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Foreword
I do not have anything to add to The Unobtainable, whatever I wanted to say I 
have said through the story. Sometimes at the conclusion of a work an author 
feels that the story could not have been better expressed. That is how I feel 
about The Unobtainable. Had I taken an year over it, or ten, or ten days, the end 
would have been the same.
The only thing that needs clarification is the dedication. I have dedicated this 
book to Najma Sultan Mehmood. This book, however, is not a biography. I have 
met Najma Sultan Mehmood only twice in my life and know nothing of her life. 
But I have based Khadija Noor’s character on her personality. The 
Unobtainable has been made in to a 19-part TV serial.
Umera Ahmed
umeraahmed@yahoo.com

Chapter 1

http://umeraahmed.net/la-haasil-foreword-and-preface/
http://umeraahmed.net/la-haasil-foreword-and-preface/
http://umeraahmed.net/author/admin/
http://umeraahmed.net/author/admin/
http://umeraahmed.net/la-haasil-foreword-and-preface/#respond
http://umeraahmed.net/la-haasil-foreword-and-preface/#respond
mailto:umeraahmed@yahoo.com
mailto:umeraahmed@yahoo.com


In the dark the ground felt cold under her feet. Gingerly she inched forward, 
putting one foot forward at a time. She found the first step. Carefully she put 
her foot on the step. It did not give way. The darkness around her was 
complete; she could not see a thing. Cautiously she sought the second step. 
This too was firm. A burst of cool air touched her body and she lifted her head. 
The claustrophobia she had felt a while ago, lessened. She put her foot on the 
third step and peered into the darkness. ∞∞∞∞∞

He opened the lounge door and stepped in. Shakir Baba, who had heard the car 
come up the driveway, came hurrying out of the kitchen.
‘How are you, Shakir Baba,’ he greeted him, courteous as ever.
‘I am well, young master. And you?’
‘I am well too,’ he replied putting the keys on the center table and seating 
himself on the sofa.
‘Would you like some tea?’ Shakir Baba asked.
‘Yes. That would be nice. Is father home?’
‘No, he left a little while ago, taking the driver with him’.
‘That’s too bad, I came to see him. Any idea when he will return?’
‘I have no idea, but perhaps Begum Sahiba will know,’ Shakir Baba replied.
‘Is Mummy home?’
‘Yes, she is in her room. Should I tell her you are here?’
‘Please do.’
Zaleed picked up a magazine from the center table and began to skim through 
it. Finding nothing of interest he flung it back on the table and casually looked 
around the room. His eyes fell on a painting on the far wall. Intrigued he walked 
up to have a closer look.
A fair hand, from the elbow to the tip of the middle finger, was painted against 
a black background. The five fingers, long and tapering, were spread out and 
from each finger long thin branches extended in every direction creating the 
impression of a tree against the dark backdrop. The branches emanating from 
the hand were bare of all foliage creating a forlorn image. The hand from the 
wrist to the elbow too was stark and withered giving the impression of dried 
bark, the protruding veins reinforcing the impression of a gnarled trunk. On the 
wrist was clamped a beautiful watch with a black dial and a black strap. The 
watch had no hands to tell the time; instead tiny diamonds sparkled on its face. 
The lines of fate, life, head and heart etched on the palm stood out in sharp 
relief against the hand; on each of the lines small spots of blood, so tiny as to 
be mere dots, sparkled.
Glancing down, he noticed the painting had been captioned Desire. Even more 
intrigued, he continued to study it. Moving back a couple of steps he looked at 



it from this perspective. The image was undoubtedly that of a tree; it was 
difficult to see it as anything other than that. It was only on closer examination 
that one realized that a hand had been painted in the likeness of a tree.
Another glance at the bottom of the painting told him that the artist was UM 
ME. This gave no clue as to whether the artist was a man or a woman. But 
whoever it was there could be no doubt that this was a painter of an 
extraordinary caliber. Zaleed was an artist himself and also an art critic. There 
was no fault he could find with this work. The lines were just right, the 
brushstrokes supreme, and the colors molded to perfection.
Desire…he pondered over the title. This painting which was new to the room 
seemed to dominate all the others in the lounge.
‘This painting was not here before,’ he observed as Shakir Baba entered the 
room with tea for him.
‘Yes. Begum Sahiba got it a few days ago.’ Shakir Baba left the room just as 
Nuzhat entered.
‘You have come after a very long time, Zaleed,’ Nuzhat said going up to him 
and patting his cheek.
‘Asalam alaikum, Mummy. How are you? Yes, I have been very busy…Mummy, 
where did you get this painting from?’
‘It was being sold at the club. I liked it and bought it.’
‘Who is the artist?’
‘That I don’t know.’
‘Give this painting to me Mummy. I’ll pay you for it,’ Zaleed wasted no time in 
making his request.
‘Forget about the payment. You can have it.’
‘No Mummy. This must be a very expensive painting. I can’t just pick it up and 
walk away,’ said Zaleed making himself comfortable on the sofa.
‘No, the painting itself is very inexpensive; only Rs2000, but the frame is 
expensive. I had it framed after I bought it,’ Nuzhat explained, coming and 
sitting next to him.
‘Only Rs2000. That’s unbelievable. It’s criminal. For art like this to be sold so…’ 
Zaleed shook his head in disbelief. ‘Anyway Mummy, if you ever see a painting 
by this artist again, please buy it for me.’
‘For sure. I’ll remember. Now tell me how is the factory running?’ Nuzhat asked 
changing the subject effectively.
∞∞∞∞∞
The rain fell even harder. Irritated she shut the book with a bang. She could feel 
her anger rising. She looked up at the wood and  roof from where she could see 
the water that was beginning to seep through—as it did every year.



‘And now a dish will be placed under it and the maddening sound of water plop 
plopping into it all night will not let me sleep,’ she muttered to herself in 
exasperation.
Sitting on the wooden cot, with a book in her lap and biting her nails she 
presented a picture of anxiety. Through the open door now adding to the noise 
of the falling rain was the sound of Mama Jan dragging and pulling things out 
of the open courtyard onto the verandah to protect them from the downpour. 
When the rain had started Mama Jan had been praying; by the time she had 
finished the drizzle and turned into a downpour. Without even waiting to fold 
up her prayer mat Mama Jan had run into the courtyard to rescue the furniture 
from the rain. Not once did she call on Mariam to help her and Mariam too 
obdurately remained where she was making no effort to lend a hand.
With the book shut she continued to muse in anger. ‘All this is because Mama 
Jan chooses it to be so. Let her move the furniture herself; perhaps she will then 
realize how futile all this is. But Mama Jan…Mama Jan will never understand 
anything! At the rate it is raining soon the lane outside will be flooded and all 
the filthy water will overflow into our courtyard. And we will not even be able to 
step out from the verandah into the courtyard without getting our feet mired in 
muck.’ She gave an angry sigh trying hard to keep her anxiety under control.
‘Soon we will be marooned on an island, waiting for the rain to subside, waiting 
for the brick floor to reemerge from the filth—the 15-foot long brick corridor 
that links our verandah to the outer door beyond the courtyard—and unless all 
this happens there is no way we can access the world outside our door. And 
this…all this Mama Jan you say is my fate. That were it not so, none of this 
would have happened.’ Mariam continued to brood with a bitter smile playing 
on her lips.
Adding to the din of the rainstorm was the bleating of a goat. Ever since she 
could remember a goat was bought every year and at the end of the year it was 
offered up as a sacrifice. As a child she had loved these animals but as she grew 
up she began to take an unreasonable dislike to them—these goats whose color 
changed every year but whose bleating never varied.
Now, yet another noise, as familiar as the bleating of the goat, filled the room: 
the clucking of chickens. Again as far back as Mariam could remember, they 
had a brood in the house and while she disliked these hens her aversion to 
them was not as intense as her loathing of the goats. Call it the doctrine of 
necessity or whatever, for she enjoyed the eggs they laid and, occasionally, the 
meat they provided. This was her only indulgence. If there was something she 
could make use of, she was willing to overlook the irritation it caused.
So far the sound of the mewing of the cat, yet another animal that formed an 
integral part of the household, had not reached her. It was yet another sound 



she loathed. She could never decide whether she hated the cat or the goat 
more. At least the goat came in useful once a year, but the cat…what use was 
it?
She could remember every cat they had ever had. Each time a cat died a new 
one would appear after a few days, and Mama Jan…she could feel her temper 
rise again as she thought of the last cat they had and how tense that made her. 
The cat had met with an accident on the lane outside when it had been hit by a 
motorbike. Its spine had been injured and it could no longer walk properly. It 
dragged itself everywhere a little at a time. Instead of getting rid of it 
immediately, Mama Jan began to look after the cat as if it were a new born 
baby. Mariam would be nauseated each time she saw Mama Jan clean up after 
it. How could she do that, Mariam would wonder. Did she not feel repulsed by 
it? Every time the cat made a mess Mama Jan would clean it up. She would wash 
the cat in warm water and regularly massage its hind legs which had been 
injured in the accident. Mariam wished she could throw the cat away in the 
garbage heap! This went on for a year and then one day the cat died. Mama Jan 
did nothing but mourn that day, and Mariam celebrated by cooking the meal. 
Thank God she was finally rid of the cat.
And then, two weeks later Mama Jan took in another kitten. Mariam wanted to 
bang her head against the wall. But Mama Jan was as chirpy as could be. One 
would have thought a long-lost relative had returned.
‘Yes. Mama Jan and her pets,’ thought Mariam with a cynical smile. ‘Me, the 
goat, the hens, the chicken…and of these I am the least important in her eyes,’ 
she began to mutter in indignation.
All through the year the animals would change their spots—from the courtyard 
in summer to the verandah during the rains, and to this very room in winter. 
This little room, in this little 3-marla house with its tiny courtyard, its tiny 
kitchen and where there was nothing—no fridge, no TV, no heater, no gas, 
nothing! She wished she could flee from this tiny, suffocating house. Sometimes 
in anger she would tell Mama Jan, ‘Why did you bother to get electricity? We 
could have done without it. We could have used oil lamps, or lanterns or even 
candles. What need was there for electricity?’
Mama Jan would not respond. In silence she would listen to her ranting. She 
would often think that this silence, this serenity, were the weapons Mama Jan 
used to defeat her. To debilitate her.
The rain had increased in intensity. And Mariam’s anger too kept intensifying. 
She disliked rain any time of the year, but monsoon rain….she wished she could 
go and live in a desert where there would be not a drop of water. Not even 
drinking water. Just no water. Period.



The monsoons, the resultant dirty-water filled courtyard and the muck strewn 
lanes would make it impossible for her to walk to her college without spoiling 
her clothes. And to go to college with mud splattered clothes was a humiliation 
too much to bear. She had only one solution to this problem. On the days it 
rained she would stay home. But when it rained incessantly for days on end she 
would have no choice but to grit her teeth and make her way to college being 
as careful as she could to lift the cuff of her shalwar high above the filth, but 
despite her best efforts some mud would inevitably be splattered on her 
clothes. And then to see the smirk on the faces of the others as they looked 
down on her…when heavy silk and rich brocade are muddied their beauty is 
enhanced, but mud on coarse unrefined cotton only draws attention to the 
poverty of the wearer.
Mama Jan came into the room. Mariam quickly picked up her book and 
pretended to be absorbed in it. Mama Jan was soaked to the skin. From under 
her book Mariam looked at her askance. The wet clothes clinging to her 
revealed all her bones making her look even frailer. Without saying a word to 
Mariam she took off her chador and spread it on the wooden cot to dry. Then 
she folded the prayer mat and looked up at the ceiling with a half smile. ‘I see 
this corner of the roof is holding out well. Despite the fact that it has been 
raining for days now no water has yet seeped in,’ she commented with 
satisfaction.
‘Yes the concrete you spread on the roof before the rains seems to have done 
its job,’ said Mariam, pointedly looking at another spot from where the water 
was beginning to drip.
Wordlessly, Mama Jan left the room and brought back a sun-baked dish to put 
under the dripping ceiling.
Every year before the rains Mama Jan would religiously have the roof repaired 
with a mixture of mud and gravel to stop it from breaking up altogether. For 
the last three years she had spread a clean plastic sheet before beginning the 
process and now there were three plastic sheets embedded in the roof. But to 
no avail. Each year the monsoons did further damage to this dilapidated 
building and rain water would manage to find its way in. And each year the roof 
threatened to collapse in the heavy rain. But unbelievably, this year it was 
holding out reasonably well.
As with all else, Mariam hated the time before the rains when Mama Jan would 
start fixing the roof because Mama Jan would sit in the centre of the courtyard 
kneading together the clay and gravel used to bind the roof. Her hands up to 
the elbow would be covered in the mixture and often she would use her feet 
also to knead the mixture. At such times Mariam hated it when Mama Jan 
cooked for her. Although she would scrub her hands clean before starting the 



meals Mariam could not stop herself from showing the revulsion she felt. 
Gradually Mama Jan had stopped cooking the days she was busy with the roof. 
Instead she would send for the meal from outside.
The ceiling fan whirred softly fanning her anger more than the room. This 
supposedly noiseless fan’s humming was yet another constant in her life. She 
often thought that if she were ever to move away to more congenial 
surroundings she would never be able to sleep without this constant white 
noise in her ears.
‘No comforts, no luxuries, just contentment. To hell with this contentment 
Mama Jan,’ she muttered in resentment.
‘How long can a human being be happy in a ramshackle room with cracked 
flooring and a leaking roof, with four animals, some seedlings and forlorn 
hopes for company?’ she thought to herself. ‘How long can a person remain 
happy in such circumstances? In fact, how can a human being remain in such a 
state? And why should one? If better circumstances present themselves why 
should one not take advantage of the situation? But Mama Jan…who can explain 
this to Mama Jan? But if she wants to live like a frog in a well, let her. She has 
spent her life living like this Why should I do the same? If she thinks, like her, I 
can stay happy in this little room with her animals and plants, she is mistaken. 
This house is not my destiny. I will not live here.’ Mariam’s anger showed no 
sign of abating.
‘I cannot spend my life here with them. I am not one of them,’ this oft repeated 
thought ran through her mind again. ‘How long can she keep me chained here? 
One day I will run away…Mama Jan cannot hold me forever.’ In her increased 
state of agitation, Mariam began to gnaw at her nails again.
Mama Jan came into the room again. Once again Mariam picked up her book 
and pretended to be engrossed in it. Mama Jan had changed into dry clothes 
and now set about tidying the room. Mariam had been painting in the room all 
day and as usual had not bothered to clear up after herself. All her things lay 
scattered around—the easel, the palette, the paint brushes, the tubes of paint, 
her books—all the paraphernalia that she used for painting. Patiently, Mama Jan 
picked up each thing returning it to its place. Not once did Mariam get up to 
help and not once did she thank her. She felt Mama Jan owed her this for 
incarcerating her within these walls.
‘She owes me this,’ Mariam thought to herself angrily, ‘for all the pain she has 
caused me. After all it is because of her stubbornness that we are here. So if 
she has to work so hard it is her own fault. If only she would listen to me she 
would be spared of having to do so much. But if she will not listen; if she insists 
on having her own way, then so be it. I, too, will not help.’
‘You haven’t had your tea,’ her mother’s voice broke her reverie.



‘I told you I did not want any tea and yet you got it,’ she replied without 
bothering to look up from her book.
‘I gave you tea because you have not eaten anything all day,’ her mother replied 
as she picked up the cup of cold tea from the bedside table.
‘And I will never ever eat again, at least not in this house.’
‘Why are you being so stubborn, Mariam?’ her mother asked gently coming to 
sit beside her on the bed.
‘I am not being stubborn. You are,’ Mariam replied angrily shutting the book 
with a bang.
‘Whatever I am doing I am doing for you, Mariam. For your good.’
‘Please Mama Jan! Don’t keep repeating this all the time,’ Mariam replied 
wearily. ‘Stop doing things for “my good”. Leave me to my fate. Let me live the 
way I want to. Stop being a hindrance in my life.’
‘I am not trying to hinder you in any way. All I want is to protect you from 
harm.’
‘If you really cared for me Mama Jan you would not let me live in this hovel. You 
could take me to England where we could live in some comfort. I could make a 
name for myself. But no! In your stubbornness, to fulfill your own wishes, you 
have deprived me of everything but the bare necessities. For everything I want I 
have had to plead. And now you say you want to protect me. Protect me from 
what? A few necessities? A few luxuries? What harm will come to me if I achieve 
fame? If people know me for who I am? Will it harm me if people recognize my 
work? Will it hurt me to gain some financial security?’ Mariam let all her 
bitterness show.
Mama Jan kept quiet through the tirade. ‘Shall I make you a fresh cup of tea?’
It was as if Mariam had not spoken. Angry at being ignored made her temper 
flare even further. ‘You are not doing me any good by forcing me to live your 
life, Mama Jan. Don’t impose your principles on me.’ She moved away from her 
mother in anger. ‘You do not love me. If you did…’
It was pointless to continue. Mama Jan had quietly left the room
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she did it, she never bothered to ask herself. At least not until she met Mazhar 
Khan six years later. By then she had lost all identity except for the epithet 
Dusky Damsel by which she was known to all.
Catherine’s mother, Ruth Brown, came from a Methodist family—a family where 
boys were more valued than girls. A family which frowned upon women having 
careers. Ruth Brown’s father was proud of the fact that his wife had never 
worked before she got married nor had she hankered after a higher education. 
After marrying him she was happy devoting herself completely to her home and 
family.
Ruth too showed no signs of deviating from the family path. Having received a 
minimal education she was waiting to marry one of the ‘suitable’ boys she had 
been introduced to by her family. That is until she met a Pakistani. She did not 
know what attracted her so strongly to this man, but the appeal was there and 
soon after meeting him she ran away from home and began to live with him.
Ruth’s family was horrified by what she had done. Of the three sisters, Ruth was 
the most timid and unassuming. No one could have guessed that not only 
would she disobey her family by opting to live with a man outside of marriage, 
but that too with a man who was neither of her Church nor of her race.
Ruth knew well enough that her family would never accept a man outside the 
accepted social circle and so she had kept her friendship with Aleem a secret. 
She was afraid that if they found out she was seeing him they would confine her 
to the house. So it was only after leaving home and starting her new life that 
she wrote to her family informing them of what she had done. She received no 
reply to her letter. She had not expected any.
Ruth did not live with Aleem for long although she did marry him. She also 
accepted Islam in the hope that it would compel Aleem to stay with her. This 
did not happen. Aleem was an illegal immigrant. His only interest in Ruth was 
that she was his ticket to permanent residence. Once he had legalized his 
status, shortly before Catherine was born, he disappeared. Ruth was 
devastated. She could not believe that Aleem had indeed abandoned her. For 
weeks she scoured his known haunts. She went to each of his Pakistani friends 
to inquire about him. All professed no knowledge. It was as if Aleem had fallen 
off the face of the earth.
Slowly the realization grew: Aleem had deserted her. He would not come back 
and his friends would go on covering for him. ‘He has gone to Spain…to 
France…back home to Pakistan…wherever’; the deception would continue.
Ruth was only 21 years old and her world had collapsed around her. She could 
not return to her family and she had no skills to earn her own living. However 
fate intervened and helped her out of her predicament. A few weeks before the 
birth of her child, Ruth’s father died. For Ruth, this was a blessing in disguise. 



Her father would never have allowed her back but her mother, after a short 
interval, asked Ruth if she would like to come home. So it was in her 
grandmother’s house that Catherine grew up, with her mother and 
grandmother—Ruth’s siblings all having left the home to live their own lives in 
different cities.
Catherine’s earliest childhood memories were of her mother and grandmother 
quarrelling incessantly. Buffeted by life’s troubles her mother had taken to 
drink. At night she worked in a bar and the days were spent in a drunken haze. 
Her grandmother took on the responsibility of looking after little Catherine, and 
it was she who told Catherine about her father.
Catherine’s mother had little to do with her. If truth be told she had little to do 
with anyone. Aleem’s betrayal had scarred her and she could not get her life 
together again. Catherine could not make out if her mother loved or hated her. 
Sometimes her mother would take Catherine out with her but if she came 
across an Asian or Muslim she would start shouting and berating him and 
would spit in his direction. Catherine became terrified of having to go out with 
her mother.
Ruth had accepted Islam when she married Aleem but after the betrayal she was 
neither a Muslim nor a Christian. ‘There is no God,’ is what Catherine heard 
from her mother over and over again in the sixteen years she lived with her. 
The words were ingrained in her, and even when she went to Church with her 
grandmother Catherine would hear the refrain, ‘There is no God.’
From her mother and grandmother Catherine heard a continuous vitriol against 
Islam and Pakistanis. Whenever in a drunken stupor, which was often, Ruth 
would start a harangue against Muslims and Pakistanis. Seeing her daughter in 
this state, her grandmother would join in. Lying awake in bed, Catherine would 
hear this vituperative tirade against her father. Contrarily, instead of anger she 
developed a curiosity about her father and a desire to know more about him. 
This desire gradually widened into an interest in all things Pakistani. Catherine 
could not understand why she felt this way about a man who had destroyed her 
mother’s life. Perhaps it was a subconscious rebellion against her mother and 
grandmother.
When Catherine was 13, her grandmother died and for the first time Catherine 
was faced with the realities of life. The house she had lived in all her life was 
sold and the money from the sale was divided among Ruth and her brothers 
and sisters. With her share of the money Ruth rented a small apartment in one 
of the more squalid parts of the town. Damp and dark, the building Ruth and 
Catherine moved into was marked for demolition as were so many other 
buildings in the area. Catherine felt uncomfortable in her new surroundings and 
hated the long walk to school. Always an indifferent student, she soon dropped 



out of school altogether. Had Ruth taken an interest in her daughter and her 
future, things may have been different. But with her mother gone, Ruth’s 
drinking problem became even more acute and Catherine had to cope with 
everything in their life together. With Ruth drinking like a fish, the money from 
the sale of the house began to dwindle fast and young Catherine was faced with 
the prospect of eviction and starvation. She found herself a job in the bakery 
section of a factory, but when Ruth fell ill Catherine gave up her job to look 
after her mother. What she thought would be a temporary phase turned out to 
be a half year stint of nursing her mother who was diagnosed with cancer.
Catherine nursed her mother day and night. As the cancer spread seeping Ruth 
of all strength, Catherine watched her mother turn into a virtual skeleton. All 
day she would moan in pain. Through her suffering and in the haze of 
painkillers Ruth would repeat incessantly, ‘He ruined me! He destroyed my life!’ 
Catherine never asked whom she meant for she knew well enough it was her 
father Ruth was referring to.
Catherine looked after her mother with the greatest care she could manage. It 
was as if she wanted to assure her that despite her father’s blood that ran in 
her veins, she would never abandon Ruth as her father had done.
Catherine never knew if she managed to allay her mother’s heartache, but in 
the last few weeks of her life Catherine noticed her mother’s eyes following her 
ceaselessly as she went about her work at home.
At the age of 37, Ruth Brown died. Catherine was only 16. A few days after her 
mother’s death she found employment in the bar where her mother had worked 
all her life. The six months she had spent nursing Ruth had caused Catherine to 
fall deeply in debt. Not only was she behind in the payment of the rent, there 
were numerous other creditors to be paid. Catherine took up a day job in 
addition to her evening work at the bar. But try as she might to meet her 
expenses, she couldn’t do it.
Desperate to break out of the trap of poverty, on the advice of a colleague at 
the bar, Catherine agreed to meet a client. The money she made from spending 
a couple of hours with the man was not such as to free her from her worries but 
it did give her her first decent meal in many days and enabled her to buy a 
slightly used sweater.
Back home she cried her heart out. The new sweater and full stomach could not 
compensate for the desolation she felt that night.
‘It is only for a short while,’ she consoled herself the next morning as she got 
ready to leave for work. Once I have paid off my debts I will never do this again. 
I will look for a better place to live. I’ll find a boyfriend and get married. I’ll 
never do this again. I’ll have a better life. I will have a home and a husband and 
children…’



But the life she entered was a hidden trap that would not let her go so easily. 
‘Just this once,’ she told herself each time she went out with a new client, ‘this 
one time and never again. I will start my life anew from tomorrow. This phase of 
my life will be over. I will never have to relive this again.’ But though she 
reassured herself every day, she could not break free of the quicksand that was 
sucking her in.
A year passed and she had paid off her debts, but she was now known in the 
neighborhood as the Dusky Damsel and her past followed her wherever she 
went. She left the bar and took up a job as a sales associate in a corner store 
but her former clients continued to pester her till the store manager was 
compelled to fire her. This happened a number of times and Catherine in 
frustration thought of moving.That is until fate intervened the second time in 
her life.

Chapter 3
In the pitch dark she measured each step carefully as she put one foot ahead of 
the other and slowly made her way up the stairs. In the gloom she could only 
gauge the length and breadth of the step beneath her foot. The staircase was 
smooth to the feel; slippery and polished. Perhaps it is made of marble, she 
thought to herself.She continued on her journey. The gusts of cool air that 
touched her body now and again were becoming more frequent.  

∞∞∞∞∞



He had just reached home that evening and was preparing to change when the 
servant entered the room with a carefully wrapped package in his hand. ‘Begum 
Sahiba sent this in the afternoon. Her driver bought it over.’
‘What is it?’ Zaleed inquired rather surprised.
‘I don’t know, but it feels like a painting.’
‘A painting!’ Zaleed was nonplused for a moment then he remembered the 
painting at his mother’s house and his request to her to buy him one by the 
same artist. He carefully removed the wrapping and looked at the picture. 
Zaleed was captivated. His exhaustion vanished. He smiled to himself. Propping 
the canvas on a chair he sat back to admire this unusual depiction.
Like with the other painting the background of this one too, depicted the dark 
sky. In the foreground was painted dun colored, parched, baked earth dissected 
with large cracks. In the centre of the frame, a plant rooted in the ground was 
rearing its head up to the sky. Near the ground the plant was denuded of all 
leaves; only gnarled branches were entwined with each other. Further up, the 
leaves grew in abundance, pale green to start off with, and then a deep green 
on top. An intense white light shone from above on the creeper. Wherever the 
shaft of light fell the leaves grew large, dark green, and in abundance. Where 
the light failed the leaves died out. It seemed as if instead of growing from the 
bottom to the top the creeper was growing from the top to the bottom, or 
perhaps it was the light that was causing the leaves to flourish only on top of 
the plant. The play of the light on the plant colored the leaves in various shades 
of green creating an unusual and intriguing pattern.
Getting up and moving close to the painting he read the caption: Faith. His eyes 
returned to the painting trying to determine the connection between the 
caption and the image.
‘Desire and Faith,’ he mused. ‘Is this supposed to be mysticism or 
metaphysics?’ He picked up the cell phone lying on the bed and called his 
mother. After the initial greeting, Nuzhat promptly asked, ‘Did you like the 
painting?’
‘Thank you Mummy, I love it so much that it is difficult to put in words. I want 
you to find out something about the artist.’
‘Sure, I’ll ask Mrs Sami. She should know; she sells the paintings.’
‘How much did it cost?’ Zaleed asked.
‘The same as the last one. Two thousand rupees,’ Mummy replied.
‘That’s a steal,’ Zaleed was indignant. ‘Why is the artist doing this to himself? 
Even mediocre paintings in an art gallery sell at a considerable price, and this 
work is outstanding! This really is a sad state of affairs.’
‘It is possible that the artist is in some sort of a financial crisis and needs cash 
urgently and so is selling off a few of his works. You know, Zaleed, what art 



gallery owners are like. They don’t patronize newcomers. Moreover they only 
pay after a work is sold.’
‘True. But do please ask Mrs Sami for more information about the painter,’ 
Zaleed was insistent.
‘I’ll do that tomorrow,’ Nuzhat said putting down the phone.
The next day, however, she had forgotten all about this conversation. Zaleed 
was busy preparing for his trip to Singapore and the matter slipped from his 
mind too. From Singapore Zaleed went on to Korea to purchase machinery for 
his factory and by the time he returned a month and a half later, he needed to 
prepare for a couple of international fairs being hosted by the EPB. The two 
paintings lay forgotten by Zaleed, and since there had been no new exhibition 
in the Club either, nothing jogged Nuzhat’s memory either and the paintings 
and artist were forgotten for the time being.
∞∞∞∞∞
This was not her first disagreement with Mama Jan. Her entire life had been 
spent in conflict with Mama Jan. Mariam had never been satisfied with her lot. 
The real cause of her resentment was her belief that they could lead more 
comfortable lives if only Mama Jan wanted to. But Mama Jan….! And as the 
years passed and she moved from one step to another her bitterness and 
despair increased.
She hated everything about her life and everything associated with it. Her house 
and everything in it, the neighborhood, the people in the neighborhood,  the 
neglected lanes that ran to her neighborhood, her fruit-and-vegetable selling 
father and his dingy shop at the end of the lane which she had to pass every 
day on her way to and back from school. Cowering with embarrassment, she 
would avoid looking at the shop where her father sat. What would the girls in 
her school say if they ever found out her father was a shopkeeper! She would be 
laughed out of school.
‘I am not one of them. I am not one of them,’ she would mutter to herself 
endlessly as she went about her daily chores—as if this desperate chant would 
somehow magically transform her lifestyle. When her father died she felt no 
sorrow. Instead though she was ashamed to admit it, she felt a lessening of the 
despair that surrounded her. At least she was rid of one of the things that 
caused her so much mortification. At least now that she had nothing to do with 
it, she would no longer have to turn her face away from that fruit and vegetable 
shop that had been the source so much misery over the years.
The death of her father did not lead to any happiness; the list of things she 
disliked was still long. Perhaps this is how life would have continued had she 
not in her final year before graduation from the National College of Arts (NCA) 



begun to see a way out of her circumstances. She met a man. He was to change 
her life irrevocably.
∞∞∞∞∞
‘What a hulk!’
Umme Mariam could not make out if there was spite or desire in Ayza Durrani 
voice but it did make her turn around to look. The three of them, Ayza, Maria 
and Mariam, were sitting on the steps of the verandah of the college. Standing a 
few feet away, engrossed in conversation with Naila Habib and Sofia Durrani 
was an attractive tall young man.
‘Gorgeous!’ Maria gave a low whistle acknowledging the truth of Ayza’s 
statement. In her heart Mariam too had to agree that the young man in the navy 
blue shirt and black jeans was indeed extremely handsome.
There were many at the NCA who were good-looking and whom everyone 
acknowledged for their attractive looks but there was something more about 
this young man: a self-contained pride that made him different from the 
others.
Mariam forced herself to look away and concentrate on her work.
‘Isn’t Sofia the luckiest girl in the world?’ Ayza Durrani sighed.
It was no use pretending her work interested her; Mariam too was intrigued by 
the good-looking man.
‘Why this sudden envy of Sofia?’ Maria asked dipping into the packet of chips.
‘Why? Every good-looking guy in this college is infatuated with Sofia,’ Ayza 
replied helping herself to some chips too. ‘If there are 20 good-looking guys 
around and 19 of them are smitten by Sofia, I will envy her. And the sad thing is 
that every newcomer also gravitates to her circle. Now just look at this guy. 
Today is the first day I have seen him in college, and where do I see him but 
with Sofia. She has something of a Helen of Troy in her. The college is full of 
attractive girls but Sofia has something special about her. If we were to have a 
beauty contest in the college there is no doubt in my mind Sofia would walk 
away with the title.’
Ayza’s chatter made it difficult for Mariam to concentrate on her assignment.
‘Just look, he can hardly take his eyes off Sofia!’ Ayza prattled on.
Mariam looked towards the couple. Ayza was right. The newcomer seemed 
completely enamored by Sofia.
Ayza was still staring at the guy. Suddenly she said, ‘I am quite sure I have seen 
him somewhere before.’
‘Have you? That’s funny. I think I have seen him before too,’ Maria replied.
‘What about you, Mariam? Have you seen him before?’ Ayza turned towards 
Mariam bringing her into the conversation.



‘No, I don’t think so,’ Mariam replied curtly turning her attention back to her 
book.
‘I think he is leaving,’ Ayza said.
He shook hands with Sofia and with long strides started walking past the three 
girls. He did not even look at them as he walked past; his entire attention was 
on calling someone on his cell phone.  This gave Mariam a chance to have a 
good look at him. Ayza was right. There was something familiar about him.
‘He looked good from far but he is even more gorgeous close up,’ Ayza sighed.
‘Let’s ask Sofia about him,’ Maria said and without waiting for a reply called 
out, ‘Hi Sofia!’
Sofia and Naila strolled up to the three friends.
‘Who was the guy you were talking to?’ Maria had no qualms asking.
‘He is my cousin, Zaleed Awab.’ Sofia replied not without some pride.
‘Just a cousin…or?’
‘Just a cousin for now. Who knows what the future holds,’ Sofia replied 
enigmatically.
‘So there is a chance…’ Ayza was in a probing mood.
‘There is always a chance.’ Sofia would not give anything away.
‘We have never seen him in the college before,’ Maria chimed in.
‘No he does not study here. He was at the NCA for a time but he left to join the 
Indus Valley School of Arts in Karachi. He graduated in Textile Design and has 
been running my Uncle’s factory for the last year and a half,’ Sofia gave all the 
details.
‘We felt we had seen him somewhere before,’ Maria tried to explain away their 
curiosity.
“It is quite likely,’ Sofia replied. ‘He used to model quite a bit till about two 
years ago when he started working in the factory. He has not modeled since.’
‘Oh! Okay, so that is why he looked so familiar. We must have seen him in a 
magazine.’ Ayza seemed satisfied by the explanation.
‘He is in the process of organizing a fashion show at the moment. Also he is 
working on another project and needs some students to work with him. That is 
why he was here. If any of you are interested I can introduce you to him,’ Sofia 
offered.
Ayza and Maria looked at each other for a minute. Then, ‘What sort of a 
project?’ Ayza asked.
‘I don’t know. I didn’t ask but if you guys are interested you can get the details 
yourself. I can give you his contact numbers,’ Sofia replied.
‘Thank you Sofia. We’d be really interested in working with your cousin,’ Ayza 
replied enthusiastically pulling her diary out of her bag to note down the 
numbers.



‘Here, write this down. This is his home phone. You can contact him on this 
number after 10 p.m. And this is his cell number. Give him my reference. Tell 
him I asked you to contact him.’
Both Ayza and Maria noted down the number happily and Sofia and Naila 
walked away.
‘Did you note down the number too?’ Ayza turned to Mariam who during the 
conversation had pretended to be busy with her book.
‘No!’
‘Why not? You are usually interested in working on projects. And everyone 
knows how good you are.’ Ayza was a bit surprised at Mariam’s lack of interest.
‘I don’t want any work through Sofia,’ Mariam replied in a bitter tone.
‘What difference does it make? We are class fellows. We use each other’s 
reference all the time.’ Maria and Ayza collected their things as they got ready 
to leave. No mention was ever made again of the incident.

Chapter 4
That evening instead of returning home straight from work, she bought herself 
a burger and coffee and headed to the little park across the road. For a while 
she stood watching the kids at play before heading to the edge of the ground to 
the bleachers. She sat there eating her burger absorbed in her thoughts till a 
voice broke into her reverie. ‘Hello, are you South Asian?’Catherine looked up. 
She saw a tall young man standing before her. In his appearance he looked 
English, but his accent betrayed him. He was looking at her hoping to find a 
fellow voyager. Catherine was used to this query. With her dark skin and brown 



eyes she could pass off as a South Asian; but her flaxen hair and Western 
features confused onlookers.‘No. I am not South Asian,’ she replied 
indifferently.‘Oh! I am sorry.’ The stranger was contrite, his face red with 
embarrassment. Or was it the cold? Catherine was not sure. He picked up his 
bag and moved a little way off and sat down on the further end of the bleacher. 
Catherine watched him for a while, and then God knows what came over her, 
she walked up to him.

‘Why do you ask?’
‘Because I am one,’ he replied standing up courteously. Although his accent was 
not quite right, his language was impeccable.
‘You don’t look South Asian.’
The young man smiled without replying.
‘Where in South Asia?’ Catherine was beginning to take an interest in this young 
man.
‘Pakistan.’
For a moment Catherine froze. The cup of coffee which she had raised to her 
lips remained untouched. ‘Oh!’ Her voice was cold.
‘Do you know Pakistan?’ The change in attitude was not lost on the young man.
‘Very well.’ She took a step back and looked intently at the young man, then in 
a quick movement she gulped down the last sip of coffee from the cup, took a 
step forward and spat on him. Before he could react she had spun around to 
flee. But this is where she made a mistake. In her haste to escape she 
miscalculated the distance to the next step, lost her balance, and tumbled over, 
rolling all the way down to the ground. She lay there with the wind knocked out 
of her. The young man who had been completely taken aback by her reaction, 
moved instinctively. Wiping his cheek with the sleeve of his jacket, he ran down 
the steps.
‘Are you all right?’ he asked with concern crouching down before her. Catherine 
was not all right. She had taken quite a fall and was bruised all over. She had 
wrenched her back and her right knee was badly scraped. Moreover she was 
ashamed of what she had done. This was the first time she had ever done such 
a thing. Had she not been in such a foul mood she may never have acted so 
foolishly. Refusing to look at him, she buried her face in her arms.
‘Are you all right? He repeated his question rubbing her arm gently. Catherine 
had no choice, she had to get up. She could not lie there forever, with her face 
hidden.
‘I am good,’ she replied sitting up ignoring the sharp pain shooting up her back 
and shoulders. The man continued to lightly massage her arm. Despite her 
effort to show no pain, it was obvious she would be unable to move without 



some assistance. She wanted no help from anyone, least of all from this man 
who continued to sit next to her, massaging her arm and looking at her with 
such concern.
‘Do you need any help?’
‘No thank you,’ she still refused to look at him. She was hoping with all her 
might that he would move away so she could try and stand. She breathed a sigh 
of relief when he stood up but instead of moving away he continued to stand 
there waiting for her to rise.
The pain in her lower back was killing her now. She was finding it difficult to 
keep her composure. The man extended his hand to help her. Catherine 
refused the offer. ‘I am all right. Please go away.’
He finally moved away but did not go far. Moving behind her he climbed up the 
steps of the bleachers and sat down again. Although she could not see him she 
could guess he was there watching her.
Putting both her hands down behind her on the step she tried to rise but the 
stabbing pain in her back and knee forced her to sit down again. She shut her 
mouth firmly in an effort to restrain the scream that rose to her lips. Tears 
streamed down her face. The man was down in a second.
‘You are badly hurt,’ he said sympathetically.
‘My back hurts, and so does my knee.’ Catherine was really scared now. She 
could hardly afford a long illness. She had neither the means to pay for 
medication nor could she afford the luxury of a long convalescence.
‘Take my hand and try to stand up,’ he said gently.
‘I don’t think I can.’ The tears were running freely now.
‘Try. Here take my hand, I’ll help you.’
Catherine grabbed his hand and pulled herself up. A razor-sharp spasm shot 
through her back but she managed to stand up. However, she could not quite 
put her right foot down. Now that she was standing, unpredictably, her back 
felt better.
‘Now try and bend and touch your toes,’ the young man instructed.
‘Why?’ Catherine was surprised.
‘To make sure your back is not damaged.’
Letting go of his hand Catherine did as he said. Slowly she bent down, touched 
her toes and straightened up again. Despite some discomfort she was able to 
do it.
‘Is the pain bad?’
‘Not too bad.’ Her back was all right but she still could not put any weight on 
her right foot.



Swinging his bag over his arm, he came to stand beside her on the right. 
Offering her his arm for support he said, ‘Let’s get to the road. We can get a 
taxi and get you to a hospital.’
Catherine had no desire to go to a hospital, nor did she wish to spend any 
money on a taxi. ‘I am all right now. I don’t need a doctor. I’ll find my way 
home.’
The man did not reply. Quietly he helped her out of the park and hailed a taxi. 
Disregarding her objections he helped her into it and asked the driver to take 
them to the nearest hospital. ‘I cannot understand why you are being stubborn. 
You need to see a doctor to determine that nothing is seriously wrong.’
Catherine kept quiet. Luckily, she had suffered no serious injury and after some 
first aid in Emergency she was discharged.
‘I can manage on my own now,’ Catherine was quick to say as they came out on 
the street again. But despite her protestation the young man hailed another 
taxi. Catherine got into the cab and gave her address to the driver. The man 
took out a few pounds and paid the fare. Dismissing Catherine’s objections 
with a gesture of the hand, he said, ‘It is immaterial whether you pay the fare or 
I do.’
‘I am ashamed…’ Catherine was about to apologize for her earlier behavior. But 
once again the man stopped her with a wave of his hand.
‘We’ll talk of that later, when we meet again. You cannot dismiss your behavior 
in one sentence nor can I forgive you in another,’ saying this, he moved away. 
Astonished, Catherine stared at him as the taxi pulled away from the kerb.
Catherine leant against the seat of the cab and closed her eyes. What a peculiar 
man. If he was still angry with her for her bad conduct why had he been so kind 
to her? And why was he so sure they would meet again? He knew nothing of 
her. The name and address she had given at the hospital had been aliases. The 
address given to the taxi driver was also incorrect. It was that of a street 
adjacent to her own. She could not fathom him but one thing she was sure of; 
she never ever wanted to see him again.
For the next few days Catherine stayed home recuperating. Once she was better 
she resumed work at the store. Try as she might she could not get the man out 
of her mind and every time she passed the little park where she had met him 
she quickened her steps and hurried past. That is until today. Some unknown 
impulse made her turn and walk in through the gate. As usual the grounds were 
nearly empty. There were only a few men on the corner of the park playing 
cricket. The bleachers were empty. Carrying her coffee, she climbed a few steps 
and sat watching the men at cricket. Engrossed in the game she did not notice 
the man until he suddenly stepped in front of her.



Chapter 5
The darkness was not as intense as before. A faint light pierced the gloom 
casting murky shadows all around. The suffocation caused by the heat and dark 
had also lessened somewhat. In the gloaming she tried to look at the steps 
beneath her feet. Looking down she saw that she had reached the topmost 
step. ∞∞∞∞∞



Zaleed was a graduate of the Karachi based Indus Valley School of Arts and 
Architecture. His father had married twice. His first wife was an English girl 
whom he met during his stay abroad; his second wife, Nuzhat, was his friend’s 
sister. Zaleed was born of his English wife. He was a child when his father 
divorced his wife after six years of marriage and came back to Pakistan with his 
son. Zaleed’s earliest years were spent in his grandfather’s house; later he 
spent most of his time in a boarding school, coming home only for the 
holidays.
Nuzhat was not the typical stepmother. She had no ill will towards Zaleed, 
partly because she felt safe in her husband’s affection, and also because she 
was not responsible for Zaleed’s upbringing. He was only home for the school 
holidays and Nuzhat would indulge him then. In any case Zaleed was an easy 
child to like. Even-tempered, quiet and respectful, he never created any 
problems for his stepmother and was affectionate towards his siblings. Nor did 
Nuzhat have any fears that her children would be deprived of their inheritance 
because of Zaleed because her husband, with her consent, had already divided 
his property fairly among his heirs.
After finishing school Zaleed had opted to study at the NCA. Although his father 
would have preferred to see him enroll in business studies he raised no real 
objection seeing his son’s interest in the Arts. While he was still studying he 
had taken over the management of one of the textile factories his father owned. 
It was perhaps this that had kindled his interest in textile design and he left the 
NCA to join the Indus Valley and graduate in Textile Design. Once he graduated 
his father turned the factory over to him completely as part of his inheritance. 
In addition he was given two residential plots and some agricultural land. While 
he was completing his studies his father constructed a house for him on one of 
the sites.
Back in Lahore, Zaleed moved into this house. Although his father and Nuzhat 
asked him to stay with them till he got married, he was used to being on his 
own and preferred to set up his own establishment. He also politely thwarted 
his father’s attempts to get him married; good-naturedly met the various girls 
his father introduced him to but remained committed to the single life. Of late, 
he had begun showing some interest in Sofia but his real commitment remained 
to expanding his business and overhauling the factory to realize his ambition. 
He felt marriage at this point would distract him from these goals.
Sofia was Nuzhat’s niece: the daughter of her older sister. Although the two of 
them met often at various parties and shoots they became friendly only after 
the two of them did a shoot together for a fashion magazine. Sofia was the 
better model of the two and also better known in the fashion world.



