brothers and their friends. Often I wondered why the hell I was so aggressive. At my age, my other sisters were busy drawing admirers, while I fought with any boy or girl I ran into.

That was why, when my mother went to Agra for about a week, she left me with an adopted sister of hers. She knew that there was no one in that house, not even a mouse, with whom I could get into a fight. It was a severe punishment for me! Amma left me with Begum Jaan, the same lady whose quilt is etched in my memory like the scar left by a blacksmith’s brand. Her poor parents had agreed to marry her off to the nawab who was of ‘ripe years’ because he was very virtuous. No one had ever seen a nautch girl or prostitute in his house. He had performed hajj and helped several others undertake the holy pilgrimage.

He, however, had a strange hobby. Some people are crazy enough to cultivate interests like breeding pigeons or watching cockfights. Nawab Saheb had only contempt for such disgusting sports. He kept an open house for students – young, fair, slender-waisted boys whose expenses were borne by him.

Having married Begum Jaan, he tucked her away in the house with his other possessions and promptly forgot her. The frail, beautiful Begum wasted away in anguished loneliness.

One did not know when Begum Jaan’s life began – whether it was when she committed the mistake of being born or when she came to the nawab’s house as his bride, climbed the four-poster bed and started counting her days. Or was it when she watched through the drawing-room door the increasing number of firm-calved, supple-waisted boys and the delicacies that were sent for them from the kitchen! Begum Jaan would have glimpses of them in their perfumed, flimsy shirts and feel as though she was being hauled over burning embers!

Or did it start when she gave up on amulets, talismans, black magic and other ways of retaining the love of her straying husband? She arranged for night-long readings from the Quran, but in vain. One cannot draw blood from a stone. The nawab didn’t budge an inch. Begum Jaan was heartbroken and turned to books. But she found no relief. Romantic novels and sentimental verse depressed her even more. She began to spend sleepless nights, yearning for a love that had never been.

She felt like throwing all her clothes into the fire. One dressed up to impress people. But the nawab didn’t have a moment to spare for her. He was too busy chasing the gossamer shirts. Nor did he allow her to go out. Relatives, however, would come for visits and stay on for months while she remained a prisoner in the house. These relatives, freeloaders all, made her blood boil. They helped themselves to rich food and got warm clothes made for themselves while she stiffened with cold despite the new cotton stuffed in her quilt. As she tossed and turned, her quilt made newer shapes on the wall, but none of them held any promise of life for her. Then why must one live? Particularly, such a life as hers … But then, Begum Jaan started living, and lived her life to the full.

It was Rabbu who rescued her from the fall.

Soon her thin body began to fill out. Her cheeks began to glow, and she blossomed. It was a special oil massage that brought life back to the half-dead Begum Jaan. Sorry, you won’t find the recipe for this oil even in the most exclusive magazines.

When I first saw Begum Jaan, she was around forty. Reclining on the couch, she looked a picture of grandeur. Rabbu sat behind her, massaging her waist. A purple shawl covered her feet as she sat in regal splendour, a veritable maharani. I was fascinated by her looks and felt like sitting by her for hours, just adoring her. Her complexion was marble white, without a speck of ruddiness. Her hair was black and always bathed in oil. I had never seen the parting of her hair crooked, nor a single hair out of place. Her eyes were black and the elegantly plucked eyebrows seemed like two bows spread over the demure eyes. Her eyelids were heavy and her eyelashes dense. The most fascinating feature of her face, however, was her lips – usually coloured with lipstick and with a mere trace of down on her upper lip. Long hair covered her temples. Sometimes her face seemed to change shape under my gaze and looked as though it were the face of a young boy …

Her skin was white and smooth, as though it had been stitched tightly over her body. When she stretched her legs for the massage, I stole a glance, enraptured by their sheen. She was very tall and the ample flesh on her body made her look stately and magnificent. Her hands were large and smooth, her waist exquisitely formed. Rabbu used to massage her back for hours together. It was as though the massage was one of the basic necessities of life. Rather, more important than life’s necessities.

Rabbu had no other household duties. Perched on the couch she was always massaging some part or the other of Begum Jaan’s body. At times I could hardly bear it – the sight of Rabbu massaging or rubbing at all hours. Speaking for myself, if anyone were to touch my body so often, I would certainly rot to death.