For Zaleed modeling was just a pastime. He had first modeled when a friend at 
the Indus Valley asked him to do it for an advertising agency his brother ran. He 
had been quite successful at it and had rather enjoyed the work. His first stint 
led to more offers and over a period of time he appeared in most of the well-
known magazines of the country. Successful though he was, the realization 
grew that this was a hobby that was time consuming and one that had no real 
prospects in the long run. He began to decline all offers and soon stopped 
modeling altogether. His friendship with Sofia, however, continued to grow. The 
many interests they had in common kept them together. Not only was Sofia 
good-looking and talented, she was well mannered and a good 
conversationalist. She had all the qualities he could look for in a life partner. 
Sofia apparently felt the same about him.
Thus when his father and Nuzhat suggested he marry Sofia, Zaleed did not 
decline altogether. He merely said he would consider it in a few years time 
when he would be ready to settle. Nuzhat quietly relayed Zaleed’s words to her 
sister and she too was content to wait. And there the matter stood.
∞∞∞∞∞
She was busy completing her painting when she was summoned to Professor 
Abbas’s room.
Ten minutes later when she went in, she was startled to find him in 
conversation with Sofia’s cousin, Zaleed.
‘Come in Mariam,’ Professor Abbas said. I want you to meet Zaleed Awab.’ 
Turning to Zaleed he continued, ‘Zaleed, this is Mariam. Although she is not 
studying textile design, I am confident she will be able to help you in the 
innovations in fabric design you wish to bring about. Her work has a certain 
refinement that I am sure will appeal to you.’
‘And Mariam, Zaleed has graduated from the Indus Valley. Now he runs a textile 
factory. He exports fabric and in conjunction with EPB is hosting some 
exhibitions and fashion shows. He has some interesting ideas about colors and 
designs and is experimenting in bringing about some changes. You can ask him 
the details. I feel you can help him in his research.’ Professor Abbas concluded 
his introduction.
Nervously, Mariam sat down opposite Zaleed. For some reason she felt awed in 
his presence. Zaleed asked the few customary questions and then launched into 
a detailed explanation about his work. As he spoke Mariam could visualize 
exactly what she could do to give his ideas shape. She felt excited both at the 
challenge the work would present and at the boost it would give her career. 
Having spoken for half an hour Zaleed suddenly stopped. ‘Can you come to my 
office so we can discuss this further? I need to show you some of the fabric I 
plan to work with.’



Mariam did not reply. Somewhat irritated Zaleed repeated his request. Mariam 
still did not reply.
‘If you have any questions…?’
‘What do you propose to pay for the job?’
‘Pay?’ Zaleed was taken aback. ‘I cannot make you an offer of payment until I 
see your work. If you can give me what I want you can have what you want.’ 
Zaleed’s tone was cold.
‘Right. I’ll come to your office,’ Mariam’s nervousness had returned.
Zaleed took out his visiting card and handed it to her.
‘Should I come tomorrow?’
‘Whatever suits you.’
‘I’ll come right after college.’
‘That’s fine with me.’ Zaleed gave an indifferent shrug.
Although Mariam betrayed no enthusiasm, inwardly she was brimming with 
excitement. She left Professor Abbas’s room all keyed up. In her mind she could 
visualize the designs Zaleed wanted and given the state she lived in, the money 
too would not be unwelcome. As soon as she reached home she took out her 
sketch pad and began to work on some patterns. She wanted to put her ideas 
on paper while they were still fresh in her mind and before she met Zaleed the 
next day for further discussion. As was usual with her, when absorbed in work 
she refused to eat. Notwithstanding Mama Jan’s persistence she had no lunch 
or dinner; the only thing she had were a few biscuits, a cup of tea and a few 
glasses of water. She worked through the night till early morning and then lay 
down for a couple of hours of sleep before going back to college.
Her day in college passed in happy anticipation. She was confident she had 
captured exactly what it was that Zaleed wanted, and took her work to Zaleed’s 
office in the afternoon.
‘I do not have a proper appointment, I was told to come in any time in the 
afternoon,’ she told the receptionist.
‘But Mr Awab has already left the office.’
‘Left?’ Mariam was bewildered. ‘I did say I would come sometime after 2 p.m.’
‘He left just a little while ago.’
‘When will he be back?’
‘I can’t say. He left no message. Sometimes he does come back and sometimes 
not. There is no fixed routine.’
‘Are you sure he left no message for me?’
‘I’ll check again.’ The receptionist was sympathetic. She could feel Mariam’s 
disappointment. She knew there was no message from Zaleed for Mariam but 
she made a pretence of rifling through her appointment book.



‘Two students from the NCA had come in this morning,’ she chattered as she 
flipped though the pages of the diary. ‘Zaleed Sahib had told me about them. 
He did not say anything about an afternoon appointment. But why don’t you 
take a seat? Let me call him on his cell phone and check his plans for the day. It 
is likely your coming may have slipped his mind.’
Quietly Mariam went and sat down on the sofa. She was disappointed. The 
factory was quite a distance from the college and she did not want the trip to 
be a wasted one.
‘His cell phone is off,’ the receptionist informed her shortly.
‘What do you suggest I should do?’ Mariam asked.
‘Why not wait a while? Perhaps he will come back. This is a very busy time for 
him; it is likely he forgot about your coming. I’ll try calling again in a while.’
‘Yes, perhaps he forgot…’ Mariam tried to remain optimistic.
Three hours later she was still waiting for Zaleed. The receptionist’s efforts to 
contact him had all been unsuccessful. Just when Mariam was about to give up 
and leave, the receptionist was successful in reaching him. After talking to him 
she came up to Mariam and said, ‘Zaleed Sahib will not be back today. He has 
asked you to come in tomorrow.’
‘What time tomorrow?
‘He did not say. Why don’t you come at the same time as you did today? I’ll put 
your name down in the appointment book and remind him in the morning.’
‘Thank you. Do you think I could have his home address? I could meet him at 
his place before going to college.’
‘Yes I can do that,’ the receptionist replied, tearing out a sheet of paper and 
writing down the address. ‘He comes to work around 10 a.m. You will have to 
be at his house earlier than that if you want to see him at home.’
∞∞∞∞∞
Early the next morning Mariam made her way to Zaleed’s house. The factory 
was far and she thought if she could have a preliminary meeting with Zaleed at 
his house and show him the patterns she had made she would save herself the 
trip. So at nine in the morning she rang the bell at Zaleed’s house and 
introduced herself to the chowkidar who answered the doorbell.
Leaving her standing at the gate, the chowkidar went in to inform Zaleed about 
her. He came back very quickly. ‘Sahib is very angry. He says he asked you to 
meet him in the office and that is where you should meet him. He does not 
meet clients at home.’
Mariam went red with embarrassment. ‘I’ll meet him in the office this afternoon, 
but in the meantime can you please hand him this portfolio,’ she said trying to 
hold on to her dignity.



The chowkidar took the folder from her and with a bang shut the door on her 
face.
Thoroughly mortified Mariam walked away. ‘The entire fault is mine. I should 
not have come to his house like this, without an appointment and so early in 
the morning. He called me to his office and that is where I should have gone. It 
is my fault…what must he think of me… ’ All morning Mariam went about her 
work feeling ashamed of herself. At 2 o’clock, in the afternoon having finished 
work at the college, she willed herself to go to the factory again.
‘Zaleed Sahib is in the office but he is meeting with someone now,’ the 
receptionist said as soon as she entered.
‘But I have an appointment with him… ’
‘He did not fix the appointment. When I told him that you will be coming this 
afternoon he did not comment. This morning some more students from the 
NCA had come and I took the opportunity to remind him again about you but 
all he said was that I should note down the contact number of the students 
from NCA. He did not say anything about meeting you.’
Mariam could not believe this was happening to her. Why was Zaleed 
humiliating her so?
‘Can you please tell him I am here,’ she persisted stubbornly.
‘I cannot disturb him. He is with a client.’
‘Please,’ Mariam repeated mulishly. ‘I do not want to wait indefinitely. If he does 
not want to see me, I’ll go away…’
Giving in, the receptionist buzzed Zaleed. Unfortunately she had the speaker 
phone on.
‘Ms Mariam is waiting to see you, sir,’ she said.
‘Not again! What a nuisance this girl is,’ Zaleed’s voice boomed around the 
room. ‘What am I to do?’ he was now addressing someone in his room. ‘I have 
been avoiding this girl. I don’t think she is capable of delivering, but she does 
not take the hint. How do I get rid of her?’
Zaleed’s voice was quite clear. Not realizing that his words were being heard by 
all in the reception outside, he had not bothered to cover the mouthpiece or 
lower his voice. His irritation was palpable. Someone in the room muttered 
something; his voice unintelligible over the intercom.
‘Ms Darakhshan,’ Zaleed was talking to the receptionist again. ‘Can you please 
ask her to come in a couple of days? I am busy right now.’
‘Yes sir,’ Darakhshan replied shutting off the intercom.
‘Thank you,’ Mariam muttered before the receptionist could address her. White-
faced and close to tears, she hurried out of the room. Never in her life had she 
been so insulted.



Back home she flung her stuff on the floor and threw herself on the bed. Lying 
face down she began to cry. Mama Jan hurried into the room.
‘What has happened Mariam?’ she asked putting a hand on her shoulder.
Flinging her hand away in anger Mariam sat up on the bed. ‘Nothing happened. 
Nothing at all. You will never do anything for me. One day I will run away from 
here. You wait and see!’ Mariam was incoherent in her rage.
‘What happened at the interview Mariam?’ Mama Jan realized what must have 
upset Mariam. She had been so excited and energized the last two days and 
Mama Jan too had been pleased at the prospects this venture opened for 
Mariam.
‘To hell with the project!’ Mariam cried out, anger throbbing in her voice. ‘What 
do these people think of themselves? They are not there to employ us; they 
want us to beg for work.’ Mariam fell back on her pillow crying in despair.
‘Don’t worry. You will get a better opening, a better chance,’ Mama Jan tried to 
console her, gently soothing her down.
‘How will I get a better opportunity?’ Mariam was not to be consoled. ‘To 
succeed in this world one needs either money or the right contacts. I have 
neither. Artists like me are a dime a dozen. They roam the streets in search of a 
livelihood. I feel I will be here forever in this wasteland.’
Her anger was getting the better of her again. ‘If only I had a British nationality I 
would show this dog…’
‘Mariam, don’t curse,’ Mama Jan reprimanded gently. This was the first time 
Mama Jan had ever seen her in this state.
‘Why not, Mama Jan? Why should I not curse? And what advice do you ever have 
for me except for these platitudes. “Don’t do this! Don’t do that!” That is what 
you always say. But one must! One must do what is necessary to survive.’
Mama Jan could only guess at how hurt Mariam was. She had no idea what had 
transpired at the interview. ‘All right curse if you must but come now I have 
made some kheer for you, come have some.’ Like a child Mama Jan was trying 
to cheer her up, to make her feel better. But Mariam was not to be comforted; 
she kept crying inconsolably.

Chapter 6
Startled, Catherine looked up to see the young man looking down at her.‘Hello, 
how are you?’ His voice was soft and courteous.

‘Good. And you?’ She replied with a smile.
‘I’m good too. May I sit down?’



‘Yes, sure. Why not?’
‘Thanks.’
Instead of sitting down next to her, the young man moved a couple feet away 
and then sat down. Perplexed, she looked at the distance between them.
‘Have your bruises healed?’
‘Yeah! Almost.’
‘I have been looking out for you over the last two weeks. I was under the 
impression you come here every day.’
‘No. Only when it suits me. I bring my coffee over and spend a couple of hours 
relaxing.’
‘Hmm! A bad guess on my part. I wanted to come over and ask if you were 
feeling better, but since the name and address you gave at the hospital were 
wrong, I could hardly do that,’ he replied with a twinkle in his eyes.
For a moment Catherine blushed. ‘How did you know the information was 
incorrect?’ she asked.
‘You took a long time to reply when you were asked your name. Had it been 
your own why would you have hesitated?’
Embarrassed, Catherine looked away.
‘My name is Mazhar Khan. I came here from Pakistan to study law. I graduate 
this year.’ Mazhar introduced himself. ‘May I know your name?’
‘I am Catherine Brown.’ Catherine felt she had nothing to add to her 
introduction.
‘Are you studying?’ he asked.
‘No, I work in a store nearby.’
They both were silent for a while.
‘I am sorry about my behavior that day,’ Catherine spoke abruptly. ‘I don’t 
know why I behaved as I did. I have never done something like that ever before. 
I apologize for that.’
‘Your behavior was rude and irrational. I have never been spat on before. Why 
did you do it, and why me? I had not been discourteous to you in any way, so 
for you to simply say you are sorry is hardly enough,’ Mazhar rejected her 
apology.
Catherine said nothing. She sat quietly twisting the coffee cup in her hand.
‘What caused that outburst of anger?’
‘My father was from Pakistan.’ She looked Mazhar full in the face. ‘He 
abandoned my mother before I was born and has never once asked about our 
welfare.’
‘But how am I connected to this?’
‘You too are from Pakistan.’



‘Sorry, but I don’t get the logic. If your father was a Pakistani and he abandoned 
you, does it follow that you should curse and spit on every Pakistani?’ Mazhar 
was blunt. ‘After all, your mother could have been abandoned by an 
Englishman. Would you then have spat on every Englishman?’ Getting no 
response from Catherine, he continued. ‘In any case this is not so very unusual 
in this society. Often young men leave their girlfriends and even their children 
to start afresh. And it is not so uncommon for husbands to abandon their 
wives. So why be so touchy?’
Catherine wanted to speak up. She wanted to tell him how her father’s behavior 
had destroyed two lives. It had killed his wife and left his daughter with no 
honor. But the anger welling in her subsided again as she forced herself to 
remember the kindness Mazhar had shown her just two weeks ago. She sat 
silently and let him speak.
‘There is good and bad everywhere. Every society has its share of such people. 
Your encounter with one bad person cannot lead you to condemn an entire 
populace.’
Mazhar suddenly realized that Catherine had become very quiet. She did not 
respond to his criticism. Perhaps he had offended her. For a while no one 
spoke. The silence stretched out before them. Then Mazhar tried again, ‘Did 
your mother marry again?’
‘No.’
‘Do you have any brothers or sisters?’
‘No.’
‘Did your mother make any effort to contact your father through the Embassy?’
‘I know nothing of this.’
‘If your mother were to agree I can help you in this regard,’ Mazhar said, 
offering to contact the Embassy on her mother’s behalf.
‘There is no need to do so any longer,’ Catherine replied.
‘But why?’
‘My mother died last year.’ Catherine’s voice like her face was inscrutable.
‘Who do you live with?’ Mazhar asked after a moment’s silence.
‘I am on my own,’ Catherine replied, looking across the ground to where a few 
young men were playing cricket, feigning a great interest in the game.
‘Are you fond of cricket?’ Mazhar made an attempt to change the subject.
‘I enjoy watching it,’ Catherine replied, the smile back on her face.
‘I play a bit but I am not too good at it; those are my friends out there. We come 
here regularly. I prefer watching to playing.’ Lightheartedly he continued, ‘Being 
bowled out on the fifth ball every time and then having to field for others who 
go on to make a century became tedious, and so I stopped playing.’



Catherine smiled but made no effort to continue the conversation. ‘You don’t 
come here every day?’ Mazhar made an effort to lead the talk in another 
direction.
Catherine was not sure if this was a question or an observation, so she just 
smiled.
The two of them watched the game in silence for a while then Catherine, with a 
glance at her watch, stood up. ‘I have to go,’ she said.
‘I’ll walk with you to the street,’ Mazhar said, standing up also.
Catherine made no objection and the two of them walked quietly to the end of 
the park. Before turning to go back he said, ‘So I’ll see you here again 
tomorrow?’
Again Catherine made no reply. She merely smiled.
Seeming to interpret her smile as a ‘yes’ Mazhar turned around and walked 
back to the park with a spring in his step. Catherine watched him for a while 
before she too moved on in the other direction.
∞∞∞∞∞
The next day when she entered the park she saw Mazhar waiting for her in his 
usual spot on the bleachers. He stood up and waited for her. After the usual 
greetings, he waited for her to sit down before he seated himself, making sure 
that there was some distance between them.
The two spent an hour or so together, half of it in companionable silence. 
Finally when Catherine was ready to leave, he escorted her out of the park. 
Again he asked her if she would come the next day and once again he received 
the same smile which he interpreted as ‘yes’ and the two of them moved off on 
their separate paths—he back to the park and she along the footpath to 
wherever she needed to be.
This became their routine. They would meet regularly on the bleachers in the 
park. Sometimes they would talk but often they would sit quietly happy in each 
other’s company.
As the days passed the time they spent together grew longer and the places 
where they met began to vary. No longer would they meet only in the park for 
the allotted one hour. Sometimes they would catch a movie together, or spend 
time in the many parks of the city. Often they walked on the towpaths along the 
Thames.
Catherine was happy to be with Mazhar. Where once she had sought an escape 
from her surroundings she was now content to be where she was. Her meager 
income sufficed for her. No longer did she think she wanted a better job, a 
better address.
During their wanderings about town Mazhar would always stop to say his 
evening prayers; he would make sure that they would be near a mosque around 



prayer time so that he would not have to miss saying the namaz in a mosque. 
When he went in to pray Catherine would either sit on the steps or she would 
stroll up and down the footpath waiting for him to return. Early on during their 
acquaintanceship she had come to realize that Mazhar was religiously inclined. 
What she did not realize was that he was a practicing Muslim. She was quite 
surprised when he began the search for a mosque the first time they were out; 
later on she began to accept it as part of his routine. If ever he was unable to 
locate a mosque he would go to a quiet part of a park and pray there. On such 
occasions instead of wandering about the park she would sit quietly a little 
distance away and watch him, captivated by the forms and prostration involved 
in the prayer.
His concentration and ability to block out his surroundings while praying 
fascinated her. ‘Perhaps it is this quality that makes him different from the 
other men I know,’ Catherine would often think to herself. All the other men 
she had known so far were on edge and impatient; in contrast Mazhar seemed 
to be at peace with himself.
The two of them never spoke of any commitment. Neither did Mazhar ever 
express any sentiments of love nor did Catherine ever tell him that she thought 
of him day and night. They were both content to let life flow as it did. Despite 
his lack of commitment, Mazhar never failed to show the greatest courtesy to 
Catherine. If ever they were out late Mazhar would insist on escorting her home 
and would wait outside the building till he was sure she was safe in her 
apartment.
Mazhar was careful to avoid physical contact. On the bus or the subway he 
would carefully keep his distance. He also did not like Catherine coming in 
contact with any man; in the movie theater he would ensure that there was no 
man seated on the other side of her, and at other times too, he would make 
sure that her contact with other men was minimal. The only time he would ever 
touch her was when crossing a street he would unhesitatingly grasp her hand 
and see her safely across. This behavior seemed strange to Catherine.
Equally astonishing was his insistence on paying all expenses; whether it was a 
ticket for a movie or a taxi bill Mazhar would pay. Nothing was too expensive or 
too little for him. He would pay for a dinner at a restaurant as well as for a 
snack from a roadside vendor. ‘It is my culture,’ Mazhar would explain when 
Catherine tried to pay for herself. ‘It would be considered a slap on the face of a 
man if the women he was out with were to pay.’
Similarly he explained his insistence on no physical contact. ‘It is a man’s 
responsibility to ensure the safety of women.’ Catherine was unused to such 
chivalry. When she insisted that these ideas were outmoded in the West he 



smiled, ‘I know you belong to a Western culture and are independent, but I will 
behave with you as I would with a woman from my own culture.’
Catherine was beginning to see life from a new perspective or perhaps she was 
beginning to understand what life was about for the first time in her life.
They had been going out for several months when one day Mazhar said, ‘Since 
your father was a Muslim you too should be a Muslim. Children take on the 
religion of their father. Have you ever thought of this?’
Catherine stared at him in disbelief.
‘I understand how you feel about your father but be that as it may, you still 
need to learn something about his religion and culture; after all one cannot live 
life without religion.’ Mazhar was serious. ‘If you like I can teach you about 
Islam, but please remember there is no pressure.’
Catherine thought for a minute and said she would like to learn more about 
Islam. So, she began attending classes at the Islamic Center every Sunday 
evening. On their regular dates out Mazhar would talk about different aspects 
of religion. Little by little Catherine began to be influenced by him and the first 
change that came about was in the way she dressed. Going out with Mazhar in 
the evenings she began to tie a scarf around her head; she gave up her short 
dresses for long skirts or trousers. The revealing blouses were exchanged for 
loosely fitted cotton or silk shirts with jackets. Each time she made a change in 
her style of dressing Mazhar would express his happiness and this in itself 
would be the impetus for the next change.

Chapter 7
She had reached the last step. Looking around her she felt she was standing at 
a height; perhaps on the flat roof of a high building. The air around her was 
pleasant and cool. ∞∞∞∞∞



Zaleed had been very disappointed with Mariam when he had met her in 
Professor Abbas’s room. He had spoken at length with Professor Abbas, sharing 
with him his vision of what he wished to create and the sort of talent he was 
looking for. The professor had immediately suggested Mariam for the project. 
He spoke very highly of her work and her inherent talent. But when he met her, 
Zaleed was completely disillusioned. Through the half an hour meeting not 
once had she made eye contact with him; nor had she expressed any interest in 
his work. All the time Zaleed spoke she had her gaze either fixed her on a 
painting on the far wall or she had doodled aimlessly with her fingers on the 
table in front of her. She asked no questions, made no observations. All in all 
she seemed utterly indifferent to whatever was being said. In fact Zaleed was 
not even sure she was listening to him. ‘This girl lacks concentration,’ Zaleed 
thought to himself. ‘If she cannot be focused while I am talking, how will she be 
able to work eight-hour shifts?’
His decision not to hire her was reinforced when she asked him about 
reimbursement. It was not as if he was looking for free work. Or that he was 
unwilling to discuss the pay. He knew that if he were to hire someone from NCA 
he would have to pay very well. The students of the country’s premier art 
college were known for their skill and talent; he was willing to pay as well as 
possible for original and outstanding work. What irked him was her complete 
disinterest in the work itself. She had not asked him any questions regarding 
work, but only about money. ‘She has no interest in the challenge this work 
involves, she has no concept of job satisfaction; her only interest is money. How 
can such a person be sincere about the work she does or how can she be 
committed to it?’ he thought to himself.
All in all Zaleed formed a very negative impression about Mariam. There was no 
way he was going to involve her in his work, but because Professor Abbas had 
recommended her so highly, he was reluctant to turn her down summarily and 
so he handed her his card and said he would meet her if she came to his 
factory. When she left the room he asked Professor Abbas if there were any 
other students he could recommend.
‘Have a look at Mariam’s work first, Zaleed, if you do not like it I will 
recommend other students,’ Professor Abbas replied.
Zaleed was surprised at the professor’s insistence. ‘For sure I will look at 
Mariam’s work, but if for some reason I do not find it satisfactory I will have to 
come here again. It would be easier for me to meet as many students as 
possible now and make a decision later after I have seen their work,’ Zaleed too 
was persistent in his quest for the best.



Professor Abbas introduced Zaleed to several other of his best pupils and 
Zaleed fixed appointments with each of them and then left. He was determined 
not to meet Mariam.
The next day he left the office before 2 o’clock hoping that Mariam would take 
the hint and not come by again, but early next morning as soon as he came out 
of his bath the chowkidar informed him that a student named Mariam from the 
NCA was waiting outside to see him.
‘Who gave her permission to come here? What sort of a family does she belong 
to that she turns up uninvited to a man’s house early in the morning?’ His 
outburst was uncharacteristic but for some reason he had taken an irrational 
dislike to Mariam. ‘Tell her to see me in the office. I do not meet people at 
home,’ he told the chowkidar in an uncharacteristically harsh tone.
At work when his secretary Darakhshan informed him that she had set an 
appointment with Mariam he said nothing about confirming it. He was sure she 
would not come because he had been rude to her earlier. He also made sure he 
was busy with an associate at that time. So when Darakhshan informed him 
over the intercom that Mariam was waiting for him, he turned to his associate, 
Walid, in exasperation; what was he to do with such a persistent person when 
he had made it clear more than once that he had no intention of meeting her.
Walid knew about Zaleed’s new initiative and his meetings with NCA students. 
‘Ask her to come back in a week or ten days. By that time you will have 
appointed someone and you will be able to tell her that the post has been 
filled,’ Walid suggested.
And that is what Zaleed did.
∞∞∞∞∞
The next day Zaleed went with Sofia to a local art gallery that was hosting an 
exhibition of up-and-coming artists. A number of NCA students had put their 
paintings up for sale. Sofia was among them. Zaleed, who was still in the 
process of decorating his office and home, was hoping to pick up some 
paintings.
The gallery was already crowded when they got there. Zaleed, a frequent figure 
on the art scene, recognized a few of his acquaintances and went up to chat 
with them. Sofia, spotting her own friends from the NCA, went off to join them. 
Having met his friends Zaleed began to walk round the gallery admiring the 
works up for sale. Although this was the first of a three-day exhibition a 
number of paintings already had sold signs on them
Walking from one hall to the other, Zaleed noticed one room had more than the 
usual number of people. ‘Must be a popular artist,’ he thought to himself, 
making a note to come back to the room when the crowd had lessened.



However, after looking in all the other rooms and buying three paintings 
including one of Sofia’s, when he returned to the first hall he saw that it was 
still crowded. He walked in and as his eye fell on the first painting, he stopped 
in his tracks, ‘UM ME!’ he muttered to himself. Although he had not seen any of 
UM ME’s works other than the two Nuzhat had bought, he knew instinctively 
that this was the same artist.
Moving closer, he looked for the artist’s name. His guess was correct. It was UM 
ME. Unlike most other artists who had exhibited two or three paintings at the 
most, UM ME had put eight paintings up for sale. Of these four formed a series
—Air, Water, Earth, and Fire. Zaleed spent a long time admiring the paintings. 
Listening to the comments of others in the room who too were fascinated by 
the work of this artist, Zaleed was left in no doubt that this was the work of a 
great artist. Spotting a student from the NCA, he walked up to him, ‘Who is UM 
ME, Ebad? I would like to know this artist.’
‘Oh she is from our college. Her name is Umme Mariam, but she is not here 
today,’ Ebad replied.
‘Umme Mariam,’ Zaleed repeated thoughtfully. ‘Her work is outstanding. Has 
she ever held an exhibition before?’
‘No, not that I know of. Although given the amount of work she has produced 
in college she could even hold a solo exhibition. She is regarded as one of the 
most promising students of NCA and all our professors are sure she will be a 
big name in the next generation of artists. She is working towards a degree in 
Fine Arts and Miniature painting. That is why her work is so detailed,’ Ebad 
replied.
Ebad paused for a moment and both of them looked at the paintings in silence 
for a while. ‘Have you not contacted her for your project?’ Ebad asked. ‘I know 
she has worked on some projects before and she has a very good reputation as 
to commitment and time.’
Suddenly Zaleed felt elated. He felt he had come to an end of his search for the 
perfect artist. This girl was the one who could execute his design. Without even 
meeting her he knew she would be able to capture the essence of what he 
wanted. Having made up his mind he decided he would buy some of the 
paintings. Four were already sold but the series on the elements was still up for 
sale and Zaleed purchased all four.
At the agreed time he met up with Sofia at the parking lot. ‘So did you like my 
work?’ she asked.
‘Yes, very nice. I bought one of your paintings,’ Zaleed replied.
‘You need not have done that. I would have given it to you,’ she laughed 
happily.



‘Thank you very much. I accept the gift for the next time, but this one I have 
bought,’ Zaleed too was in a good mood.
‘Did you buy any other paintings too?’ she asked. They were on their way home 
now.
‘Six more. Four by one artist and one each by two others,’ Zaleed replied.
‘Four paintings by one artist?’ Sofia was intrigued. ‘Who is this fortunate 
person?’
‘Her name is Umme Mariam. I would have bought all eight of her paintings but 
by the time I got there four were already sold.’
‘Oh!’
‘I have not seen such creativity in a long time,’ Zaleed went on. ‘In the last five 
years I have seen the work of almost all who have exhibited their works, but 
this girl is different,’ Zaleed was effusive in his praise.
‘She is not that great. Of course her work is good but so is the work of a 
number of others,’ Sofia replied coldly. Her happiness seemed to be 
evaporating.
‘No I don’t agree. Most of the work was run-of-the-mill. Pretty to be sure, but 
prettiness is not the only thing one looks for. Most work lacks creativity and 
originality. Umme Mariam is different. She is going to carve a niche for herself.’ 
Zaleed had not noticed the change in Sofia’s mood.
‘A few minutes ago you were praising my work…’
‘Sure, your painting is good,’ Zaleed interrupted her, ‘but Umme Mariam’s work 
is exemplary.’ He spoke with finality. ‘I don’t know how hard she works on her 
paintings but this I can see, her talent is God-given. Some people are born with 
special gifts and she is one of them.’
Sofia was quiet.
‘Sofia, I’ve been thinking, I would like to ask Umme Mariam to work with me on 
my new project. I feel she can put into paper what I have in my mind,’ Zaleed 
said.
‘But she has no concept of textile design,’ Sofia objected.
‘That doesn’t matter. She is an artist. She has a superb sense of color and style; 
textile will simply be another medium for her,’ Zaleed overruled Sofia’s 
objection. ‘I would like you to introduce me to her or get me her phone 
number. Do you know her, by the way?’
‘Yes I do. And I know her work is outstanding but she is rather sticky. Let’s just 
say pride in her work has made her arrogant. Like you our professors at the 
NCA are always singing her praises. She now thinks her work is better than 
everyone elses and she lets us know it. Her work may be good, but of good 
manners and courtesy she knows nothing.’ Sofia was scathing in her 
assessment of Umme Mariam.



Zaleed smiled. ‘It’s natural I think. Any great artiste, whether a singer, or actor 
or painter will be temperamental. I think it is all right to indulge them a bit. This 
happens the world over. And I am ready to accept that Mariam is 
temperamental; I can deal with that.’
‘Well, she is not that great an artist yet that people should put up with her 
tantrums. After all who outside of the NCA knows her? There are hundreds of 
artists like her, do you think we should bear up with each of them?’ Sofia 
sniffed.
‘Okay. Point taken! But please introduce me to her and then let’s see how it 
goes,’ Zaleed sought to placate Sofia.
‘I’ll do that. But a few weeks ago when I mentioned your work to a couple of her 
friends she showed no interest whatsoever. I think she may not be interested,’ 
Sofia said remembering her conversation with Ayza and Maria.
‘That may be so. But let me meet her and we can take it from there. Is it all 
right if I come to the college tomorrow?’
‘Yes. I’ll wait for you.’
∞∞∞∞∞
The next day when Zaleed reached NCA, Sofia told him that Mariam would not 
be coming for the next three days. She had applied for special leave. Zaleed 
was disappointed.
‘Were you able to get her phone number?’ he asked Sofia.
‘No, I asked all her friends but no one has her number,’ she replied.
‘Do you think she will be at the exhibition tonight?’
‘I have no idea. Perhaps.’
‘Since you will be there, will you give me call if you see her? I’ll come over and 
meet her there.’
‘Sure, no problem,’ Sofia replied with a shrug.
But Mariam was not at the exhibition that night.
On the third day Zaleed went to the gallery to collect the paintings he had 
bought. He had already paid for them and had been asked to collect them when 
the exhibition ended. At the counter, however, he was startled when the 
coordinator handed him just three paintings. The series on the elements by 
Umme Mariam was missing.
‘I had also purchased a series of paintings by UM ME,’ he explained to the man 
behind the counter, thinking there had been an oversight.
‘Yes, I am sorry, but someone else has purchased those paintings. And he has 
already taken them.’ The man slid an envelope towards Zaleed. ‘We are of 
course, refunding the entire amount you had paid.’



‘I don’t understand. I had made the purchase, and paid the full amount, and I 
was told to come and collect the paintings today. Now you inform me you have 
sold my paintings to someone else. I don’t want a refund. I want my paintings.’
‘The oversight was not ours,’ the man was apologetic. ‘Yesterday the artist 
called to ask about her work. We told her all eight of her paintings had been 
sold and that four had been purchased by a single buyer. She asked for the 
buyer’s name and when I told her your name she said she would not sell her 
work to you. She asked us to return your money, and either put the paintings 
up for resale or return them to her. We removed the sold sign and very shortly 
another gentleman purchased them. I apologize for this but we could not have 
gone against the artist’s wishes.’
‘You told the artist my name and she refused to sell her work to me?’ Zaleed 
was astonished.
‘Yes that is what happened.’
‘Can you give me have the artist’s phone number so I can contact her?’ he 
asked.  ‘I am afraid we do not have her number. She gets in touch with us when 
necessary,’ the man handed the envelope to Zaleed and turned away to attend 
to another customer.
Zaleed collected the paintings, picked up the envelope and left feeling 
completely bewildered. All the way to the car park he puzzled over the mystery. 
‘Does the artist know me? Have I done something to offend her?’
He opened the back door of the car to put the paintings in and saw a manila 
folder lying on the back seat. He did not remember having put it there. Putting 
the paintings on the seat he picked up the folder and slid into the driver’s seat. 
He opened the folder and pulled out a series of patterns of the most perfect 
hues and colors. He sat there stunned. These colors and the interplay of light, 
these lines and whorls—this was exactly what he had in mind for the new fabric 
he was designing, only more vibrant and pleasing than what he had imagined..
He sat for a long time in the parking lot, studying each pattern carefully. At 
length with a sigh he put the folder on the seat next to him and started the car. 
Where the folder came from, who put it in his car, and whose work it was—he 
had no answers to these questions. All he knew was that he had to find the 
person who had designed these patterns. He had no recollection of having seen 
this folder before and the only other person who had sat in this car was Sofia. 
He knew for sure this was not her work. Had she placed it there she would have 
certainly mentioned it to him.
As he reached home he realized that one of the staff could have some 
knowledge about the folder and sure enough when he asked, his cook told him 
that the chowkidar had given him the folder and he had put it in the car.



‘I forgot to mention it to you,’ said the cook. ‘It was given to the chowkidar by 
the girl who came that morning.’
‘Girl? What girl?’ Zaleed was getting irritated. Then suddenly he remembered. 
‘Oh, the girl I asked to see me in the office? Mariam?’
‘Yes sir.’
‘Mariam. Umme Mariam…’ The pieces were beginning to fall in place. He sat 
down. Now he was beginning to understand why Umme Mariam had refused to 
sell him the paintings; why Professor Abbas had recommended Mariam so 
highly. ‘This is just awful!’ he thought to himself as the realization of his folly 
sunk in. What he took as disinterest had only been an attitude. She had 
understood everything he had said. Not only had she been listening to him, she 
had comprehended every word and had seen it all in her mind. She had no 
questions to ask because there were no questions in her mind. She had 
understood the concept perfectly and had been able to execute the idea 
flawlessly. It was because she had been so confident of her work that she had 
asked for compensation instead of asking for more details about the project.
‘You are a prize idiot, Zaleed,’ he muttered to himself.

Chapter 8
‘I will be leaving for Pakistan soon.’Startled, Catherine looked up. She could not 
believe her ears. Mazhar had been busy with his exams for the last several 



weeks and the two were meeting after a long time. This sudden announcement 
was too much to bear.‘Pakistan?’

‘I’m not going forever,’ he smiled. ‘Just for a short while. I will be back in a few 
months.’
She was not satisfied with this effort to reassure her.
‘But why go?’
‘There are a number of things to be done…’ he was looking at her, ‘and then 
there is the decision I have to take about my marriage.’ He fell into a reverie.
Catherine was finding it hard to breathe. Suddenly she felt cold, a shiver ran 
down her spine and her hands started trembling. She put her cup of coffee on 
the bench not wanting Mazhar to see her so upset. She looked away from him 
and willed herself to calm down.
‘Why should I have thought he would marry me? He has never talked of it; never 
proposed…why should I have thought…’ She tried to think rationally, tried to 
stem the tide of fear rushing through her. She remembered she had not 
congratulated Mazhar.
‘Congratulations,’ she said in a muffled voice trying to smile.
‘For what?’ he was surprised.
‘You just said you were going to Pakistan to get married.’
He stared at her surprised. Catherine was taken aback by his reaction. Was 
there something she had misunderstood? The two sat silent for a short while.
‘Who told you that I was going to Pakistan to get married?’ he asked.
‘You just said you were going to Pakistan to make a decision about marriage,’ 
she explained.
‘Making a decision about marrying and getting married are two different things, 
Ms Catherine Alexander Brown,’ he said slowly enunciating each word 
separately. ‘Have you really not realized that I am going back to talk to my 
parents about marrying you?’ he asked.
Catherine looked at him mutely. She did not know how to react. ‘Well!’ that was 
all she could manage after a while.
‘Well?’ Mazhar was still looking at her waiting for her to say something.
‘Well how could I? You have never spoken to me of marriage, you never 
proposed to me. So how could I assume you wanted to marry me?’
‘Oh! Have I never proposed to you? Okay.’ The next instant Mazhar was down 
on his knee. Bowing before her, he formally asked, ‘Will you marry me Ms 
Catherine Alexander Brown?’
Catherine did not reply. She looked at him dumbfounded and burst out 
laughing. She seemed to find the situation very funny. That Mazhar was totally 
serious did not dampen her mirth.



Mazhar kept kneeling before her. ‘Will you marry me, Catherine?’ he asked 
again.
Catherine could not stop laughing. Tears were now streaming down her eyes.
‘I am asking for your hand in marriage, Ma’am. Will you marry me?’ Mazhar was 
still on his knee, one hand in front of him.
Catherine quickly wiped the tears with her hand and took Marhar’s outstretched 
hand in hers and said softly, ‘Oh yes, my lord.’
‘I am honored, my most gracious lady,’ Mazhar said holding on to her hand and 
continuing with the charade of a seventeenth century knight.
Laughingly Mariam pulled her hand away as Mazhar got up and came to sit 
beside her again. ‘What did you find so amusing?’ he asked with a smile.
‘That is not what I had meant…’ Catherine began, but Mazhar cut her short.
‘You look lovely when you laugh…’ he began, but then quickly changing the 
subject with a smile he continued, ‘you complained that I had not proposed 
properly, so I did. Do you really mean to say that after going out together for 
eight months you doubted my intentions? I thought my wish to marry you was 
quite clear and that you were agreeable.’
That night everything seemed better to Catherine—the grubby streets leading 
to her house, the hippy at one corner strumming his guitar, the foul-mouthed 
teenagers hanging aimlessly about on the streets, the homeless asking for a 
handout, the dark, damp stairs of her apartment building, the windows with the 
shattered glass in her apartment, the cold, cold water on even colder days—all 
these things that she had always hated had a certain charm to them today.
‘Soon I will be gone from here…with Mazhar. To a better place…we will spend 
our lives together…’ her dreams were becoming a reality.
A few days later Mazhar left for Pakistan. ‘I’ll miss you,’ Catherine wept as she 
said goodbye to him at the airport.
‘I won’t. You will be there with me wherever I am.’ He abruptly turned and 
walked to the boarding gate, not looking back even once. Catherine stood 
watching him till he disappeared.
∞∞∞∞∞
It was two months now since Mazhar had left; there had been no news from him
—no letter, no telephone call. Mazhar had often dropped her to her apartment 
building but he had never come up to her rooms. She had seen his place in 
London but she did not know his address in Pakistan. All she knew was that he 
was Pathan and that his family lived in Karachi but were planning to move to 
the Punjab shortly. She also knew that his father’s work was related to law and 
it was his wish that his son should become a lawyer and that is why Mazhar had 
come to London to study. Catherine was not troubled by the lack of 
communication. Mazhar had told her he would be away for three months and 



just two months had passed so far. In fact she was prepared for a wait of more 
than three months. As long as he returned all was well.
The year was drawing to a close and Christmas was coming, but for the first 
time Catherine had no wish to celebrate this festival. Although she had not yet 
embraced Islam, she was planning to do so as soon as Mazhar returned. In the 
meantime she continued to attend classes in the Islamic Center every Sunday.
The day before Christmas she spent the morning revisiting the places where 
she and Mazhar had spent so much time together. Just being where she had 
been so happy brought back the glow to her face. Although it was a bitterly 
cold, snowy day, the streets were full of revelers enjoying the holiday. Families 
were out for a happy day of shopping. A few kids were indulging in a mock 
snowball fight and when, more often than not, the snowball would hit a 
passerby it would cause much merriment.
Late that night she went home to her apartment. Not yet tired, she opened the 
window and watched the carol singers as they went from door to door 
spreading Christmas cheer. ‘If Santa could grant me a wish today I would ask 
for Mazhar to come back,’ she thought and then laughed aloud at her 
childishness.
By 10:20 p.m. she was beginning to get tired. She had been at the window long 
enough. She shut the window, got herself a snack and a cup of coffee and by 
11:00 was ready for bed. Before going to sleep she repeated the few verses of 
prayer she had learnt at the Islamic Center.
The sound of gunfire woke her up. She sat up in bed not quite sure where the 
noise had come from and whether it really was gunfire. ‘It must have been fire 
crackers,’ she consoled herself. ‘It is Christmas after all.’ It was past midnight 
now and all was quiet outside. Whatever that noise had been it was no longer 
there.
She had almost gone back to sleep when she heard noise. This time there was 
no mistaking the sound. There was a thud of heavy boots and knocking on 
doors. She had lived too long in this neighborhood not to know what these 
sounds meant. Her year as a streetwalker had made her familiar with the police. 
She waited in trepidation as the sounds came closer. When the knock came on 
her door she was prepared.
‘Who is it?’ she asked; but she knew the answer.
‘Scotland Yard.’ A stern voice answered. Catherine felt the blood run cold in her 
veins.



Chapter 9
She looked up. The night sky was strewn with stars. Stars so close that she felt 
all she had to do was pluck them out of the sky. She smiled broadly and moved 
forward… ∞∞∞∞∞



Mariam entered Professor Abbas’s room and once again found Zaleed waiting 
for her. He seemed to be a permanent fixture in this office.
‘Come in Mariam. I sent for you because Zaleed here has something to say,’ 
began Professor Abbas.
With a glance at Zaleed, Mariam took the chair opposite him.
‘I have seen the patterns you made and I am very impressed by the range and 
intensity of the designs. I would like you to work for me,’ Zaleed spoke without 
a preamble.
‘I do not wish to work for you,’ Mariam was equally straightforward; her face 
expressionless.
‘Mariam,’ Professor Abbas intervened, ‘Zaleed was very busy these last two 
weeks and that is why he was unable to meet you when you went to his office. 
He has explained it all to me and apologizes for his behavior.’
‘That may be so. But now I am very busy and do not have the time to take on 
extra work,’ Mariam got up to leave.
‘Mariam, I understand you are angry with me…,’ Zaleed began but before he 
could go any further, Mariam cut him off.
‘Excuse me,’ her voice was cold as ice, ‘why should I be angry with you? I don’t 
know you. You are not from my class; you are not even from my college. You 
are a complete stranger whom I met for a bit once, so why should I be angry 
with you?’ And in a flash she left the room.
‘I told you she will not be placated easily. Call it an ego problem or call it 
stubbornness if you will. You have hurt her feelings and she will not work for 
you under any circumstances,’ Professor Abbas explained to Zaleed.
Thanking Professor Abbas, Zaleed left the room.
∞∞∞∞∞
Zaleed hurried out into the corridor hoping to catch up with Mariam. He saw her 
turning the corner and ran up to her.
‘Mariam, I want to clear the misunderstanding between us.’
‘There is no misunderstanding whatsoever,’ Mariam’s attitude was still icy. ‘I 
understand you exactly for what you are.’
‘Mariam, I admire your work, I recognize you for the artist you are. I would 
really like you to work for me.’
‘I don’t care if you admire my work or not. It is immaterial to me that you think 
I am a great artist. You may need me to work for you, I do not need your 
approval to know that my work is exceptional,’ with folded arms Mariam stood 
looking at Zaleed, not yielding an inch.
Zaleed smiled. ‘I agree. I need you to work for me. You have no need of my 
approval. Your work speaks for itself.’