But even this daily massage wasn’t enough. On the days when Begum Jaan took a bath, Rabbu would massage her body with a variety of oils and pastes for two hours. And she would massage with such vigour that even imagining it made me sick. The doors would be closed, the braziers would be lit, and then the session would begin. Usually Rabbu was the only person allowed to remain inside on such occasions. Other maids handed over the necessary things at the door, muttering disapproval.

In fact, Begum Jaan was afflicted with a persistent itch. Despite the oils and balms, the stubborn itch remained. Doctors and hakeems pronounced that nothing was wrong, the skin was unblemished. It could be an infection under the skin. ‘These doctors are crazy … There’s nothing wrong with you,’ Rabbu would say, smiling while she gazed at Begum Jaan dreamily.

Rabbu. She was as dark as Begum Jaan was fair, as purple as the other was white. She seemed to glow like heated iron. Her face was scarred by smallpox. She was short, stocky and had a small paunch. Her hands were small but agile, and her large, swollen lips were always wet. A strange sickening stench exuded from her body. And her tiny, puffy hands moved dexterously over Begum Jaan’s body – now at her waist, now at her thighs, and now dashing to her ankles. Whenever I sat by Begum Jaan, my eyes would remain glued to those roving hands.

All through the year Begum Jaan wore white and billowing Hyderabadi jaali karga kurtas and brightly coloured pyjamas. And even when it was warm and the fan was on, she would cover herself with a light shawl. She loved winter. I too liked to be in her house in that season. She rarely moved out. Lying on the carpet she would munch dry fruits as Rabbu rubbed her back. The other maids were jealous of Rabbu. The witch! She ate, sat and even slept with Begum Jaan! Rabbu and Begum Jaan were the subject of their gossip during leisure hours. Someone would mention their names, and the whole group would burst into loud guffaws. What juicy stories they made up about them! Begum Jaan was oblivious to all this, cut off as she was from the world outside. Her existence was centred on herself and her itch.

I have already mentioned that I was very young at that time and was in love with Begum Jaan. She, too, was fond of me. When Amma decided to go to Agra, she left me with Begum Jaan for a week. She knew that if left alone at home I would fight with my brothers or roam around. The arrangement pleased both Begum Jaan and me. After all, she was Amma’s adopted sister. Now the question was … where would I sleep? In Begum Jaan’s room, naturally. A small bed was placed alongside hers. Till ten or eleven at night, we chatted and played ‘Chance’. Then I went to bed. Rabbu was still rubbing her back as I fell asleep. ‘Ugly woman!’ I thought to myself.

I woke up at night and was scared. It was pitch dark and Begum Jaan’s quilt was shaking vigorously, as though an elephant was struggling inside.

‘Begum Jaan …’ I could barely form the words out of fear. The elephant stopped shaking, and the quilt came down.

‘What is it? Get back to sleep.’ Begum Jaan’s voice seemed to come from somewhere else.

‘I’m scared,’ I whimpered.

‘Get back to sleep. What’s there to be scared of? Recite the Ayatul Kursi.’

‘All right …’ I began to recite the prayer, but each time I reached ‘ya lamu ma bain …’ I forgot the lines though I knew the entire Ayat by heart.

‘May I come to you, Begum Jaan?’

‘No, child … Get back to sleep.’ Her tone was rather abrupt. Then I heard two people whispering. Oh God, who was this other person? I was really afraid.

‘Begum Jaan … I think a thief has entered the room.’

‘Go back to sleep, child … There’s no thief.’

This was Rabbu’s voice. I drew the quilt over my face and fell asleep.

By morning I had totally forgotten the terrifying scene enacted at night. I have always been superstitious – night fears, sleepwalking and talking in my sleep were daily occurrences in my childhood. Everyone used to say that I was possessed by evil spirits. So the incident slipped from my memory. The quilt looked perfectly innocent in the morning.

But the following night I woke up again and heard Begum Jaan and Rabbu arguing in subdued tones. I could not hear what the upshot of the tiff was, but I heard Rabbu crying. Then came the slurping sound of a cat licking a plate … I was scared and went back to sleep.

The next day Rabbu went to see her son, an irascible young man. Begum Jaan had done a lot to help him out – bought him a shop, got him a job in the village. But nothing really pleased him. He stayed with Nawab Saheb for some time. The nawab got him new clothes and other gifts, but he ran away for no good reason and never came back, even to see Rabbu …

Rabbu had gone to a relative’s house to see her son. Begum Jaan was reluctant to let her go but realized that Rabbu was helpless. So she didn’t prevent her from going.