Mariam was not to be appeased; not by apologies, not by flattery. ‘What I don’t 
understand is your rudeness. You claim to be a patron of the Arts, and yet you 
have no respect for artists. I did not come to you for a job, you called me, and 
yet when I came you treated me like a beggar. You did not have the courtesy to 
meet me. Was that right?’
Zaleed’s face was red with embarrassment. He tried to explain, ‘Mariam, the 
first time we met I felt you were disinterested in the project. You showed no 
interest, you asked no questions. And when I specifically gave you the chance 
to inquire about the project, all you asked about was money. I felt that money 
was more important for you than the work. I felt you lacked professionalism. I 
was disappointed, but I did not want to say anything to your face, so I avoided 
meeting you. But now, having seen your work, I realize I was wrong.’
Zaleed’s explanation fueled Mariam’s anger even more. ‘Had you met me when 
I came to your office and told me that you did not wish me to work for you, I 
would not have been offended. But you did not have the guts to do that. Is this 
the professionalism you speak of? Your professionalism is confined to your 
perception of how others behave. It does not touch your own behavior.
‘Even now instead of acknowledging you were wrong, you are hiding behind 
excuses. “I did this…I thought that…this is why I…” Can you not simply say you 
were wrong? That you behaved badly? You have a lot to learn about how 
business meetings are conducted, about values, and professionalism…’
‘I agree. You are right,’ Zaleed cut through her outburst by putting his palms 
together as if in supplication. ‘I was wrong. My behavior was abominable. Please 
forgive me.’
‘…you people want artists to work for charity.’ Mariam continued to fume 
ignoring Zaleed’s words. ‘According to your values artists should never talk of 
compensation.’
‘That is not correct, Mariam,’ Zaleed’s voice was soft and conciliatory. ‘When we 
met I did say that I would like work done according to my standards and I 
would pay according to your standards.’
‘A few minutes ago you said you were offended by my talking about wages the 
first time we met. You felt that I was not being professional. Go to any place 
that teaches business administration and ask what are the basic issues to be 
discussed when starting a new project and they will tell you the first thing is the 
budget. How long will our artists have to struggle before it is recognized that 
art too has a price? How long will our artists have to waste their life’s blood on 
canvas before so-called art lovers and patrons like you realize that artists too 
have the right to demand money for work done.
‘Like any lawyer or doctor, an artist too has the right to discuss his fee before 
starting a job. That does not mean he is begging or is less professional in his 



attitude. He too is offering a service. A service that pleases one’s esthetic sense. 
But “art lovers” like you think flattery is the only price to be paid for a work of 
art. Will flattery pay our bills? Will flattery see our children through school? Will 
flattery keep our kitchens going? Don’t waste your time on flattery Zaleed 
Sahib, just make the required payment. And don’t, in the future ever think that 
discussing finances demeans art.
‘As for working for you, that I will not, but you may use the patterns I made if 
you want.’
Seething with anger she walked away.
∞∞∞∞∞
Sofia had seen Zaleed and Mariam talking in the corridor and that night she 
rang him up to find out what happened. Zaleed told her the whole story.
‘I told you she was bad-tempered. Why did you have to talk to her? There are 
many very good artists at the NCA, you have spoken to quite a few, why not 
hire one of them?’
‘Yes that is what I intend to do now. But Mariam was not entirely incorrect in 
what she said. It is the way she says things and her attitude that is wrong. One 
cannot go through life resenting everything and holding on to petty grudges. I 
did after all offer an unconditional apology.’ Zaleed felt Mariam’s rudeness was 
unwarranted after his apology.
∞∞∞∞∞
Mariam’s anger had not been assuaged by Zaleed’s apology. She believed 
Zaleed was apologizing not because he meant to but because he wanted to use 
her. He had liked her work and was trying to ingratiate himself to her.
A few days after this incident, Sofia came up to Mariam in the Fine Arts class. 
They were both starting work on their canvases. Sofia took an envelope out 
from her bag and said, ‘Zaleed has sent this for you, Mariam. It is a check for 
the work you have done.’
Once again Mariam felt she had been insulted. Her anger flared up. She refused 
to take the envelope. ‘I don’t need the check. Return it to Zaleed and tell him to 
use the money to buy some manners.’
‘It is not Zaleed, it’s you who needs to learn manners,’ Sofia too was angered by 
Mariam’s constant rudeness. She laid out her paints and began work.
‘I don’t need your advice,’ Mariam sneered, pointing her brush at Sofia. ‘You 
were sent as a courier; just stick to your task.’
Sofia could stand it no longer. She flung the envelope at Mariam and in a voice 
loud enough for all to hear, shouted, ‘How dare you! First, you ask for money 
and then you have the gall to show an attitude.’
Mariam went red in the face. She was hoping things would now calm down, but 
now the entire class was watching the exchange and smirking. But Sofia was too 



angry to calm down, ‘Who do you think you are? Just because a few people have 
praised your work you think no end of yourself. You are no Chugtai, no 
Sadquain, no Gulgee…artists like you are a dime a dozen, walking around with 
their portfolios looking for work. It’s people like you from families with no 
breeding that spoil the reputation of institutions like the NCA.’ Sofia stomped 
out of the room too angry to continue with her work.
Mariam looked around her. She knew that within a few hours the entire college 
would be talking of this fight. What was Zaleed trying to prove by sending her 
this check? That he was not beholden to her? That he was professional in his 
dealings? Her bitterness towards Zaleed had not lessened. Across the room she 
saw Mustafa looking at her. Mustafa had been the one who Zaleed hired after 
Mariam had turned down his offer. She walked up to him, handed him the 
envelope and said, ‘Can you give this to Zaleed?’
‘We are using your designs as the base of our work…’ Mustafa began, but 
Mariam had no wish to listen to anything. With a sardonic smile she returned to 
her work.
∞∞∞∞∞
Mariam had taken a dislike to Sofia from the beginning and this was 
reciprocated. Sofia felt that she was arrogant and that pride in her work and the 
praise she received from the professors in the college had turned her head. 
There was an element of truth in this. Mariam was undoubtedly an exceptional 
student. The entire teaching staff believed that this was one student who would 
impact the art scene in the future. Mariam was fully aware of the faith her 
teachers had in her. She knew that her work in its originality and execution was 
better than that of other students in the college. But pride in her talent made 
her contemptuous of others; especially of people like Sofia whom she regarded 
as mediocre. She believed that Sofia had been able to gain admission to NCA 
not because of her aptitude but because she had the right background—rich 
and well-connected.
Mariam had topped the merit list when she applied for admission to the NCA, 
but Mama Jan’s pecuniary situation was so precarious that it was impossible for 
her to pay the admission fee. It was only after Mother Superior at Mariam’s 
school had used her connections to get the Board of Governors of the NCA to 
waive her fee that she was able to gain admission. Even then there were many 
formalities to be completed and much paper work to be done by her and Mama 
Jan before admission was guaranteed. Mariam believed that institutions like the 
NCA whose prime motive should be to promote art were disinterested in real 
talent; they catered to the affluent class that lacked nothing and needed 
nothing. To some extent Mariam’s assessment was not wrong.



Once she started classes at the NCA she realized that a large majority of the 
students were from highly placed families; students with little talent but with 
connections in the right places would be given the seal of approval by the NCA. 
Mariam was vocal about her criticism of Sofia and her ilk.
‘Not everyone who wields a brush and can draw four lines on a canvas is an 
artist,’ she would say contemptuously of Sofia and her friends. Or, ‘Who will buy 
their work except for friends and family? And that too only out of politeness. No 
wonder they can price their work so high!’
It would not take long for these words to reach Sofia and a simmering animosity 
grew between the two.
Other than the general aversion she had for Sofia and others like her, she was 
in the middle of a running feud with her mother over her desire to migrate to 
England. She felt her future in Pakistan was not secure and that by migrating 
she would be able to build a better life for herself. Mariam felt her mother had 
an unrelenting attitude regarding this, and this increased her bitterness 
towards everybody. This is why she was so short with Zaleed.
That Zaleed was Sofia’s cousin had already prejudiced her against him; she felt 
it was Sofia who had influenced Zaleed against giving her the job, and 
irrationally, she believed it was Sofia who had been the person Zaleed had 
addressed in the room that afternoon she had gone to meet him. Now that 
Zaleed had sent the check through Sofia, Mariam was convinced that Zaleed and 
Sofia were colluding to humiliate her.
∞∞∞∞∞
That night Sofia related the whole incident to Zaleed over dinner. Zaleed had 
decided to use Mariam’s design as the base for his work and felt obligated to 
pay her, but he was not sure she would accept payment from him. Not knowing 
of the animosity between Sofia and Mariam, he had asked Sofia to deliver the 
check as a favor. He listened to Sofia’s detailed account of what had happened 
with some concern, but when Sofia told him that Mariam had called her a 
‘courier’ he almost choked on his drink.
‘I fail to see what is so amusing,’ Sofia complained. ‘She is ill mannered and 
rude!’
‘That she is. I was only laughing at her choice of words,’ Zaleed was quick to 
placate Sofia.
By the time Sofia finished the entire story Zaleed’s amusement had faded. ‘You 
should not have insulted her so, Sofia,’ he said.
‘Why? Is it all right that she call me every name in the book and I don’t retaliate? 
I am not like you Zaleed, I cannot always turn the other cheek.’
Zaleed was deeply distressed by the turn events had taken. He felt that Sofia 
had overreacted and that she could have handled the situation more tactfully.



The next day at work when Mustafa returned Mariam’s check he felt an 
inexplicable sadness. He was sure Mariam’s dislike of him had grown.

Chapter 10
That night Scotland Yard raided the building. There had been a murder close to 
the building a few days earlier and the police had come to investigate. Who had 
been murdered and why, was not known to Catherine; neither had she any 
knowledge as to who the murderer was nor whom the police suspected.That 



night, however, the raid had nothing to do with the murder. Scotland Yard had 
for sometime been investigating a drug ring operating from the building; this 
raid was a culmination of many months of surveillance. Scotland Yard had 
started rounding up all those suspected of involvement and also those engaged 
in other illegal activities. Catherine’s past life as a prostitute meant that she too 
had a police record and she was one of those detained that night.

A search of her flat had not revealed anything illegal yet she was asked to 
accompany them to the police station. For the next several hours she was 
grilled about the comings and goings at the building to the extent that the 
police even questioned her about her relationship with Mazhar. Scared though 
she was, she was able to answer all questions truthfully and it soon became 
obvious that she knew nothing of the drug pedaling and she was released along 
with a few others who also had been brought for questioning and who were 
proven innocent. Catherine got home relieved that she was free. Little did she 
know that her troubles were just beginning.
∞∞∞∞∞
Three hours after getting home, there was another loud knock on the door. 
With a sinking feeling of foreboding she opened the door. Two plainclothes 
men stood at the door. ‘We are from Scotland Yard, you have been asked to 
accompany us again to the police station,’ one of them said.
Catherine did not ask for any identification. Mutely she put on her coat and 
picked up her handbag. On the street a car was waiting. Although she was 
surprised that this was not a police car, she did not protest as the man opened 
the door and asked her to get in.  As she slid in, one man got in on either side 
of her and promptly the driver started the engine. As soon as they were on the 
highway, the man on the right pulled something out of his pocket and sprayed 
Catherine on the face. As she gasped for air, Catherine could feel her mind go 
blank; in seconds she had passed clean out.
∞∞∞∞∞
When she came to Catherine saw she was in a darkened room. She lay still for a 
few minutes to gauge her surroundings and then in an abrupt movement she 
ran across the room to open the door. It was locked. Quickly she crossed the 
room to the window and pulled the curtain aside.
She was on the top floor of a two storey house made of wood which seemed to 
be in the middle of nowhere. The falling snow had created an illusion of a white 
wasteland. Catherine instinctively knew that she was out in the suburbs not too 
far from the city; it was the falling snow that was creating this illusion of 
wilderness. But why would the police bring her here and in this strange manner? 
Fear griped Catherine and she ran to the door and started banging on it. In a 



few minutes she heard footsteps outside; she quickly moved to the far side of 
the room. The door opened and three men entered. She recognized one of 
them as the one who had asked her to accompany him to the police station.
‘You are not the police. Why have you brought me here? Catherine asked with 
trepidation.
‘You are right, we are not the police,’ the man was unperturbed. ‘And you are 
no longer in London. Tomorrow you will be taken to Leicester where you will 
join some other girls who work for us in the escort business.’
Catherine could feel fear crawling up her spine. ‘But you are mistaken, I am not 
a prostitute…,’ she whispered hoarsely..
Drawing a paper from his packet, the man cut her off. ‘You’re not?’ he sneered. 
‘We know you for exactly what you are.’
‘Catherine Alexander Brown,’ he began reading from the paper. ‘Age: 18 years 
and 2 months. Mother’s name: Ruth Brown. Father’s name and nationality: 
Aleem Sajid, Pakistani. Your mother worked in a bar till she died two years ago. 
You started working as a prostitute soon after her death.’
‘But I don’t do that any longer. I work in a shop,’ Catherine was trembling with 
fear. How did these people know so much about her?
The man ignored her. He kept reading from the paper. ‘Brothers and sisters: 
none. Relatives…’ now he was naming all her aunts and uncles. In silence 
Catherine listened as the man read from the paper. She made another attempt 
to make herself heard.
‘I no longer work as a prostitute. I am engaged and will be marrying soon. My 
fiancé has gone to Pakistan; he will be back in a few weeks and then we will be 
married…’ her voice trailed off.
‘Mazhar Khan. That’s his name. Right?’ He will not be back. He is not coming 
back. He will not marry you. Willingly or not, you will work for us.’ The man’s 
attitude had changed. Harsh and unbending, he continued. ‘We know all about 
you, Catherine. We know you have no one to help you, no one who will look out 
for you. You do as you are told and we will look after you. We will pay you well; 
you will be given a nice apartment…’ Ignoring Catherine’s efforts to interrupt, 
he continued in the same harsh tone, ‘I am locking the door. Think about what I 
have said. There is no one to come to your aid. Bang on the door if you will, 
scream and shout, no one will come to rescue you. Make this easy on yourself. 
Get some rest and accept our proposal.’
The three men left the room. Catherine heard the key turn as they locked the 
door behind them. She stayed rooted to the spot unable to comprehend what 
was happening. Who were these people and how could they kidnap her? How 
did they know so much about her? Who could have given them so many details, 
about her, her family? She began to pace around the room frantically.



‘Only the police know my past…and Mazhar. Why would anyone do this to me? I 
have not been with anyone except Mazhar these last eight months. How do they 
know about Mazhar? Did Mazhar…?’ The thought was too horrible to 
contemplate. She would not think about it. But the seed had been sown. The 
thought would not go away. Had Mazhar done this to her? Was this why Mazhar 
had been so solicitous towards her all these months…taking her out, paying for 
everything?
No, she would not think about this. Mazhar loved her. He would not do such a 
thing. He would not push her into this maelstrom. But, unbidden, the thought 
returned to torment. Who but Mazhar knew that her father was a Pakistani? Who 
but Mazhar knew that his name was Aleem?
Dry-eyed, she stood near the window and looked out. ‘He ruined me! He 
destroyed my life!’ She could hear her mother’s pain-crazed voice.
‘But Mazhar has not destroyed my life. He has not ruined me. He has just 
buried me in this never-ending snow…’ she was looking out of the window 
murmuring to herself. ‘And now that I am buried in it, what difference does it 
make if it goes on snowing. My only prayer is that the snow never stops, that no 
one sees me ever again…Mazhar Khan…’ she laughed bitterly. Blowing softly on 
the windowpane she made a small circle of mist and then spread her fingers 
and left the impression of her right hand on the pane.
‘This is not your fault, Mazhar Khan. This is my fate. I am Ruth Brown’s 
daughter. I cannot be anyone’s wife.’ She was sobbing uncontrollably now.
‘I love the name Khadija. I will name you Khadija…’ the voice from the past 
taunted. ‘Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way. Oh what fun it is to ride in a 
one horse open sleigh…’ she was singing softly to herself.
‘You look beautiful when you laugh…’ the voice continued.
She laughed out loud. ‘I will bring you clothes from my country, the type our 
women wear…’
She began to sing again. Anything to drown out this incessant voice.
‘We will fish one day in the Thames, Cathy.’
She was laughing uncontrollably now. She felt something wet on her cheeks. 
The handprint she had left on the windowpane had vanished. Everything had 
vanished. Life. Love. Relationships. Trust. Dreams. Hope. Desire. Light. The only 
thing left was snow. The only thing visible was snow. Freezing snow that 
covered everything.  She put her head against the windowpane and cried like a 
child.
Outside the snow fell even harder.



Chapter 11
The air around her was fragrant. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath 
trying to capture the sweet scented air inside her. She could not tell where the 
scent was coming from. And try as she might, she could not decipher the 
source of the fragrance.  



∞∞∞∞∞
Mariam saw Zaleed at the NCA a number of times after the incident with Sofia. 
But he made no effort to talk to her. Most of the time he was with Sofia and 
would shy away from her. Even when Sofia was not with him he would still not 
greet her. He acted as if he did not know her at all. At the back of her mind 
Mariam had expected Zaleed to apologize for having sent the check through 
Sofia; or at the very least she expected a simple salutation when they met. This 
complete indifference infuriated her.
Zaleed’s constant presence in the college led to rumors that Zaleed and Sofia 
were engaged and that they would be getting married soon. When Mariam first 
heard of this she felt a curious saddening in her heart. She could not 
concentrate on her work that day. Zaleed and Sofia were on her mind. She could 
not understand why she felt this way. Mariam had always disliked Sofia but for 
the first time she felt envy that she could not define…Sofia and Zaleed. Why 
should the thought of the two of them together hurt her so? By the time Mariam 
reached home she was in a sad and depressed mood.
When she saw Sofia the next day at college she did not feel the familiar dislike. 
Instead, for the first time, she acknowledged Sofia’s good fortune. ‘She is lucky 
Zaleed loves her and wants to marry her,’ she thought to herself. For the first 
time she was forced to concede that Sofia had talents that were greater than 
hers
Sofia made no effort to either admit or deny the rumors about being engaged to 
Zaleed, and because of that the rumors took a life of their own and it was 
generally accepted that the two would marry soon. Mariam’s despondency did 
not lessen and she remained depressed and upset. Her work suffered in 
college, and at home her conflict with Mama Jan increased. She spent a lot of 
time either sleeping or thinking about Zaleed and Sofia.
Luckily for her, Professor Abbas approached her with a new offer of work. A five 
star hotel in the city was opening a Japanese restaurant on its premises and was 
looking for an artist to paint murals on the walls of the restaurant. Although 
Mariam was depressed and not much inclined to take up the offer, she needed 
the money. Plus the work would give her a chance to use her creativity. The 
terms the hotel was offering were too good to be refused. Also the hotel would 
send its own car for her to be picked up from the college and dropped back 
home in the evening.
It was her second day at work. Mariam had been working steadily but now she 
was tired and put her brushes down for a few minutes. Idly she began to survey 
the people dining at the various tables. She was shocked when she saw Zaleed 
and Sofia at a table a few feet away. A wave of revulsion and embarrassment 
ran over her. For a minute she felt like escaping, but then she turned around 



and got back to her work with greater determination, but her concentration was 
not what it should have been and her strokes were uneven and jerky. Then, 
unable to continue, Mariam gave up after a few minutes, and packing her things 
informed the management that she was leaving for home.
The next five days passed smoothly and Mariam was able to continue her work 
without any hassle. On the sixth day however, she saw Zaleed and Sofia again 
dining at the restaurant. They were seated not too far from where she was 
working and she was able to observe them as she painted. They were laughing 
and chattering happily. For some reason Mariam felt they were talking about 
her and once again her concentration was broken.
She was even more upset than before and could not mask her feelings from the 
receptionist at the front desk when she went up to him to ask for the car to 
take her home.
‘Have some coffee before you go,’ he suggested. But Mariam turned down the 
offer. She was trying her best to keep back the tears that threatened to spill 
over.
‘I am not well. I am going to sleep,’ she told Mama Jan when she reached home. 
One glance at her told Mama Jan that there would be no point in trying to 
comfort or talk to Mariam so she let her be. Mariam went to the room and lay 
down on the bed, covering herself completely with the coverlet. She wept 
silently and bitterly wishing she could go away to a place where she would 
never have to see Zaleed ever again. A deep depression was beginning to settle 
over her.
∞∞∞∞∞
All night she could not sleep. Mama Jan on the contrary, as was her habit, was 
in a deep sleep. Mariam stared into the tenebrous gloom cast by the night light. 
She could see Sofia’s hand on Zaleed’s as they laughed together. Her envy of 
Sofia was deeper than before.
‘How lucky some people are,’ she thought to herself. ‘They come in to the 
world with no worries and they leave it having had the best that life has to offer. 
All that they desire, they get. They do not need to struggle for anything. Like 
Sofia and Zaleed.’ Her eyes misted again.
In her despondency, she lost all hope. She felt that all that she was doing was 
pointless. For the first time in her life she began to question the point of art. 
She wished she did not have to go to college again ever. ‘After all, what 
difference will it make to anyone if I never paint again? Life will not end if I give 
up art. Art is not life,’ she thought with increasing unhappiness. ‘What 
difference does it make if I live or not,’ she wiped away the tears with her hand.
A few hours after midnight she heard Mama Jan stir. Quickly she threw her arm 
over her eyes. In the still darkness she saw Mama Jan get up for the pre-dawn 



prayer. Without a sound, and without turning on the light, she left the room to 
make her ablutions and Mariam turned on her side facing the wall. In a little 
while Mama Jan was back and had started praying. When Mariam was certain 
that Mama Jan was absorbed in her prayers, Mariam turned again to observe 
her. Covered head to toe in a white chador Mariam could see her mother deep 
in prayer in the dim light of the room. She seemed completely at peace.
‘Does Mama Jan have any idea how unhappy I am?’ she thought looking at her 
mother through teary eyes. ‘But how would she know? Her day begins with a 
prayer and ends with a prayer. For the world she is the embodiment of peace 
and tranquility. But she is incapable of doing anything for me. Had she sent me 
to England a few years ago as I had wanted I would never have met Zaleed and I 
would not have had to endure this pain.’ The tears were coming fast and 
furious now. ‘I think Mama Jan has never even prayed for me. Had she prayed 
for me would my life have been so harsh? Then, why does she pray so much? 
Who are these long supplications for? My life has not changed one jot because 
of her prayers. Are prayers of any use at all?’
‘I have prayed for Zaleed. I have prayed that he love me…but has that 
happened? What good have my prayers done? They have not made Zaleed fall in 
love with me. This is all fate. What happens is fated. Intellect and talent have no 
role in life. It is fate that rules our destiny.’
She was watching her mother who sat with her eyes closed on the prayer mat 
with both hands raised in supplication. Suddenly Mariam rose from the bed and 
sitting down next to her mother, reached out and grabbed her hands.
Astonished, her mother opened her eyes and looked at Mariam’s tear-stained 
face. ‘What happens Mama Jan if one wants just one thing from God and He 
does not grant that wish?’
Mama Jan did not speak. She could not understand what Mariam was saying.
‘I have prayed for only one thing Mama Jan, and even that God has not granted. 
Why, Mama Jan? You tell me, are my prayers ineffective or am I just unlucky?’
‘You are not unlucky, Mariam,’ Mama Jan replied gently wiping the tears from 
Mariam’s face. ‘The fact that your prayers have not been answered does not 
mean that your prayers are ineffective. Our beloved Prophet (pbuh) has said 
that when a Muslim prays for something that is not a sin and is not based on 
cruelty, then God either grants the prayer or else the prayers help dispel 
another problem that the supplicant faces, or gifts a treasure of happiness that 
is equal to the prayer.’
‘You pray, Mama Jan. Ask God to give me Zaleed. And if I can’t have Zaleed I 
don’t want anything else,’ Mariam buried her face in her mother’s lap weeping 
inconsolably. ‘Why does God do this, Mama Jan? Why does He not just give us 



what we want? Why does He make one beseech and long for everything?’ she 
blubbered.
She lifted her face from her mother’s lap. ‘Tomorrow I will take all my paintings 
and burn them. I will never go to college again. Mama Jan, I will never go to 
college again, you’ll see.’
‘But why, Mariam?’ Mama Jan lifted Mariam’s face up and looked at her.
‘Because I cannot paint any longer. I don’t wish to. My heart is not in it. Mama 
Jan, I don’t feel like doing anything any more. I don’t want to draw or paint. I 
don’t want any recognition as an artist. And apart from art what else can I can 
do? I can think of nothing but Zaleed. He is there in front of me all the time,’ 
she sobbed helplessly.
Mama Jan looked at Mariam in disbelief. There was nothing she could do to 
console her.
‘When I pick up a paintbrush, I feel he has grabbed my hand. When I squeeze 
the colors on the palette he is there; when I spread the colors on the canvas he 
is there again. And Mama Jan, what could be more painful than knowing that 
you are invisible to the one you love. He can see all but me. He cares for all but 
me. He speaks to all but me. It is as if I don’t exist. Mama Jan. You have never 
loved anyone so you cannot know how I feel.’ She buried her face again in her 
mother’s lap, and once more burst into tears. She did not see the tears 
glistening in Mama Jan’s eyes.
‘Yes, if the one you love is indifferent to you, what can you do?’ Mama Jan 
spoke with her eyes closed as she stroked her daughter’s head.
‘How can I survive when I am hollow inside?’ Mariam’s anguish knew no 
bounds.
‘Mariam, you have your career ahead of you. You are going to be a great artist,’ 
Mama Jan tried to console her, but it was not to be.
‘No Mama Jan. I have no career ahead of me. It has all turned to smoke and 
dissipated. When there is no place on which to stand how can one build a 
house? He was mine…Mama Jan you pray to God. Tell him to give Zaleed to me 
and then I won’t ask for more. I do not want a place in Paradise; only Zaleed. 
What is the point of praying all the time if the one prayer for your child is not 
fulfilled? Mama Jan you prove to Allah that you are not just a human being, you 
are a mother too.’ She was holding Mama Jan’s hand and wringing it in her 
agony.
Mama Jan looked at her in her quiet way, but her face was wet with tears. 
Having exhausted herself with her emotional outburst, Mariam got up wearily 
and went to the bed and lay down. Shortly Mama Jan got up and left the room. 
Did she return later? Mariam had no idea. She was physically and emotionally 
drained. Exhaustion swept over her in waves. Her eyes were heavy with sleep. 



Slowly she drifted into sleep. From afar she could hear someone crying, but 
where the sound was coming from and who was crying she did not know. She 
drifted off into a dreamless sleep.
∞∞∞∞∞
The next day, at her mother’s insistence, Mariam went to the hotel to complete 
her work. She was now in a hurry to finish it as quickly as possible. By 7:30 in 
the evening she was done. The manger came to look at it and expressed his 
satisfaction. He then called for the car so that she could be dropped home.
As Mariam got into the car she noticed a set of gift wrapped paintings lying on 
the seat next to her. Starting the car the driver said, ‘Zaleed Sahib has sent 
these two paintings for you.’
‘Zaleed?’ she asked in surprise. ‘Who is Zaleed?’
‘His father owns the hotel,’ the driver replied. ‘He asked me to give you the 
paintings and also said to ask you to please have a look at them. He has also 
asked me to convey his thanks for the very beautiful work you have done on the 
walls of the Japanese restaurant.’
Speechless, Mariam looked at the parcels next to her. Professor Abbas had not 
told her this project was connected to Zaleed. She picked up one painting, 
undid the packaging, and looked at it. She was stunned. Quickly she unwrapped 
the next parcel too. She could not believe her eyes. Desire andFaith. Two of her 
earliest works. Her face glowed with pleasure.
She vividly recalled the circumstances in which she had been compelled to sell 
these paintings. It was about a year and half ago when she had been giving 
tuition in art to a student of Beaconhouse School. Because she was extremely 
short of money she had sold both these paintings to the girl’s mother for a 
paltry sum. She had not been happy about the sale because she knew the 
paintings were worth much more than the price she was getting, but her need 
was great and she had no choice. Now she had the paintings back. How did 
Zaleed get them in the first place? And why was he returning them to her? She 
was intrigued.
‘Please tell Zaleed I want to meet him,’ she told the driver, carefully wrapping 
up the paintings again.
At home, she showed the paintings to her mother. Her face was glowing. This 
was not the Mariam of last night.
‘What will you do with these paintings, Mariam?’ her mother asked.
‘I want to give them back to Zaleed,’ Mariam replied as she sat down to dinner.



Chapter 12
The train sped on towards its destination leaving everything but time behind. 
The splattering raindrops had created a watery web on the windowpane. The 
web did not however block the beautiful scenery that rushed past. But 
Catherine was oblivious to the beauty outside. She sat with unseeing eyes 
looking out. The train was slowing to a stop now. The raindrops changed 



patterns; now they looked like teardrops flowing down the glass. With a long 
sigh Catherine leant back and closed her eyes. She was returning to London 
after a long time.She had been working as a call girl for the last four years. She 
went where she was told to go; she was dropped off at various locations and 
picked up again. Who dropped her and who picked her up, who she met and 
what she was paid, was of no interest to her. Every man she saw turned into the 
same man. Every man was Mazhar Khan. And she could never make up her 
mind whether she loved or hated this man. These four years taught her only 
one thing—never to trust anyone ever again. And certainly, never to love 
anyone ever again.Even now as she sat with her eyes closed in this fast moving 
train her thoughts turned again to the night her life changed. She was 
convinced Mazhar had betrayed her. She had been taken to Leicester, and had 
become part of a prostitution racket. She was given a fairly large apartment and 
was regularly sent out to various clients and was given a regular allowance 
based on the hours she put in. But she had no illusions about her freedom. She 
knew she was constantly watched and any attempt to run away would mean 
instant capture and greater surveillance. So she made no effort to escape; no 
effort to contact the police. With complete apathy she accepted her fate. This 
was her destiny; she had made a compromise with life.

Early in the morning, Josephine, a girl from her circle whom she met 
sometimes, called her.
‘Cathy, this is Josephine. Here, note this address down and reach here as 
quickly as possible,’ she had said in an agitated voice.
‘Why, what is the matter?’
‘The police are going to raid your apartment. You should get out as soon as 
possible.’ Josephine then quickly put down the phone.
For a few seconds Catherine froze. She sat there dumbfounded. In the last four 
years there had been no hint of trouble. She remembered the last time she had 
been in such a situation, and quick as lightning she picked up a few essentials 
and her money and left.
In a few minutes she was at the address Josephine had given her.
‘We are free Cathy!’ Josephine cried as she pulled her in into her apartment.
‘What does that mean?’
‘Richard called to tell me that Frank has been murdered. The rest of the guys 
are alienated from each other. One of them has snitched to the police and now 
all the places we have lived in may be raided. Richard told me this is one of the 
few places that is safe and that who ever can get away should.’Then, noticing 
Catherine’s silence, she said, ‘Why aren’t you happy?’



‘What if they start searching for us again after all this dies down?’ Catherine was 
frightened.
‘There is no chance of that happening. This bunch of criminals is finished. The 
guy in Scotland Yard who identified girls for this racket has turned informer 
against this gang. He was the one who would inform Frank about the details of 
girls picked up and then released by Scotland Yard for minor misdemeanors, or 
those with some criminal record. Girls like us were picked up by Frank and his 
gang because of the information passed on by him. Now that he has been 
caught he has identified all the men in this group. There is no way anyone will 
get away. And even if some of the men escape the net and get away, there is no 
way they can get this racket going again.’ Josephine paused for a moment, and 
looking at Catherine’s pale face said, ‘Are you okay?’
‘There was an informant in Scotland Yard who gave Frank all the information 
about us—the information we ourselves gave to the police?’ Catherine asked in 
disbelief.
‘Yes. Richard told me all about the way the organization was run. This man 
from Scotland Yard and Frank were partners. They were targeting girls from 
London; girls like us who had no family or friends to question our 
disappearance. And girls like us who had some criminal record and were taken 
to police headquarters for questioning. That is how they got you and me.’
Catherine was lost in thought. ‘So it was not Mazhar who betrayed me. It was 
some informant. For four years I have hated Mazhar for what I believed to be 
true. But why should I have doubted Mazhar? And then when he came back 
from Pakistan he must have come to look for me and not finding me would 
have asked in the building about me. He must have learnt all about me. What I 
am. What I do. What would he have done then? What would he have thought?’
The voice returned in her head, ‘I love the name Khadija. When you accept Islam 
I will name you Khadija Noor.’ The voice was all around her, like a stereo 
system it boomed from every corner of the room. All the pent up emotions of 
the last four years burst open. She felt the wax-like state she had been in these 
many years begin to melt and she burst into tears.
Josephine could never have understood what had made Catherine cry.
∞∞∞∞∞
And now she was on her way back to London.
To Josephine she explained, ‘In the last few years I have been from Leicester to 
Birmingham to Bradford, to Cambridge; but not once have I been to London. I 
cannot live here any longer. I want to back to London and then decide what to 
do.’



The train moved on again and Catherine opened her eyes. The windowpane was 
now even more fogged than before. ‘What can be more mystifying than life,’ 
she thought to herself as she closed her eyes once again.
∞∞∞∞∞
London had changed. Nothing seemed the same. But she knew this was an 
illusion. For most people London was probably what it had always been. She 
found herself a cheap hotel, but within days she had transferred to a bed-sitter 
in a house run by an elderly lady. The next few days were spent job hunting, 
and soon she found work in a factory. But she did not stay there long. She left 
the factory to work as a sales associate in a department store and soon she 
started attending classes at the Islamic center. A few weeks later she embraced 
Islam. It was as if she was starting her life all over again. Just one revelation had 
renewed her faith in life.
‘It was not Mazhar who had betrayed me. He truly loved me. At least in trusting 
him I had not erred.’ The bitterness that had consumed Catherine all these 
years was beginning to fade.

Chapter 13



She felt she was so light she could float. Float like a feather…like a waft of 
breeze…like a petal. All was quiet around her. The silence, the scented air, the 
cool ground under her feet; she felt she was in heaven. ∞∞∞∞∞

That evening the driver gave Zaleed Mariam’s message. Zaleed was convinced 
that Mariam was not angry with him any longer.
The next day he went to the college to meet her. He was told that she had left 
early that day. He thought for a moment, and then calling the driver from the 
hotel, drove over to her house. He knocked on the door and was surprised to 
see a woman, who, though wrapped in a chador and speaking in Urdu, was 
obviously not a Pakistani.
‘I have come to see Umme Mariam. I went to the college to meet her but she 
was not there. I presumed she had come home,’ Zaleed explained.
‘She is not home yet. Perhaps she has gone elsewhere from college,’ the woman 
replied with a smile.
‘May I come in and wait for her? My name is Zaleed Abwab.’
The woman’s reaction was unexpected. She moved a step back with a start and 
fixed her gaze on him. Zaleed nervously thought he must have said the wrong 
thing.
‘I can come back later…’
‘No, no. Please come in.’ She opened the door wide.
Zaleed entered the room. The lady closed the door and led him into the sitting 
room.
‘Are you Mariam’s mother?’ he asked.
She looked up at him and smiled. ‘Yes.’
She directed him to a chair and left the room. Zaleed sat down. Other than the 
two he had returned, the room was full of paintings in various stages of 
completion. One wall was completely covered with canvases. Zaleed looked 
around him with interest. Mariam’s mother came back to the room. .
‘You are not from Pakistan, are you?’ Zaleed inquired.
‘No. I am English,’ she replied. ‘I converted to Islam many years ago and came 
here to live.’
Zaleed looked at her thoughtfully. ‘How long have you been here?’ he asked.
‘Twenty years now,’ she replied.
‘That is a very long time.’
Mama Jan smiled. She made no reply.
‘My mother was English too. My parents separated.’
‘Why?’
‘I don’t know. My father never speaks about that aspect of his life. Maybe there 
was a lack of understanding between them.’ Zaleed shrugged his shoulders, 



dismissing the subject. ‘Where is your husband?’ He was more interested in 
Mama Jan.
‘He passed away. Mariam was 14 then.’
‘Does Mariam have any brothers or sisters?’
‘No.’
The two of them sat in silence for a while.
‘Mariam is a great artist.’ Zaleed started the conversation again.
‘Yes, she is.’ Ignoring his protestations, Mama Jan left the room to bring tea 
and some savories.
By the time Mariam came home it was late evening. At the door Mama Jan told 
her Zaleed was waiting for her. A shiver of delight ran through her. She could 
never in her wildest dreams have imagined Zaleed would have come to her 
house. As she walked into the room Zaleed stood up to greet her. Mariam could 
not think of what to say.
‘Not as long as I kept you waiting, but nevertheless I have waited for a long 
time for you today. I guess we are even now,’ Zaleed said with a smile.
Mariam smiled. She felt she was in a dream. ‘Where did you get these 
paintings?’ she asked.
Zaleed explained how he had got them.
‘You have had them framed. I want you to keep them.’
‘But this is my gift to you.’
‘Thank you. But you will be able to look after them better than I.’ Mariam was 
happy to hear this.
After Zaleed had left, Mariam asked Mama Jan what she thought of him.
‘He seems like a nice person.’ Mariam found Mama Jan’s tone of voice a little 
odd.
‘Is it possible Mama Jan that he should belong to any but me?’ Mariam asked. 
‘Is it possible that I reach out to him and he not respond?’ Mariam’s voice too 
had an edge to it.
Mama Jan did not reply. She was looking intensely at Mariam.
‘He has a girl in his life. Sofia. I wonder why he came here, Mama Jan?’ Mariam’s 
thoughts were disjointed and racing.
Late that night she woke from a deep sleep and saw Mama Jan sitting on the 
prayer mat, deep in prayer. Sleepily she watched her for some time and then 
turning to the other side fell asleep again.
∞∞∞∞∞
Four days after this incident, Mariam was in the college garden finishing a 
painting when Zaleed walked up to her. After the usual greeting he stood there 
watching her paint. His silence was disturbing; Mariam felt that he wanted to 
say something. Her intuition proved to be correct.



‘What do you plan to do after you graduate this year?’
‘I don’t know. I have not really thought about it.’
He was silent again. Mariam continued her painting. After a while he spoke 
again.
‘Have you thought of getting married?’
Mariam stopped painting and turned to look at him.
‘What I meant is, are you engaged?’
‘No. I am not engaged, nor have I given any thought to getting married.’ 
Mariam replied coolly as she turned her attention to the canvas.
‘I would like to ask you to marry me.’
She was stunned. ‘Are you joking with me?’ she asked looking him straight in 
the eye.
‘No, I am not joking. Why should I joke?’
Mariam lost some of her earlier composure. ‘Aren’t you engaged to Sofia?’ she 
asked uncertainly.
‘No, we are not engaged. We are just friends. Sofia is a good girl. It is likely that 
if I had not met you I would have married Sofia,’ Zaleed said candidly.
‘If she is such a good girl and since you are friends and have good regard for 
each other, why don’t you marry her? Why ask me?’ Mariam was affronted at 
Zaleed’s praise for Sofia.
‘Mariam, I am in love with you. For the last two months I have thought of you 
incessantly. I do not understand myself any longer. This last week has been 
absolute hell for me. I cannot sleep at night. Mariam, there is nothing in the 
world that is more hurtful than if the one you love hates you…that the one you 
love does not even care if you exist.’
Mariam was looking at Zaleed in astonishment. He was saying exactly what she 
had said to Mama Jan that night when she had cried in anguish and asked 
Mama Jan to pray that Zaleed fall in love with her.
‘…that the one you love should talk to all but you,’ Zaleed was continuing. ‘You 
have no idea Mariam how your attitude has pained me. I cannot put into words 
the hurt you have caused me.’
‘Do you know Mariam I used to come here just to see you, and each time I went 
home I would promise myself that I would never ever come again…and yet I 
came. As long as I was within the college premises I would be at peace, even if 
you were not around, but the moment I would step out the restlessness would 
return. I can’t explain my feelings…and this last week…why do I come here? 
What is this attraction? I cannot explain anything. But there is something that 
draws me here…whether it is your art…or you…I don’t know…’ His face was 
suffused with sadness and confusion.



‘And then I thought that if I love you so much then I must ask you to marry me. 
Sofia is a good girl but I don’t have the same feelings for her. My feelings for 
you form a new dimension. Even now, standing here talking to you, I feel this is 
where I belong.’
‘While I say all this I also want to be frank with you; I don’t want to marry you 
under a false impression; you should know that my family will never approve of 
this match. But that does not matter to me. I am financially independent and 
can marry without my family’s approval. This is not a pleasant situation. But I 
would like to assure you that if you marry me, I will never give you cause for 
complaint. I feel I will be very happy with you and I also feel that you will be 
happy with me. Will you marry me?’
‘Yes! Come home and talk to my mother.’
Zaleed smiled happily. ‘Will your mother accept me as a son-in-law?’
‘Yes!’
‘Good. I’ll come and talk to Mama Jan.’
Zaleed stood quietly for a while. Mariam felt he wanted to say something more, 
but after a while he went away without saying anything. Mariam put her 
paintbrushes away; she could not concentrate any longer. For a long time she 
just sat there with her eyes closed recalling every word Zaleed had said.
∞∞∞∞∞
Zaleed had anticipated that his stepmother would object to his marrying 
Mariam but he had not expected it of his father. He was upset when his father 
categorically refused to accept that he wanted to marry a girl whose mother was 
not Pakistani. ‘You can marry whom so ever you wish,’ he said, ‘my only 
condition is that the girl’s family has to be Pakistani.’
‘What is wrong with having a non-Pakistani mother? My mother was not from 
here either.’ Zaleed was confounded by his father’s logic. ‘Also she is not like 
other foreigners. She is a Muslim and she has brought her daughter up with 
very good values.’
‘Don’t talk to me of the virtues of these women. They accept Islam only to 
marry. And then they create an image of their goodness and piety. You know 
well enough Zaleed what Western women are like.’
‘And what if Papa, if you were to take a proposal on my behalf to a family who 
rejected us because my mother was English?’ Zaleed asked softly.
‘You were not brought up by your mother. I raised you and you are known 
because of me and not because of your mother.’
‘Papa, we are hardly practicing Muslims. Our family has very liberal views. It is 
not as if we are very conservative that Mariam would find it difficult to adjust to 
our lifestyle.’



‘Practicing Muslims or not. We are born Muslims.’ There was pride in his voice 
now and anger too. For the first time since the conversation began Papa had 
raised his voice.
‘That may be Papa, but I want to marry Umme Mariam. I will  marry only  once, 
and it has to be with a girl of my choice.’
‘Despite the fact that I disapprove?’
‘Papa if you were to give a valid reason for your disapproval I would consider it. 
But the reason you give is no reason at all. What happens if I agree now and not 
marry Mariam and later I find another girl I like and she is a foreigner or her 
mother is? Should I not marry? For me whether the girl is a Pakistani or a non-
Pakistani is a non-issue. You are not overly religious and neither am I, so I fail 
to see the problem. In any case Mariam is as Pakistani as any other girl—to look 
at, the way she lives, her cultural background; to refuse to accept her just 
because her mother is a non-Pakistani does not make sense. Especially when I 
am telling you her mother is a very nice woman, At least she seems very nice to 
me…’ Zaleed spoke softly trying to make his father see reason.
‘Zaleed if you have made up your mind to marry, go ahead. I cannot force you 
to accept my will. You are independent. You can do as you like. But I will not 
come to your wedding. And neither will anyone from my family. You are free to 
do as you like.’ He then picked up the newspaper and ended the conversation.
‘That is not fair, Papa,’ Zaleed spoke after a few minutes of silence. ‘Yes I am 
independent and can marry of my own accord, but I would like you to accept 
who I choose. It is not fair that you should make this an issue and cut me off 
from the family.’
‘It is not I but you who are cutting yourself away,’ Papa replied grimly.
For the next few hours Zaleed used all his persuasive powers to sway his 
father’s opinion but he was adamant.
Finally Zaleed gave up. ‘So be it, Papa. If you wish to cut off all ties with me for 
something like this, then I can’t help it. But I will marry where I will.’ He was 
bewildered and hurt by his father’s stubbornness. He had made no effort to 
convince his stepmother, Nuzhat, because he felt that she would not help him. 
In any case she did not have any great influence on his father. Upset though he 
was, Zaleed was glad that he had already told Mariam about the possible 
opposition from his family and was relieved because she had accepted his 
proposal knowing about that.
∞∞∞∞∞
‘If Zaleed wants to marry you he will have to convince his family. I cannot agree 
to your marrying him until that happens.’
Mariam had come home that day in a great state of excitement. She told her 
mother about Zaleed’s proposal adding that it was unlikely that his family 



would be pleased about the match and that Zaleed said that he would marry her 
regardless. Mama Jan’s response was not what she had expected. Her mother 
seemed adamant that there would be no marriage unless the two families were 
in harmony.
Mariam was flabbergasted. ‘But Mama Jan, Zaleed in totally independent of his 
family. He lives alone in his own house, he has his own business. His father has 
already given him his share of the inheritance. So whether his family agrees to 
the match or not is quite irrelevant.’ Mariam tried to explain the situation to her 
mother.
‘It is not irrelevant Mariam,’ Mama Jan replied.
‘Mama Jan, Zaleed had explained to me that his parents may not agree to the 
match. He is prepared to go against their wishes.’
‘Why won’t his parents agree? Do they want him to marry someone else?’ Mama 
Jan asked gently.
‘I don’t know. I know his mother had hoped that Zaleed would marry her niece, 
her sister’s daughter, Sofia. You remember, Mama Jan? I had told you about 
Sofia. There was a sort of an understanding in the family that the two of them 
would marry although nothing had been said formally. Sofia presumed that it 
would be so although they were not engaged or anything. But now his father 
says he would be happy if Zaleed were to marry anyone—anyone but me that 
is.’
‘Why does he object to you?’ Mama Jan was looking intently at her daughter. 
Mariam looked uncertain; it was as if she wanted to say something but did not 
quite know how to say it.
‘Talk to Zaleed. Tell him to speak to his parents again to try and convince 
them.’
‘Mama Jan I have agreed to marry him and I will marry him whether or not his 
parents agree.’ She stood up in anger, ‘And even if you don’t agree I will still 
marry him. I will run away from home and I will marry him.’
Mama Jan looked at her daughter apprehensively.
‘Zaleed will be coming here to ask for your permission. You must give your 
consent.’
Mama Jan did not reply. She was lost in thought.
∞∞∞∞∞
‘Zaleed, you have asked Mariam to marry you.’ Mama Jan said as she gave 
Zaleed a cup of tea.
‘Yes.’
‘Is your family aware of your decision?’
‘Yes, they know about my decision.’



‘Then would it not be better if they were to come here to take this discussion 
further?’ Mama Jan’s asked in a gentle voice. Zaleed sat with his head bowed.
Looking up at Mama Jan he said, ‘Mariam must have told you my family is not 
happy with my decision.’
‘In that case would it not be better if you were to drop the idea of marrying 
Mariam?’
Zaleed looked at Mama Jan for a few seconds before replying. ‘Mama Jan, if I 
cannot marry Mariam for whatever reason, then I will never ever marry.’
‘Have you told your parents this?’ Mama Jan’s tone betrayed no anxiety. She 
was calm and collected.
‘Yes I have told them this and much more. But I just can’t get across to them. 
They do not understand how I feel.’
‘You should try once again.’
‘Mama Jan, I cannot make them understand no matter how often I talk to them. 
My father says I am independent and can do as I like, but he will not come here 
to talk to you about Mariam, nor will he participate in the wedding. No matter 
what I say his answer is the same.’
‘What is it that your father objects to?’
Zaleed could hardly say, ‘His sole objection is you.’ He did not want to hurt 
Mama Jan. So he avoided a direct answer. ‘He has many objections…but Mama 
Jan, see, I am absolutely independent of my father. I have my own house; I have 
my own business. I live by myself. I don’t see my marriage as a disruption to my 
present lifestyle. And once we are married I will continue to try to persuade my 
family to accept Mariam as my wife,’ Zaleed replied earnestly.
‘And what if this does not happen?’
‘Even if it does not, it will make no difference to either Mariam or me. Mama 
Jan, I understand your concerns and I want to put your fears at rest. I can 
promise Mariam every financial security. If you like, I can transfer the house to 
Mariam’s name; I will pay whatever haq mehr you wish. I will give her whatever 
you want.’
‘Zaleed, do you think marriages are made of possessions; that the people 
involved are secondary? Or do you think the consolation for a failed marriage 
should be money? That a divorced woman should be happy with a house and a 
large bank account? That these two things would suffice for the rest of her life?’
Zaleed looked helplessly at Mama Jan. ‘That is not what I meant, Mama Jan. I 
only meant I could provide her with every comfort in life.’
‘Living here, Mariam will have to live within the confines of our culture…I 
cannot agree to a wedding unless your family also agrees,’ Mama Jan spoke 
with finality.
‘Mama Jan! You don’t trust me.’



‘Man is not trustworthy,’ she replied with a smile taking the edge off her words.
‘All men are not alike,’ Zaleed was not about to concede the argument.
‘All men are alike Zaleed, especially those who profess to be different.’
‘I am not claiming to be different. I am only saying that I keep to my word,,that 
I am trustworthy. In any case, Mama Jan, one has to have faith in humanity.’
‘Even if one were to trust people, how can one have faith in time and 
circumstance? Time and circumstance are the two things that put a lie to every 
emotion, to every relationship. Today you are willing to reject your parents for 
the love of a girl; you are willing to put aside a blood relationship and lifelong 
love. What happens if you one day reject Mariam? What hold will Mariam or I 
have over you then?’
Zaleed did not reply.
‘And what will Mariam do then? Will she live in your house? Will she buy food 
and drink from your money? Will she buy herself clothes from yourmoney? 
Will your money wipe her tears? Will the money remove the stigma of being a 
divorcee? Will it stop people from gossiping, or heal the hurt caused by the 
betrayal of a loved one? No, Zaleed, I cannot allow Mariam to marry into your 
family without the blessings of the elders in the family.
‘Mama Jan, right in the beginning I had told Mariam that my family would not 
approve of this marriage. She said she would marry me despite this.
‘That may be so. But Mariam is my daughter and she cannot marry against my 
will.’ For the first time since the conversation began Mama Jan sounded 
unsympathetic.
‘Mama Jan you come from a society that is more liberal than ours; where the 
people are indifferent to the whims of social mores. You, of all people, should 
be more liberal in your thoughts.’
‘Zaleed, Mariam and I both belong here and this is where you and Mariam will 
also live. You are not going to be living on Mars. I have no objection to you; my 
only concern is that should the marriage not work, for whatever reason, then 
what will Mariam have to fall back on?’
‘But Mama Jan, if my family will not agree, what can I do? At least you should 
not have any doubts about my love for Mariam. What can I say to convince you 
that I will be faithful to Mariam? I am not the sort of person who is erratic, and 
nor am I short tempered or egoistical.’ Zaleed renewed his efforts to try and win 
over Mama Jan.
‘Zaleed you can say it once or you can say it a hundred times, my answer will 
still be the same. I cannot allow Mariam to marry you unless your parents come 
and ask for her hand.’ Mama Jan picked up the tea tray and went out of the 
room.



Zaleed followed her out to the verandah. Mama Jan put the tray on the kitchen 
counter and turned around. ‘How did you hurt your foot?’
Zaleed looked down at his foot. The big toe was wrapped in plaster. ‘I stubbed 
it and the nail has cracked. The doctor says it will have to be removed. Because 
I have been busy I have not had it done yet.’ Zaleed was touched by Mama Jan’s 
concern.
‘Why don’t you go and sit for a while,’ Mama Jan said. Quietly Zaleed went back 
to the room. Mama Jan followed him in a little later. She carried a small bowl in 
one hand and some cotton wool and adhesive bandages in the other.
‘Take off your sandal and the plaster.’
‘Why Mama Jan?’
‘I have heated some of this clarified butter in turmeric for your foot.’
Zaleed just stared at her.
‘Come on!.Okay, I’ll just take it off myself.’ She sat down on the mat next to 
him and started to undo the strap of his sandal. Deeply embarrassed, Zaleed 
jerked his foot away. ‘I’ll do that, Mama Jan,’ he said unstrapping the sandal 
and taking off the bandage.
He was still embarrassed as Mama Jan began to clean the wound and apply the 
homemade balm.
‘Mama Jan, I can do that myself,’ he protested.
‘Its okay, Zaleed, I’ll do it.’ She continued ministering to his foot. ‘Ask your man 
to heat you some oil and turmeric everyday and apply it to your foot regularly 
for a week or two. Or if that is difficult just come here and I’ll do it. The nail 
should heal in a couple of weeks; there is no need to remove it. Just make sure 
you don’t soak it, and don’t overdo exercise till it heals. ’
‘Yes, Mama Jan.’
On his way home, Zaleed could not stop wondering at Mama Jan’s kindness. 
The next few days he made sure he followed her instructions and diligently re-
applied the bandage to his toe after putting the homemade oil and turmeric 
balm.
∞∞∞∞∞
‘Mama Jan , why did you turn down Zaleed?’ Mariam asked angrily when she 
came home from college.
‘Why don’t you change your clothes, Mariam, and have some lunch?’ Mama Jan 
replied in her usual unruffled way.
‘I don’t want lunch. I want an answer to my question. Why did you tell Zaleed I 
cannot marry him?’ Her face was red with anger.
‘I did not tell Zaleed that you cannot marry him. I just asked him to convince his 
parents to agree to the match.’



Mariam flung her bag across the room scattering her folders. Without a word 
Mama Jan picked up the folders and the bag.
‘Do you know what Zaleed told me? He says he will try and convince his parents 
but it is unlikely that they will agree. Then he said he would never marry me 
without your permission. And when I asked him what happens if you do not 
give permission, he did not reply. Mama Jan I am going to lose Zaleed because 
of you. Only because of you. Can you not have pity on me?’
‘Mama Jan do you know how many times I have prayed for Zaleed? He is all I 
want in life….you are not my mother. A mother would not hurt her child so.’ 
Refusing food, Mariam went to her bed and lay down crying. By evening Mama 
Jan gave in. Her resolution to stand firm came crumbling down like a wall of 
sand. She stood by the bed where Mariam lay.
‘Let Zaleed talk to his parents once; if they do not agree I’ll consent to your 
marriage.’

Chapter 14
She was immersed in trying to sell a wallet to a customer at the department 
store where she worked when Mazhar came and stood at the counter. Not 
knowing it was him, she turned to him with a customary smile. She froze when 



she recognized the man in front of her. ‘This has to be a dream,’ she told 
herself.‘I am looking for a wallet.’  Mazhar’s face was blank. No glimmer of 
recognition, no trace of acknowledgement, no smile.Khadija could not believe 
it. Did Mazhar not recognize her? Could Mazhar see her and not recognize her? 
Could she really have changed so much in the last four years?

Without looking at her, he was pointing to a wallet he wanted to see. Mutely, 
Khadija picked it up and put it on the counter in front of him and turned to see 
to another customer. By the time she was done serving, and looked back 
towards Mazhar he had made his purchase and was collecting his bill from the 
cashier. She watched him pocket his change and walk out of the door.
‘No questions asked, no answers sought; no anger; no complaint. Am I such so 
insignificant?’ She blinked away the tears that threatened to spill and turned to 
the next customer.
‘Why did he leave like that? Does he know all about me? He must have looked 
for me when he came back from Pakistan. He must have made inquiries about 
me. Did someone tell him about my past? Even then…he should have said 
something…should have spoken to me. Or am I being over emotional? After all, 
what happened was four years ago. Four years is a long time. Since I was the 
one who disappeared is it right for me to have expectations? He must have 
married by now. Or perhaps there is another girl in his life…yet he should 
have…But what can be more stupid than this…the sort of life I have led these 
last four years and yet I want Mazhar. But why would he have waited indefinitely 
for me?’ she tried to reason with herself.
‘I should stop dreaming of him now. He went out of my life four years ago.’ But 
try as she might to expunge Mazhar from her mind, she could not. That 
evening after work, instead of heading for home she found her way to the same 
park where she had met Mazhar for the first time. She sat on the bleachers and 
watched the cricket game. The past stretched before her as she recalled every 
small detail of her time with Mazhar.
‘One thing is clear,’ she thought, ‘no matter what I say or do, I will never forget 
Mazhar; not now, not ever.’ With tears running down her face she prayed, ‘May 
God I never see Mazhar again.’
∞∞∞∞∞
Four days later he was at the department store again. Khadija was behind the 
counter serving another customer. When she turned to him she could see that 
this time there was no question of him not having recognized her. There was 
anger in his eyes.
‘How can I help you?’ she addressed him as she would a customer, a plastic 
smile fixed on her face.



‘I want to talk to you. When will you be free?’
Khadija stood rooted to the spot, all color drained from her face. For the first 
time she realized how difficult it would be to have a conversation with him. To 
tell the only man who respected her that she…without answering, she turned to 
the next customer who had come to the counter. Mazhar did not move. Once 
the customer had gone he repeated the question.
‘When will you be free?’ There was no softness in his voice.
Pretending not to have heard, she busied herself at the counter. Mazhar went 
red with anger. ‘I am speaking to you!’ he said in a loud voice.
Forcing herself to stay in command, she looked directly in his eyes and without 
a tremor in her voice, said, ‘I don’t know you.’
Mazhar was stunned. As she made to move away from the counter he reached 
over and grabbed her hand. ‘Don’t do this to me, Catherine. Don’t make me 
feel I have wasted the last four years of my life searching for you.’ His eyes were 
moist with tears. Khadija could not look away. This was the only man in her life 
who had treated her with respect, and because of this had found a place in her 
heart which, try as she might, she could not erase.
‘Why did I prostitute myself six years ago?’ she thought to herself. For the first 
time in her life she was filled with regret over her actions. ‘It would have been 
much better if I had starved myself rather than have gotten into this situation. 
Had I done that, today I would not have seen tears in the eyes of this man.’
And for the first time in six years she complained to Allah. ‘Why has all this 
happened with me, Allah, that today I am bowed with shame before this man? 
She wanted to wrap her arms around Mazhar and cry loudly like a child in pain, 
without any thought to who would see her; without any thought to what on-
lookers would think about her.
Gently disengaging her hand from Mazhar’s she said, ‘I get off at 8 o’clock.’
‘I’ll wait for you in the parking lot.’ Mazhar left then.
The rest of the day Khadija spent thinking of what she would say to him when 
she met him. But not the most beautiful words in the universe could hide the 
ugliness of the truth, which she had to make known to Mazhar. She wished she 
could die this very minute so that she would not have to face Mazhar.
At ten past eight she finished winding up and headed for the parking lot. 
Apprehensively she looked around for Mazhar’s car. In a few seconds Mazhar 
pulled up next to her; he opened the car door on the passenger side and 
Khadija slid in. Quietly Mazhar drove out on to the street. For a long time the 
two sat in silence as Mazhar drove. Khadija wondered how to start the 
conversation. Should she start with an apology or with the circumstances of her 
life? Should she talk of the difficulties she had faced or of those circumstances 
that she had no control over? Should she talk of the year she had spent after 



her mother died and she met Mazhar, or should she talk of the last four years? 
She did not know where to start.
After driving for a while Mazhar suddenly pulled into the parking lot of an 
apartment complex. It was probably where he lived.
‘Let’s sit here and talk,’ she said turning round to face Mazhar.
‘I cannot understand what to say. What to talk about. Is it possible that after 
being together for eight months you could dump me like a piece of garbage? 
This could happen if you did not love me. But in the eight months we were 
together I saw nothing but love in your eyes. Or perhaps I was mistaken. 
Perhaps I put too much faith in you. Whatever it was, the fact remains that we 
both have much to clear up between us. Why did you disappear like that? I 
thought you trusted me. But I was mistaken; you obviously did not trust me. 
The more I think about you and me the more confused I get.’
Khadija listened to his rambling. She still was not sure what she should say.
‘Did you ever think how I felt when I came back from Pakistan and found you 
had left your apartment with no forwarding address? You did not wait for me. 
Perhaps you thought that I had left with no intention of returning, or perhaps 
you never wanted to marry me in the first place. Or maybe you found someone 
you liked better than me.’
Khadija looked at Mazhar in astonishment. Was it possible that he still knew 
nothing of her? Did he not go to her apartment building and make inquiries 
about her? And did no one in the building tell him about her so-called 
profession? It was not possible.
‘You could have waited the four months I promised to be back in,’ Mazhar 
continued. ‘And then if I had not returned you could have left. But surely you 
could have left a forwarding address for me. Or you could have talked to one of 
my friends—you know them all—and made enquiries about me. At the very 
least you could have told them where you were going.’
Khadija was watching Mazhar unblinkingly.
‘Mazhar, did you go to my apartment?’ she made a great effort to control the 
tremor in her voice.
‘Yes, as soon as I returned from Pakistan. You won’t believe me, but from the 
airport I went straight to your apartment building. When I got there I realized I 
did not know your apartment number. But I thought it would not be a problem. 
I would ask someone. It was not to be. I knocked on every door and asked for 
you by name but no one knew about you. I gave your description but still no 
one seemed to know you. I decided to go the shop where you worked; but by 
the time I reached that place was closed for the night.’
‘All night I could not sleep for fear. I had told you I would be back in four 
months but I had been away six. I was afraid you might think that like your 



father I, too, had abandoned you…or else why would you have left? The next 
day I went back to your workplace. They told me you had left four months 
earlier without any prior notice. I took your full address from them and returned 
to your apartment complex. There was a family staying in your apartment but 
they knew nothing of you. I knocked on the doors of the neighboring 
apartments again, but they too were mostly new tenants who knew nothing. I 
went to the manager of the complex and was told that you had disappeared 
four months earlier without any notice and without leaving a forwarding 
address.
‘For the next three or four months I scoured every building in the 
neighborhood. I even went to the bar where you told me you had worked…’
Khadija held her breath. All would now be revealed.
‘…but even there no one knew a thing about you.’ Khadija closed her eyes in 
relief.
‘I visited every place where I thought you could be…but I found no trace of you. 
Gradually it occurred to me that since you had left your apartment only two 
months after I left…was it possible that you had found another man? Or was it 
possible that you never meant to marry me in the first place? Was that why you 
left?’
‘But these were just suspicions. What really happened I had no way of knowing.
I have spent the last four years wondering about the truth…and then four days 
ago when I walked into the department store and saw you behind the counter I 
felt I could have killed you. How was it possible that living in the same city I 
could not find you… and you made no attempt to contact me?’
‘I left with a resolve to never go there again. Nor to make any effort to contact 
you. Four years is a long enough time to play the fool. I thought to myself, I will 
go back to Pakistan and restart my life. I will get married and find comfort in a 
new life…but these four days have been a torment for me. I have not been able 
to stop thinking about you for a minute. Your face is constantly in front of me.’
Mazhar sounded defeated. Khadija sat still staring out of the window. Was it 
possible that anyone could be so innocent as to have spent four years looking 
for her and yet have no knowledge of who she was?
‘Now tell me, why did you do this?’ Mazhar concluded.
Khadija was still silent. She looked at him blankly. ‘No I cannot tell him where I 
was these last four years. If he does not know then it is better that he not 
know,’ she thought.
‘Catherine, I am asking for an explanation.’
‘I left London…’ she said with an effort.
‘Why?’



‘I don’t know,’ she turned her gaze away from him and stared out of the 
window. She could not look him in the eye and lie.
‘I went away to Leicester. I thought that now that you had gone back to Pakistan 
you would never return so there was no point in waiting for you.’
‘Catherine!’ he almost bellowed. ‘I had promised to marry you. Did you think I 
would make a promise and not keep it? I am a Pathan. We do not give our word 
lightly, but once we give it we do not break it even if it means that we die doing 
what was promised…and you thought…’
Khadija continued to stare out the window. She was thoroughly ashamed of 
herself. ‘What must he think of me…?’
‘You have no idea of the difficulties I have had to face. It is not our tradition to 
marry out of the family circle; and to marry a Western woman… that is totally 
unacceptable. And yet when I first saw you on the bleachers in the park four 
years ago I thought to myself “This is the girl I want to marry”. I had no 
delusions even then that this would be easy.’
‘My father is the tribal head of our clan. Even though he is Western-educated 
and even though we have lived in large cities all our lives, yet we adhere to 
tribal norms. For a son of the tribal chief to marry a Western woman is unheard 
of. But I was determined. And when I could not convince my family, I decided to 
leave them. I knew I would never ever be accepted in the family circle and not 
only that but my children would not be accepted either. I felt it was 
unimportant. I had graduated, I had a degree that would enable me to get a 
reasonable job and you and I could live in comfort.’
‘But when I had burnt all my bridges and come back, you had disappeared. I 
had lost both worlds; I belonged neither here nor there. Can you have any idea, 
Catherine, how that hurt?’
‘Do I look like a liar to you? Catherine, look at me,’ he commanded. He put his 
hands on Khadija’s shoulders and forced her to look him in the face. ‘Do I look 
like I lie? Do I?’
Khadija shook her head to say no.
‘Then why? Why did you run away like that?’
‘In the eight months we were together you never spoke of marriage.’
‘I proposed to you before I left.’
‘Yes, but before that you never spoke of us getting married…you never 
expressed love…I thought maybe you proposed on an impulse and then …’
Mazhar interrupted her before she could complete her sentence. ‘What are you 
talking about Catherine? For eight months we went out together. I told you all 
about my country…I told you all about our culture. About my religion…and 
more, I guided you towards Islam. I told you all about myself. All my good 
points as well as my bad. I told you all about my plans for the future. I 



introduced you to all my friends in London.  I spent each and every evening 
with you. If you ever called, I would drop all that I was doing and came running 
like a love-struck fool. What was all that? Did you think I was doing it for 
charity; or was I a paid guide for the city of London?’
‘Women are supposed to be intuitive. They are quick to know if a man is 
interested in them and why. And you tell me that I never spoke of marriage in 
the eight months we were together. Am I supposed to believe you?’ Mazhar was 
clearly upset. His breath came irregularly as he spoke in a raised voice.
They were both quiet and the silence stretched out between them.
‘I am sorry,’ Khadija finally spoke.
Mazhar started the car. ‘Where do you live?’
Khadija gave her address. In silence he drove her home and parked in front of 
the gate. Khadija kept sitting in the car in silence. Finally Mazhar spoke again. 
‘A man should never love,’ he sounded sad. Shaking his head slowly he spoke 
as if in a trance, ‘…never love a woman. It is devastating. It kills the ego. I had a 
good life…If I were to be born again I would never love a woman, especially not 
a foolish woman. It is better to marry whoever your parents chose for you and 
lead a pleasant life. My wife would listen to my every whim. I would not have to 
do anything for her. She would never be a source of worry for me. She would be 
like a waxen doll whom I could shape in any which way. She would never resort 
to emotional blackmail. Such women are never demanding; and even if she 
were to sulk or ask for things, why would I care? She would ultimately adjust to 
my temperament.’ He was muttering half to himself and half to her.
Khadija put her hand out to open the door.
‘But now that I have fallen in love with you, I cannot, at least not in this life, 
marry another woman.’ There was no mistaking the sadness in him.
Without turning to face him, Khadija opened the car door.
‘Catherine, I am asking you to marry me.’
Like lightning, Khadija turned round. She looked at him. She wanted to tell him 
that she did not want to marry him; that she was not worthy of him; at least not 
now after the last four years. But she could not say it.
‘I need some time to think,’ was all she said.
‘You still need more time?’ he asked. ‘Why? Why do you need more time? Do 
you still doubt me, Catherine?’
‘Mazhar, I need some time. At least one day.’
‘It is quarter past ten now,’ he said glancing at his watch. ‘Should I come at this 
time tomorrow for an answer?’
Without a smile Khadija slipped out of the car.



Chapter 15
She felt a few droplets of water fall on her face. The rain fell faster now. She 
looked at the sky. In the soft light of the star lit night, she could see this gentle 
drizzle fall from the sky but there was not a cloud to be seen. The sky was 
pristine: clear and bright with stars. And yet there was this gentle rain that fell 
noiselessly to the ground dispensing and increasing the fragrance in the air. 



The rain on her face, hair, and body soothed away all tensions. She closed her 
eyes and spread her arms; she felt the rain on her palms. The soft, velvety feel 
of the ground under her feet had become softer still because of the wetness.             
Keeping her eyes closed she turned her face to the sky and with her arms above 
her head she slowly began to twirl on her toes, like a ballet dancer. Excitement 
and pleasure heightening with every minute. 

 
∞∞∞∞∞
A few days later Zaleed cameto Mariam’s house. She was not at home. ‘My 
mother will come to see you tomorrow, Mama Jan, to discuss the marriage’ 
Zaleed said happily.
Mama Jan smiled. ‘So your family has agreed to your marriage to Mariam?’
‘Yes, please tell Mariam.’
The next day Zaleed and Nuzhat came to Mariam’s house to make the 
necessary arrangements. Sofia had spoken disparagingly about Mariam, and 
Nuzhat herself was disappointed that Zaleed would not be marrying Sofia, yet 
outwardly she expressed no displeasure or unhappiness. When she invited 
Mama Jan to visit them, Mama Jan politely declined. ‘I have already met Zaleed a 
number of times. I think we can do away with the customary niceties and go 
ahead and fix the date for the wedding,’ she said.
Nuzhat agreed; and a date for the wedding ceremony was set a month from 
that day.
 
∞∞∞∞∞
Mariam was beside herself with happiness. ‘See, Mama Jan. You were worrying 
needlessly. Zaleed has been able to convince his family about this match. And 
even if we had gotten married without the family’s consent what difference 
would it have made? Sooner or later they would have come around. How long 
could they have remained angry? This is what Zaleed was trying to explain to 
you.’
Nuzhat and Zaleed had left a little while earlier. Mama Jan was busy picking up 
the tea things. She just smiled at Mariam’s prattling.
‘Are you now convinced that Zaleed really loves me? You know Mama Jan, our 
marriage will be a “happy ever after” affair.’ After a pause Mariam continued, 
‘And as for Sofia, I will see to it that she never meets Zaleed again! That Sofia is 
Zaleed’s stepmother’s niece.’
Mama Jan stopped what she was doing. ‘Mariam! She is Zaleed’s mother.’ Mama 
Jan said emotionally.
‘She is Zaleed’s stepmother!’ Mariam replied haughtily.



‘Real mother or otherwise; she is still his mother.’
‘Mama Jan, Zaleed has nothing to do with his stepmother. You saw how crafty 
she is.
She was contriving to pin Sofia on her stepson. This was all an intrigue on her 
part.’ Mariam spoke in an arrogant manner.
‘Did Zaleed say this to you?’ Mama Jan too sounded angry.
‘No, Zaleed never said a thing. But I am not stupid, I have a brain. I can see 
what happens around me. I have my hunches.’
‘In that case I suggest you keep your hunches to yourself. Whether Zaleed has a 
good relationship with his mother or not is none of your concern. Whether she 
is using him to further her own interests is also not your concern. You have to 
show respect to all of those whom Zaleed respects.’
‘Respect? Aren’t you aware, Mama Jan, how his parents have tried to thwart me? 
They tried to stop us from getting married! Are you aware of the things they 
have said about us? I will never ever respect these people.’
‘Zaleed is their son; they have every right to accept or oppose his wishes. This 
does not give you the right to be rude to them.’ Mama Jan replied sternly.
Mariam was surprised; this was the first time she had seen Mama Jan lose her 
composure. Could it be that Mama Jan was angry?
‘I will only respect his father. I do not want to have anything to do with his 
stepmother and stepsiblings.’ Mama Jan’s anger had no effect on her.
‘In that case it would be better if you were not to marry Zaleed. If you cannot 
respect that family it would be better for you not to become a part of  it. Are 
you planning to marry only to split the family?’
‘Mama Jan, you do not know the things they have been saying about you and 
me. Sofia has been going around college telling everyone that her Uncle and 
Aunt would never agree to Zaleed’s marrying me. She said they told Zaleed 
marrying a pauper’s daughter would be acceptable to them, but they would not 
accept an English woman’s daughter.’ Mariam had tears in her eyes.
Mama Jan went pale. ‘Sofia must have just said that,’ Mama Jan’s voice had a 
tremor to it. She could not look her daughter in the face and busied herself in 
her work.
‘No she didn’t just say it. I asked Zaleed about it. He admitted that his father 
had said that his only objection to this marriage was you. Zaleed asked me not 
to ever mention this to you because it would hurt you. But Mama Jan, think for 
yourself, why would his father say such a thing? I am sure it was his 
stepmother. She wants him to marry Sofia and this was just a ploy to get his 
father to object.’
Mama Jan stood up to leave the room with the tea tray. Mariam suddenly 
noticed how frail her mother looked.



‘Whatever it is Mariam, if you are marrying into that family you have to respect 
the entire family. Who said what, why it was said, who was hurt by those words, 
who felt dishonored—forget all that. This is life. A lot is said in this world; a lot 
is heard. Each word has many meanings. If you are going to ponder over the 
nuances of each word spoken you will not be able to survive. I will be very hurt 
if people said about you that, “Her mother taught her everything but she did 
not teach her to respect her elders”, but I will be very happy if people were to 
say, “Her mother taught her to respect her elders”.’                                            
Mama Jan walked out of the room.
Mariam looked after her mother incredulously. ‘What world does Mama Jan live 
in?’ she muttered angrily.
∞∞∞∞∞
Zaleed took Mariam out to shop for the wedding. He bought her whatever she 
wanted: the best clothes, the most expensive jewellery. His happiness was in 
seeing Mariam happy. Mama Jan had given Mariam some money she had saved 
up for this occasion but Mariam had returned it with a sneer. ‘You know Mama 
Jan, this amount won’t get me two sets of clothes. You keep it. Zaleed has said 
he will get me everything I want.’ In her happiness she was indifferent to the 
hurt her words caused Mama Jan.
Each evening she would show Mama Jan the things she had bought. Mama Jan 
never commented on her shopping; she only smiled.
One night, lying in bed with her eyes closed, Mariam said, ‘Do you have any 
idea how beautiful this world is, Mama Jan?’
Mama Jan looked at her glowing face. ‘Yes, I know, Mariam, how beautiful the 
world seems.’ She switched off the light and got into bed.
Without reflecting on Mama Jan’s words Mariam continued, ‘How wonderful it is 
to be able to walk into any shop and look at the most expensive thing and be 
able to buy it.’
‘And do you know what the least expensive thing in the shop is?’ Mama Jan 
asked. ‘The buyer!’
‘Mama Jan!’ Mariam was irritated at her mother’s exhortation. ‘Should I not be 
happy that I have found the thing my heart most desired?’
‘Yes, Mariam, but you should pray that you are able to retain that which you 
have acquired,’ Mama Jan replied in her inimitable way.
The two of them were lying on their beds. The night light cast a soft glow on 
them. Mariam suddenly sat up and turned to face her mother, ‘Should I tell you 
something, Mama Jan?’ Without waiting for a reply she went on, ‘Once I leave 
this house I will never miss it. I will never even think about it. You will see 
Mama Jan, once I am married I will never ever come back to live in this house.’



‘Okay, go to sleep now,’ Mama Jan said and smiled and closed her eyes. Mariam 
took a deep breath and lay down too.
∞∞∞∞∞
The wedding was as extravagant as Mariam wanted it to be. While the nikah and 
wedding dinner were comparatively small and held in the local marriage hall, 
the reception hosted by the groom’s family, in their five star hotel, was a lavish 
affair attended by the glitterati of the city. Mariam had invited all those whom 
she wanted to be there, and Zaleed’s own circle of friends and acquaintances 
was large. But it was Zaleed’s father’s set of very successful business friends 
and relatives who made up the bulk of the wedding guests. After his initial 
opposition to the match, his father had come round and spared no expense for 
the wedding. The only person missing at the function was Mama Jan. Despite 
Zaleed’s insistence she had refused to attend. Zaleed was upset about this, but 
Mariam was not concerned. In that throng of three thousand, many of whom 
were well-known personalities, the absence of Mama Jan was of no 
consequence to her.
After the reception, on their way home, Zaleed once again spoke of Mama Jan’s 
absence. ‘We will go and see her tomorrow,’ he said.
‘But we were there today,’ Mariam reminded Zaleed.
When Zaleed had picked Mariam up from the salon where she had gone to 
dress for the reception, Zaleed had insisted on stopping to see Mama Jan for a 
while.
‘We will be late for the reception. The guests will be waiting for us,’ Mariam had 
objected.
‘Let the guests wait, Mama Jan will also be waiting to see you. Even if she did 
not want to come to the reception she must be longing to see you. We’ll just 
drop by and leave immediately for the hotel,’ Zaleed had tried to pacify her.
Mariam remained quiet, although going back in these fancy clothes to the 
poorer section of the city where she had lived, made her uncomfortable.
Mama Jan was delighted to see them.
‘That was today. Tomorrow we will go for a proper visit,’ Zaleed gently 
admonished Mariam. He was surprised at her reluctance to meet her mother.
∞∞∞∞∞
For Mariam, marriage with Zaleed was the fulfillment of all her dreams. If she 
felt the world was her oyster she was not far from wrong. Zaleed and his family 
were counted among the elite of the city; and Zaleed himself was well known in 
the art circles. Mariam had found the platform she needed to promote her art 
and Zaleed did not grudge her anything. One room in the house was converted 
into a studio and Mariam spared no expense to do it up according to her taste. 



When Zaleed told her that he would be proud to do anything in his power to 
help Mariam succeed in her field, she was overjoyed.
Zaleed’s house which was spread over a four-kanal area, was beautiful. 
Although he was not an architect, Zaleed’s training at the NCA and Indus Valley 
had taught him to appreciate all things beautiful. From time to time he would 
re-do parts of the house, but when Mariam wanted to redo it completely, he 
was happy to agree.
Zaleed proved to be an excellent husband. Caring and giving, he was by nature 
quiet and considerate and had an even temper. Liberal in his views, he made no 
attempt to curb Mariam in any aspect of her life. She went out with whoever she 
pleased, did as she liked. Zaleed himself was a painter of no mean ability, but 
his business kept him far too busy to devote time to his hobby. His interest in 
the arts was thus confined to buying paintings and curios, reading on the 
subject, and attending exhibitions and art shows.
Mariam, on the other hand, was quick tempered and quick to show her 
displeasure. If ever Mariam and Zaleed got into an argument Zaleed would keep 
quiet so as not to let matters flare up. Mariam was very happy in her new life. 
Zaleed had a large social circle and once or twice a week they would be sure to 
be invited out. Dinners, parties, art exhibitions, fashion shows, concerts—this 
was the life Mariam had dreamt about. She began to dress in the height of 
fashion with clothes designed by Maheen Khan and Sehr Sehgal; for her hair she 
went to Tariq Amin. To keep in shape she began to visit the gym regularly. She 
had always been well groomed but now her concept of style changed. Clingy 
and revealing clothes, sleeveless blouses made of lace and silk, and chiffon 
saris were her preferred clothes now. The shalwar kameezes she wore too were 
seductive and revealed more than they covered, and visits to the beauty salon 
were a daily part of her routine now.
She had begun her climb to fame. Her name was mentioned in every art 
magazine and paper. Critics began to review her work. She had achieved all she 
had ever wanted in one fell swoop. But Mariam was not one of those to be 
happy with what she had achieved. She craved more. She knew she could get 
much more and she had the means to strive for it too. .
True to her promise, Mariam did not look back to her earlier life. It was as if she 
had forgotten Mama Jan and the old house. She would go to visit her mother 
but only because Zaleed insisted. Going there did not make her happy and she 
would come away as quickly as she could. If anything, her revulsion for the 
house had grown more intense. She could not believe that Mama Jan who came 
from a developed country where she could have had the best comforts would 
be content to live in this hovel with its dirty lanes surrounded by illiterate and 



semi-literate people. Sometimes she felt sorry for Mama Jan but mostly she 
congratulated herself for having climbed out of that mess.
∞∞∞∞∞
Zaleed too was happy. Though he had not planned to marry for the next couple 
of years and to focus instead on expanding his business, when he met Mariam 
his plans changed. But it did not bring about any major change in his lifestyle. 
Neither Mariam nor Zaleed interfered with each other. Both led fairly 
independent lives. The only difference for Zaleed was that there was another 
person in the house, and the parties he had previously attended alone he now 
went to with Mariam. In any case Zaleed was proud of Mariam’s work and 
wanted her to get the success she deserved. Moreover, despite everything, he 
loved her and believed their love would last forever.
∞∞∞∞∞
It was late afternoon when Zaleed left the office to go home. But there was a 
strange restlessness in him. Instead of going straight home he drove aimlessly 
around the city. Mariam was in Karachi attending an art exhibition and there 
would be no one at home except for the servants. Having driven around for a 
while and not knowing what to do he decided to see Mama Jan.
Mama Jan opened the door and was surprised to see Zaleed standing there.
‘I had some time to spare and I thought I’d come see how you are doing,’ 
Zaleed tried to explain his unexpected visit.
She was glad to see him and welcomed him in her customary warm way. There 
was always a sparkle in her eyes when she saw Zaleed. ‘How is Mariam? Is she 
not with you?’ she asked
‘No she is in Karachi. Attending an art exhibition.’
‘And you did not go with her?’
‘Me?’ Zaleed was caught off guard. ‘I was busy.’
As Zaleed walked in he noted a cooking pot on the oil stove was simmering in 
the small kitchen near the verandah. Perhaps Mama Jan had been cooking 
lunch.
‘Make yourself comfortable. I’ll join you in a minute,’ she said.
Zaleed opened the door and walked into the semi-dark room. He found the fan 
switch and turned it on, and sat on the wooden charpoy. After the heat outside, 
the room felt cool and serene. Mama Jan came in with a glass of water. ‘You 
must be thirsty,’ she said.
Zaleed was not thirsty, but he quietly took the glass and drank the water. Mama 
Jan left the room again. She came back a couple of minutes later. ‘Have you had 
lunch?’ she asked.
‘Lunch? No I am not hungry.’



‘Why not?’ Mama Jan busied herself putting down plates and spoons. ‘Why are 
you not hungry?’ Mama Jan spoke softly as usual.
‘I don’t know, I am just not used to keeping regular hours.’
Mama Jan left the room again. She came back with two sets of plates. Zaleed 
could see she had totally disregarded his saying he was not hungry. ‘Come 
Zaleed,’ she said as she came back in again with the chapattis.
Without protesting, Zaleed sat down. Although Zaleed was not expecting a big 
spread, he was nonetheless taken aback by its simplicity—chapattis, potatoes 
lightly cooked in salt and red chilies, and a chutney of mint and yogurt. There 
was nothing there that appealed to Zaleed. It had been very long since he had 
seen such an austere meal. ‘Mariam should give Mama Jan a monthly allowance. 
It is wrong of us to ignore her so; to be indifferent to her situation,’ he thought.
‘Come Zaleed, start,’ Mama Jan broke into his reverie.
Zaleed took a spoonful of potatoes and a chapatti and began to eat. He had 
only taken two bites when he realized how hungry he was. The chapatti was hot 
and the potatoes delicious, as was the mint flavored yogurt that Mama Jan had 
put in his plate. Zaleed could not remember when he had last had chapatti. It 
was perhaps two months ago, but surely that chapatti had not tasted so good. 
As a rule Zaleed avoided a proper lunch. A soup and some salad was what he 
usually ate, and on occasion a sandwich. Yet today after eating three chapattis 
he still did not feel full or sluggish.
After the meal, Zaleed went out on to the verandah to wash up in the cool 
water. He returned to the room and sat down again on the charpoy. Mama Jan 
was now busy picking up the dishes. ‘I’ll just be back after I have washed the 
dishes,’ she said going out of the room.
Zaleed took off his shoes and lay down. The slow moving ceiling fan, the semi-
darkness of the room, the restless nights he had had, all acted as a soporific. 
He had no idea when he slipped into oblivion, but when Mama Jan came into 
the room Zaleed was fast asleep. She sat quietly on the other bed watching him. 
There was a gleam of unshed tears in her eyes.
∞∞∞∞∞
He had no idea how long he slept. The voice of the muezzin from the nearby 
mosque woke him with a start. The room was now almost totally dark but for a 
pale glow from the open window revealing that it was late evening. For a few 
minutes he felt disoriented but gradually he recalled he had come to Mama 
Jan’s in the afternoon, he had had lunch with her and then…he sat up in bed. 
He looked at the glowing dial on his wristwatch and was astounded. It was a 
quarter to eight! Could he have slept for so long? ‘Even if I take a sleeping pill I 
do not have such a deep sleep. And to sleep in the daytime!’ He couldn’t believe 
it.



He got up put on his shoes and opened the door to the verandah and walked 
out. The light in the verandah had been switched on and Mama Jan was busy 
cooking in the kitchen. She smiled at him ‘You’re awake.’
‘Yes I have really slept today…I have never ever slept in the afternoon before…
You should have woken me up.’
‘You are in such a deep, peaceful sleep that I did not feel like waking you up,’ 
she replied. ‘Now why don’t you wash up, the food will be ready soon.’
‘I should be going.’
‘I have cooked especially for you. How can you leave before eating?’
‘You should not have done that. I ate in the afternoon and I am not hungry 
now,’ he replied.
‘Anyway I will not let you go without dinner. Go freshen up; the rice will be 
ready any minute now…’
Zaleed did not feel like arguing. He went to the courtyard and washed up. The 
air around him was cool. The courtyard was fragrant with the smell of jasmine 
and roses. Last night’s exhaustion and this afternoon’s edginess all were a 
thing of the past. He was more relaxed than he had been in a long time. Having 
washed up he went back to the verandah and sat on the foot of the steps. 
Mama Jan was pouring milk for the cat.
‘Do you ever get lonely?’ he asked.
‘Lonely?’ she replied. ‘No. Why should I be lonely?’ She smiled.
‘Because you live by yourself,’ he replied.
‘No, I am not alone. I have my pets, my gardens and my neighbors. They drop 
in from time to time to keep me company. I stay so busy I have no idea where 
the days go.’ She was watching the cat lap up the milk.
‘Yet, you must miss Mariam,’ Zaleed insisted.
‘Yes, I miss Mariam,’ she looked up at Zaleed, ‘and I miss you too, Zaleed.’
Zaleed was watching her intently. She looked down at the cat again. ‘Why don’t 
you come and live with us?’ he asked.
Mama Jan seemed perplexed. ‘With you?’
‘Yes, with us.’
‘No.’
‘Why not?’
‘How will living with you two make a difference to my life?’
‘At least you will not be alone.’
‘There too I will be alone. The two of you are away from home all day.’
Zaleed kept quiet.
∞∞∞∞∞
Zaleed and Mariam had their first real quarrel when Mariam found out she was 
pregnant. This was a very busy time for Mariam. She was flying off either to 



Karachi or Islamabad pursuing her career and this additional responsibility was 
not to her liking.
Zaleed told Mama Jan about the pregnancy. Mama Jan was overjoyed but at the 
same time concerned. ‘Mariam should look after herself,’ she told Zaleed. 
‘Perhaps she should slow down; spend some more time at home.’
‘She is very busy these days, Mama Jan.’
‘That may be so but what can be more important than the child and home? 
Persuade her not to travel so much, Zaleed. Try and make her understand that 
if she has a problem when she is away from home who will take care of her?’
‘I’ll tell her but I doubt it if she will listen to me.’
‘Talk to her gently Zaleed, she will listen.’
Zaleed spoke to Mariam that same night.
‘Do you mean I should drop everything and imprison myself in the house?’ 
Mariam flared up.
‘No, that is not what I am saying, Mariam. I am only suggesting that you slow 
down a bit,’ Zaleed tried to pacify her.
‘Zaleed you do realize how important my career is to me? Now when people are 
beginning to recognize me, to know me for what I am, you are suggesting I 
shut myself up in the house.’
‘Mariam!’ Zaleed was exasperated. ‘I am not asking you to stop painting. All I 
am saying is that perhaps you could cut down on some parties. I don’t see how 
that will affect your career. After the baby is born you can do as you like again.’
‘How will my not socializing not affect my career? It is important to meet 
people, to learn about the new opportunities that are coming up…’
Zaleed cut her short. ‘All this is immaterial Mariam. What is at stake now is that 
you look after yourself and look after the child, and once the baby is born it is 
essential that you spend more time at home with the child.’ Zaleed had never 
sounded so firm before.
‘And what about my career? Being out of the circuit for so long…what will 
happen then?’
‘Listen Mariam, I am not asking you to stop painting. Continue painting. Have 
solo exhibitions. All I want is for you to change your routine for a while,’ Zaleed 
spoke more gently now. He was trying to get her to see his point of view.
‘I don’t understand what has brought about this change Zaleed; it’s not as if 
you are home all the time. You have a busy social calendar.’
‘Yes. But I am going to change that. I am going to cut down my social activities 
and make sure I spend more time with you at home.’
‘Just tell me something,’ Mariam changed tack. ‘How did you think of this? 
Surely this is not your way of thinking.’ She was suspicious now.
‘What do you mean?’ Zaleed was defensive.



‘It is Mama Jan advising you. Right?’ Mariam was furious.
Zaleed kept quiet.
‘Tell me am I correct?’
‘Yes. She is the one who suggested this. But Mariam, she is correct. She is 
worried about your health and I…’
‘I am fed up of Mama Jan,’ Mariam interrupted Zaleed. Her anger was out of 
control now. ‘What does she have to worry about? This is just like her. All my 
life she has tried to stop me from achieving anything; she has always been a 
hindrance in my path and now that I am out of her grasp she is still interfering 
in my life just because she has found a disciple in you who will do as she 
wants.’
‘Marian, you are talking rubbish! Why do you always look at the negative side of 
everything?’ Zaleed too was angry.
‘Yes sure I am the negative person, the one who misunderstands everything. 
But let me tell you something Zaleed, I don’t need your advice or Mama Jan’s. I 
know what is good for me and what is bad for me. And I want you to know once 
and for all that I did not marry you to sit at home and look after children! I have 
my career and I want to be recognized for the artist I am. So don’t bother giving 
me “advice” again. Keep Mama Jan’s advice to yourself. I have had enough of it.’ 
She got into bed and covered herself from head to toe with the bedsheet. 
Zaleed gave up with a sigh.
He never broached the subject again.
∞∞∞∞∞
Zaleed liked going to Mama Jan’s. He found it peaceful and relaxing. Talking to 
Mama Jan he would find all his tensions dissipating after a stressful day at 
work. He knew Mariam did not approve of his going there so often. He also 
knew that Mariam resented anything Mama Jan said; so he would not talk to her 
of his visits. For some reason he could relate to Mama Jan in a way that Mariam 
could not. Or perhaps Mariam had no need for her.
∞∞∞∞∞
‘Zaleed, why are your eyes so red? Are you feeling all right?’ Mama Jan asked 
that afternoon as soon as Zaleed walked in.
‘Yes I am all right. It’s just that I did not sleep well last night.’
‘Why?’
‘No real reason. I have had a lot on my mind these last few days. I have been a 
little depressed.’ Zaleed rubbed his eyes. Looking at the concern in Mama Jan’s 
face he continued, ‘Don’t worry, Mama Jan I’ll take an anti-depressant and will 
be all right. This happens every once in a while.’
‘Instead of taking anti-depressants why don’t you pray five times a day. It will 
help you relieve tension,’ Mama Jan said.



Zaleed did not reply. He went and sat in the room. Mama Jan busied herself in 
the kitchen. Coming in with a cup of tea for him she asked, ‘You do know how 
to pray don’t you, Zaleed?’
Zaleed smiled ruefully. ‘Grandfather did teach me how to pray when I was a 
child but I have never used it.’
Mama Jan looked at him in astonishment and then burst out laughing. ‘You 
don’t “use” prayers, Zaleed, you say your prayers.’
Zaleed was embarrassed. ‘I go for my Eid prayers. I don’t really have the time 
for prayers, nor have I formed the habit, that is why…’ he trailed off.
‘Hasn’t your father ever talked to you about this?’ Mama Jan sounded troubled.
‘Papa never prays either.’
‘He does not pray?’
‘No, he is not in the least bit religious. Our house is very liberal in that way. No 
one prays. Perhaps on some occasion someone does but that is the exception. 
Neither Papa nor Mama has ever been strict about enforcing namaz. In any case 
Papa is far too busy with his work to talk about these issues. Mummy too has a 
busy social calendar. She doesn’t have much time. Also, I have hardly lived with 
them. In childhood when I lived with my grandfather and grandmother they 
were very particular about prayers but then I started boarding school. We were 
taught to pray but no one was strict about enforcing prayers.’ Zaleed was 
talking as he sipped his tea.
‘Why don’t you start praying now? Do you want me to teach you how?’ Mama 
Jan asked lovingly.
‘Mama Jan! I can learn myself.’ He was thoroughly embarrassed by now. ‘But it 
is very difficult to pray five times a day,’ he said.
‘Yes but one can try.’
‘Yes, I can try; but not the night prayer. I am too tired by then.’
‘Okay, skip the night prayer, but you can still say four prayers in a day.’
‘Also, the afternoon prayer is just too long. And at that time I am busy at work; 
and it is the lunch hour too…’ Zaleed was thinking how difficult it would be to 
break from routine and stop work for prayers.
‘That’s all right. Say the other three.’
‘Mama Jan the Maghrib prayer is also very difficult. I am still in the factory at 
that time, or I am with friends am going for dinner, or this or that…’ he counted 
all the activities that kept him busy in the hours just before nightfall.
‘What about the Asr prayer. That is a short prayer and often that is the time you 
come to see me, or you are at work then. Am I right?’
Zaleed sat quiet for a time contemplating this. Finally he agreed, ‘Yes. I can say 
my Asr prayers.’