All through the day Begum Jaan was out of sorts. Every joint ached, but she couldn’t bear anyone’s touch. She didn’t eat anything and moped in bed all day.

‘Shall I rub your back, Begum Jaan …?’ I asked zestfully as I shuffled the deck of cards. She peered at me.

‘Shall I, really?’ I put away the cards and began to rub her back while Begum Jaan lay there quietly.

Rabbu was due to return the next day … but she didn’t. Begum Jaan grew more and more irritable. She drank cup after cup of tea, and her head began to ache.

I resumed rubbing her back, which was smooth as the top of a table. I rubbed gently and was happy to be of some use to her.

‘A little harder … open the straps,’ Begum Jaan said.

‘Here … a little below the shoulder … that’s right … Ah! What pleasure …’ She expressed her satisfaction between sensuous breaths. ‘A little further …’ Begum Jaan instructed though her hands could easily reach that spot. But she wanted me to stroke it. How proud I felt! ‘Here … oh, oh, you’re tickling me … Ah!’ She smiled. I chatted away as I continued to massage her.

‘I’ll send you to the market tomorrow … What do you want? … A doll that sleeps and wakes up at your will?’

‘No, Begum Jaan … I don’t want dolls … Do you think I’m still a child?’

‘So, you’re an old woman, then,’ she laughed. ‘If not a doll, I’ll get you a babua … Dress it up yourself. I’ll give you a lot of old clothes. Okay?’

‘Okay,’ I answered.

‘Here.’ She would take my hand and place it where it itched and I, lost in the thought of the babua, kept scratching her listlessly while she talked.

‘Listen … you need some more frocks. I’ll send for the tailor tomorrow and ask him to make new ones for you. Your mother has left some dress material.’

‘I don’t want that red material … It looks so cheap.’ I was chattering, oblivious of where my hands travelled. Begum Jaan lay still … Oh God! I jerked my hand away.

‘Hey girl, watch where your hands are … You hurt my ribs.’ Begum Jaan smiled mischievously. I was embarrassed.

‘Come here and lie down beside me …’ She made me lie down with my head on her arm. ‘How skinny you are … your ribs are showing.’ She began counting my ribs.

I tried to protest.

‘Come on, I’m not going to eat you up. How tight this sweater is! And you don’t have a warm vest on.’ I felt very uncomfortable.

‘How many ribs does one have?’ She changed the topic.

‘Nine on one side, ten on the other.’ I blurted out what I’d learnt in school, rather incoherently.

‘Take away your hand … Let’s see … one, two, three …’

I wanted to run away, but she held me tightly. I tried to wriggle away, and Begum Jaan began to laugh loudly. To this day, whenever I am reminded of her face at that moment, I feel jittery. Her eyelids had drooped, her upper lip showed a black shadow and tiny beads of sweat sparkled on her lips and nose despite the cold. Her hands were as cold as ice but clammy as though the skin had been stripped off. She wore a shawl, and in the fine karga kurta, her body shone like a ball of dough. The heavy gold buttons of the kurta were undone.

It was evening, and the room was getting enveloped in darkness. A strange fear overcame me. Begum Jaan’s deep-set eyes focused on me and I felt like crying. She was pressing me as though I were a clay doll and the odour of her warm body made me want to throw up. But she was like a person possessed. I could neither scream nor cry.

After some time she stopped and lay back exhausted. She was breathing heavily, and her face looked pale and dull. I thought she was going to die and rushed out of the room …

Thank God Rabbu returned that night. Scared, I went to bed rather early and pulled the quilt over me. But sleep evaded me for hours.

Amma was taking so long to return from Agra! I was so terrified of Begum Jaan that I spent the whole day in the company of the maids. I felt too nervous to step into her room. What could I have said to anyone? That I was afraid of Begum Jaan? Begum Jaan who was so attached to me?

That day, Rabbu and Begum Jaan had another tiff. This did not augur well for me because Begum Jaan’s thoughts were immediately directed towards me. She realized
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fn1 The first part of this piece is extracted from a brief autobiographical essay, included here because it forms a good introduction to the rest.
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