‘All right then. Why don’t you say your Asr right now. We’ve just heard the 
azaan and you know where the mosque is. If you go now you can join the 
congregation. Shall I get you a cap?’ She got up immediately and opening a 
trunk began to look for a prayer cap.
Zaleed was thunderstruck. ‘Now? Right now?’
‘Yes, why not?’
‘I thought I’d start tomorrow.’
Mama Jan had found the cap. Giving it to him she said, ‘What is wrong with 
starting today?’
He took the cap in his hand and sat lost in thought.
‘What is the matter, Zaleed?’
‘I can go to the mosque Mama Jan but I don’t know how to pray. What will I do 
there?’ Zaleed sounded quite sad now.
‘You do say your Eid prayers…’
Zaleed cut her short. ‘I don’t really pray. I just go with everybody and copy what 
they do. In the end I raise my hands for supplication and say a prayer.’
Mama Jan laughed. ‘That is what you should do today at the mosque. Just 
follow everybody. Now come I’ll help you with the wudu.
Zaleed followed her out into the courtyard and followed her instructions for the 
ritual purification before prayers, and then left for the mosque.
He was back a quarter of an hour later. Red in the face he handed the cap back 
to Mama Jan as he entered the courtyard.
‘Did you pray?’ she asked.
Zaleed nodded his head in the affirmative. Mama Jan kissed him on the 
forehead, ‘See how radiant you look now that you have said your prayers.’
‘Mama Jan this is not the radiance of the pious,’ he laughed. ‘My face is red 
because of embarrassment. I am a Pathan after all.’
‘On your way home tonight, buy a book detailing prayers. Don’t worry; you will 
learn.’
And that is what Zaleed did. It took him a while, but gradually he became 
regular in his Asr prayers, either praying in the mosque on the factory 
premises, or if he was at Mama Jan’s, then at the neighborhood mosque.

Chapter 16
Khadija felt the burden of the world on her shoulders. ‘Should I marry Mazhar?  
He knows nothing of my past. Is that a curse or a blessing? Should I marry a 
man who loves me, but on false pretences? And, if I don’t? Will I ever meet a 
man like Mazhar?Do I not have a right to be happy? Life is giving me one chance 
for happiness. Should I not grab it?’She was in a turmoil. Her mind raced, 



allowing her no rest. ‘My religion tells me…but then I have buried my past with 
my former religion. My new life started when I changed my religion. Since I 
became a Muslim I have not sinned. And God is all forgiving.’ She was lying in 
bed now; her heart and her conscience at war with each other.

‘I am exhausted; I have no strength left…I only want one thing, a man whom I 
can trust and Mazhar is that man. I cannot live without him….’
The decision had been made.
∞∞∞∞∞
‘I am very conservative in many ways. The first thing is that you are not to work 
any longer. You will stay at home. As for clothes, forget your Western style of 
dressing. I would like you to wear only Eastern clothes. If you go out of the 
house you will cover your head. You will not meet any of your old friends nor 
will you call them over to the house. Whatever issues I have with my parents are 
not your concern. If you ever meet them you will show them total respect. You 
will also respect my brothers and sisters.
You will defer to my parents in every way; if they criticize you, you will not 
respond. You will listen to them in complete silence. It will be your 
responsibility to teach the same to any children we may have.
‘For now we will live here, but this is temporary; whenever I think appropriate, 
we will move back to my country and you will not raise any objections. My 
children should be aware that this is not our country; that we are here only 
temporarily. It is your responsibility to ensure that they are aware of this. If we 
have a daughter we will leave the country as soon as possible–within four to five 
years of her birth. We may be living here because of circumstances, but in no 
way are we going to adopt the customs of this country. You will live like other 
women in my family. I may have married against my family’s wishes but I am 
not going to have anyone from my family talk about you in a derogatory 
manner.’ All this was said in a stern manner the day Mazhar and Khadija came 
back home from the wedding ceremony. Mazhar’s manner and words created 
an unease in Khadija and just as she thought to herself, ‘Mazhar will never 
smile again…’ he smiled.
‘Other than that, I am yours…if you have any complaints against me you can 
wake me up even at three in the morning to berate me. You can scold me if you 
like and if you are truly angry you can even walk out on me. Everything in the 
house is yours—you can spend as you like, buy what you like. All I ask of you is 
faithfulness and trust,’ Mazhar concluded.
Khadija bowed her head.
∞∞∞∞∞



Khadija had listened to Mazhar in silence. Mazhar was not sure if she had 
understood what he had said, ‘I will have to explain things to her little by little,’ 
he thought.
But Khadija never gave him a chance to repeat anything. She lived exactly as 
Mazhar wished. For the next three years Mazhar saw her wear nothing but 
shalwar kameez, and even inside the house she kept her head covered. She 
never expressed any desire to have short hair again and the day after she got 
married she cut her long fingernails. Mazhar never saw her grow her nails 
again.
She never went out without Mazhar. She did all her shopping with Mazhar. She 
went regularly to the Islamic Center. Mazhar would drop her there in the 
mornings and then take her back home at lunch. One day when Mazhar was 
busy he rang up to ask her to go home on her own. She refused. She said she 
would wait for him till evening when he would be free to pick her up. This 
became the routine. If ever Mazhar was too busy to pick her up at lunch, she 
would wait at the Islamic Center till he was free in the evening.
Mazhar once tried to explain to her that he had no objection to her coming 
home on her own, but she had refused. ‘No I will not come home on my own. It 
is your responsibility to pick me up. You have a car, you can afford the price of 
the fuel; your only inconvenience is that you have to eat lunch in the car; why 
should that be an issue? Many men sacrifice much more than a comfortable 
lunch. So why should you want me to come home on my own?’
Mazhar never broached the subject again.
Every once in a while the two would visit other couples known to Mazhar. 
Looking at his friends’ wives Mazhar would congratulate himself and count 
himself blessed for having found Khadija. For while his friends had married 
Pakistani women they were not practicing Muslims like Khadija was. Going to 
the Islamic Center regularly she learnt to read the Quran. She also picked up 
more than a smattering of Pashto and Urdu. Once her son was born, Khadija’s 
trips to the Islamic Center became more infrequent and Mazhar began teaching 
her the Quran at home. He was content with his life and believed that the days 
would continue in this pattern. What he did not know was that a storm was 
brewing that would sweep away everything in its path.
∞∞∞∞∞
What Mazhar thought would be an insurmountable problem turned out to be no 
problem at all. For Khadija, the life she had left behind had been pure hell. What 
Mazhar demanded of her did not worry her. As Mazhar was speaking to her the 
day they came home the first time, she thought, ‘You have given me the 
greatest gift of all Mazhar, why would I not obey you? You have left your entire 
family for my sake. I will never give you a moment’s concern.’



That was her reaction to Mazhar. Khadija had achieved in life that which she 
thought was not possible. When she thought about the past it was like an awful 
nightmare. ‘That life is far behind me…’ she would remind herself, ‘far 
behind…’
She felt that if she had a choice she would have liked to shut herself away from 
the world in a house with no windows and doors; where she would have to see 
no one and where no one would be able to reach her. She wished she could 
create such a wall around herself that would make her invisible to the world. 
She wanted no contact with any man other than her husband. ‘A house, a 
husband and a child…what greater gifts could life offer?’ she would often muse.
‘If I am sure my husband is not chasing other women; that his mornings and 
evenings are spent in my house; that whatever he earns, is for me; that he loves 
me and respects me—then I will respect his wish and not leave the house; in 
fact, I would be content to live the rest of my life in a single room and not ever 
leave it… I would do this very happily, without any complaint.’ This was the 
answer she gave to Mazhar’s friend’s wife when she asked Khadija if she did 
not tire of Mazhar’s conservative attitude.
She was taken aback by Khadija’s response. ‘I believe you are even more 
traditionalist in your approach than Mazhar,’ she replied with a laugh.
Khadija just smiled. ‘If you knew the hell I have lived through, you would not 
laugh at my ‘conservatism’. If living in security and tranquility means shutting 
myself indoors, then I will gladly embrace my prison,’ she thought.

Chapter 17
Night…silence…soft starlight…the cool fragrant air…gentle rain… soaked 
skin…the velvety ground under the feet… Peace…rebellion…happiness…
naughtiness… she was in some other place…she was in some other dimension. 

∞∞∞∞∞



 
‘I have been thinking Zaleed, you and I should start a ceramics factory.’ They 
were at breakfast when Mariam spoke. Zaleed put down the cup he was 
drinking from.
‘Ceramics?  I know nothing of ceramics.’
‘Zaleed how long will you be happy running just the one single factory. With our 
art background we could do much in ceramics. There is much so much scope in 
this field. We could experiment in tiles, in creating different designs. We could 
explore the possibilities of exporting them.’ Mariam had obviously given much 
thought to the idea.
‘Starting a new venture and getting it going will require a lot of commitment in 
terms of time.’ Zaleed replied cautiously. ‘Just getting the paperwork done will 
require a minimum of five hours extra work a day and once construction 
starts…’
‘All work requires time. That is a given. If one wants to get ahead in life one 
must expend time.’ Mariam was dismissive of Zaleed’s objection.
‘How will I find extra time? If it is to be just a matter of months it would be 
okay; but setting up a second factory would mean a lifelong commitment.’
‘But just think for a moment, Zaleed. Are you going to be content running just 
one factory all your life? Don’t you want to expand your business? Just look at 
your father. He has his own law firm and then there is the hotel and the three 
factories—not counting the fourth that he has given you—and then he looks 
after his agricultural lands too.’
‘That may be; but Mariam my business is running well and I am quite content 
with it.’
‘That is exactly what I am saying. Your business is well established and you do 
not need to put in much time or effort to keep it going. Would it not be better 
then to use your time more effectively and start something new? Surely you 
don’t want to spend your life in a four-kanal house. We have to start planning 
for the family we will have. And then we should also take advantage of our 
knowledge of the fine arts. Once you set up the factory, I will help you run it. 
We can divide the work among ourselves.’
‘Mariam, once the child is born you may not have the time to do so much.’ 
Zaleed was in no way convinced that Mariam’s plan was workable.
‘We can always hire a nanny for the baby; it is not as if I plan to spend all my 
time with the child. And once he or she starts school, there will be time 
aplenty.’ Mariam had an answer to Zaleed’s every objection.
Zaleed did not say anything. He sipped his tea quietly mulling over Mariam’s 
suggestion.
∞∞∞∞∞



Now that Mariam had broached the subject she did not let the matter rest. Day 
and night she nagged him till Zaleed gave in. Zaleed already owed an industrial 
plot that had been lying vacant for many years, so he did not need to buy land 
for the new factory. Once Zaleed initiated the paperwork, Mariam relaxed. She 
knew Zaleed would take the project to completion.
For Zaleed, not used to such a heavy routine, life became extremely stressful. 
Whereas he used to come home late afternoon and socialize in the evenings 
and night, now he would seldom be home till late at night. This round-the-
clock work added to the strain.
∞∞∞∞∞
Zaleed’s father was thrilled at the idea of his son setting up a ceramics factory. 
‘There is a lot of scope in this field and this is just the right time to set it up. In 
a few years it will be well established,’ he said over the dinner table.
Zaleed and Mariam were dinning at his parents’s house and his father was 
responding to Zaleed’s grouse about the extra work the new factory demanded. 
The paperwork had been initiated and it was taking longer than Zaleed had 
anticipated.
‘Papa, Zaleed simply would not agree to this project; he kept talking about how 
busy he was and the time commitment this would require. Had I not nagged 
him he would have been content with just the one factory that we have,’ Mariam 
chimed in. She was quite proud of herself for having been the initiator of this 
scheme. ‘Just think Papa, can one factory ever be enough in this day and age?’
‘Yes Zaleed, I agree with Mariam. One should expand one’s livelihood while one 
can. You never know what circumstances will be like tomorrow.’ He turned to 
continue the conversation with Mariam.
It suddenly dawned on Zaleed that Mariam had more in common with his father 
than he did. They were both go-getters and enterprising, and wanted the good 
things in life. Despite being an artist, Mariam had a strong acquisitive streak. 
Her marriage had brought freedom from financial concerns and released this 
aspect of her personality. Her life was now a social whirl: parties, dinners, 
exhibitions, talks, workshops, the lot. Zaleed felt she was more a part of the 
social circuit than he was; and to a great extent he was not wrong in his 
assessment. Mariam simply would not stop. Apart from the social scene in the 
city, she was always traveling; every couple of weeks she would travel to 
Islamabad, Karachi or go on a tour abroad.
Initially Zaleed felt that the novelty of the new life would wear off and Mariam 
would settle down to a more domestic routine; but this did not happen. On the 
contrary, her commitments continued to grew. Her pregnancy and the imminent 
arrival of a child did not dampen her enthusiasm for the glitter of the good life. 
She was lucky in that Zaleed had a good staff to run the house. All his servants 



had been with him for a long time and were well trained and loyal. In fact most 
of them were his father’s former employees in whom he had complete trust. 
Mariam was free to keep her social commitments. The two of them hardly ever 
had time for each other and if ever they would be together the conversation 
would as likely as not be about business matters.
In the year since she had been married to Zaleed, Mariam had achieved 
considerable fame as an artist. Not only had she held an exhibition of her 
paintings she had started sculpting too and was becoming known as a sculptor 
of no mean merit. She had been awarded a couple of government contracts for 
the interior design of some large buildings and now she was in partnership with 
a famous jeweler for designing some exclusive pieces for his collection.
Mariam was no longer seen as Zaleed Awab’s wife, rather Zaleed was now 
recognized as the husband of Umme Mariam the artist. Zaleed did not resent 
this in any way. He was proud of his wife’s fame and proud to be associated 
with it. He had always recognized Mariam’s potential and he was happy that she 
was now getting due recognition. What floored him was the difference between 
Mariam and Mama Jan in their approach to life.
Mama Jan’s sole interest was her home and all associated with it; this is what 
interested Mariam the least. Mama Jan was content with whatever life had dealt 
her; Mariam was discontented with all she had. Mama Jan was happy in solitude 
and silence, Mariam was happiest with gaiety and noise. Mama Jan’s life was 
confined to her neighborhood and to the small joys and sadnesses of her 
neighbors; Mariam’s neighborhood was the world and she wanted to be one of 
the glitterati and join in their revelry and merriment. The difference between 
mother and daughter could not be greater.
∞∞∞∞∞
He had been so busy for the past one week that he had not been able to visit 
Mama Jan. Even now, when he came here, he was exhausted; or perhaps it was 
the exhaustion that drew him here.
‘Zaleed, where were you all of last week?’ This was the first thing Mama Jan said 
as soon as she saw him.
‘I have been very busy, Mama Jan. I have been trying to complete the paperwork 
for the new factory,’ he replied.
‘New factory…?’
‘Yes, Mama Jan. Mariam wants me to set up a ceramics factory.’
Mama Jan looked at him, ‘Will you be able to run two businesses, Zaleed?’
‘That I do not know…’ he laughed depreciatingly. ‘But one has to expand…it is 
just that it doesn’t leave me much time for relaxation and other activities.’
‘But Zaleed, was your business not earning you enough?’
‘I don’t know. Perhaps it was or perhaps not.’



‘Why are you so concerned with increasing your income?’
Zaleed looked at her with surprise. ‘Mama Jan it is necessary to keep growing.’
‘But growing to what level, Zaleed? One factory doesn’t suffice today, tomorrow 
two won’t be enough…and then the third and the fourth…one can go on 
expanding forever. And very soon you will be a father. Will you have time to 
spend with your child? Who will be responsible for the upbringing of your 
child?’
Zaleed kept quiet. He had no answer to Mama Jan’s questions.
‘What will be your child’s inheritance? A number of factories and large cars? A 
large house and a fat bank balance? The best educational institutions and a 
foreign degree? Who will teach him to live life?’
‘Mama Jan but these are the very things that make up life and are left as 
inheritance.’
‘You change this trend. You give your child a different inheritance.’
Zaleed looked at Mama Jan contemplatively.
Mama Jan continued, ‘One factory is enough for you. You spend a reasonable 
time at work. You have enough for your needs and more. You have all the 
luxuries possible.’
‘Mama Jan, how can one factory suffice? What happens if the factory collapses 
for some reason? To have a number of businesses running simultaneously helps 
ensure security,’ he was repeating Mariam’s arguments parrot-like.
‘Zaleed if God has fated poverty for you, poverty will be your lot, whether you 
have one factory or four will not matter. All four factories could collapse 
simultaneously; there could be a fire or the buildings could fall. No matter how 
many dams we build if the flood is fated, the waters will reach us. If one is fated 
to have just one drop of water, then one can sit by the riverside for as long as 
one wants, but one will still get just that one drop.’
Zaleed closed his eyes.
‘Stick to your one business. Run it well and don’t tire yourself too much by 
trying to increase what you already have,’ Mama Jan spoke in her usual gentle 
style. ‘It is very important for a husband and father to have time for the family. 
Money cannot be a substitute for time and love.’
‘Mama Jan, this is not what I want; this is what Mariam wants,’ Zaleed was 
finally compelled to explain to Mama Jan why he was embarking on his new 
venture.
‘You should decide for yourself what you want, Zaleed. As I said, a father’s 
presence in the home is as essential as the mother’s. If both of you are 
constantly out who will care for the child? Do you want to leave him in the care 
of strangers?’
The conversation with Mama Jan left Zaleed confused and upset.



∞∞∞∞∞
‘I have decided to drop the idea of setting up the ceramics factory.’
They were both in bed ready to sleep. Mariam sat up in shock. She could not 
believe what Zaleed had just said so calmly. She put on the table lamp. ‘What 
did you say?’ she asked.
‘I am not setting up the factory,’ he repeated.
‘Why?’
‘Because I will not be able to run two businesses satisfactorily.’
‘Zaleed, I have already told you,’ Mariam was exasperated, ‘I will help you with 
the work.’
‘Mariam, you will not be able to help nor do I want you to help me run the 
business. Will you leave an infant at home and go out to work everyday?’
‘The baby won’t remain an infant for ever. And in any case I will hire a 
governess.’
‘Mariam I would rather you looked after the child yourself. I also want you to 
cut down some of your social activities. A mother’s first priority has to be her 
child; the rest comes later.’ Zaleed was speaking soothingly trying to win her 
over with his arguments. But Mariam flared up. She was suspicious of this 
sudden change of mind.
‘Tell me Zaleed, who told you to drop this project. Till yesterday you were busy 
with the paperwork and today…’
‘Nobody has asked me to drop the project. I have just decided not to go ahead 
with it.’
‘Mama Jan! She is the one who has suggested this.’
‘No she has not,’ Zaleed lied.
‘Don’t make a fool of me. I know Mama Jan has put you up to this. She is the 
one who has sent this catalog of good advice for me.’
‘Even so, what is wrong with the advice? Do you have any idea how much time 
this new venture is going to take up? Where will I find time for my child? Or for 
you?’
‘I do not need you to spend more time with me. Nor will my child need more of 
your time. The time we spend together is sufficient. If you want to give your 
child anything then give a good life, the good things of life—and good things 
cost money.’
‘Don’t tell me what my responsibilities are, Mariam. I am well aware of them 
and I fulfill my responsibilities in every way,’ Zaleed was getting irritated with 
Mariam’s tone.
‘You care more for Mama Jan than for me. You are more responsive to what 
Mama Jan says than to what I say,’ Mariam was fuming.
‘Yes, because what Mama Jan says is the truth.’



‘This is my house Zaleed. This is not Mama Jan’s house. Mama Jan cannot order 
me around.’
‘Mariam I don’t want to continue this argument. Let’s go to sleep. Put off the 
light.’  Zaleed sounded fed up.
‘If you do not put up the factory I will do it myself.’ Mariam had no intentions of 
giving up.
‘That is all right with me. But remember you cannot put up the factory on my 
land. I will neither give you the land not the resources to buy land and construct 
or run the factory. If you can raise your own finances, go ahead and start the 
business. You can start two businesses if you wish.’ He reached across Mariam 
and switched off the lamp and turned on his side to sleep.
Mariam sat glaring at him in the dark.

Chapter 18
‘Khadija, make something special for dinner tonight,’ Mazhar asked her over 
breakfast.‘Why? What’s the special occasion?’ Khadija asked.

‘I am meeting a friend of mine today, Asim. He is here from Pakistan and I 
would like to ask him over for dinner,’ Mazhar replied.
‘I have never heard you mention this friend before.’
‘No, you’ve never met him. He studied at Cambridge and not with me at 
Lincoln’s Inn but as boys we were very close in Pakistan and we went to the 
same boarding school. I would like you to meet him.’ Mazhar seemed very 



happy at the prospect of meeting his old friend. ‘I am meeting him after office 
and I’ll bring him over for dinner.’
‘What would he like to eat?’
Mazhar made a few suggestions and left for work.
Khadija prepared the dinner well in time; when the bell rang she was in the 
room putting her son to sleep. When she opened the door she saw a familiar 
looking man with Mazhar. Although she could not place him immediately she 
knew for sure she had seen him before. The man too looked as if he had 
recognized her and fixed her with a penetrating stare. Mazhar introduced the 
two of them. ‘Khadija, this is my friend Asim. Asim meet my wife, Khadija.’
Khadija welcomed him and made some polite conversation. Asim responded, 
and though Khadija felt a strange inhibition in him she did not pay any notice to 
it. ‘Perhaps he is worried about something,’ she thought to herself as she went 
to the kitchen to start laying dinner.
Mazhar and Asim stayed in the living room chatting. As Khadija set the plates 
on the table she felt Asim’s gaze on her. She looked up at him and he quickly 
averted his gaze, turning his attention to Mazhar. Mazhar, busy relating some 
incident, did not notice anything, but Khadija felt a wave of anxiety run through 
her. She had undoubtedly seen this man before, but where?
She went back to the kitchen to take something out when like a flash she 
remembered. ‘Cambridge University…Cambridge…Asim…Oh God!’ she felt the 
ground slipping away beneath her feet.
She had never imagined ever meeting a former client, let alone how she would 
react if she did. How would she hide? Was she to lose everything? Was 
everything going to end? In a flash?
She closed the fridge and going to the kitchen sink splashed cold water on her 
face. There was no doubt that Asim had recognized her. Or had he? ‘After all, 
so many years have passed…and I am all covered up in a chador. I looked 
different then …different style of dressing, short hair, make up…maybe he is 
just suspicious…not quite sure…perhaps once again Allah had hidden me from 
others…’
Sick with fear, she went back to the dining room and put the food on the table. 
She could not make herself look at Asim. Mazhar and Asim came to the table. 
‘Come Khadija, let’s start dinner,’ Mazhar called her as she started to leave the 
room.
‘Why don’t the two of you start? I’m not hungry,’ she forced herself to reply, 
keeping her voice calm and a smile plastered to her lips.
‘Even so, have a bit,’ Mazhar insisted.
‘No, I am really not hungry. Please start before the food gets cold,’ she quickly 
slipped into the kitchen before Mazhar could insist again.



‘Khadija is a great cook. She has learnt to cook Pakistani dishes to perfection…’ 
Khadija could hear Mazhar talking to Asim. She could not hear what Asim said 
in reply.
‘I’ve never known you to be so formal before, Asim. Since when have you 
adopted such graces…?’ Mazhar’s voice floated across the dining room to the 
kitchen. Each word seemed like a blow to her stomach. ‘Has he really 
recognized me? And will he…will he…’ but no, she could not let her mind 
wander there.
When the men finished eating, Khadija went in to serve tea. There was no 
mistaking the coldness and contempt she saw in Asim’s eyes now. There was 
no room left for doubt. He had recognized her. Having served tea she returned 
to the kitchen. She was shivering uncontrollably. She wanted to go back and 
beg Asim to not recognize her; to help her keep her secret; to help her deny the 
past as she had done so successfully for three years now; to not destroy her 
home and family; but she could do none of this.
A short while after tea, Mazhar got up to drop Asim to his cousin’s house where 
he was staying. ‘I’ll be back in half an hour,’ Mazhar told Khadija with a smile as 
she went to lock up after them.
She locked the door and returned to the living room. She could not control 
herself any longer. Like a child she burst into tears. She sobbed inconsolably, 
and then very agitated, she began to pace the room. ‘What can I do so to save 
my family? What should I say to stop Mazhar from leaving me? Is all this going 
to end? Will all that I cherish end? Did I build my home on sand that the first 
wave will sweep it away? What will I do if Mazhar abandons me?’ Restlessly she 
paced to and fro; then suddenly, she ran to the bathroom. ‘Oh God, hide my 
faults. Oh God, hide my faults,’ she prayed as she completed her ablutions. She 
spread out the prayer mat and bowed down in prostration.
‘Oh God, do not let Asim reveal my secret to Mazhar,’ she prayed earnestly, 
repeating all the supplications she knew. She realized she had been praying for 
over an hour. Mazhar had still not returned. ‘Asim must have told Mazhar 
everything,’ she accepted the fact with resignation, ‘but that does not mean 
that Mazhar will leave me. We have lived together for three years; he loves me; I 
am his son’s mother; he will never abandon me or our son like this. He can’t 
destroy his own home. Of course he will be angry; he will scream and rant, but 
it will pass. He cannot survive without me or our son. Four years he had waited 
for me; for me he broke all ties with his mother and father, with his brothers 
and sisters; so how is it possible that he will abandon me for my past life? And 
then for three years I have been the model wife. I have obeyed his every whim. 
He is proud of me; he praises me all the time so then how can he leave me?’



‘I will tell him everything. I will tell him how desperate I was; how I had no 
choice. He will understand. Why will he not understand? He loves me.’ Wiping 
the tears that were streaming down her cheeks, she was desperately trying to 
convince herself that nothing would change between her and Mazhar.
‘He has been teaching me to read the Quran. He emphasizes the importance of 
good deeds, and forgiveness and clemency are good deeds. He who is good 
cannot be without sympathy. And Mazhar is good…and kind. He can never, 
never be cruel.’
The hands on the clock moved relentlessly forward, her life too moved on its 
course. The tick-tocking of the clock marked the passage of time; and with 
every second her life seemed to slip lower. The hands on the clock had their 
circuit to complete and her life too seemed to have its own circuit: from the 
depths of despair to light and back again and again. The clock now showed 12 
midnight—one second, two seconds, three seconds, the hands now moved past 
midnight marking the early hours of the morning.
Khadija picked up the Holy Quran. She could stop the relentless passing of 
time, but God could prevent her life from another spiral of destruction. And it 
was to Him she turned. She prayed to God to keep her from devastation. But 
was she the one falling? Or was it someone else? When one loses is it really a 
loss? Or is it that someone else has been found wanting?
∞∞∞∞∞
‘You have been very quiet tonight, Asim,’ Mazhar observed in the car.
‘No, not really…no such thing,’ Asim replied with a smile.
‘Did you like Khadija?’
Instead of replying, Asim shot Mazhar a quick look and responded with a 
question of his own, ‘What was her name before she changed it to Khadija?’
‘Catherine Brown. I used to call her Cathy.’
‘Where is her family?’
‘Khadija’s? She has no family so to speak. She was an only child. Her father was 
a Pakistani. He abandoned the family before Khadija was born  and her mother 
is dead. She was living on her own when we met.’
‘What did she do before your marriage?’ Asim continued the interrogation.
Mazhar was perplexed by Asim’s questions. His friend was not as a rule overly 
inquisitive, and to question him thus about Khadija…
‘She worked in a shop as a sales girl,’ Mazhar replied shortly.
‘Sales girl? Is that all?’ Asim smirked.
Mazhar looked at Asim in annoyance. ‘What do you mean? Why the insinuation?’
‘Mazhar, you should not have married Cathy.’ Asim said at last.
Mazhar did not appreciate his friend’s remark. ‘Khadija…not Cathy. And why 
should I not have married her?’ Mazhar was angry now.



‘No, not Khadija…Cathy. The sort of woman she is, she cannot become a 
Muslim just by reciting the kalima.’
‘Mind your language, Asim,’ Mazhar roared. ‘I will not have you speak 
disparagingly of my wife. I did not allow my parents to bad mouth her and you 
have no right whatsoever to speak ill of her.’
‘Anyone can say anything about the woman you call your wife; it makes no 
difference.’
Mazhar looked at Asim in surprise. ‘Do you know Khadija?’
‘Why don’t you pull over somewhere and park the car and we can talk.’
‘We can talk now.’
‘No, I would prefer for you to park first,’ Asim insisted.
Without protesting Mazhar found a spot and parked the car. Asim could sense 
Mazhar was on edge but before he could say anything, Mazhar spoke, ‘Look 
Asim, if you want to tell me about  some affair Khadija may have had before we 
got married, then don’t. I have married her knowing of all this. In this society a 
lot of things that may not be acceptable to us are a part of their lives. Our 
traditions and our culture are different from theirs, and often may be even 
contradictory. I am well aware of these differences and considered them 
carefully. I realized that there would be episodes in Khadija’s life which would 
not be approved of in our society and would be against the principles of our 
religion. But I made a decision not to probe. I judge Khadija from the time we 
married. And in these three years she had proved to be an exemplary wife and 
mother and she is making every effort to be a good Muslim too.
‘In any case, Khadija has never made a pretense about piety before marriage. 
She told me she had a couple of boyfriends before she met me and that she 
used to drink. I accepted this because as I said all this is part of the Western 
culture..’
‘Is that all Cathy has told you about her past? Nothing else?’ Asim kept his voice 
noncommittal.
‘That is all she has told me. I don’t think there is anything else.’
‘You think wrong. I want you to listen to me carefully. The woman you know as 
Catherine Brown I knew as the Dusky Damsel.’
Mazhar flared up again. ‘Whatever name you may know her by, I have told you I 
am not interested in her past or in her previous boyfriends.’
‘There is a marked difference between a boyfriend and a client.’
Mazhar felt his blood run cold. He felt the inside of the car freeze. ‘Perhaps I 
heard wrong. Perhaps Asim is using the wrong word,’ he thought frantically as 
he stared at his friend with unblinking eyes.
‘She is a call girl.’ Asim emphasized the word.
‘You are talking rubbish!’ Mazhar retorted.



Without replying, Asim took out his wallet and began to rummage through it. 
Pulling out a tiny address book he looked for a name and in a loud voice read 
out a phone number. Mazhar could feel ants crawling on his flesh.
‘This is Cathy’s number in Leicester,’ Asim said.
Mazhar gripped the steering wheel hard to steady the tremble in his hands. 
How did Asim know Khadija had lived in Leicester?
‘Three years ago a friend had given me this number,’ Asim continued in a 
somber tone. ‘I had spent a night with her.’ Asim now read out the address of 
Cathy’s flat in Leicester. Mazhar felt the darkness of the night outside penetrate 
his very being.
‘A number of my friends in Cambridge were among her regular clients. That is 
how I got to know of her; through a friend. I did not know her as Catherine 
Brown; to us she was known as the Dusky Damsel. The relationship we had with 
her required no other name.’
‘I recognized her the minute I entered your house, and I think she recognized 
me too. That is the reason why I was so quiet during dinner, and also why 
Catherine avoided dinner. I was shocked when you introduced her as your wife; 
I did not know whether you had knowingly married a prostitute or whether you 
had done it in ignorance. Now I am convinced you were unaware of Cathy’s 
past.’
Mazhar stared out of the car; the drifting snow falling on the windscreen had all 
but obliterated the world outside. He felt paralyzed, unable to move.
‘East or West, no one knowingly marries a prostitute,’ Asim sermonized. ‘I don’t 
know how exemplar a wife she is; it is possible that she now leads a life of 
complete purity. But for how long? For two years? For five years? Or ten? In any 
case Western women are not known to remain faithful, and then a prostitute? 
How long will you keep a watch on her? How many people will you prevent her 
from meeting? Can you have faith in a woman who married you under false 
pretences? Can you trust her not to betray your confidence? And your future 
generations…’ Asim’s voice trailed off.
Sometimes that which is not said is crueler than what is spoken, and Mazhar 
swallowed all the bitterness of the unsaid word.
‘Sons are a different matter,’ Asim began again after a long silence, ‘but 
daughters? Have you ever thought what will happen if your wife gives birth to a 
daughter? What will a woman who has spent the better half of her life as a call 
girl teach her daughter? If generations are defined by bloodlines, then what sort 
of an inheritance are you passing on? This woman will defile your family line for 
generations to come. So far you only have a son and he is an infant; so no harm 
will have been done if you part from her at this stage. Your fate is still in your 
hands. Once time has elapsed, you will find it increasingly difficult,.’



Asim poured bile into Mazhar’s ears. Visibility through the windshield was now 
nil. Snow had covered it completely hiding the world from the gaze of viewers—
it suited Mazhar’s mood perfectly. He had no wish to see the world anymore. 
Asim grasped Mazhar’s hand; the hand that was gripping the steering wheel. 
‘Are you all right?’
Mazhar looked at him with vacant eyes.
‘Think carefully about what I have said, Mazhar. I am not asking you to make a 
decision because of what I say. Whatever you choose to do, the decision will 
have to be yours alone. I am only telling you what I know because you are a 
friend and as a friend I cannot let you remain in the dark. If not today then 
tomorrow or some other day Cathy’s secret will be unveiled. Then you will 
blame me for not telling you this before. And the later it is the more difficult it 
will be for you to separate from Cathy.’
Without a word, Mazhar started the car. Asim moved his hand away from 
Mazhar’s. He could understand what must been going through his friend’s 
heart and mind. There was total silence in the car. There was nothing more to 
be said. In silence Mazhar drove up to Asim’s cousin’s house. The two of them 
sat quietly in the car in the dark. Then putting his hand on Mazhar’s shoulder, 
Asim began, ‘If what I have said…’
‘No more,’ Mazhar interrupted him. ‘Don’t say anything. Let me think. You go 
now.’
Asim left and Mazhar drove away.
The night was bleak and a long road lay ahead…was there ever such darkness?  
He saw the last three years of his life crumbling away like so much sand. Who 
was she: Khadija Noor or Catherine Brown…or the Dusky Damsel? Was he such 
a fool that he did not recognize a prostitute for what she was? Or was he simply 
so unlucky that he got a call girl for a wife?
He pulled to the side of the road and taking out his cigarette pack began to 
smoke furiously, drawing the smoke deep in his lungs. There was very little 
traffic on the road now because of the lateness of the hour. Shock. Anger. Grief. 
Disbelief. He tried to analyze his feelings. He recalled their conversation in the 
park, ‘My name? My name is Catherine Brown. You can call me Cathy.’
‘I trusted that woman. I gave her all. And what has she given me in return? She 
has thrown dust in my eyes. In three years she has not told me the truth about 
herself.’ The shock of the discovery was passing now, being replaced by a cold 
rage.
He was not a chain smoker, but that night he had no idea how many cigarettes 
he smoked in the car. He ran out of cigarettes. There was no traffic on the road 
now. The windscreen was again covered with snow. The car was dense with 
smoke and the side windows were fogged over. He did not attempt to see the 



time. There are times in a man’s life when the world is so murky that one feels 
trapped in a Bermuda Triangle-type situation. And there is no way out.

Chapter 19
The wind was gusting more now. The rain was no longer the gentle drizzle it 
had been. Her clothes were soaked and clung to her body. She opened her eyes. 
It was becoming difficult to stand in the torrential downpour. The peaceful 
silence of a little while ago had been replaced by the uproar of rain hitting the 
marble floor. Rain falling on a dirt floor would surely not have been so grating; 
this was the first time that such a thought had occurred to her.             The 
wind now felt harsh against her skin. The sky was still as clear as it had been 
but it was becoming increasingly difficult to look at it. She tried to get back to 
the safety of the stairwell, but it was impossible to put one step ahead of the 
other. The rain had rendered the already slippery marble floor so slick that it 



was impossible to walk on it. Unable to move, she sat back on her haunches 
and then very slowly and cautiously, like a child, she began to crawl back to the 
staircase. The din around her was overpowering as she struggled to make her 
way back. Reaching the safety of the stairwell, she stood up. She looked down 
the stairs. An intense wave of fear gripped her entire body and immobilized 
her.∞∞∞∞∞As was becoming his habit, Zaleed was lying on Mariam’s bed in 
Mama Jan’s house. Mama Jan was sitting on the bed opposite, combing her hair 
and talking to him. She had just come out after taking a bath. She had toweled 
her hair dry in the courtyard and was now combing it out. Her golden hair fell 
across her back and shoulders. Zaleed was seeing her for the first time without 
her chador, and realized how beautiful she was.

‘Mama Jan, you are beautiful,’ he said impulsively.
‘Really?’ she laughed.
‘English women are not as a rule so pretty,’ he said.
‘And how many English women do you know?’
He smiled. ‘I would like to paint you; to capture the beauty of your eyes and 
hair,’ he said.
Zaleed had a strange feeling watching Mama Jan. Looking at her eyes he 
intuitively knew. Mama Jan too was looking at him intently.
‘It has been a while since anyone has flattered me,’ she said. ‘I have a request 
to make of you Zaleed, if you are willing…’
‘Anything you want Mama Jan…’ he wanted to say but instead he just watched 
her. He knew then that his eyes were like hers. He wanted to ask her 
something, but did not know how she would react. But he was unable to stop 
himself…
For a few minutes Mama Jan sat quietly, turned to stone. Then, her face 
glowing, she came slowly to where he lay and bending low, kissed him on both 
eyes.
∞∞∞∞∞
Mariam was dressed in a sari all ready to go out. She was sitting at the dressing 
table putting the final touches to her make up when through the mirror she saw 
Zaleed walk in. Without acknowledging her presence, and without even 
bothering to take off his shoes, he lay down on the bed and covered his eyes 
with his right arm. Mariam did not know what to make of this. Had he not seen 
her? Or did he just not acknowledge her presence?
‘Zaleed,’ she said. He remained unmoving.
‘Zaleed!’ she said again loudly. There was no response. He remained still, his 
arm covering his eyes.



Concerned, Mariam walked to the bed and sitting next to Zaleed tried to move 
his arm. He resisted.
‘Are you all right?’ she asked.
‘Yes, I am okay.’ His voice was hoarse.
‘Why don’t you move your arm?’ she said tugging at it.
Zaleed moved his arm and opened his eyes. Mariam was taken aback. His eyes 
were red and swollen. It was as if he had been crying for a long time.
‘Zaleed, what is the matter?’ Mariam was worried now.
‘Nothing. I am fine,’ he said, and with a deep sigh closed his eyes again.
‘Have you been crying?’
‘Come on, Mariam, why would I cry?’ he replied with his eyes still closed.
‘Then why are your eyes red and swollen? Are you feeling all right? Is everything 
okay at the factory?’
Zaleed opened his eyes. ‘There is nothing wrong with me. I am okay; perhaps I 
am coming down with flu. You need not fuss…’ He sounded irritated. He closed 
his eyes again.
Mariam was appeased. ‘You should have seen a doctor before coming home,’ 
she said.
‘I did.’
‘Should I ask for dinner to be laid?’
‘I’m not hungry.’
‘Even so, have a bit.’
‘Leave me be. I want to rest for a while.’
‘Have dinner and then you can sleep.’
Zaleed opened his eyes. ‘Aren’t you going somewhere?’ he asked.
‘Yes, to Mrs Durrani’s for dinner. Today we are…’
‘Then go.’ Zaleed cut her short. ‘You’ll be late.’
‘I would be more comfortable if you were to eat before I left.’
‘I’ll rest for a while and then have dinner. Don’t worry about me.’ Zaleed closed 
his eyes again.
‘If this dinner were not so important I wouldn’t leave you like this,’ she said.
‘I know.’ He did not open his eyes. Mariam sat beside him for a while. As she 
got up to leave she noticed strands of long golden hair clinging to his sweater. 
She sat still for a while watching Zaleed. His eyes were still closed. She removed 
the strands of hair. By the light of the bedside lamp they seemed to twinkle and 
mock her. Mariam felt her world shattering around her.
∞∞∞∞∞
That night at the dinner at Mrs Durrani’s, all Mariam could think about were 
those strands of golden hair. That Zaleed had not been well or that he may have 
been crying did not concern her. So far she had had no cause to suspect 



infidelity. True, Zaleed had a number of girlfriends before marriage but they 
meant nothing to him. The only person he had shown some interest in was 
Sofia, but she too was now engaged to someone else.
By nature, Zaleed was a quiet, reserved person. And in any case their marriage 
was too young for him to have lost interest in her. She herself had become so 
busy in her own life that she had no real time for Zaleed, but she knew usually 
what he was doing. .
In the mornings when he left for work she would still be asleep. He would 
seldom be home for lunch, and  in the evenings when he returned she would 
either be out or getting ready to leave. By the time she came back from her 
social engagements in the night, Zaleed would be asleep. When he went out in 
the evenings he would always tell her where he was going. And now suddenly 
these long gold strands—what did they mean? She was distracted throughout 
the evening. She tried hard to dismiss her suspicions. Zaleed was not a flirt; and 
by the end of the dinner she had convinced herself that there was an innocent 
explanation for it all.
The dinner was followed by a musical programme and it was 1:00 a.m. by the 
time she reached home. She was astounded to find Zaleed sitting out in the 
lawn in the bitter cold. Once again her suspicions were aroused. She walked 
across the garden to where he was. He saw her coming but made no effort to 
move or to acknowledge her presence. He was sitting on the lawn chair with a 
cigarette between his lips. The ground around him strewn with cigarette butts. 
He had obviously been chain smoking—something that he usually didn’t do. 
She realized he must have been sitting there for a long time.
‘Why are you sitting here in the cold, Zaleed?’ she asked.
‘You go in. I’ll come in a while,’ he words were curt.
She stood there looking at him in concern.
‘Did I not say I’ll come in a while? Why don’t you go!’ he shouted.
Mariam could not believe her years. In all this time she had never once heard 
Zaleed shout. He usually expressed anger with cold silence. And the silence too 
would not last long. Yet now he had shouted at her. In silence she walked away.
She went to her room got ready for bed. Before getting into bed she looked out 
and saw Zaleed still sitting as she had left him, with his legs sprawled on the 
table in front of him and a cigarette between his lips, silently brooding. For the 
first time since her marriage, Mariam was assailed by a strange apprehension.
When she woke in the morning Zaleed was asleep next to her. She did not know 
what time he had come in. It was a holiday, and Zaleed usually slept in late on 
his days off so she did not wake him. She had her breakfast in silence still 
uneasy about the change in her husband but when Zaleed woke up and 



apologized for his behavior her fears disappeared. She was more than happy to 
forget and forgive him.
For the next few weeks she observed him quietly to see if there was a change in 
his routine, but life seemed to be going on normally. Except that he had 
become very quiet. She called a few of his close friends to talk to them about 
him and they too made same observation.
‘He has become very quiet. Especially in these last few weeks; he hardly ever 
comes out,’ they all complained.
Mariam found no cause for concern. Zaleed was an introvert by nature. She did 
not feel that this would impact her life in any way.
∞∞∞∞∞
‘I want Mama Jan to come and stay with us,’ Zaleed said one night. He was lying 
on the bed. Mariam was sitting at the dressing table creaming her face.
‘What?’ she turned around to face him.
‘I want Mama Jan to come and live with us,’ Zaleed repeated.
‘Why?’ She was genuinely surprised.
‘She is all alone.’
‘She has always lived alone.’
‘You used to be with her.’
‘She has been living alone for a year now. She does not mind it.’ She didn’t 
know why Zaleed would want Mama Jan here with them.
‘I am thinking of your comfort. If she is here it will be easier for you.’
‘No. I can manage well on my own.’
‘You are being stubborn Mariam,’ Zaleed was beginning to get irritated.
‘I am not being stubborn. I don’t want the world to taunt me by saying, “Now 
Mariam’s mother has moved in into her son-in-law’s house.”’
‘Who will say that, Mariam?’
‘Your family.’
‘My family will say no such thing and even if they do, I am not bothered.’
‘But I would be…in any case Mama Jan wouldn’t want to live here,’ she changed 
tactics placing the responsibility square on Mama Jan.
‘Don’t worry about Mama Jan. I’ll talk to her,’ Zaleed seemed happier now.
‘No, Zaleed, it is not appropriate that she live here.’
‘What is not appropriate? I am asking her to move in with us.’ Zaleed voice 
showed anger.
‘Why are you insisting on something that makes me unhappy?’ Mariam was 
shouting now.
‘I do not want to argue with you, Mariam. I only want Mama Jan to come and 
live with us.’



‘But I do not want it. If she were to come for a few days for a visit I would have 
no objection. But I will not give permission for her to come and live with us on a 
permanent basis.’
‘Permission?’ Zaleed flared up. ‘Who is asking for your permission? This is my 
house. I can ask anyone I wish to stay here. I do not need your permission!’
Mariam could not believe that Zaleed who hardly ever spoke in a loud voice 
should be shouting at her so and that too for Mama Jan’s sake. Her anger never 
too far from the surface blazed up. ‘Is it possible that Zaleed would defy me to 
please Mama Jan. Does he not care for me or for the child that is to be born? 
That what I desire should be nothing to him,’ she thought.
Out loud she said, ‘This is not just your house. It is my house too. I too have a 
say in who will come to the house and who will not. For twenty-one years Mama 
Jan has lived in that house and now you want to uproot her. Why? She is my 
mother, not yours. I have a closer relationship with her. Will you shout at your 
wife for the sake of your mother-in-law?’ Mariam’s anger had spiraled out of 
control.
Zaleed did not deem it fit to reply. Quietly he left the room.
∞∞∞∞∞
For the next few days Mariam and Zaleed did not speak to each other. Mariam 
continued to fume with anger. Zaleed made no effort to appease her.
‘Mama Jan exerts such a strong influence on Zaleed even though she does not 
live with us. I can imagine what would happen if she does move in. I would be a 
fool to allow that. I am not one for axing my own foot. I refuse to live with a 
man who follows Mama Jan’s philosophy for a good life. As it is she is 
interfering far too much in mine. I do not want her hovering around me twenty-
four hours a day. And in any case, shouldn’t she herself realize this? Does she 
want to move into her son-in-law’s house? And what sort of a man is Zaleed? 
He has become old and boring! And Mama Jan…Mama Jan…what magic have 
you spun around Zaleed? What drugs have you given him that he has lost sight 
of everything but you? For the last one year not once has Zaleed stood up 
against me. And now he is angry with me. Why? Because of Mama Jan! Is Mama 
Jan more important to him than I am? But why? What is it about Mama Jan that 
appeals to him?’ The more she thought about her quarrel with Zaleed the more 
agitated she got, till finally she could bear it no more and she went to see 
Mama Jan.
‘Mama Jan, Zaleed wants you to move in with us. But how can that happen 
Mama Jan? True, I don’t live with my in-laws but they are just round the corner 
and they keep an eye on all that goes on in my house. Can you imagine how 
they will gossip if you come to live with us? They had such objections to my 
marrying Zaleed and now they will say I have asked you to move in with me. 



Their hostility towards me will increase. . They’ll have more fodder against me. 
You can understand these issues Mama Jan, but Zaleed…he simply fails to 
understand the implications of your moving in with us. He has fought with me 
because of this, and for the last one week he has not spoken to me at all,’ she 
told Mama Jan all that had been happening.
Mama Jan listened to the entire story without a comment and with a placid 
expression. When Mariam finished speaking she said quietly, ‘Don’t be upset, 
Mariam. I will talk to Zaleed. I am sure he will understand and drop the subject.’
‘Has he spoken to you about this?’ Mariam wanted to confirm her suspicions.
‘Yes, he did bring it up a few weeks back. I told him to talk to you first and that 
if you did not have any objection then I would be happy to move in with the two 
of you.’
‘Mama Jan, why would I object? I would love for you to live with us. In that way 
you would no longer be alone and I would not be worried about you all the 
time; but Mama Jan, my in-laws…’
Mariam tried to justify her reasons for opposing the move, but Mama Jan broke 
in gently, ‘It is all right Mariam, I understand the difficulties you would have to 
face.’
Mariam heaved a sigh of relief. ‘Will you talk to Zaleed then?’
‘Yes, I will talk to him. There is no need for you to worry,’ Mama Jan reassured 
her.
‘Don’t tell him about our conversation today. It will upset him.’ She wanted 
Zaleed to think that Mama Jan herself did not want to move in, not that she had 
been influenced by Mariam.
‘I won’t tell him,’ Mama Jan reassured Mariam again.
Mariam had no idea what Mama Jan told Zaleed but that night all was normal 
between them. It was as if there had never been a dispute. At the dinning table 
Mariam once again tried to justify her reasons for not wanting Mama Jan to 
move in with them but Zaleed interrupted her. ‘I don’t want to discuss this 
anymore. I do not want us to fight. Your opposition to Mama Jan’s moving is is 
both unwarranted and unjustified, but I accept it. But I don’t want to hear any 
justifications.’ His tone was so cold and final and even though Mariam wanted 
to continue the conversation she thought it best to drop it. True to his word 
Zaleed never brought up the topic again. Mariam had imposed her will once 
again.
∞∞∞∞∞
‘I am going to call her Zainab.’
This was her third day home from the hospital and Zaleed was cuddling his 
daughter in his arms.



‘Come on Zaleed,’ Mariam immediately expressed her displeasure. ‘Such an 
old-fashioned name. There are better names to choose from.’
‘No. I am going to name her Zainab. I have made up my mind,’ Zaleed replied.
‘Zainab!’ Mariam looked at Zaleed suspicion looming in her eyes. ‘Did Mama Jan 
suggest the name?’ she asked icily.
Zaleed looked at her in surprise. ‘No. It is just a name I like.’
‘What is so special about it?’
‘It is just a name I like. There is nothing more to it.’
‘Well, I don’t like the name and as her mother it is my right to choose a name 
for my daughter. I don’t want to call her Zainab.’
‘That is all right then, call her what you will, by any name you like. But for me 
she is Zainab and that is what she will be for me.’
Zaleed had his way and their daughter came to be named Zainab, but for 
Mariam this became a cause for resentment. She was convinced Zaleed had lied 
to her. And that it was Mama Jan who had named her daughter Zainab.

Chapter 20
She heard footsteps outside the door. All her senses alert, she stood up. A key 
was inserted into the lock and the door opened. Mazhar walked in. Without a 
word he took off his coat and hung it on the hook behind the door. Khadija 
stood watching him. He glanced at her but without saying a word, he walked 
into the bedroom.Her legs trembling, Khadija clutched at the table for support 
and lowered herself on the sofa. In the last three years she had learnt to 
recognize each of Mazhar’s looks and to interpret his mood through them, but 
the glance he cast at her today was something she couldn’t recognize. She had 



not seen him in this mood before. All her fears had been realized. There was no 
doubt in her mind that Mazhar knew all about her past. There was no room left 
for doubt that Asim had recognized her and had betrayed her to Mazhar. ‘What 
words did Asim use?’ she wondered, ‘That I …’ Her body felt as cold as ice but 
her forehead was beaded with perspiration.This home that had taken three 
years to build and on which she had lavished such care had turned out to be a 
house of cards to be blown away by the first gust of wind. ‘What will happen? 
What should I tell Mazhar?’ Her life had begun to plunge into the abyss. The 
silence around her was deafening. It was grating on her nerves.‘I should go in 
and explain it all to Mazhar….tell him why I did what I did…I have lived with 
him for three years…I am his son’s mother. He loves me. Not once in three 
years have I given him cause to complain. I have never disobeyed him. I have 
not once betrayed him…surely he cannot leave me because of what I had been 
in the past. He is a good Muslim. He prays; he fasts. He gives charity. He has 
studied his religion thoroughly. He will forgive me. He is angry now but he will 
forgive me. It will take some time to bring our life back to normal…but after 
that nothing will ever shatter the harmony again.’

Gathering her courage, she walked noiselessly to the bedroom. With trembling 
hands she opened the door. The bed was empty. Mazhar was standing in front 
of the open cupboard throwing his clothes helter skelter into a suitcase lying on 
the floor. Khadija could feel her heart sink. Was he going to leave her?
‘What are you doing, Mazhar?’ she asked in a trembling voice.
He ignored her and continued shoving clothes into the bag. Taking all her 
courage in her hands she walked up to him, ‘What is the matter?’
He still did not reply but continued doing what he was.
‘What did Asim tell you?’ She grabbed his hand as he reached for another suit.
Quick as a flash he jerked his hand away and slapped her across the face. 
‘Don’t ever touch me,’ he snarled.
Khadija fell on the floor; she could feel blood pouring from her nose. Violence 
was no stranger to her, the life she had led before had inured her to physical 
violence but the harshness of Mazhar’s voice and the fact that he had hit her, 
hurt her as nothing before. Wiping the blood with the cuff of her sleeve she got 
off the floor. Mazhar’s back was to her.
‘Mazhar forgive me. Hit me if you must, shout at me if you will, but please don’t 
leave.’ She was pleading with him palms joined together.
‘Not leave? Then should I spend the rest of my life with a call girl?’ He stopped 
pulling clothes off their hangers. ‘Have you ever thought of how you have 
betrayed my trust? You have tied a blindfold over my eyes and have been 
leading me like a fool. All these years, you have made a mockery of my love. My 



father was right when he said “In the West there are no men and women. They 
are all animals; animals who appear well mannered and progressive ”.  The girl 
my father had chosen for me to marry was so pristine that no man had even 
seen her shadow…and you…you sell yourself for money!’
Khadija felt she was standing on a pyre and Mazhar was stoking the fire, adding 
one stick at a time.
‘I feel I have been punished for my disobedience to my parents.’
Yet another stick added to the pile. The flames reached higher.
‘Mazhar Khan’s wife a call girl…Dusky Damsel…that’s the name you are known 
by….am I right?’
‘I have left all that behind me Mazhar. I have restarted my life with you.’
‘For how long? Five years? Ten? Or is just for a change? Or perhaps you felt why 
have a number of clients when one will do. Especially when he is young and not 
bad looking and his pockets are full. And of course he meets the one important 
criteria…he is a fool. He is willing to marry you and even accept you as his 
child’s mother. Has there ever been another fool like Mazhar?’ His voice was 
filled with anger.
‘Don’t look at my past, Mazhar. That is all behind me. Look at what I am and 
you will find no fault with me. Have I not been the perfect wife in the past three 
years? Am  I not a good mother? Have I not been faithful these last three years? 
After accepting Islam I have lived my life as a good Muslim woman and wife. Do 
I not worship the same Allah as you? Do I not honor the same Prophet as you?
‘Whatever you did you did for money; whatever you do now you do for money!’
Khadija found it difficult to stomach the accusation.
‘Do you remember the slums you lived in before we married? Look at you now. 
Whatever you have needed I have provided. You would have followed anyone for 
material gain no matter what his religion. Your piety is for wealth and you 
would have remained pious for as long as you got all the trinkets and trappings 
of wealth.

Chapter 21
The staircase had vanished. What she had thought to be the roof of a house was 
really the peak of a mountain. The mountain was surrounded on all sides by 
deep crevices and ravines. The dim light from the stars was not enough to show 
her the depth she could fall to.  ∞∞∞∞∞Soon after Zainab’s birth Mariam 
plunged into the social whirl again. Despite Zaleed’s objection she hired a 
nanny to look after Zainab. For the first time she realized that Zaleed had 
almost stopped going out. He would seldom accompany her to the various 
dinner parties or on other outings. Nor would he go out with his own friends. 



He always had an excuse to turn down an invitation. While this change in Zaleed 
worried Mariam sometimes she also noted that he was happier than he had 
been some months earlier. She attributed this to the birth of his daughter. It 
was true, Zaleed would spend most of his spare time with Zainab and despite 
the presence of the nanny would, much to Mariam’s annoyance, look after the 
baby himself. Mariam felt this was not good for discipline but Zaleed brushed 
aside her objections.However there were times when Mariam felt the change in 
Zaleed could not be attributed to Zainab. There was something else; but she 
could not put her finger on it. She noticed that at times he seemed upset, and 
at others absent-minded. When Mariam questioned him she would simply get a 
blank stare. She also noted that Zaleed was getting quite regular in his prayers. 
This was quite unlike the old Zaleed. She began to worry that with this new-
found religious streak Zaleed would start putting restrictions on her, but when 
he showed no signs of doing anything of that kind she relaxed again.

One day shortly after Zainab was born, Mariam told Zaleed that Mama Jan was 
not her biological mother. Zaleed was unconcerned.
‘I know,’ was all he said.
It was Mariam’s turn to be surprised. ‘How? Did Mama Jan tell you about this?’
‘Yes.’
‘When?’
Zaleed did not reply; he was busy putting Zainab to sleep. After a while he put 
the baby in the cot and avoiding Mariam’s question, left the room.
Another change she noted was that Zaleed no longer spoke of Mama Jan; in fact 
when she spoke about her he was quick to change the topic. At these times she 
noted he had a haunted and tense look about him. But this seemed to be a 
phase that lasted  for some six months. After Zainab’s birth this attitude 
disappeared and Zaleed was happy and content once again. The only difference 
now was that he refused to meet Mama Jan. Whenever Mariam suggested they 
pay her a visit he made an excuse. He was not even willing to go there on 
special occasions. This suited Mariam fine. She was happy he was out of reach 
of Mama Jan’s peculiar philosophy on life which seemed to have affected Zaleed 
profoundly in the beginning.
For Mariam the three years since her marriage was a time of great contentment. 
Fulfilled in her home life she soared as an artist. Little by little her fame began 
to spread beyond the country. She had just completed an exhibition in New 
York which was covered by the TIME magazine, and now she was preparing for 
an exhibition in London. This is when for the first time in three years, without 
warning, the first clouds appeared on the horizon.
∞∞∞∞∞



That night Zaleed visited the studio for the first time in a long while. He wanted 
to look at the work Mariam had been doing for her exhibition in the coming 
weeks and which she was so enthusiastic about. But he was in for a shock. Each 
canvas, painted perfectly, depicted the naked human form. Though no prude 
himself, Zaleed found the paintings to be pornographic. Nauseated he left the 
room.
When Mariam came home at 11:30 that night she saw him in the lounge 
drinking coffee. Calling the servant to get her a cup of coffee too she sat down 
on the sofa next to him.
‘Is Zainab asleep?’ she asked.
‘Yes.
Mariam started removing her jewelry. The servant came in with the coffee and 
then left the room.
‘Mariam I went to the studio today.’ His voice was dry and harsh but Mariam did 
not notice.
‘Oh did you see my latest paintings?’ She was excited.
‘That is not art; that is pornography.’
‘Zaleed!’ Mariam was taken aback.
‘Do you plan to exhibit that filth?’
‘That is not filth. It is art.’ Mariam face was now beginning to reflect her anger.
‘Nude art.’
‘That does not detract from their value.’
‘Do you have any idea how vulgar those paintings are?’
‘The vulgarity is in the eye of the beholder; not in the painting. Art is simply art. 
There is no such thing as vulgarity in art. You are an artist yourself. How can 
you find art vulgar?’
He looked at her sadly. ‘What an artist you were Mariam and what have you 
become…’
‘This is the art that has brought me fame. That has enabled me to create a 
name for myself. This is the art that sells. The smallest of these paintings will 
sell for a minimum of Rs50,000 and you know for yourself what I used to get 
for my art earlier. The art you talk about, people come to admire not to buy; 
and even if they buy, what do they pay for it? Peanuts!’
‘You remember how I used to sell my paintings for Rs2000? Only two thousand! 
What can one do with two thousand? It hardly pays for the canvas, paints, 
brushes…what does the artist get? What I am painting now is what people want. 
This is what hangs in their drawing rooms. This is what people pay for. And, 
they pay the price asked!’
‘What need is there for you to sell your paintings? Don’t sell your work. What 
you painted earlier was the essence of your work. Paint and hold exhibitions 



and put a price on your work. If people wish to buy the painting they will pay 
for it and if they don’t…don’t sell. Work for your own satisfaction.’
‘And what good will that do? How will I achieve fame? How will people know of 
me? I want my work to be displayed in the homes of the elite. I want to be 
known as the painter of choice of the privileged!’
‘You will be known as the artist who paints nudes for the bourgeoisie!’
‘Zaleed if I want to be known worldwide I have to change my style and that is all 
that I have done. These paintings are getting me international recognition.’
‘If you continue like this you will lose your individuality. Once you lose your 
style you will have lost all claims to greatness.’
Mariam flared up. ‘This is not you Zaleed, this is Mama Jan speaking. You were 
never so conservative. This is exactly what I was afraid of. Today you object to 
my painting, tomorrow you will stop me from painting altogether. And the day 
after, you will forbid me from going out of the house…and so it will continue 
with a new restriction every day. Keep in mind Zaleed that I am not Mama Jan. I 
did not marry you so that you could…’
Zaleed cut her short. ‘I am not placing any restrictions on you Mariam. I am only 
trying to put my point across. I will never place any restrictions on you; you are 
free to do as you like.’ Zaleed left the room.
∞∞∞∞∞
Mariam was free for the day and she decided she would like to go out for lunch 
with Zaleed.
‘Zaleed sahib is not in the office,’ his secretary informed her.
‘Where has he gone?’ she asked.
‘He is out for lunch, ma’am.’
‘Where has he gone for lunch?
‘I don’t know.’
Mariam put down the receiver and rang up Zaleed on his cell phone. He picked 
it up almost immediately.
‘Where are you Zaleed? I thought we would have lunch together today.’ Mariam 
said as soon as Zaleed answered.
‘I have just had lunch,’ Zaleed replied much to Mariam’s disappointment.
‘Shall we do it tomorrow then?’ she asked.
‘I can’t make any promises for lunch. I need to keep my afternoons free 
because I need to meet clients over lunch.’
Mariam was immediately alert. ‘Where do you go for lunch?’
There was a slight hesitation then Zaleed replied, ‘Nowhere special wherever my 
mood takes me. A different restaurant every time.’ Before Mariam could 
respond he continued. ‘I am busy right now. I’ll talk to you later, Khudahafiz.’ 
And he put down the phone.



Mariam had a premonition that all was not as it seemed. She rang his workplace 
again. ‘Who is the client Zaleed is meeting for lunch today? Please check and let 
me know,’ she said peremptorily.
‘He is not meeting any client for lunch,’ the secretary replied. ‘He has given 
standing orders not to keep any meetings over lunch.’
For a minute Mariam could not speak. Then she said, ‘What time does he go for 
lunch?’
‘1:00 p.m.’
‘And when does he come back?’
‘4:00 p.m.’
‘Is this his daily routine?’
‘Yes ma’am.’
‘Since when has this been his routine?’
‘For almost two years now, ma’am’.
Mariam was speechless. Slowly she put down the phone. She did not know what 
to make out of it. For the last two years he had been going out for three hours 
every day; where could he go. Unbidden the thought of the strands of golden 
hair she had found on Zaleed’s sweater some two years earlier came to her 
mind. For the first time since her marriage Mariam knew fear.
‘Is our relationship really so fragile…’ she sat down on the sofa and absent-
mindedly began to clip her nails. ‘What need is there for Zaleed to lie?’ She 
could not get over the fact that Zaleed had lied to her. For the first time in many 
months she stayed home for the day. In the evening Zaleed was surprised to 
find her home.
‘Aren’t you going out today?’ he asked cheerfully.
‘I wanted to but you were not free,’ she replied looking at him broodingly.
‘Are you talking about lunch?’ he asked. ‘I was busy but we can go out for 
dinner.’
Mariam did not know what to make of him but she agreed to dinner. At the 
restaurant after they had been served Zaleed announced out of the blue, ‘I am 
going to England for two and a half months.’
‘Why?’ Mariam asked slowly putting the glass down on the table. Try as she 
might she could not hide the anger in her voice.
‘Some work related to the factory.’ He continued eating.
‘Two and a half months is a long time.’ She was looking at him intently trying to 
read his face.
‘True…but what can one do?’ he shrugged his shoulders dismissing her protest.
‘I’ll come along,’ she said. ‘It’s been a long time since we have traveled 
together.’



Zaleed looked at her. She met his gaze; the two of them stared at each other for 
a while. ‘You are always busy; will you be able to take two and a half months 
off?’ Zaleed finally asked.
‘Yes I will make the time,’ Mariam replied picking up her glass once again.
‘Okay, come along.’ Zaleed turned his attention to the food.
Mariam was nonplussed. She did not expect Zaleed to give in so easily. Perhaps 
her suspicions were unjustified. She decided to ask Zaleed upfront about his 
activities.
‘Zaleed your secretary tells me you never lunch with clients.’
She saw his expression turn from surprise to anger. ‘Have you been calling my 
secretary to spy on me?’ He picked up the napkin and wiping his mouth pushed 
the plate away from him. His mood was spoilt.
‘No, that is not true. I called for you and when you were not there I started 
chatting with her.’ Mariam lied quickly.
Zaleed continued looking at her in anger. ‘My secretary knows only as much as I 
tell her,’ he said. ‘It is not necessary for me to tell her of all my movements. 
And in any case not all meetings are formal. A lot of times I meet people just to 
establish contacts. And then there are times when I use the lunch hour to relax 
and unwind with friends. In any case when have you in the last three years had 
time for lunch with me? If all of a sudden you decide that we should meet for 
lunch, I cannot be expected to change my schedule for you. And this gives you 
the excuse to start spying on me to find out where I go for lunch and with 
whom?’
Mariam was ashamed of herself, perhaps she had misjudged him. ‘That is not 
true. I was simply wondering what you could be doing for two or three hours 
daily,’ she countered defensively.
‘After lunch I go to the Gymkhana for a swim…should I stop doing that?’ he was 
sarcastic now.
‘Sorry Zaleed.’ She put her hand on his on the table.
‘Mariam you need not be suspicious of me. If I were to have an affair with 
someone you would not be able to stop me and I would see no reason to hide it 
from you. But as it is I am satisfied with our lives together so you need not 
spend your time spying on me.’ Irritated he signaled for the waiter to bring the 
check.
Mariam pondered over his words. ‘True,’ she thought to herself, ‘it is not 
necessary that the secretary would know of all of his movements. He has always 
been particular about going to the Gymkhana for exercise and sport. If he was 
having an affair he would have told the secretary a lie and made up something 
to tell me in case I were to call.’ Mariam was satisfied with Zaleed’s explanation 



but though he accepted her apology she noticed that her questions had 
troubled him.
Two weeks later Zaleed left for England. Mariam did not accompany him. She 
believed that he was traveling alone.
∞∞∞∞∞
One day Mariam bumped into Manzar at the Gymkhana. Manzar was a close 
friend of Zaleed’s.
‘Bhabi, how is Zaleed? I haven’t seen him in a long time.’
‘Zaleed has gone to England.’
‘When did he go?’
‘Almost a month back.’
‘And when does he return?’
‘Well he said he was going for six weeks, so he should be back in another two 
weeks or so.’
‘Bhabi, you have really captivated Zaleed,’ Manzar said with a smile. ‘He has 
changed completely since getting married. He has stopped meeting his old 
friends altogether.’
‘I have done nothing of the sort. He still meets his old friends.’
‘But not like before. He never calls. I have to make the effort every time. Also he 
hardly ever meets; when we friends get together once in a while and ask him to 
join us he always has some excuse or the other to turn us down. I hardly ever 
see him here either.’ Mazhar finished his long litany of complaints.
‘That’s not right. He comes here every afternoon to swim,’ Mariam corrected 
him.
‘No…I have never seen him in the afternoons. If ever he comes to swim it must 
be in the evenings. And probably not too often.’ Not noticing the bewilderment 
on Mariam’s face Manzar continued. ‘In any case he never meets anyone in the 
afternoon; he says he is committed for lunch at home every afternoon.’
‘He is never home for lunch. He has it either with his clients or friends,’ Mariam 
had no idea what to make of this conversation.
‘He hasn’t had lunch with me for at least two years,’ Manzar replied. ‘Nor as far 
as I know with any of his other friends. In fact we make it a point of holding any 
get-together we wish to invite him to at night, because he is so insistent that 
he will not come to lunch.’
‘He has never ever had lunch at home.’ Mariam was completely mystified.
‘Keep an eye on him Bhabi…he may be up to something…’ Manzar tried to keep 
it light. ‘Have to go now Bhabi. Be seeing you.’
Mariam gave a weak smile. When Manzar left instead of going home as she was 
planning to, she went to the swimming pool section. In a few minutes she 
found out that Mazhar had not been swimming in the afternoons in a long time. 



Nor had he been playing squash. At least not in the afternoons. If he ever came 
to play squash, which was seldom, the attendant said it was always in the 
evenings.
Mariam felt a chill run through her body. ‘All these lies…where does he spend 
these three hours… Could he be spending all this time with Mama Jan?’ she 
wondered; ‘No, that is not possible,’ she dismissed the thought. ‘Three hours a 
day with Mama Jan…every day. No, that cannot be. What would he do there? 
Anyhow he himself had admitted that he goes to Mama Jan every once in a 
while,’ Mariam recalled a long-ago conversation with Zaleed. ‘And Mama Jan 
too has said he comes once in a while. Anyhow, what could he possibly do 
there?’
Dizzy with fear and anger she went home and sat down on her bed. But the 
next moment she was up again. Going to Zaleed’s side of the bed she opened 
the drawers of the bedside table and began to search through the contents. She 
had no idea what she was looking for.
∞∞∞∞∞
The next day she decided to tackle the drawer in the filing cabinet in the 
dressing room. This drawer was always kept locked and Zaleed had the keys to 
it. She called the servant,
‘I want to open this drawer but I have lost the key,’ she lied. ‘Can you break it 
open?’
‘Begum Sahiba, this is one of those new imported locks; they are impossible to 
break open. I’ll have to get someone to cut into the wood,’ the servant replied.
‘Go get somebody then.’ Mariam ordered.
While waiting for him to return Mariam had another idea. She called Zaleed’s 
secretary at the factory. ‘I want to have a look at Zaleed Sahib’s cell phone bills. 
Can you please have them sent to me,’ she said.
‘Yes ma’am,’ the secretary replied. ‘Do you want the bills for one phone or 
both?’
Thinking the secretary had misunderstood her, Mariam made clear, ‘No I don’t 
need the bills to my phone, only Zaleed’s.’
‘Ma’am, Zaleed Sahib has two cell phones. Do you need the bills to both the 
phones or just the one?’
This was news to Mariam. As far as she knew Zaleed had just the one phone. 
She had never seen him carry two nor had he ever mentioned to her that he had 
another number.
‘Send me the bills to both the phones—for the last two years,’ she added.
About half an hour later the driver from the factory arrived with a file holding all 
the bills for the last two years. Mariam wanted to look at the bills to see if there 



was an unfamiliar number Zaleed called regularly. If there was another woman 
in his life surely there would be many calls to a single number.
Her fear was not unfounded. There was a cell number Zaleed called as often as 
four times a day, every day. And these were not short calls. She picked up their 
phone directory to check and see who the number was listed to.
There was no number in the directory. She rang up the secretary again. ‘Can 
you please check this number out in the office directory and let me know who it 
is listed to?” she asked the secretary giving her the phone number.
‘Ma’am, that is Zaleed Sahib’s second number. I have sent you the bills for two 
years for that number too,’ the secretary replied.
Mariam put down the receiver and picked up the file again. Yes, it was the 
second number listed in Zaleed’s name. Had Zaleed been talking to himself 
from one phone to another? And then it struck her. Zaleed must have bought 
the phone for the ‘other’ woman and he must be paying the bill! And if she was 
right in what she was thinking the ‘other’ woman must be traveling with Zaleed 
now and her cell would be off. She picked up the phone and dialed the number. 
The phone was off. She looked at the bills for the second phones. The number 
had been activated two years ago and the only calls on it were to and from 
Zaleed’s mobile.
Mariam’s fury at Zaleed’s duplicity knew no bounds. ‘Two years…two years he 
has deceived me…’Mariam picked up the file and flung it across the room.
The servant returned with a carpenter and proceeded to pry open the dresser 
drawer. After the men had left, Mariam went to the dresser, slid the drawer out 
and bringing it to the bed began to rummage through its contents. Having 
looked at each paper she found nothing to incriminate Zaleed. ‘The deceit of it 
all! Is he really so cunning that he can hide his trail so well.’
She put the papers away and picked up a stack of check books. And then her 
eye fell on it. A brand new check book. It did not belong to Zaleed. The name 
Khadija Noor was inscribed on it. She opened the book. The account had been 
opened with a deposit of Rs100,000.
She started looking at the counter foils on Zaleed’s check books. An amount of 
Rs100,000 had been paid to Khadija Noor. She kept turning the pages; every 
once in a while she came across smaller amounts paid to Khadija Noor on 
various dates. Small amounts ranging from Rs5000 to Rs15,000 were  paid at 
random on different dates.
Khadija Noor and Zaleed—what was this about? She flipped through the papers 
again. A small passport sized negative hidden in the papers slipped out of its 
envelope. She picked up the negative and holding it against the light saw the 
likeness of Khadija Noor. She noted the phone number of the photographer 



from the envelope and called the studio. The photograph had been taken some 
months earlier.
What was happening? Was she losing her mind? Once again she recalled the 
golden hair she had found clinging to Zaleed’s sweater all those years ago. She 
was not going to let Zaleed get away with this like he had the last time she 
confronted him. She wanted as much evidence against him as possible. She 
picked up a pen and wrote an address on a piece of paper and rang for the 
servant. Giving the address to the man she asked him to send the driver to see 
if the lady who lived in the house was present, and if not and if not when was 
she expected to return.
Maraim sat quite still. She wanted to scream and cry but she could do neither. 
She was going to confirm all her suspicions and confront Zaleed when he 
returned. She had never felt so alone in her life. So forlorn!
Half an hour later the servant was back. The lady of the house was away he 
said, and that she had been gone three weeks and was not expected to be back 
for another fortnight or so.
‘Why have these two done this to me? They have pushed me into a well…it is as 
if they have plunged a dagger in my back….I will never forgive them.’ Her anger 
was great against them both but more so against Khadija Noor. ‘I will not let 
any woman come between me and Zaleed. No woman can take him from me…
and that too a woman like Khadija Noor…’ she thought contemptuously.
She was hurt and spent the night in tears of rage.
∞∞∞∞∞
The next day when Zaleed rang up as he did every day, Mariam gave no hint 
about how upset she was. She noted that Zaleed sounded very happy and 
contended. After making some delusory conversation she put the phone down.
‘Can there be a woman as stupid as you Umme Mariam?’ she asked herself. ‘But 
I am not going to let it end this way. Now that I have found Zaleed I am not 
going to lose him. I will make sure Khadija Noor is out of his life. I will kill 
Khadija Noor if I have to.’
In the remaining two weeks before Zaleed returned Mariam stayed at home. She 
did not go out once; all dinners, parties and other invitations were turned 
down. She also stopped work on her paintings. The festival of Eid came and 
went in the same way. She did not dress up or entertain nor did she go 
anywhere. Her overall appearance became shabby and unkempt.
When Zaleed phoned on Eid she kept up her pretence for a short while and then 
handed the phone to Zainab who happily prattled with her father. ‘I am waiting 
for you Zaleed. I am waiting for you and that woman to come back and then…
and then…’
∞∞∞∞∞



On the fifth day after Eid Zaleed came home. Although she did not know the 
exact time he would return she had been expecting him. But whereas she was 
not surprised to see him, he was surprised to see her.
‘Are you all right?’ he asked startled by her appearance. His voice expressed 
both concern and love.
‘Yes, I am fine.’ Mariam was noncommittal.
‘You look weak…’
‘No, I am not the one who is weak.’
Zaleed was surprised at the answer. Mariam picked up the car keys, ‘I have 
some urgent work. I’ll be back in a while.’
‘Are you leaving right now? I thought we could sit and talk. I have much to say 
to you.’
‘I have a lot to talk about too but not right now. I’ll be back shortly and then we 
can talk.’
Zaleed shrugged his shoulders and sat down to play with Zainab.

Chapter 22
The day after Mazhar left her, Khadija left London. She felt she could not bear 
to live in the house with her memories. She needed to get away. She saw what 
bitterness and resentment had done to her mother and she did not want to live 
out her life in the same painful way. She went to Birmingham where she stayed 
for a while and then came to Leicester where she decided to try and settle 
down. She spent the next five years there.With a reference from the Islamic 
Center she managed to land a job; it was enough to keep body and soul 
together. In the evenings after work she would go to the Islamic Center to do 
volunteer work. In five years she became a familiar figure there. No one knew 
anything about her except that she was divorced and that her name was Khadija 
Noor. There was no need to know more; nor was anyone interested in probing. 
They knew her as a helpful courteous person who always smiled and was always 
willing to help.She became especially popular with Pakistani women with whom 
she could communicate in Urdu and so women coming in new to the country, 
who spoke no English, found in her a kindly soul willing to help them overcome 



day to day trials. They felt she was one of them.Khadija Noor had made no 
effort to trace her son. She knew Mazhar well and knew that his was no empty 
threat and that if goaded he would kill his son rather than give him up to her. 
Thus she turned down all efforts by the Islamic Center to mediate. Perhaps in 
her heart of hearts she also feared that were she to get her son back and he got 
to know of her past he too would come to hate her as Mazhar did. It was better 
to let the past go. She did not know what Mazhar would tell his son about her 
but she was confident he would never ever tell him that his mother had been a 
prostitute.

∞∞∞∞∞
Five years into her new life, Khadija came to yet another turning point in her 
life. Sajida, one of the regulars at the Islamic Center, came up to her and after 
rambling on for sometime, finally got to the point of the conversation.
‘I have a brother in Pakistan; he is not so young. You see, we were four sisters 
and one brother; our parents died when we were very young. All the financial 
responsibility of supporting us fell on my brother. He was like a parent to us; he 
fulfilled all his responsibilities and because of financial pressures he never 
married. Now that we are all married and well settled, we are hoping that he too 
will find a life partner. He is agreeable; his only condition is that the girl he 
marries not be too young. I have been thinking about you. What about it? Will 
you agree? I can guarantee you that he will make a very kind husband and will 
not in any way hurt or trouble you.’
Khadija stared at her. ‘Marry again? Why?’ she thought but said nothing out 
loud.
‘Think it over. I am not in a hurry,’ she said assuming Khadija wanted to mull 
over the proposal.
∞∞∞∞∞
Khadija’s mind was in a whirl. For the second time in her life someone had 
proposed marriage to her. She saw what happened the first time and she had 
no desire to relive that. But she was young still and did not want a life of 
loneliness and solitude.
The next day she consulted a scholar at the Islamic Center.
‘Our religion encourages people to marry,’ Dr Abdullah explained. ‘It does not 
encourage the solitary life. You married once. It was unsuccessful. That does 
not mean that you should never marry again. If this person who has proposed 
to you, comes up to your expectations then you should marry him.’
‘The problem is that I still love my first husband and am not sure if I will ever 
stop loving him.’



‘Leave that to God,’ the scholar replied. ‘He is the keeper of all hearts. It may be 
that He will put it in your heart to love this man as you loved the other.’ Seeing 
the skepticism on her face he continued, ‘A divorced woman has a right to 
remarry in Islam, as does the widow. In fact, this is considered the better path. 
Life is not lived in the past or in the shadowy world of dreams. To live one must 
be practical. Marriage is such an important aspect of our religion that in the 
times of the Caliphate the qazi was given the responsibility of finding suitable 
matches for widows. This shows the emphasis our religion puts on family life; 
so much so that it has made the state responsible for ensuring the continuity of 
the family line. Marriage fulfils the woman’s need for financial security, and it is 
not just the financial aspect, there is the emotional, physical, and intellectual 
side too. A single life is equally tough for a man as it is for a woman.
‘And also you are still so young. You are barely thirty years old. You were 
married only three years—are you going to waste your whole life in memory of 
those of those three years. We e have only one life to live. You have every right 
to remarry, have children, start your life again; I know this is difficult but it is 
not impossible. It is possible that a time will come when remarriage may no 
longer be an option and then you may regret the time you wasted mourning 
your love for one man.’
Khadija listened carefully to what was being said.
‘Unlike women, men do not spend their lives mourning; they are more practical. 
Or perhaps they are just more egotistical. Their comforts are more important to 
them than love. They marry…and if for any reason the marriage is not 
successful they do not build a memorial to the lost love to mourn for the rest of 
their lives…they bring another woman in. And this is the right thing. Why 
should they waste their life in regrets?
‘There is only one love that is constant and that is the love for God; all other 
love is subject to change. When one first falls in love the passion is strong but 
gradually it ebbs and with time it ends.’
Khadija felt weary to the bones. Her eyes were burning; she covered them with 
her hands. ‘And what if this marriage fails too?’ she asked.
‘That is possible. It is also possible that this marriage means great happiness. 
This man may be the right one for you. Maybe this marriage will mean the end 
of many hardships. If we are to talk of possibilities then there are many 
possibilities.’
‘When you married the first time were you so sure that the marriage would 
never fail? There is never any certainty in life. All our actions are based on the 
hope of success. Leave your fears be, Khadija Noor. Let Him handle your 
problems. Have faith and do what you think is right.’
Khadija lifted her hands from her eyes.



∞∞∞∞∞
The next time Khadija met Sajida she told her everything. About why her 
previous marriage had failed. About her past life. This time she did not want to 
keep any secrets. Sajida was silent for a while and then she said, ‘Everyone 
makes mistakes. I will tell my brother all that you have told me. I am sure he 
will have no objections. He is a good human being.’
Khadija was surprised. She had expected Sajida to react with revulsion and 
withdraw the proposal. Soon after, Khadija’s wedding vows were exchanged 
with Shuja in proxy at the Islamic Center and then accompanied by Sajida she 
left for Pakistan. There another conundrum awaited her.
Sajida had not told Khadija much about her brother except that he was 
approaching forty and that he had his own house and business.
Sajida’s three sisters lived in Lahore and came to the airport to greet her. Shuja 
was not there. As they drove home from the airport passing through the more 
prosperous areas and going to the poorer parts of the city, Khadija could see 
Sajida had been somewhat economical with the truth.
When Khadija saw Shuja for the first time she was reminded of Mazhar; not that 
Shuja looked like Mazhar and not that Khadija was looking for comparisons. 
Shuja was closer to fifty than forty (he was 48 as she was to find out later). Far 
from being a prosperous businessman Shuja lived in a tiny house in a 
dilapidated part of the city. His ‘business’ consisted of a minuscule shop from 
where he sold fresh fruit and vegetables.
At Shuja’s house guests had gathered to celebrate the occasion and there was 
much talk and merriment. Some hours later the guests started leaving; Shuja’s 
sisters also left, and Sajida left with them.
When the guests had all gone Shuja came into the room.
‘I want to talk to you,’ Khadija said.
Shuja looked extremely surprised. Perhaps he had not known that Khadija could 
speak perfect Urdu. ‘I also want to talk to you,’ he replied. ‘I have been very 
upset since I saw you.’
‘Why?’
‘Sajida told me you were elderly but looking at you it does not seem to be so.’
‘I am thirty.’
Shuja looked worried. ‘Sajida told me you were forty. I do not want to marry a 
young woman again.’
‘Again?’ Khadija looked at him. Clearly there was much she did not know.
Shuja sat down with his head in his hands. ‘I have been married before. She was 
much younger than me and was not happy living with me so she took a divorce 
and left. Did Sajida not tell you I was previously married? he asked.



‘No. All I know is that you are forty years old and that you never married 
because you had to support your sisters financially and were therefore not able 
to start your own life.’
Shuja looked at her. ‘I am forty-eight years old,’ he admitted shamefacedly. If 
he expected her to react he was mistaken. Khadija had already guessed as 
much.
‘What has Sajida told you about me?’
‘What is there to tell?’
‘A lot…my previous marriage; the circumstances of my past life.’
Shuja looked even more perplexed than before. ‘No. All she said was that you 
were elderly; that you had never married and wished to marry and live in 
Pakistan and that you know all about my education and financial background 
and you are agreeable to living with me despite that.’ All of a sudden 
something struck him. ‘You do know I sell fruit and vegetables for a living, 
don’t you?’
Khadija shook her head to say no. ‘Sajida has lied to both of us. You have told 
me the truth about yourself and now I want you to know the truth about me.’
In a low voice Khadija told Shuja all about her past life. She spoke for a long 
time. At the end of her story she waited for Shuja’s reaction. His face told her 
nothing. He looked exhausted.
‘Had Sajida told me all this I would have still married you. You have had a hard 
life and you made a mistake; but we all make mistakes. You have regretted your 
past actions and have tried to live by your chosen faith. For that you are to be 
much admired. But you have married me without knowing of my circumstances. 
My first marriage also failed for the same reason. Despite my objections my 
sisters married me to a very young girl; she was unhappy here from the very 
beginning—and rightly so. I had nothing to offer her. As long as she lived here I 
lived with the burden of shame for my lack of possessions. She took a divorce 
soon after and rightly so. Even if I am not directly responsible for my sister’s 
actions; if I participate in a lie then I too am to blame.’
‘Sajida had told me that once we were married, you would sponsor me and we 
would live in England…I was not sure I wanted that…but now I see we both 
have been  lied to. Sajida is my sister and her love for me has led her to deceive 
you. I am ashamed for her. I am glad we have been truthful with each other. 
Please do not worry. You are a guest in my house. As soon as I can make the 
arrangements I will get you a ticket back to England. I do not have the 
necessary resources right now but I will make the arrangements soon even if I 
have to sell my shop to do it. I am sorry about the hurt Sajida has caused you 
and I ask you to please forgive her and me.’ Wiping tears from his eyes he left 
the room.



Khadija could not believe what had happened. What sort of a man was this? 
Instead of screaming and shouting at her like Mazhar had done, he was all 
praise for her; and he was asking for her pardon. He hardly knows me and yet 
he is forgiving of my past dismissing it as a mistake and congratulating me on 
coming into the fold…and Mazhar with whom I had spent three years…who 
knew how careful I had been in my conduct in the three years I’d lived with 
him…he was so unforgiving. Who is the better of the two? The well educated, 
high born, good-looking, rich, Mazhar;  the one who could see no good in me, 
or this semi literate, simple, kind man who instead of reprimanding me for my 
sins is asking me for forgiveness for himself and his sister.’ She sat a long time 
thinking… then she went out to speak to Shuja.
Shuja was in the courtyard, sitting on the steps leading to the roof. Hearing her 
come he got up. ‘Do you need anything?’ he asked.
‘Why don’t you switch on the light, it is very dark in here,’ she said. She wanted 
to see his face to gauge his reaction to what she was going to say.
He moved to switch on the light. The light was dim.
‘Why don’t you come in? It is cold here,’ she said.
‘No, I am fine here; you go in and rest.’
‘I would like you to know that I do not ever wish to return to England. I would 
like to spend the rest of my life here as your wife.’ She turned to go back in to 
the room.
‘Khadija, wait.’ He followed her into the room. ‘You know nothing of me…my 
financial conditions…I have nothing….’
She cut him short. ‘Shuja, can you provide two meals a day?’
‘Yes, but…’
‘Can you provide for some clothes to wear?’
‘Yes, but…’
‘And we already have a house. If you can love and respect me what else do I 
need?’ She spoke with complete confidence. ‘I will pray that may God increase 
you in wealth but you will never hear me complain of lack of anything. Nor will I 
ever be a source of worry for you.’
Shuja could not believe his years. What an unusual woman this was!



Chapter 23
Looking down frightened her. The rain was hammering on the marble floor. The 
gale-force winds whipped around her making it very difficult for her to stand. 
She tried to look at the sky but visibility was near zero.             It was 
impossible to keep her balance. The marble floor was slick with rain. She 
crouched down on all fours and then lay flat on her stomach with her arms 
spread out, making herself as impervious to the wind as possible; or maybe she 
was looking for something to hold on to.∞∞∞∞∞There was no lock on the 
door. Mariam smiled bitterly, anger clouding her face. ‘I have been a fool for 
too long now; but no more.’ All her fears had turned to harsh reality. ‘I think is 
definitely Mama Jan,’ she said to herself, ‘after today I will never see her face 
again. She has murdered every relationship. She has  stabbed me in the back 
and I will not forgive her; I will not let her win. I would have destroyed any 
woman who tried to come between me and Zaleed and she is no exception. I 
will destroy her too.’



She knocked on the door. A second later she heard Mama Jan’s voice, ‘Who is 
it?’
In a strained voice she said, ‘It’s Mariam.’
Quickly Mama Jan flung open the door; with a beaming smile she opened her 
arms to welcome Mariam. As always, she was covered head to foot in a white 
chador.
‘Always cloaked in white, the symbol of purity…someone should ask me how 
pure she really is…smothered in sin and darkness…that is the reality,’ Mariam 
thought as she pushed her aside and barged into the room.
Mama Jan was taken aback at Mariam’s rudeness. What could have happened to 
put her in such a temper she wondered as she turned to close the door. 
Immediately Mariam’s eyes fell on the expensive luggage lying in a corner of 
the room. From this distance she could see the airline tags. Like a spark thrown 
on a petrol-soaked body her anger flared. What other evidence could she ask 
for regarding Mama Jan’s perfidy?
Having shut the door, Mama Jan came hurrying in. She was used to Mariam’s 
tantrums having witnessed them since her childhood. But something was very 
wrong today; she had never seen her so angry.
‘Come sit, Mariam, why are you standing?’ she asked in her soft calm voice. Her 
kindness had never had an effect on Mariam, and today was no exception.
Mariam glared at Mama Jan. Her expression held such foreboding that Mama 
Jan became afraid. The smile left her lips. ‘What is it Mariam? Why are you 
looking at me like that?’
‘Where were you this last month and a half?’ Was there fire in her voice, or ice? 
Whatever it was there could be no doubt that the venom was for Mama Jan.
‘I went to…to England.’
She had heard the stutter in Mama Jan’s voice, the hesitation and doubt.
‘Really?’ Sarcastic now. ‘Where in England?’
‘I have some relatives there. I went to meet them.’
‘Hmm! In the twenty-seven years of my life you have never once mentioned a 
relative in England…and now you have relatives with whom you have spent a 
month and a half.’ She saw Mama Jan’s face turn pale. ‘In the twenty-three 
years I lived here how many times did I plead and beg you to adopt me legally 
and take me to England with you. I could have made my career there; I could 
have been well settled. But every time you said you had no desire to go to 
England; you had no desire to send me to England; that you knew no one there; 
that you had no relatives there. Despite my begging and pleading you let me 
live the life of an animal here, with no facilities, with no amenities. With nothing 
to look forward to. And now twenty-seven years later you suddenly have 
relatives you want to visit. Either you have lied to me these twenty-seven years 



or you are lying today. And if it is relatives you visited, why the need for this 
secrecy?’
‘I have not been secretive…I have…’ Mama Jan stumbled on her words.
‘Yes, complete your sentence…I what?’ Mariam was not one to take pity.
‘All right, let’s accept it that suddenly your relatives have appeared and that you  
went to England to meet them. So show me your passport, show me the 
addresses of these relatives.’ Mariam continued. She put her hand out. ‘Give me 
your passport.’
‘I do not have it.’ Mama Jan’s voice came from far away, as if from some deep 
pit she had dug herself into.
‘Then who has it? Your relatives? Or a relative?’ she screamed.
‘What is it that you want to know from me Mariam; what are you implying?’
‘What I want to know is how is it that the woman who could not afford one meat 
dish a week, who could not afford to have gas installed in the house, who could 
not afford to have a leaking roof repaired, who could not afford to buy herself 
decent clothes for years…how can she suddenly afford this expensive luggage?’ 
Mariam pointed accusingly at the suitcases lying. She was screaming now. ‘How 
can she afford the price of a ticket to England now? Has she unexpectedly come 
upon a hidden treasure? Or is she suddenly the recipient of Divine help? Or has 
she found Aladdin’s lamp? Do you know how much that luggage costs? Do you 
have any idea of the price? Who gave it to you?’
‘Zaleed….Zaleed bought it for me. He also bought the ticket.’ Mama Jan’s voice 
was trembling now.
And what is Zaleed to you that he should be spending so much on you? What is 
your relationship with Zaleed? Is he the relative you have been visiting for the 
last one and a half months? This relative too has been missing for the same 
time. He has come back today…and you have come back today. What is this 
game you are playing with me?’
She saw fear flit across Mama Jan’s face. She knew Mama Jan well. Not in her 
life ever had she seen her scared before. ‘I am Mariam, a woman of today,’ she 
thought to herself watching Mama Jan’s pale face. ‘I’m not a pushover; no one 
can play me for a fool…certainly not you Mama Jan.’
‘Mariam, for the sake of God…stop…I will tell you everything. I went for Hajj 
with Zaleed.’ She was close to tears.
‘Where did you go?’ she hissed. She could feel the world spinning around her.
Who was this woman standing before her? Was she her mother…or…?’
‘How could you go for Hajj with Zaleed? What is he to you? I am not your 
daughter…he is not your son-in-law…so how could you go for Hajj with him?
Have you married him? Is that what it is?’ She saw Mama Jan go white and fall 
on her knees. But she kept on shouting hysterically, ‘All your life you have lived 



like a snake guarding all routes to my happiness and now that I have all that I 
have, what I have always wanted, you strike me in the back. You use religion to 
create an aura of piety and you have trapped Zaleed in the same way. You have 
fooled him with your prayers. Have you no shame carrying on with a man half 
your age? Have you no respect for our relationship? Is this the spirituality you 
pretend to live by?  What about your faith in the simple life? The principles you 
always exhorted?’
‘You are full of envy and greed. Without principles. This is how you Westerners 
live. Relationships have no meaning for your kind. If you think you love a man 
what difference does it make that he is your daughter’s husband? Had I been 
your real daughter instead of a step-daughter; it would still not have made any 
difference to you.’
‘Religion is just a chador you have wrapped around yourself. Take off that 
chador and burn it in the courtyard. You have no need of it any longer. It can no 
longer cover the darkness of your heart.’
‘Mariam don’t shout. What will people say? You can be heard outside,’ Mama 
Jan tried to calm Mariam down.
‘I will shout; I will shout loud enough for all in this area to know what sort of 
anwoman you are. I want everyone to know what you have done to me. I want to 
tear away this aura of piety that you have surrounded yourself with. You have 
used religion to destroy my life.’
‘You are my daughter, Mariam. You…’
Mariam interrupted her. ‘Don’t call me your daughter,’ she screeched. ‘I would 
rather be the daughter of a prostitute than yours. You are so evil that I cannot 
believe I ever thought of you as my mother. Your principles, your faith, your 
piety is all a sham. You lived the simple life because you had no choice. Had 
you met a man like Zaleed thirty years ago, you would have abandoned your 
husband and run off with him on the pretext of Hajj. What did you pray and 
whom did you pray for? And which of your prayers were accepted?’
‘Your prayers, fasts, and Hajj are all false. Your asceticism has not been able to 
overcome your lust because you are a hypocrite. You’re envious…and no prayer 
can overcome envy. But Zaleed is mine and will remain mine. I will not let any 
woman who tries to come between us to live. Zaleed belongs to me alone! And 
a woman like you? How can you even aspire to be with him?’
‘I have come today to tell you to leave. Go away from here. Tell Zaleed to 
divorce you. I will give you as much money as you want to get rid of you. Sell 
this house. Sell the shop. Take however much from me…but leave. I don’t ever 
want to see you again and you are not to see Zaleed. Are you listening to me?’
Mama Jan was still on the floor. She looked up to see Mariam looming over her.
‘Umme Mariam, you are my life.’



‘Umme Mariam is your death!’ She screamed even louder than before.
‘What you mean to me, Umme Mariam, you will never know.’ Mama Jan was 
crying wretchedly now.
‘I know well enough what I am for you. I was the shield that protected you; that 
helped build your reputation as a woman of virtue. “What a good woman,” 
everyone said. “She has spent her youth raising the child of a divorcee.” Now I 
want everyone to know the truth. That having spent your youth raising a step-
daughter, in old age you have destroyed that girl’s life by marrying her 
husband. You have used me all your life. You never loved me. You looked after 
me only to stave off loneliness. I meant nothing more to you than one of your 
pets…after all one also needs a pet that talks!’
‘And you calculated that not only as a child but later on also you could exploit 
me. Zaleed is young, he is good looking, he is rich…but had he been different it 
would not have mattered to you. You would have trapped any man I married. 
You calculated that I would remain quiet. Because of all the kindness you have 
shown me I would remain indebted to you. I would not open my mouth and 
would allow you to wear your pure white chador while you made merry with my 
husband. Is this why you always preached to me to live a life of sacrifice. So 
that I would sacrifice myself? But I will not let this happen. I am not of those 
who will let a fortune slip away like sand from my fingers. I love Zaleed. He is 
fated for me…only me! I will not let him go.’
‘There is no need for you to cry. Just go away. Forever….’ She stormed out and 
drove away. .
She had a splitting headache. ‘This woman means nothing to me…but Zaleed…
he loves me…he is my husband, the father of my child…how could he do this to 
me? Did he not think? Did the love for religion blind him so?  Nobody could 
possibly love that woman…so what did Zaleed see in her? Why did he marry 
her? Has he gone blind? Did he marry her just so that he could take her for Hajj? 
So that he could be her mehram? She is shameless but surely Zaleed has some 
common sense.’ Disjointed thoughts chased each other in her mind making it 
difficult for her to think coherently. But she had to decide what had to be done 
next.
‘Should I go and confront Zaleed with what I know? Will I be able to fight with 
him? Should I go to Zaleed’s family for support? But then they will all come to 
know that Mama Jan is not my real mother. And Zaleed’s mummy will gloat over 
the scandal. She was never happy about me marrying Zaleed…No, I will not 
involve Zaleed’s family in this. I will play my cards myself. But first I must calm 
down. If I fight with Zaleed it will only make things worse. He may refuse to 
divorce this woman and then what will I do? What if in anger he decides to 



divorce me instead…no this will not do. I must plan my move carefully; with a 
clear mind.’
Having decided her course, she turned the car around and drove to the 
Gymkhana Club. She spent the next hour and half swimming to calm down.
∞∞∞∞∞
When she reached home, Zaleed was playing with Zainab. A wave of anger 
assailed her and her decision to discuss matters rationally dissipated with the 
wind. ‘This man…I have loved him so much, and this is how he repays me. He 
hasn’t given me a penny’s worth of respect. He gives preference to that woman 
over me…’ Her head was bursting with anger. ‘Who would have believed a man 
like him could love an old woman like that…and she who professes such 
purity…is this pure?’
Zainab caught sight of her mother and gurgled with happiness. Zaleed turned 
around and seeing her, smiled. Mariam did not respond; in anger she marched 
off to her room. Zaleed was taken aback. He was by now used to her tantrums, 
but what was it that had caused her to lose her temper now? He called the 
nanny and handing Zainab to her, followed Mariam into the room. Mariam was 
sitting on a chair holding her head in her hands.
‘What is it, Mariam? Why are you so upset?’ he asked in his usual gentle tone. 
‘Where did you go?’
Mariam did all she could to restrain herself. She felt like hitting Zaleed.
‘Zaleed, you are cheating on me!’
‘Cheating?’ He was taken by surprise.
‘Don’t take me for a fool, Zaleed.’
‘Mariam, I don’t know what you are saying.’
‘We’ve been married three years Zaleed, not thirty. What need is there for such 
shenanigans? At least I… ’
He interrupted her, ‘Would it be easier if you were to say clearly what you wish 
to say?’
‘You want me to speak clearly. All right then, what is your relationship with 
Khadija Noor? Why do you visit her so often? Where have the two of you been 
the last two months?’
Zaleed remained quiet. It was as if he could not speak. Mariam laughed bitterly.
‘You have nothing to say, I see. No explanations to offer? Did the two of you 
think you could fool me forever? That I would never discover anything? “I am 
going to England for two months…it is a business tour”, “I have not been to 
Mama Jan’s for a long time”.’ She was mocking him now. ‘What a liar you are 
Zaleed! You and her… both! What a mockery you two have made of all 
relationships.’
‘Be quiet, Mariam. I do not want you to say another word!’ Zaleed shouted.



‘Do you know much I have loved you Zaleed? How much I have cared?
‘You love me? You care? Should I tell you the truth of the love you bear me? It is 
called the doctrine of necessity. You only care for those things that serve a 
purpose. Anything that furthers your ambitions. Don’t say you love me Mariam; 
you love Zaleed Abwab Khan, the son of a millionaire; you love him for his place 
in society, for the things he can provide for you.’
Mariam felt she had been slapped. She could not believe Zaleed was accusing 
her instead of admitting his guilt.
‘You married me because you could use me,’ Zaleed was continuing. ‘I was to 
serve as the stairway to the stars…that had always been your ambition. That is 
what girls like you dream of: a big house, a fancy car, an unlimited bank 
balance, and you call this love! You have never loved me for who I am Mariam, 
you have only loved me for my possessions. Would you have loved me if I had 
not provided you with the fancy things of life, if I could only provide you with 
secondhand clothes from the thrift shop instead of designer clothes?’
Mariam’s face was getting red with anger but Zaleed continued, ‘Would you 
have loved me if instead of this eighteen lakh rupee car you had to go around 
in a four thousand rupee cycle? Love? Don’t talk to me of love. What you feel for 
me is not love, it is need. You need my name, my house, my riches, my 
connections, a fancy car, this life of luxury. And whoever provides you with all 
this whether it is Zaleed Abwab Khan or someone else, it is immaterial. You and 
other women like you who wear the talisman of love around your necks have no 
need for it. You do not know love. You only know need and desire and greed 
and envy. Don’t speak of love to me.’
‘Have I ever denied you anything in the three years we have been together? 
Have I ever stopped you from doing anything? Have you ever stopped to 
consider how you have come to be regarded as today’s topmost artist?’
Mariam finally found her voice. ‘It was you who proposed to me. I did not ask 
you to marry me,’ she growled. ‘You said you were in love with me. I did not say 
it.’
‘Yes, I was the one who had proposed. I said I loved you, and it was true then. I 
do not know what had happened then but for a few months I could not get you 
out of my mind. You became an all-consuming desire. But now I know that was 
not your doing. It was Mama Jan’s prayers. It was her prayers that turned me 
away from Sofia and towards you. I was ready to marry Sofia but Mama Jan’s 
prayers turned my heart against her. I did not like being with her any more. I 
wanted to run away every time I saw her. My heart was filled with an odd 
confusion. But you had nothing to do with it. It was Mama Jan’s prayers.’
‘You used to say it was my art that brought you to me!’



‘Whatever was unique about your art was because of Mama Jan. As long as you 
lived in her house your art had an exclusive quality to it, now it is just plain 
vulgar. I feel like throwing your work out of the house.’
‘Yes, why don’t you? Throw my work out of the house and toss me out with it. 
Now that you have Khadija Noor, what need do you have of me? And now that 
you have married her, at least stop calling her Mama Jan.’
Zaleed looked as if he had been turned to stone.
‘Her prayers were never for me,’ Mariam continued shouting oblivious to 
Zaleed’s reaction. ‘She prayed only for herself; that you would be hers! These 
were not prayers, it was black magic.’
‘You have such a filthy mind, Mariam; if you were to spend your whole life 
cleaning it, it would not get clean.’ Zaleed’s voice was dangerously soft.
Mariam, face distorted with rage, continued to scream, ‘This is what Mama Jan 
has told you but she has not talked to you about the filth in her mind…but I 
have. I have told her all.’
‘You went to see Mama Jan? Have you accused her of all this?’ Zaleed’s face was 
chalky white.
‘Yes I have. I have…’ she exulted.
‘Do you know my relationship to her?’ Zaleed’s voice was coming to her from 
some far off place but Mariam was too carried away by her emotions to note 
anything.
‘Yes I do. She is your…’
Zaleed cut her off, ‘She is my mother. My real mother.’
Mariam felt the sky fall on her.
∞∞∞∞∞
That day when Zaleed opened the door a strange sight awaited him. A pile of 
mud and gravel lay in the middle of the courtyard and Mama Jan was standing 
barefoot in the sludge, pounding the mixture with her feet. As Zaleed watched, 
Mama Jan poured another mug full of water on the mixture and continued with 
the task of kneading it to get the right consistency.
‘Mama Jan, what are you doing?’ he asked.
‘I am going to fix the roof. It will start raining soon and it will leak if I don’t 
reinforce it with cement.’
‘Mama Jan just leave this be. I’ll send labor and the necessary material to do 
whatever repairs are needed for the house.’ Despite Mama Jan’s protests he left 
to do the needful.
‘Even at this age Mama Jan has to struggle so hard to survive,’ he thought. At 
the factory he directed the administrative officer about what was to be done. In 
the evening before leaving the factory he was told that the work had been 
completed. Zaleed went home satisfied that Mama Jan’s work was done.



The next afternoon he went to Mama Jan’s to check the work and was surprised 
to find the cement still piled in the middle of the courtyard and Mama Jan up on 
the roof leveling the cement on the roof.
‘Mama Jan did the men not come yesterday?’ He was angry that his instructions 
had not been followed.
‘They came. I sent them to Zubeda’s. Poor thing, she has not had her roof 
repaired many years now. Even the walls of her house are crumpling. They did a 
wonderful job. They worked till late in the night. Zubeda came this morning to 
thank me and she sends you her blessings.’
Zaleed was not happy. ‘Mama Jan they were meant to repair your house.’
‘There is not so much to be done here.’
‘Even so the work has to be done; and this is hardly labor meant for a woman. 
This is a man’s work.’
‘I have been doing this every year since Shuja died. Surely the work is not more 
difficult than life itself. Don’t get upset. This work is part of my life.’ As Mama 
Jan spoke she continued working. She was shoveling the mixture into a shallow 
container to take it up to the roof. Zaleed did not know what to say or how to 
help. He stood watching her.
‘Why don’t you relax and I’ll be down soon,’ she picked up the container and 
went up the stairs to the roof. Zaleed remained where he was.
When she came down again, Zaleed was still standing there. ‘Should I help you?’ 
he asked.
She smiled. ‘What can you do to help? You are not used to physical labor.’
‘Even so, Mama Jan. I don’t feel good just hanging about while you work. Why 
don’t I fill the basin and bring the cement up to you so you will not have come 
down every time to fill it.’
Mama Jan tried to dissuade Zaleed but he would not listen. Taking off his tie 
and turning up his trouser legs and rolling up his sleeves, Zaleed proceeded to 
take off his socks and shoes. Giving in to him Mama Jan brought him an old 
pair of chappals, several sizes too small, and Zaleed got to work scooping the 
cement mixture into the container. As he went up the stairs he could see, and 
be seen, by all in the lane below. At first the astonished glances in his direction 
made him self conscious but soon he began to enjoy himself. He watched with 
interest the professionalism with which Mama Jan handled the task and each 
time he came up he would stand for several minutes watching her work under 
the blazing sun.
In two hours the work was complete and Mama Jan came down. Zaleed’s clothes 
despite his precautions were splattered with mud.
‘What next?’ Zaleed asked. There was still a pile of earth standing in the 
courtyard.



‘It is late now so we will stop. Tomorrow I will the spread the clay on the floor,’ 
Mama Jan replied.
‘I’ll come again to help,’ Zaleed said ignoring Mama Jan’s insistence that she 
could manage the job herself.
Going home that night Zaleed was filled with an odd feeling of satisfaction 
mixed with elation.
∞∞∞∞∞
Early next morning Zaleed was at Mama Jan’s. He carried with him an old set of 
clothes and slippers. He helped Mama Jan take all the furniture out of the room 
and the verandah, into the courtyard. Then he started mixing the clay and 
filling the container for Mama Jan to spread in the room. Once the room was 
done Mama Jan began working in the verandah. The work was finished in a very 
short while. Zaleed helped put everything back in the room and the two of them 
began work in the courtyard. By the time the work was all done it was evening.
This was not the last time Zaleed would help Mama Jan with her work. It was the 
beginning. A few weeks later he helped Mama Jan whitewash the house; he 
bought new plants for Mama Jan’s little strip of flowering bushes, and he 
helped her lay new bricks around the flower bed. He helped repaint the flower 
pots and finally he repaired the entrance.
It was as if his life took a different turn once he entered the room. Where in his 
own world he would not ever do such labor he felt no shame here. No one 
would be able to recognize him as the same man. Sometimes Zaleed would 
wonder what would happen if Mariam were by chance to come and see him in 
this state.
He was no longer a stranger to the neighborhood. And passersby would enquire 
after his health and he in turn would stop to talk to them and ask about their 
welfare. In the mosque too all came to know him as Mama Jan’s son-in-law. He 
began to say the late afternoon prayers at the mosque with regularity. Quiet 
and reserved by nature, Zaleed would have preferred to stay aloof but that was 
difficult in this small neighborhood where they all knew each other by name. 
Thus he came to know of the immediate neighbors to the left, right and front of 
Mama Jan’s house. Who lived there, what they did for a living, what their 
interests were, what worried them, what made them happy, and so on. 
Gradually Zaleed was drawn into the life of the mohallah.
Initially Zaleed felt the respect the neighbors gave him was because of his fancy 
car and his obvious wealth but gradually he realized that the respect had 
nothing to do with this but was an extension of the goodwill Mama Jan and 
Shuja had earned in the neighborhood. As Mama Jan’s son-in-law, he too was 
regarded with the same love and respect.



Initially when Zaleed would park the car in the far lane, as Mama Jan’s lane was 
too narrow for him to bring the car to the door, he would worry that the 
neighborhood children would damage it in some way. He had often heard 
people around the area complain of the children puncturing their tires or 
breaking their windshields, but he had never had such a problem. Often when 
he parked his car and locked it a bunch of urchins hanging around the locality 
would volunteer to keep an eye on it, and when Zaleed would come back a 
couple of hours later he would see them still hanging around making sure no 
one damaged the car. Again he realized this courtesy was being extended to 
him solely because he was recognized as Mama Jan’s son-in-law.
From Mama Jan, Zaleed gradually learnt to look at life in a new light. In Mama 
Jan’s words he found wisdom that he had not found in books. Where did Mama 
Jan get this knowledge from? One day he asked her, ‘Mama Jan how do you 
know so much? Have you spent your days in retreat and meditation learning the 
meaning of life?’
‘No,’ Mama Jan smile, ‘not in retreat but in sadness. Grief teaches you more 
lessons than any meditation can.’
‘What grief, Mama Jan?’
But Mama Jan was not willing to reply.
‘Whatever happened was long ago. And grief, once it has passed, is no longer 
grief, it is the past. And why relive the past?’
Zaleed had often noticed that Mama Jan avoided any talk of her past life and 
not wishing to intrude, he let the topic drop.
In Mama Jan’s house Zaleed felt a peace he had never known before. Sitting 
down for lunch every day without any formality or hesitation was as normal to 
him as if he had been doing it all his life. At times Mama Jan would put leftovers 
from the previous night before him, and he who was as a rule fastidious about 
what he ate, would be happy to eat leftovers. Unlike Mariam he felt no revulsion 
or disgust in this disadvantaged neighborhood with its narrow lanes and 
impoverished people. Again unlike Mariam, he also loved Mama Jan’s pets, 
especially the cat, and would spend a lot of time happily playing with it. He felt 
the cat too returned his affection.
At times Zaleed felt that Mama Jan was his own mother; the mother he never 
knew. Like a mother she would look after his every need. Having grown up as 
an only child for the most part, Zaleed had been used to caring for himself; to 
have someone so devoted to him in every way was an unusual experience. And 
he was enjoying it. He became envious of Mariam who had grown up with such 
love. The few times he came with Mariam to Mama Jan’s house he would notice 
the love Mama Jan lavished on her and the way she kissed her hands in 
welcome and he would wish the same for himself.



That afternoon when Mama Jan came in toweling her hair dry after taking a bath 
he realized how beautiful she was. For the first time he realized how much his 
own eyes were like Mama Jan’s. In fact, he resembled Mama Jan in many ways. 
The cut of his face, his nose, his profile—the discovery made him strangely 
happy. Impulsively he burst out, ‘Mama Jan, sometimes I feel you are my real 
mother. Have you ever noticed how our eyes resemble each other’s?’
Mama Jan got up and bending low over him, kissed him on both eyes. ‘You are 
like me in more ways than you know,’ she said.
Zaleed looked at her inquiringly. ‘You are my Mariam’s husband after all,’ she 
said enigmatically and added, ‘I am going to take out lunch,’ and she left the 
room.
Zaleed lay on Mariam’s bed lightly touching his eyes. He was content.
∞∞∞∞∞
One afternoon Zaleed went to Mama Jan’s house. She was busy cooking lunch. 
He went, as was his habit now, into the room and sat on Mariam’s bed waiting 
for Mama Jan. His eyes fell on a piece of paper sticking out from under the 
pillow on the next bed. It looked like a photograph. More out of curiosity than 
anything else, he got up and picked up the photograph from under the pillow. 
He looked at it and it was as if a bolt of lightning had struck him. He knew all 
three people in the black and white photograph. The man was his father and 
the baby in his lap he recognized as himself, but the woman…he knew her, but 
what relationship did she have to him and his father?
At the same moment Mama Jan walked into the room. She saw Zaleed standing 
in the middle of the room holding the photograph in his hand. ‘Oh dear God!’ 
she said. The two of them stared at each other. One with fear in her face, the 
other in disbelief.
Khadija Noor saw the apprehension in Zaleed’s eyes; she took a step back. 
‘What are you to me Mama Jan? Are you my…?’
Zaleed’s question ricocheted around Khadija Noor’s head. She could not escape 
it. ‘Yes, I am your mother,’ she said wearily.
∞∞∞∞∞
The room was now as quiet as it was dark. In the gloom Mama Jan tried to read 
Zaleed’s expression but she could not make it out. He sat on the bed like a 
statue with his head bowed. The maghreb azaan announced that the day was 
done; where had the time gone? A few hours ago there was harmony and now…
she did not know. She wanted to speak, to say something to Zaleed, but what 
was she to say? Should she apologize for the hurt she caused him? Should she 
ask for his forgiveness? Or should she tell him how deeply ashamed she was of 
her past life? She did not know what to say so the two of them sat in silence in 
the shadows.



Finally when she could bear it no longer, Mama Jan spoke. ‘I am sorry, Zaleed. I 
did not want to tell you about myself; not today not ever. But life is not always 
what we want it to be. Sometimes events are beyond our control. You knowing 
me for who I am is probably a source of shame for you and no mother in this 
world would want to be an embarrassment for her child. I understand how hurt 
you are and how difficult it will be for you to forgive me, but even so I ask for 
your forgiveness. Please forgive me.’
Mama Jan waited quietly for Zaleed to reply. When there was no response for a 
long time she got up from the bed and going to the switch, turned on the light. 
Light flooded the room and Zaleed ducked his head even lower, but not before 
Mama Jan had seen his tear-streaked face.
Unable to bear the pain she had caused him, Mama Jan left the room. What was 
to happen next? She did not want to know. In the darkened courtyard she went 
and sat on the stairs. She looked at the door leading to the lane outside. ‘Now 
he will come out of the room and walk out of that door,’ she thought. ‘I will 
never see him again. Just like Mazhar. Twenty-seven years on and history was 
repeating itself. The only difference is that I want him to leave without saying a 
word. Please, if Zaleed leaves, don’t let him say anything,’ she prayed.
For twenty-seven years she had lived with Mazhar’s words. Words that had 
wounded her to the core and still hurt when she recalled them. She did not 
want to hear any more words of bitterness. She sat in the dark waiting. Finally 
she heard Zaleed’s footsteps. She shrank into herself, willing him to pass 
without addressing her; but the footsteps paused behind her. She waited. She 
did not have the courage to turn around and face him.
‘I want to say…’ the silence was shattered; Zaleed started to speak and then 
kept quiet. She heard the tears in his voice.
She felt rather than saw him crouch down beside her; yet she did not have the 
courage to look at him.
‘All I want to say…’ he began again but again he choked and stopped, trying to 
master his voice.
She recalled the day twenty-seven years ago. How he had bawled when his 
father carried him away.
‘You have done me a great wrong…’ Zaleed spoke again.
‘Yes,’ she thought, ‘this is exactly what Mazhar felt all those years ago. And 
now the accusations will start. The accusations, the blame…’
But Zaleed spoke no more. He put his head on her shoulder and began to cry 
softly. Khadija Noor did not know what to make of it. Did he not hate her for 
what she had been? For betraying his father and causing him so much pain? For 
the embarrassment she was to him now? She sat still.



Finally Zaleed spoke. ‘Why did you not tell me all this earlier? How could you 
possibly think I would be ashamed of you? I am proud to call you my mother, 
Mama Jan.’
Proud? Of her? What was he saying? Could she believe him or was this just an 
illusion? Mama Jan hid her face in her hands. She could not respond. It was like 
her body had turned to ice.
Zaleed put his arms around her, and like a child he put his face against hers 
and rubbed his cheek against her face. ‘Why did you think I would be ashamed 
of you Mama Jan?’ he said. ‘I am proud of you—of what you are and of what you 
have had to endure. I accept you completely. I am not Mazhar Awab Khan I am 
Zaleed. Your son, Zaleed. Your son!’
Feeling returned to her numb limbs. This was no dream. This was real. This 
person, this voice, these words. The nightmare that began twenty-seven years 
ago had ended at last. She removed her hands from her face and looked up—up 
to the sky and then at her son. She held of his hands. Twenty-seven years ago 
these were a child’s hands…a baby’s hands, soft and fleshy. Today these hands 
belonged to a man. Twenty-seven years had passed since that day when he had 
been crying as he was carried away and she could do nothing to console him. 
Today he was crying again; but today there was no Mazhar between them. 
Today there was just Khadija Noor and Zaleed. Mother and son. Today she 
could console him; today she could dry his tears.
Verily when He intends a thing, His command is, ‘Be’ and it is. So glory to Him 
in whose hand is the dominion of all things; and to Him will ye all be brought 
back. She remembered the prayer. She looked at Zaleed and smiled. She took 
his hands in hers and kissed them. ‘And who can keep a promise better than 
Allah,’ she whispered.
∞∞∞∞∞
For Zaleed the next few weeks passed in a daze. It was as if everything had 
become ephemeral. He found it difficult to concentrate on his work; life was 
both painful and unreal. His whole world had shattered. For twenty-seven years 
he had no knowledge of his mother and now she was in front of him with the 
pain and hurt she had borne all those years—caused by the one person who 
more than any other in the world Zaleed loved and respected. It was as if the 
pain he had given her had all now been transferred to Zaleed himself. His pride 
in his family seemed like a sham to him now.
‘So this is the truth Zaleed Awab,’ he thought, ‘that your father has kept hidden 
from you so long. Did he think that my mother’s past would swallow me and 
that if I came to know of it I would be left without an identity. Is that why he 
threw my mother out of his life? And is that why all these years he has refused 
to talk about her.’



Only once did Zaleed remember his father talking to him about his mother. ‘She 
and I did not get along so we decided to separate. She gave you to me because 
she did not want to take on the responsibility.’
That was the only time his father had spoken to Zaleed about his mother till the 
time when Zaleed wanted to marry Mariam and his father would not agree. ‘In 
that case, give me my mother’s address in England and I’ll go and ask her to 
take my proposal to Mariam’s mother.’ Seeing the obduracy in his father’s face 
he continued, ‘If you do not give me the address I will go to England and find 
her myself.’
His father had given in. ‘I’ll tell Nuzhat to take the proposal to Mariam’s 
mother. But I will not go,’ he had said.
Zaleed was astonished. He did not expect such an easy victory. But now Zaleed 
knew, his father had not been defeated by his son’s insistence but by fear. He 
was scared that Zaleed would carry out his threat to find his mother and bring 
disgrace to the family name.
∞∞∞∞∞
‘Why not, Mama Jan? Why do we have to listen to Mariam? Do you know how I 
feel when I think that my mother lives like this? That I have all the comforts of 
the world and she has none?’ Zaleed was trying to persuade Mama Jan to come 
and live with them. He had flared into anger when Mama Jan told him that 
Mariam had come to see her and dissuade her from coming to live with them. 
He had already quarreled with Mariam over the issue.
‘Why should Mariam’s wish be more important than mine? I want you to live 
with us. I want to talk to you every night and see you every morning when I get 
up. All my life I did not know my mother and now that I have found you, why 
should you live away from me?’
‘You come to see me every afternoon, Zaleed. That is enough for me.’ Mama Jan 
replied.
‘But not for me, Mama Jan! It is not enough for me.’ Then, changing course he 
said, ‘I will let the world know you are my mother, Mama Jan, and then you will 
have no choice but to come and live with me and Mariam will not be able to 
stop you.’
‘And your father…? Have you stopped to consider his reaction to this? And the 
rest of your family? When they come to know of my past how will they behave 
towards you and Mariam?’
‘Mama Jan all that is the past. People are not concerned about the past. Nobody 
will care.’
Mama Jan shook her head sadly. ‘No Zaleed, people are not so forgiving of a 
woman’s past. I don’t want to cause problems for you and Mariam. She does 
not want me to live with her and if you tell her the truth she will not be able to 



keep it a secret for long. It is not her nature to do so. Sooner or later Mazhar 
will come to know of me and then…Mazhar has never told anybody my real 
story because he felt my past would be a blot on his family name. Pride kept 
him quiet. And by keeping quiet he has protected your good name too. If 
people learn of my past they will start questioning your paternity. What will you 
say then? How many people will you go up to tell them the truth? How many 
people will believe you when you tell them your mother was not to blame; that 
the circumstances of her life were such? And what about Mariam? What will 
people say about her? The scandal will destroy her career. What will you tell 
your children when they question you about me? What happens when they grow 
up and are looked down upon in their social circle and they question you about 
it? And what happens when they want to marry and are rejected because of the 
shadow caused by their grandmother’s past? By acknowledging me as your 
mother you cut yourself off from everyone, your father, your siblings, and your 
extended family…no, Zaleed, I cannot let you do this. It is better that I stay here 
where I am safe, where no one cares about my past or is interested in raking up 
mud.’ Mama Jan had tears in her eyes.
Zaleed put his head on her lap and began to cry. ‘Do you know Mama Jan how 
pointless I find life to be now? The social obligations, the customs, and rules 
one observes all seem hollow and meaningless. I wish I could do away with 
them. I wish instead of being Zaleed Awab Khan I was a simple man living in 
these lanes, and not have a family name and reputation to protect. Then I could 
live with you and not be bothered by what the world says.
‘The world is a two-edged sword one walks on. It cuts the feet but one is in 
love with it and is helpless because of it.’
∞∞∞∞∞
Zaleed remained depressed and confused for a long time after the discovery 
that Mama Jan was his mother, but gradually he came out of it. The birth of his 
daughter went a long way in healing his sadness. He would spend three hours 
with Mama Jan every afternoon. He also got her a cell phone and would call her 
a number of times every day and also before going to bed every night.
Mariam was happy with her life and did not notice anything amiss. In Mama 
Jan’s mohallah Zaleed had become a familiar figure. He came to know all the 
neighbors well and kept up with them. Also on Mama Jan’s prompting he used 
his contacts to help the neighbors sort out all the issues they had with their 
documents and paper work. He also helped and guided them regarding medical 
care, and was able to have the roads and lanes carpeted.
He never came to see Mama Jan with Mariam, not even on holidays and special 
occasions. But often when he came on his own he would bring Zainab Noor with 



him much to Mama Jan’s delight. Zainab’s name had been Mama Jan’s 
suggestion though he had not admitted it to Mariam.
‘She is so rude to you Mama Jan that it upsets me,’ he said when Mama Jan 
asked why he never came with Mariam. ‘Your prayers have saddled me with the 
most foolish woman, Mama Jan.’
Mama Jan laughed. ‘Don’t be silly, Zaleed.’
‘No I am not joking, Mama Jan. Umme Mariam is an ill-mannered daughter, a 
thoughtless wife and a most imprudent mother.’.
‘Why do you say that, Zaleed?’ Mama Jan was saddened. ‘There is good in her.’
‘Yes there is. She is a great artist. But that does not affect my life or Zainab’s. I 
can forgive her everything but not her neglect of her daughter. A child does not 
care if the mother is a great artist, a great painter or the best actress. For a 
child a mother is only that—a mother. The nanny and I take care of Zainab but 
we cannot give her a mother’s love. Our religion tells us that heaven lies 
beneath the feet of a mother, but she can also make this world a heaven for her 
children.’
‘Why don’t you talk to Mariam? Tell her what you feel.’
‘No, Mama Jan. Mariam should realize she is not just an artist but a wife and a 
mother too. I don’t want to teach her her responsibilities. She has to realize 
that herself.’
‘Sometimes I feel Zaleed, that I was not a good mother and did not teach 
Mariam better,’ Mama Jan said sorrowfully.
‘No that is not true, Mama Jan, Mariam just has a selfish nature. Some people 
are born that way. She is one of those who are never satisfied no matter what 
they have. It is like someone sitting by the side of the river and not seeing the 
water.’
Khadija looked at Zaleed sadly. ‘Mariam is not a bad girl. She will be all right.’
‘Whatever I say, Mama Jan, your love for Umme Mariam will always be the same. 
Nothing will ever replace your love for her.’ Zaleed smiled. Mischievously he 
continued, ‘You know, last night she tells me “Zaleed, don’t you think I look 
prettier than ever before.” I looked at her and said, “I don’t know about that but 
you certainly are sillier than ever before.”’
Mama Jan looked at him in astonishment. ‘Did you really say that?’ she asked.
‘No,’ Zaleed laughed. ‘That is just what I thought. Had I said it out loud do you 
think your daughter would have let me remain in the house?’
∞∞∞∞∞
Soon after this conversation Mama Jan spoke to Zaleed about her desire to go 
for Hajj. Zaleed did not need any convincing. He was happy at the idea. ‘I’ll tell 
Mariam that I am going to England for six weeks. It will make no difference to 



her, she is so tied up in her work,’ he said. ‘Mama Jan, you too should tell your 
neighbors that you will be away for a couple of months.’
And so the plan for Hajj was made and Zaleed began the formalities.

Chapter 24
Shuja was the most unusual man to have come into Khadija Noor’s life. 
Generous to a fault, humble, and self sacrificing, were the best way to describe 
him. His daily routine was simple. Up at four in the morning, he would say his 
prayers before leaving for the mandi to buy fresh fruit and vegetables for his 
shop. By 7 o’clock he would be sitting in his shop serving customers. He would 
remain there till about seven or eight at night when he would close up and 
come home.He had inherited the shop from his father who died when Shuja was 
barely twelve years old. With that his education came to a halt. Dropping out of 
school he began running his father business to support his mother and four 
younger sisters. A few years later his mother died. At the age of 17, Shuja 
became a parent to his siblings. He managed the best he could making sure all 
his sisters received some education and then one by one he arranged their 
marriages. Sajida was the eldest of the sisters.When he was 40 years old his 
sisters got him married to a 20 year old girl. They had told him that the girl 
knew how old he was and what his financial situation was and had no objection 



to either as she herself was an orphan living with an uncle in an impoverished 
household. After the marriage he learnt that the girl had been lied to. She didnt 
want to live with a man twice her age. After a couple of months she asked for a 
divorce. She wanted to marry another. Shuja raised no objection. He divorced 
her and gave her all the jewellery, cash and other gifts that he had given her at 
their marriage. His sisters were furious when they found out about Shuja’s 
‘generosity’ but there was not much they could do about it.Sajida, who loved 
her brother very much, was well settled in England and she felt that if she could 
get Shuja to migrate he too would have a better life. She saw Khadija as the 
means through which she could realize her plan. And so she approached 
Khadija with the proposal. She was taken aback when Khadija told her about her 
past life but thought that Shuja could divorce her if he wanted after moving to 
England, and decided to go ahead with her plan. She did not tell either Khadija 
or Shuja the truth about the other. To Khadija she made out as if her brother 
was younger than he was and well established with a business, and to Shuja she 
said that Khadija, an elderly English convert, was looking to marry a Pakistani 
man.

Once the wedding had taken place and Sajida learnt that Khadija had no 
intention of returning to England, and nor was she willing to sponsor her 
husband, she was furious. She and her sisters began to put pressure on Shuja 
to compel Khadija to put in the papers for immigration; Shuja would listen 
quietly to his sisters but would ignore their advice altogether. She then began 
to badger Khadija to apply for Shuja’s migration. When, like Shuja, Khadija too 
showed no signs of obliging, Sajida threatened to tell Shuja about her past and 
was shocked to know that Khadija had already done so! Sajida showed no signs 
of being ashamed of the lies she had told Khadija and Shuja, but instead she 
turned hostile. Mockingly she would now call Khadija by her old name, 
Catherine, and would taunt her about her past, often making cruel references to 
her former husband and the reason for her divorce. The other sisters also 
joined her in tormenting Khadija.
Life did not get easier for Khadija after Sajida left. The other three sisters would 
drop in regularly and the taunting continued. They wouldn’t eat anything she 
cooked nor drink from her vessels, not would they sit on her bed because she 
had been a non-Muslim. ‘Only those who are born into the religion are true 
Muslims,’ they would assert, ‘all those who profess to convert are frauds.’
Khadija would try and ignore their barbs and remain silent but she could not 
but be hurt. At least when she was in England she did not have to face these 
jeers. This was something new she was experiencing.



Shuja would be upset by his sisters but there was little he could do about it. 
Once when he found her crying he tried to console her. ‘I have brought them up 
like my children, I do not have the heart to scold them. I also can’t bring myself 
to stop them from coming over. They see this house as their own and will lose 
their standing with their in-laws if I don’t allow them to come to their paternal 
home. Ignore them, Khadija, and for my sake forgive them,’ he pleaded. ‘If you 
are angry with them, take your anger out on me but don’t curse them. I have 
spent my life trying to bring them happiness, and am content that they are well 
settled and happily married. If in your anger you curse them and something 
happens to them I will feel my life’s labor has been wasted.’
‘Why do you say that, Shuja?’ Khadija smiled through her tears. ‘Would I curse 
your sisters? Would I try and hurt them in any way? I am hurt by them. I try to 
be patient but sometimes I can’t help but cry. Pay no attention to my tears. I 
will not harm your sisters in any way.’
Shuja looked at this woman who was the embodiment of virtue and felt even 
more indebted to her.
Shuja was a simple man with simple tastes. All his life he had handed over his 
daily income to whoever ran the house—first to his mother, then to his sisters, 
then to his first wife and now to Khadija. The first time he handed over the 
day’s earnings to Khadija, she was reminded for a minute of Mazhar. She 
looked at the money in her hand and her heart overflowed with gratitude for 
this kind and generous man. She bent and kissed his hands.
Shuja proved to be the ideal husband. In all their time together he never once 
spoke in a loud or harsh voice. Not only at home, but even in the neighborhood 
he was known as a gentle soft spoken man. Perhaps this was the reason why 
Khadija was so easily accepted by her neighbors. Once the novelty of having an 
Englishwoman in their midst had worn off, her neighbors began to accept 
Khadija as one of their own. Khadija’s own conduct had much to do with this. 
Clad head to toe in a chador she would greet her visitors warmly and converse 
with them taking care not to get involved in gossip and backchat. In spite of her 
sisters-in-law badmouthing her to all and sundry, the women of the mohallah 
soon realized her worth and accepted her. In next to no time, as was the 
custom, Khadija began exchanging food and sweet dishes with her neighbors 
on special occasions and as a gesture of friendship. By the time Shuja died 
Khadija was so deeply ingrained as part of the mohallah that her neighbors all 
chipped in to help her financially till she was able to rent out the shop and get a 
steady income. .
Shuja was a man of few words unable to express his love in words. But his 
actions showed his affection. Khadija loved fruit so Shuja would, at the start of 
his working day, separate the best of all the fruit he had for sale and put it 



aside to take home for her. At mealtimes, he would never eat until she had 
taken the first mouthful and often when he saw something special had been 
cooked that was to his wife’s liking he would eat less so that Khadija could get 
more.
When Khadija would remember her son and cry Shuja would console her. To 
help her cope with loneliness he suggested they keep pets and when the years 
passed and they had no children, Shuja suggested they adopt a girl from the 
neighborhood. So, Umme Mariam came to live with Shuja and Khadija. She was 
then three years old. Her biological mother had been divorced because she 
hadn’t brought an adequate dowry. Then, when she had met another man who 
wanted to marry her but didn’t want the responsibility of a step-daughter, and 
since her own father didn’t want her, Umme Mariam was put up for adoption. 
Shuja and Khadija were overjoyed to have her as their daughter. Umme Mariam 
filled the only vacuum they had in their lives.
Sometimes Khadija would look back at her life in wonderment. She was very 
contended with the turn her life had taken. Shuja himself was not overly 
religious but he took great pride in the fact that his wife followed all 
conventions so stringently. Not once in their time together did Shuja raise any 
questions about her past life. Gradually Khadija Noor came to realize she was 
falling in love with her husband. She would wait for him to return from work 
and dress up before he came home; she was happy doing small things for him 
and whenever she made a request, he was eager to fulfill it. She learnt a lot 
from Shuja: patience, courtesy, humility, self-sacrifice, the ability to do with 
less, tolerance and endurance—all this she learnt from a man who was little 
educated and unworldly.
Sometimes she would recall that night when her life changed forever. When 
Mazhar walked out on her taking Zaleed with him. She had sat out in the snow 
and cried for what she had lost for ever—husband, child, home, status. In her 
despair she had believed she would never again know the love of a husband, 
the comfort of a home and family. She wondered what would become of her. 
Was she destined to spend the rest of her life eking out a living in the slums of 
London like her mother, ending life in drink and despair? Or would she 
prostitute herself again in order to keep body and soul together, or would she 
turn into a beggar… But now, living with Shuja and Mariam in her one-room 
house, she was wholly satisfied. Home, husband, child, daily bread—she had it 
all. God had helped her through the greatest crisis of her life. She became 
neither a beggar nor a prostitute.
When  Mariam was ready for school Khadija Noor had her enrolled at the 
convent. Because of Khadija the convent did not charge the monthly fees and 
also Mariam was given other privileges. Khadija knew there was not much she 



could do for Mariam in material terms, but she could give her the best 
education possible. At the convent where the medium of teaching was English, 
Mariam was at an immediate advantage because she spoke perfect English. This 
edge and also because Mama Jan was English, perhaps laid the foundations of 
the personality complex that was to emerge later.
∞∞∞∞∞
During his lifetime Shuja had transferred his house and shop to Khadija Noor. 
He gave all his sisters their share from what would be their inheritance, so when 
Shuja died there was no property dispute. Still, Khadija Noor went through a 
difficult period after his death. The neighbors all helped one way or the other 
till the shop was rented out and Khadija became financially stable once again. 
When Mariam’s expenses grew as she became older, Khadija began giving 
language tuition to the children in the neighborhood to supplement her 
income.
In school Mariam did well. She had an aptitude for learning and her interest in 
art was apparent from an early age. Noting this inherent gift in Mariam, Khadija 
encouraged her to draw and paint bringing her the material needed for art. At 
school too, Mariam began to be recognized as a painter of rare ability. From a 
very early age her paintings were sold to guests, and to foreign donors who 
sometimes visited the school. For Khadija Noor, Mariam’s success was a source 
of pride.
Mariam was not an easy child but Khadija and Shuja in their love for their 
adopted daughter put up with her tears and tantrums. Initially Mariam was 
close to both her parents but as she grew older she became contemptuous of 
Shuja. The fact he was semi-literate, that he was a vegetable and fruit vendor, 
and that he couldn’t provide well for the family made Mariam look down on this 
simple man. For Khadija Noor she still had some tolerance. Although she always 
knew she was adopted she felt no compassion towards this kindly couple who 
had given her a home when everyone had rejected her.
The first time Mama Jan felt apprehensive about Mariam was when after a few 
days at the NCA, Mariam came home and asked Mama Jan to legalize the 
adoption so that Mariam would become eligible for migration to England. ‘If 
you legalize the adoption Mama Jan we can emigrate; here we have nothing, 
there we can begin life anew. I have already spoken to Sister Cecilia, and she 
says she will help us with the process.
Mama Jan looked at Mariam appalled.
‘Mama Jan, I have no prospects here. The NCA is a college for the egotistical 
and the high born. It is for the elite. They have no time for me. Once I get into 
an art school in England my work will be recognized on the international scene. 
There is nothing here for me.’



‘Mariam I know no one in England. You and I will be alone,’ Mama Jan tried to 
dissuade her.
‘Here too we are alone Mama Jan,’ Mariam replied.
‘There is a difference. We have been living here a long time.’
‘Mama Jan we live in poverty here. Do you want me to waste away my life too?’
‘I cannot go back, Mariam.’
‘Then send me.’
‘How can I let you go alone Mariam? There is a jungle out there.
‘Mama Jan, I don’t know which century you live in…’ she was beginning to 
shout, her frustration getting the better of her.
‘Look here, Mariam,’ Mama Jan tried to reason with her, ‘you are getting an 
education at the best institution the country has to offer, and once you 
complete your studies, you will marry…’
‘Yeah! Marry a man like you did!’ she sneered. ‘No Mama Jan I cannot be 
content living in poverty.’
‘Mariam, you can marry into a well off family.’
‘Who will come to propose to me in this dilapidated one-room house, in this 
filthy lane…?’
This was the first time Mama Jan had heard Mariam speak with such 
despondency.
‘Mariam, people marry people, not houses and rooms. Whoever marries you will 
love you for what you are, not for where you live.’
‘Which world do you live in, Mama Jan? This is what people consider 
nowadays…the number of rooms, the house one lives in, they see everything, 
they take note of everything.’ Her voice was harsh and unbending.
‘Let these people be Mariam, those who look at wealth to marry. We want 
nothing to do with them. It is good that they come and, not liking what they 
see, leave. We only care for those who see us living like we do and yet want to 
remain. I would like you to marry into such a family, Mariam.’
‘Mama Jan you have spent your life within the four walls of this house. You have 
no idea what the real world is like. Come out of your dream world Mama Jan, 
face reality. No prince is going to come for your Mariam here, Mama Jan, in fact 
no one at all will come…let me go abroad, Mama Jan.’ Mama Jan’s reasoning 
had not had the least effect on Mariam.
‘Once you have completed your education, we can sell the house and shop and 
move to a better house in a better locality,’ Mama Jan tried to calm Mariam 
down.
‘How much better?’ Mariam shrieked. ‘Two rooms instead of one? For God’s 
sake, Mama Jan, I have a chance to have a better future. Help me take it. Don’t 



ruin my life like you have ruined yours.In England I can make a fresh start, I can 
become somebody.’
‘Life is robotic there; you will turn into a machine.’
‘That does not bother me. All I know is that a British nationality will give me 
access to the international art scene and that once I have that kind of exposure 
I can go far.’
Mama Jan kept quiet; she realized that there was no point arguing with Mariam 
but in her heart she was afraid that Mariam wanted to go to that place where 
she had spent the worst days of her life. She resolved that she would never let 
Mariam go to England; at least not while she was still an undergraduate.
Mariam would from time to time raise the topic, but despite her raging and 
ranting, Mama Jan never gave in. Keeping a calm demeanor she would 
sometimes encourage Mariam to concentrate on her studies or else she would 
resort to silence, but she would never rebuke Mariam for her insolence and 
discourtesy.
∞∞∞∞∞
In all the years she had been separated from Zaleed, Khadija Noor had never 
forsaken her son. His cries as his father carried him out of the house constantly 
reverberated in her ears. Each birthday she would look at his photograph and 
wonder what he looked like now that he was a year older. And each year on his 
birthday she would pray again to God to return her son to her.
She had never told Mariam she had a child of her own. She was aware of 
Mariam’s nature and knew that her inquisitiveness would lead to more pain. She 
would want to know why her husband had abandoned her, what her past was 
and so on and Khadija Noor could not bear to reopen those wounds again. 
Moreover, she was afraid that if Mariam came to know of her past she too 
would come to dislike her. It was better to let the past be.
Whenever she was depressed and missed Zaleed, Shuja would comfort her, but 
after his death she had become convinced that she would not ever see Zaleed in 
her lifetime. ‘Maybe he is married by now…perhaps he even has a child…does 
he even know his mother is alive …I wonder what Mazhar must have told him 
about me…’ she would often have these thoughts.
These days she was particularly worried about Mariam. Her usual obstinacy had 
increased manifold and after she had been rejected for the project she had 
been so excited about, her moods had gotten worse. She would not tell Mama 
Jan what had happened and blamed Mama Jan for her failure—for not giving her 
a better life, and for not letting her go abroad as she had wanted to. Mariam’s 
rage and her constant hammering at her had worn Khadija Noor down and she 
felt she was on the point of breaking.



Then late at night Mariam had come to her while she was praying and had 
asked her to pray for her; that was when for the first time Mariam mentioned 
Zaleed. Mama Jan had been stunned. She did not ask any questions. There was 
nothing to ask. She knew it was her son, Zaleed. There could be no other. It was 
he whom Mariam wanted to marry.
Khadija Noor knew Mazhar; she knew his entire family. She did not know 
whether Zaleed loved Mariam or not…or even if he cared for her at all; all she 
knew was that Mariam wanted to marry him. That night she prayed to God to 
grant Mariam her desire.’ For twenty-five years, dear God, I have prayed to you 
asking for Zaleed. My prayers have not been answered. I have not got back my 
son. I have never complained. Not once. I have borne my lot with patience. But 
today I ask you for Zaleed not for myself but for Mariam. Please God, grant me 
my prayer. This is the first time ever Mariam has asked me to pray for her. If 
you do not grant me my prayer, Mariam will think I did not pray for her. She is 
right in what she says, I am not just a woman, I am a mother. I have to endure 
two great trials. As a woman I can live with my tribulations with patience but as 
a mother I cannot bear them. ‘I know that if Mazhar comes to know of my 
relationship to Mariam, he will never agree to this marriage. His entire family, 
given their pride in their ancestry and heritage, will stand up to oppose this 
match. I have no idea if Zaleed himself is interested in this match. I know all 
this is impossible—no human being can do this. But I am not asking anything of 
a human being. I ask You, for whom nothing is impossible. When You want a 
thing done you say ‘Be’ and it is. What is impossible becomes possible. I beg 
You to guarantee my prayer. I do not ask for heaven only for Mariam not being 
disappointed. Ya Allah, turn Zaleed’s heart towards Mariam and remove all 
obstacles from Mariam’s path so that she may get what she wants.’
All night Mama Jan prayed for Mariam and when morning came she woke 
Mariam up and forced her to go to work. Over breakfast she asked her about 
Zaleed and Mariam told her as much as she knew. Mariam was calm over 
breakfast; the hysteria of the night before seemed to have dissipated, but the 
sadness was still apparent on her face.
That day too Mama Jan did little but pray for Mariam, and the next day when 
she went to answer a knock on the door, she saw Zaleed standing there. She 
knew her prayers had been answered. The one year old child who had been 
forcibly taken from her was now a man. She could not tear her eyes off him. Her 
whole world seem to be filled with light.
The second time Zaleed came to the house was to ask for Mariam’s hand in 
marriage. It broke her heart to have to refuse him but she felt she had to insist 
that his family accept the match. After what had happened to her she wanted 
Mariam to not just be the responsibility of her husband, but also to be a 



member of his entire family. She could not sacrifice Mariam’s happiness for that 
of her son. Mariam’s tears, however, unnerved her and again she turned to God 
to help.
She did not know how Zaleed did it, but a few days later he informed her that 
his family had agreed to the match and that his step-mother and sister would 
be coming to see Mama Jan to formalize the arrangements.

Chapter 25
Driving fast he reached Mama Jan’s house. The front door was locked. Worried, 
he knocked on the neighbor’s door.‘Soraiya and Shafiq have taken her to the 
hospital,’ the neighbor said. ‘I went this morning to see her. The front door was 
open so I walked in. She had difficulty breathing. Her chest was hurting so I 
asked Shafiq to take her to the hospital immediately. Soraiya went with them. 
There has been no news since.’Zaleed thanked her and rushed to the hospital. 
When he got there it was already late evening. He found out that Mama Jan had 
been admitted to the ICU. He was allowed to watch her for a while from behind 
a glass wall; her seemingly lifeless body struggled to breathe through the 
oxygen mask.‘Does she have a history of heart trouble?’ the doctor 
inquired.Zaleed shook his head to indicate ‘no’ and then asked if he could move 
her to where she could get more specialized attention.

‘Not immediately,’ the doctor replied. ‘Wait till her condition is more stable and 
then you can move her.’



‘Can you please ensure that she gets the best care possible. Please send for 
anything she may need and I will bear the expense.’ Zaleed told the doctor. He 
also asked the doctor’s permission to send for another cardiologist to get a 
second opinion.
Zaleed stayed the night at the hospital. Despite his insistence Soraiya and 
Shafiq did not leave either and all night long there was a stream of visitors from 
the neighborhood coming to inquire about Mama Jan’s health.
∞∞∞∞∞
The one and a half months Mama Jan had spent with Zaleed were the best days 
of her life. That she
was in the most holy place on earth and that too accompanied by her beloved 
son was simply blissful. Often she would look down at her hands and remember 
the time when a man had read
her palm and said that she would be blessed with a son of whom she would be 
inordinately
proud. She was undoubtedly proud of him as, holding on to his hand, she 
followed him
around the holy city.
‘What more can I ask of life?’ she would often think. ‘I have all that I have ever
wanted. I have my faith…Hajj… and jihad… my life has been one long jihad–
against my baser self, my fears and doubts, and against the trials I have
had to face. Have I not been true to my faith in all this?’
She thought of all the people who had affected or influenced her life in any way. 
Ruth
Brown, who had drowned her sorrows in drink; Aleem Sajid, the father she 
never knew, but who
by his actions had condemned her to a living hell; Mazhar Awab Khan, who first 
led her to the path
of faith and then abandoned her in a way that could have led to her destruction; 
Asim, the one
with no kindness in his heart; Sajida, one of those, like many others, who 
simply wanted to use
her; Shuja, the kindest person in her life to whom she would forever remain
indebted; Mariam, who fulfilled a deep need in her; and of course, Zaleed Awab.
One day, during their stay in the holy city she told Zaleed that she wanted to be 
buried next to Shuja.
‘I would rather you lie with our ancestors’, he said after a long silence.
‘No, I am not part of your family. I would rather lie with Shuja,’ she said.
‘In that case Mama Jan, when I die, I want to be buried next to you, in the 
graveyard in your neighborhood,’ Zaleed retorted.



In the two years that she had come to know Zaleed she often saw him cry with 
tears running down his cheeks and she would gently remonstrate, ‘Zaleed, men 
don’t cry.’
He would have no answer to that.
∞∞∞∞∞
Mariam had no idea when Zaleed left the room. She didn’t know where she was
—or not. She had wanted the truth. What she did not know was how much lay 
behind the curtain veiling the reality from her. It had been a cloak hiding her 
ugliness, her faults…and now that it had been lifted she stood exposed before 
the world in all her nakedness. She could not bear to look at herself, at the 
ugliness she had bared.
‘Zaleed was right; the inspiration for my art came from being with Mama Jan. 
My art was bringing me fame even then, it was bringing me enough to live on; 
but I could not wait. I wanted more; I wanted the world at my feet and that too 
in one blow. Had I been satisfied with what I had why would I have wanted 
Zaleed so desperately; and then why could I not be content?’
Mariam continued to brood. ‘This is because I am never content with what I 
have. I want more. And in that I have used all in my path—my art, my mother, 
my husband and perhaps in the future I would have used my child too. I have 
never tried to bring happiness to anyone, not to my mother and not to my 
husband. I would have sacrificed my child’s happiness too in fulfillment of my 
own ambitions.’
‘I wish Mama Jan you had told me about your past…if you had…but no; what 
difference would it have made? I would have held it against you.’
‘I can’t stop thinking Mama Jan how I have hurt you and Zaleed. I am too 
ashamed to face you and Zaleed and to ask for forgiveness…I don’t even know 
what forgiveness is. What it is to forgive.’
‘Now I know why you never wished me to migrate…you were afraid of your own 
past, of your own experiences. You wanted to save me from falling into the 
same situation. And, I thought…I thought you were thwarting me simply 
because you wanted a servant who would care for you in your old age. I was 
truly one of those who remain blind to the world because of their own desires 
and believe that all people are the same.’
She felt her heart would burst with sorrow. ‘Who am I? What am I?’ she 
wondered, ‘Where have my desires led me? ’ She thought back and realized that 
she had used the people she loved to achieve her goals.
The trees ask me
And the sky
And the sea asks me
Who am I? Who am I?



She remembered snatches from a poem learnt in school. And she answered, ‘I 
am Umme Mariam. The daughter of a woman who had been divorced by her 
husband for not bringing a sufficient dowry (is that what remained in my 
subconscious, the fears of a woman who had been rejected for not having 
enough? The woman who was always told she was not worthy because she 
lacked material wealth?). The daughter of a woman who abandoned her child at 
the age of three, because she saw hope of restarting life with another man.’
‘I was rejected by my mother, by my step-father, by my grandparents—all using 
the excuse of poverty…is this why I have in me this great fear of poverty?’
‘My father, greedy for monetary gain abandoned me and my mother…broke all 
relationships…have I inherited his genes that I too am ready to abandon all 
relationships for money?’
‘I am Umme Mariam, who at the age of three was given a home by a kindly 
couple who too were poor but who were contented with their lot. A couple who 
were happy with what God had given them. A man who had sacrificed his life to 
provide for his younger sisters, and a woman who knew how to be happy 
without worldly comforts. A woman who, because she had no money, appeared 
to be tight-fisted; a woman who having lived through so much preferred to 
keep quiet about her sorrow rather than broadcast it to the world.’
‘I learnt nothing from either of them. They were living a life in which they had 
enough, but I thought it was poverty. They[S2]  were two good human beings 
and I was blind to their goodness. I was of those of whom it is said that there is 
a seal on their hearts and they understand not.’
‘I am Umme Mariam who was ashamed of those two good people. I thought that 
they had nothing to offer that would help me make my way in this world. I did 
not know that these other worldly people are the salt of the earth…it is because 
of them and people like them that the world runs.’
‘I am Umme Mariam whose pride in her talent turned her arrogant. So arrogant 
that she was blinded to all others. Whose only aim was to appear in the society 
pages of every newspaper, so that others might see her and envy her good 
fortune. I am she who for fame abandoned her art and instead of paint used 
filth to color her art so that it would be acceptable to those who purchase it. I 
am she whose art has moved from the spiritual level to lowest level possible. In 
exchange of art I accepted wealth, fame and recognition. For this I got praise 
and honor…or what passes for it.’
‘I am Umme Mariam who by a quirk of fate became the wife of a man in whom 
ran the blood of the woman I had denigrated; a woman who spent her life in 
silence without complaining. My husband was given to me by fate to hold till he 
was returned to the rightful owner. But in my blindness I thought he was a 
diamond handed to me because I deserved to have him. In him ran the blood of 



the woman who had spent her life in patience and he too was blessed with the 
same quality.’ .
‘I am Umme Mariam, the woman who has used every person and everything in 
her life to further her own ambition—her father, mother, husband, and her art.’
Mariam got up from where she had been sitting all this while.  She looked like 
she was in a trance, but no this was the first time in her life she was out of that 
state–the haze of materialism. She went to her studio. She recalled her earlier 
works: Desire and Belief. She remembered that when she had finished the first 
of these two works, Mama Jan had been the one to suggest she call it Desire. 
The caption for the second one Belief had been suggested by Mama Jan too; 
these were the two paintings that had brought her to Zaleed, and these were 
not mere works of art, they represented Mama Jan and herself–Desireand Belief. 
All her life she had hankered after something or the other and now when she 
had everything a heart could desire, she had lost it all. She recalled the poem 
‘After Apple Picking’ by Robert Frost; she remembered when she had read it she 
had felt a deep frustration and in annoyance had thrown the poem aside. Now 
she recalled the lines:
My long two pointed ladder is sticking
Through a tree towards heaven still
And there is a barrel that I didn’t fill
Beside it, and there may be two or three
Apples I didn’t pick upon some bough
But I am done with apple-picking now.
She looked around at the paintings in the studio. She locked the door and 
began striping the paintings off the walls and stands—those bits of vulgarity 
which had been termed art.
I feel the ladder sways as the bough bends
And I keep hearing from the cellar bin
The rumbling sound
Of load on load of apples coming in
For I have had too much of apple-picking
I am over tired
Of the great harvest I myself desired.
Methodically she piled the paintings in the middle of the room and set fire to 
the whole lot. She stood there watching the flames rise higher; no higher 
though than the flames that were consuming her. She could hear the pounding 
on the door behind her. The staff woke up and tried to break down the door, 
but Umme Mariam knew that by the time the servants managed to break the 
door and enter the room, the paintings would have been reduced to ashes.
∞∞∞∞∞



He spent the night outside the ICU, from time to time peering through the glass 
partition to check on Mama Jan. When he got tired he squatted on the floor 
outside the ICU, but not once did he leave his post.
He had spent the previous month and a half with Mama Jan; they would be up 
half the night talking. There was much the two of them had to say to each 
other. He wanted to tell Mariam all about Mama Jan so that she could come and 
live with them. He did not want to be separated from her again. It was ironic 
that he who had known no mother before and thought that he had no need of 
one, now that he found his mother, felt he could not live without her. He would 
have told Mariam everything despite Mama Jan’s objections and without caring 
for the consequences, but before he could do it all this had happened.
Early in the morning he left his post outside the ICU to say his prayers in the 
hospital mosque. When he came back Shafiq told him Mama Jan had regained 
consciousness. He went in. The doctors were standing by her bed. He crouched 
down next to it. The oxygen cylinder had been removed. Mama Jan was 
breathing on her own. She looked at him and smiled. Zaleed broke down and 
began sobbing. The doctor put his hand on his shoulder to comfort him and 
tried to persuade him to leave.
Mama Jan intervened, ‘Let him stay.’ She sounded exhausted.
Hearing the pain in Mama Jan’s voice, Zaleed pulled himself together. ‘I am 
okay,’ he assured the doctor. ‘Let me stay for a while. I will be careful.’
The doctor agreed and Zaleed stood there holding Mama Jan’s hand in both of 
his. ‘I am sorry Mariam caused you hurt, Mama Jan,’ he whispered. ‘I will never 
forgive her for this.’
‘Not forgive her? She is my daughter Zaleed.’
‘No she is not your daughter, I am your son.’
‘If you are my son, you will not hurt her in any way. Anything that causes my 
Mariam pain will hurt me,’ she said, her voice low with pain. ‘Promise me Zaleed 
you will not do anything that will cause Mariam any hurt.’
Zaleed could not bear to see Mama Jan so upset. ‘I promise Mama Jan,’ he said 
with tears in his eyes.
Mama Jan relaxed visibly. ‘Give me some water,’ she whispered.
Zaleed turned to the doctor who nodded. Zaleed picked up the glass of water 
from the bedside table and with a spoon helped Mama Jan drink a little. Mama 
Jan was now gasping for breath; she began reciting the kalima. The doctor 
moved forward to re-attach the oxygen mask. The nurse began to prepare to 
resuscitate the heart but before they could do so, Mama Jan had breathed her 
last. She was still holding Zaleed’s hand.
The doctors looked at Zaleed. There was nothing they could do. Zaleed was 
composed. He knew Mama Jan was beyond human help but he was also at 



peace knowing that he had been there for her. That she had spoken to him 
before she died, that he had given her the last sip of water. He knew that when 
she closed her eyes, she would not open them again despite the oxygen. He 
thanked the doctors, kissed Mama Jan on the forehead, and drew the sheet over 
her face.
∞∞∞∞∞
He rang up his house and told the servant that Mama Jan had died and asked 
him to tell Mariam to go to Mama Jan’s house; he himself would be going there. 
He did not want to speak to Mariam. He was struggling to keep his anger 
against her under control and did not want to say anything that would prove 
hurtful to both of them.
He accompanied Mama Jan’s body back to the house. As soon as the news of 
her death reached the neighborhood, people began gathering in the house and 
soon it was overflowing with grieving neighbors. Mariam entered the house just 
as Zaleed was leaving to complete the burial formalities. Dry-eyed the two 
passed each other, neither pausing to talk. Mariam was soon surrounded by 
wailing women. She herself did not shed a tear. In her life Mama Jan had never 
embarrassed her; she had always covered her sins. Today she did the same.
‘Umme Mariam, you are my life.’
‘Umme Mariam is your death,’ she could hear herself screaming. Truthfully she 
had proved to be Mama Jan’s death. She sat quietly among the grieving women.
‘Was there any woman luckier than Mama Jan,’ Mariam mused. ‘She started life 
on the lowest rung with nothing going for her; she struggled through every 
adversity, overcoming all obstacles with determination and willpower. Having 
accepted a new religion she remained committed to it, never complaining, 
never compromising on principles. Was anyone luckier than the one who dies in 
the arms of a beloved child? And today, after a life of hardship, she was to be 
lowered to her grave by a beloved son, who would pray for her and mourn for 
her for the rest of his life; surrounded by neighbors and friends with deep love 
and respect in their hearts for her. Was there an Umme Mariam or a Mazhar 
Abwab Khan today who could accuse her of perfidy and lack of faith?’
‘And who will be there for me when I die? Will there be anyone with the love like 
that of Zaleed Abwab Khan who will lower me in the grave? There is no 
comparison between you and me Mama Jan…there was never any competition 
between Desire and Belief.’
The burial took place at 10:00 a.m. As she had wanted, Mama Jan was buried 
next to Shuja Hakim. Gradually the mourners began to leave but still Mariam 
did not move or say a word. Only a few women were now left and they tried to 
engage her in conversation but what could she say? That she was responsible 
for creating the hurt that led to Mama Jan’s heart attack?



At around 4:00 p.m. after the men had also left, Zaleed came in. ‘She has been 
like this all morning,’ Khala Habiba said with concern, ‘she has neither spoken, 
nor eaten, nor cried.’
What could Zaleed say? He knew that it was more guilt than sorrow that had 
overwhelmed Mariam. What could he do when all compassion and love for his 
wife had been wiped out from his heart through just one action of hers? What 
could he do when he did not even want to acknowledge her as his wife, but she 
was his wife and the mother of his child–w,hen he had promised his mother 
that he would not hurt her in any way?
Aloud he reassured Khala Habiba, ‘She will be all right once she gets home.’
Taking Mariam by the hand he prepared to leave. Her hand was hot. He realized 
she was running a temperature yet he could not bring himself to ask her how 
she was. They drove home in silence.
At home, Zaleed walked in ahead of Mariam. ‘Ask Begum Sahiba if she wants to 
eat. I don’t want anything,’ he said and took baby Zainab from the nanny’s 
arms. Mariam walked to the bedroom, Still quiet, she lay down on the bed. She 
had no idea when she slipped into unconsciousness.

Chapter 26
The rain had stopped. The wind died down. All was quiet again. For a few 
minutes the fear left her. She lay on the floor breathing deeply. A delicate scent 
filled the air. She tried to identify the fragrance. As before she failed again.            
Then a pebble hit her; and another and yet another. Hurt and confused, she sat 
up. The pebbles landed on the ground near her. She picked one up; in the faint 
light she could not see it clearly. She brought the pebble close to her eyes to 
examine it. Undoubtedly it was a hailstone. Terrified, she tried to cover herself 
but the hailstorm had now broken in earnest. Small stones were lashing her on 
the arms, shoulders, back. She hid her face in her hands. The pain was causing 
her to scream now. She could not protect herself from the hailstorm; it was as if 
she was being stoned. The hailstones were larger now and heavier.            She 
saw drops of blood around her. She could not make out where the blood was 
coming from. Her entire body was hurting. The blood began to pool around 
her. She felt she was losing control of her limbs. Storm clouds began to gather 
in the sky cutting off whatever little light there was. The wind was harsh, 
burning her body. The hailstorm was now accompanied by lashing rain making 
the marble floor wet and slippery. Afraid of slipping and falling she lay down 
spread-eagled on the floor looking for something to hold on to. She felt she 



was  losing the battle to survive. Darkness engulfed her. Her limbs were numb 
with pain. And now, another terror gripped her, she felt the ground slipping 
away under her. The mountaintop vanished. She was falling into an abyss. As 
she fell deeper and deeper into the chasm she tried desperately to find 
something that would give her a foothold but the blackness was so complete 
she could see nothing. All around her the scent still filled the air. Finally she 
was able to identify the fragrance. It was camphor.  

∞∞∞∞∞
She woke up with a start. She was drenched in sweat. Her breath was labored. 
Her whole body was trembling. Clutching the bed sheet, she gulped for air 
trying to control her breathing. The sweat from her body soaked the bed sheet.
The dream that had been intriguing her for these many years was complete 
today. She tried to recall when it had begun. It was ten years ago, she 
remembered. Ten years ago when she had first felt those steps under her feet 
she had not grasped the significance of the dream then. Or perhaps she had 
not given the implication any significance. She was intrigued that the dream 
continued in sequence—till today when it seemed to have reached a conclusion.
Today, she was quite aware what the dream was all about. It was not in fact a 
dream; it was her life unfolding before her. A life of unbridled desires—of 
seemingly unobtainable  desires. Today, ten years on she could interpret her 
dream. She had dreamt of greatness; hidden in that success were the seeds of 
her downfall. The stairs represented her yearning, the light her envy, the 
mountaintop her success.
She was burning with fever. Her throat was parched. She recalled that before 
falling asleep she had wanted to ask Zaleed for his forgiveness. But he had not 
come in and she had fallen asleep. She felt the empty space next to her; he was 
not there even now. The room was dark; it must be late in the night but she 
could not make out how late. She felt confused and disoriented. Tottering, 
Mariam got out of bed and felt her way to the switchs and turned on the light.
The room was empty. She came out into the lounge. By the light of the night 
light she saw that there was no one in the room. She went to the nursery. 
Zainab was sleeping peacefully in her cot but Zaleed was not in this room 
either. The fever was making her feel unsettled. She moved towards Zaleed’s 
study. She put her hand on the knob to open the door…and froze. She could 
hear the muffled sound of sobs. She opened the door. Zaleed was sitting on the 
carpet, the Koran was open in front of him and he was weeping with his face in 
his hands. Perhaps he had been reading the Koran and when he raised his 
hands for the dua he had broken down, Mariam assumed. Mariam had never 
heard a man cry before. All day Zaleed had not shed a tear although his face 



reflected the deep sadness he felt. She was stricken with guilt…what had she 
done to this man?
She went and leant by her husband. ‘Zaleed,’ she said softly moving his hands 
from his face. Zaleed jerked her hands away.
‘Zaleed, hit me if you must, curse me if it makes you feel better, spit on me…’
Zaleed moved away from her. He picked up the Koran and put it on the shelf. 
Looking at her he said in a resigned tone, ‘I can neither hit you nor can I curse 
you, nor can I spit on you, because you are the one my mother loved as a 
daughter and yours is the face she kissed many times.’
∞∞∞∞∞
‘We heard Mariam’s mother died yesterday. Had you told us we would have 
come immediately. As it is I just found out by chance when I called yesterday 
and your servant gave me the sad news.’ Mazhar and Nuzhat had come to 
condole with Zaleed. They were sitting in the lounge. ‘Where is Mariam?’
‘She has been running a high fever since yesterday. The doctor has just given 
her a sedative to sleep.’ Zaleed spoke in a low voice.
Having sat for sometime, Mazhar and Nuzhat got up to leave.
‘Papa, I have something to say to you. In private.’
Nuzhat and Mazhar looked at each other in astonhment. Then Nuzhat said, ‘I’ll 
go home, Mazhar and send the car back for you.’ She left. .
Mazhar sat down on the sofa. Zaleed sat next to him. ‘Do you know who 
Mariam’s mother was?’ he began without a preamble.
‘No. How would I know?’ Mazhar was taken aback by Zaleed’s question.
‘Do you know Khadija Noor?’ Mazhar looked as if he had been struck by 
lightning. ‘Surely you know her. She was my mother. She died yesterday.’
When Mazhar had recovered his composure he replied harshly, ‘Why are you 
telling me all this? If you have found out who your mother is, what am I to do?’
‘I do not know why I am telling you all this. Perhaps I am hoping it will lessen 
the hurt in my heart…or perhaps…’
‘If I were to tell you the truth about your mother…you would never take her 
name again. I have kept her secret all your life so that you can walk proudly 
among your equals…so that you do not come to hate yourself…’ Mazhar’s voice 
quivered with anger.
‘What secret Papa? That she was a prostitute once?’
Mazhar could not believe that Zaleed could say this in such a calm way.
‘My mother told me everything. She kept no secrets. I am proud of her. I do not 
need to hang my head in shame. My mother did no wrong once she accepted 
Islam; she led a devout life. All your accusations were baseless. You punished 
her for a sin she did not commit.’
‘She lied to me; she married me under false pretences.’



‘And have you in your life have never lied to anyone? Never kept a secret? Never 
cheated anyone? You were born a Muslim and you are guilty of each of these 
errors of commission. And of many others, I am sure. Should you be punished 
for all your sins? Should all those who have been hurt, however slightly, by your 
actions be called to chastise you for your sins?’
‘A woman who is false deserves to be spat upon!’ Mazhar was unforgiving.
‘And a man who is the same? Is he to be forgiven? The Koran prescribes the 
same punishment for men and women.’
‘Your mother was an adulteress.’ Mazhar thundered pointing a finger 
accusingly.
‘Did my mother commit adultery after she accepted Islam? Did she cheat on you 
after she married you? Did she ask you to marry her? You decided to marry out 
of your cultural and social milieu. Were you then unaware that women in that 
society live by a standard alien to yours? Before marrying you my mother had 
told you that she was not a virgin. You had no objection then. Why did it later 
become such an issue?’
‘And where is this much vaunted Islam you impressed on my mother? I have 
never seen you observe any of the tenets of Islam. I have never seen you say 
your prayers, or fast. And neither have I seen the strict purdah that you 
imposed on my mother being observed by the women in our family. You who 
were born into this religion and never followed any of its principles. But my 
mother who learnt Islam through what you taught her and through what her 
second husband taught her was a practicing Muslim. She lived a life of piety 
and purity that would put others to shame.’
‘There are many in this world who are like you, Papa, who beat the drum of 
religion only to impress others with their prayers and pomposity but when it 
comes to observing the real values imposed by religion—kindness, compassion, 
charity—there is none. Religion has been reduced to men like you who think 
they have been sent to earth only to chastise women. Men like you Papa, who 
divorce women for no reason and snatch their children from them. Men like you 
for whom religion is only a ritual. What a hypocrite you are, Papa. What double-
faced standards!’
‘And where is your honored friend, Papa? Has he told his wife and family that as 
a youth he spent his nights with prostitutes? Or have you felt it necessary to 
inform the family of his deeds?’
There was silence in the room. Mazhar had nothing to say.
‘In these thirty years Papa have you once given a thought to that woman who 
was searching for her child? In twenty-seven years have you given thought to 
that child you deprived of a mother. Have you ever thought that on Judgment 
Day you will have to face Khadija Noor…that you will have to face Zaleed? 



Forget your customs and traditions that deprive the human heart of humanity; 
that separate man from man; that divide the human race into tribes and clans!’
‘I am proud to be Khadija Noor’s son. I will be recognized as her son on 
Judgment Day. On that day I will not forgive you for the pain you have caused 
my mother and me.’
Zaleed walked out of the room. Mazhar stayed where he was. For a long time he 
remained sitting there. ‘Is it possible that I lack compassion? And were my 
prayers only for men to see? Did I really do an injustice to Khadija Noor and 
Zaleed? And an injustice to myself also? Do I know the meaning of sin? Or am I 
only concerned with the deeds of others as they affect me? Having studied law, 
did I arrogate to myself the power to judge and to punish one and all? Am I 
really so arrogant of the fact that I was born a Muslim that I have assumed that 
Heaven was mine? Am I of those who spend their lives in self-deception and 
falsehood?’
For the first time in thirty years Mazhar questioned himself. But there are some 
questions that cannot be answered in any language; questions that are self-
evident truths that defeat man. Sometimes when man is on a quest for the 
straight path, at the end of the road, he finds that the course he had been 
following was neither the correct nor the upright one. It was the path of the 
egoist. Dictated by self interest.
∞∞∞∞∞
Sometime in the night she opened her eyes. She did not know what time it was. 
Her eyelids felt heavy. The night light cast a soft green glow in the room. For a 
few minutes she felt at peace. She lay on her back staring blankly at the ceiling. 
And then in a flash, as if on a screen, the events of the last days came back to 
her—the faces, the voice raised in anger and accusations, her own conduct—
and the feeling of peace that had engulfed her a while ago dissipated leaving 
behind an overwhelming sense of sorrow. She was back in the nightmare of her 
life; and now Mama Jan was no longer there to help her. Restless, she turned on 
her side. It was then she realized how weak she had become. She lay completely 
still, willing the aches and pains in her body to cease. Her throat felt parched. 
And then she saw him.
In the far corner of the room, dressed in a white shalwar kameez, Zaleed was 
prostrated in prayer. She was reminded of Mama Jan. How many times in her 
life had she woken up in the middle of the night and had watched Mama Jan at 
her tahajud prayers. How often had she grumbled to herself, ‘What does Mama 
Jan get out of these midnight prayers? Is it not enough that she prays five times 
a day? She wakes up at this hour disturbing the rest of the household with her 
devotions.’ And turning her back, she would fall asleep again. Even though 
Mama Jan would be as quiet as possible so as not to disturb Mariam, she would 



still wake up. Summer nights, she would pray out in the courtyard; but in the 
winters she would come back to the room after her ablutions and pray in the 
room by the light of the night light.
She lay quietly watching Zaleed, remembering Mama Jan. Her heart filled with 
sadness at the thought that she would never see her again.
Zaleed finished his prayers and began folding the prayer mat. He looked at 
Mariam and saw her watching him. Carefully he put the prayer mat away and 
came to her. Sitting down beside her on the bed, he switched on the table lamp. 
Light flooded the room. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked, touching her forehead to 
feel if the fever had broken.
She did not reply. Quietly he took her right hand in his own and bending down 
kissed her softly.
Mariam felt she had been jolted by lightning again. She felt it was Mama Jan 
who was sitting on her bed. This was Mama Jan’s gesture. Often in the 
mornings she woke Mariam up just like this, with a kiss on her right hand, just 
as Zaleed had done. Guilt coursed through her. Was she ever worthy of the 
respect Mama Jan had shown her; or the honor that her husband accorded her?
‘The fever seems to have broken. Rest for a while longer and you will be all 
right,’ Zaleed was telling her. ‘Is there anything you need?’
Mariam did not reply. She wanted Zaleed to go away, to leave her alone in her 
private hell. She did not want to have to face him; to look into his eyes.
‘Would you like some water?’ Zaleed asked.
‘Will the water douse the fire I am burning in?’ she thought. She did not reply, 
just nodded.
Zaleed poured her a glass of water from the jug on the bedside table. He helped 
her sit up and put the glass to her lips. She drank the water and lay down again. 
She was exhausted.
‘Would you like some more?’ Zaleed asked.
She shook her head meaning ‘no’. After a while, seeing that she did not want to 
talk, he got up. ‘Should I put off the light? he asked.
‘No.’ Now that Zaleed was moving away from her the light did not bother her. 
Zaleed went to his side of the bed and lay down, but he did not close his eyes. 
He lay on his side watching her. Mariam was staring blankly at the ceiling. For 
the last three months  she had been running a very high temperature and had 
been delirious as a result of it to the extent that at times it seemed that she 
would lose her mind. The gibberish that poured from her mouth when she was 
in that state was not the rambling of a hallucinating mind that the doctor and 
others around her had assumed. Only Zaleed knew this was the product of a 
guilty conscience. She had remained in this state for three days and it was only 



now that she seemed to be coming out of it. Zaleed had stayed by her side all 
this time.
‘Try and sleep Mariam. It will do you good.’ Zaleed patted her softly on the 
shoulders, trying to keep her from thinking too much and getting agitated 
again.
Mariam turned her head to look at him. ‘Do you hate me, Zaleed?’ she asked 
tonelessly.
‘It is very late in the night Mariam. Try and rest.’ He evaded the question.
‘How can you not hate me, Zaleeed? You should hate me,’ she whimpered.
‘I do not hate you Mariam,’ Zaleed replied wearily. ‘Even if I wished to I could 
not hate you.’
‘Why?’
‘Because my mother loved you. Perhaps even more than she ever loved me. I 
cannot cause you any hurt because that would hurt Mama Jan too.’
Mariam yanked Zaleed’s hand off her shoulder. She sat up in bed. ‘Mama Jan…
Mama Jan…’ she felt she was suffocating. Deeply agitated, she put both her 
hands to her throat and tried to breathe deeply.
Zaleed got up and taking some sedatives the doctor had prescribed, he walked 
to her side of the bed and poured her a glass of water. She took the sedative 
and the water but then changed her mind. She was nauseous. Getting up from 
the bed she rushed to the bathroom and turned the faucet on full. The water 
poured into the basin, her stomach heaved but though she felt like throwing up 
her stomach was empty and she stood there retching. Zaleed watched her with 
concern. Finally splashing some water on her face she returned to the bedroom. 
Zaleed tried to help her back but she pushed him away. ‘Please Zaleed. I don’t 
need help. At least not any longer.’ Her voice was feral.
She walked to the center of the room and stood there uncertainly. She looked 
around her at the walls covered with her paintings. Zaleed instinctively knew 
what she was going to do, but before he could stop her she had torn a painting 
off the wall and was banging it on the wooden arm of the sofa. Zaleed snatched 
the canvas from her but it was already damaged.
‘It is my painting. I can do what I like with it.’ She was like a person possessed. 
She moved to the other wall but before she could tear off the second painting 
Zaleed had grabbed hold of her.
‘Stop it, Mariam. Why are you doing this? You have already reduced the studio 
to ashes; at least let these few remain.’
‘Let me just destroy this one painting…just this one…’she was struggling to 
free herself.



Zaleed dragged her to the sofa. Her face was drenched in sweat. ‘Sit here 
Mariam. Tell me what the problem is.’ He crouched down on the floor next to 
her.
‘I can get no peace…I feel I am on fire…’ Sweat was pouring off her face, 
beading on her nose and chin. Her cotton night dress was drenched with 
perspiration although the air conditioner was cooling the room evenly. Zaleed 
took her hands in his. They were ice cold.
‘Do you know Zaleed what I said to Mama Jan…I said…I said…’
‘I know what you said; you don’t have to repeat it. You have to stop brooding 
on it now. Look at me Mariam,’ he said sternly. ‘Cry if you want, it will help ease 
the sorrow.’
‘I cannot cry…why should I cry…I have done no wrong …’ The anxiety was 
returning.
Zaleed walked to the small bedroom fridge and pulled out a carton of juice. 
Pouring the juice into a glass he tried to persuade her to take a sip.
‘I want to go home.’
‘I’ll take you there in the morning’.
‘No, I want to go now. Please take me there right now. I can’t bear to be here. I 
feel I cannot breathe here.’ She was pleading with Zaleed clutching at his shirt.
Gently he disengaged her hand, ‘Drink up the juice and change your clothes 
and I’ll take you there.’ He realized there was no use arguing with her; it would 
only aggravate her already precarious condition.
Like a child Mariam obeyed. She took the glass of juice and began gulping it 
down. Zaleed noticed her hands were trembling. He picked up a tissue and 
wiped the perspiration off her face and neck. Then she went to change. Zaleed 
walked to the bedside table and picked up the car keys. When she came out 
again, Zaleed was cutting an apple. Putting it before her he coaxed her into 
having the apple. She looked considerably calmer now; her eyes were bright 
with unshed tears but the tremor in her limbs had ceased. She was clearly 
making an effort to control herself.
Zaleed watched her eat the apple. He remembered Mama Jan’s last words to 
him, ‘Mariam was the light of my life Zaleed. After your father took you away I 
was devastated. For many years I felt I could not survive. Had Mariam not come 
into my life I may not have survived. I love her very much, Zaleed, don’t let her 
get hurt in any way, protect her from all harm.’
He walked to Mariam and standing very close to her said, ‘The last words Mama 
Jan spoke to me were about you. So you are going to have a very special place 
in my heart for the rest of my life,’ he smiled.
Mariam lifted her head. Again, she realized how much Zaleed resembled Mama 
Jan, the nose, the lips, the forehead, and the eyes…those deep, profound eyes. 



And his personality too. He had all of Mama Jan’s characteristics. She looked at 
him as if she had never seen him before.

Chapter 27
Zaleed unlocked the gate. At this hour of the night the house was clothed in 
darkness.‘Mama Jan never kept the house dark,’ Mariam thought as she 
stepped into the courtyard. The light from the street lamp outside cast deep 
shadows in the courtyard keeping it from being totally dark. She stood there, 
her mind a blank, waiting for Zaleed to close the door behind her.‘Should I 
switch on the light?’ he asked.‘No. Let it be dark. I cannot face this house in the 
light just yet. I do not have the courage to stand here in the light.’ Zaleed heard 
the anguish in her voice. She moved towards the verandah and stopped before 
the narrow flower bed. The soft night air flowed gently through the bushes. Like 
all else in the house the plants too showed signs of Mama Jan’s devotion. She 
would water them first thing every morning. Once a week she would see to their 
weeding. She would count the buds and wait for them to bloom. Now standing 
in the semi-dark, Mariam tried to distinguish the rose bushes from the motia—
Mama Jan’s two favorite plants.‘I gave the hens and the parrot to the next door 
neighbors. I did not know what else could be done for them,’ she heard Zaleed 
behind her.



‘And the cat…’
‘It must be around here somewhere. She sits in the verandah all day. The 
neighbors put some food out for her once a day.
He moved to the door leading to the room and unlocked it. He entered the 
room and switched on the light. Reluctantly she followed him in. Zaleed was 
standing in the room his hands folded across his chest.
‘Do you know what you have done to me Mama Jan…you have pushed me in to 
hell. I can neither live nor can I die.’ She could hear the walls echo her 
complaints.
‘This one-room house is not my destiny…I don’t like this place, this 
neighborhood, this room…I dislike everything to do with this house.’ Dry-eyed 
she looked around her at the things she had once hated so vehemently. The 
room was neat and clean just like Mama Jan used to keep it. Perhaps the 
neighbors had been keeping it clean. Mama Jan’s charpoy was where it had 
always been.
‘Umme Mariam you are my life.’
‘Umme Mariam is your death.’ Words spoken in anger, in derision came back to 
haunt her as she stood amidst the things she so hated once.
This one room house had been Mama Jan’s heaven. She had not been born to 
this house, nor to the people who lived in it but had been given shelter and love 
here. She, Mariam, had set this little heaven on fire and turned it into hell 
through her inordinate desires, her overwhelming ambition.
‘Zaleed is mine and will remain mine. He is “fated” to be mine. I will not let any 
woman who tries to come between Zaleed and me live. I will hound her to the 
grave…’ the room was like a dome over her echoing words. She could not bear 
it. She hurried out into the courtyard. ‘Wait and see, Mama Jan, I will run away 
from here one day…I hate this dilapidated one room house…this is not the 
house of my dreams…I will escape and never come back.’ All the bitterness of 
her words hit her now.
Zaleed switched off the light and came out too. He sat down on the steps. 
Mariam stayed where she was in a corner of the courtyard. With no light now 
the courtyard was in shadows again. The sky too had become grim with dark 
clouds.
‘I cannot make you understand, Mariam, but time will teach you much. My only 
fear is then it may be too late.’ She heard Mama Jan’s soft voice in the air. She 
clamped her lips tight. ‘God has blessed me with all I need. I am a Muslim. I am 
married to a kind man who loves me very much. I have you. I have a house of 
my own. I have never been to bed hungry….what else do I need? Why should I 
want more?’



Mariam’s eyes began to tear up. The floor she was standing on had been re-
cemented by Mama Jan herself. She took off her shoes. She could feel Mama 
Jan’s love seep through the floor.
‘Why do you pray all the time? Are the five compulsory prayers not enough for 
you that you need to wake up in the middle of the night for the tahajud also? 
What have your prayers given you? A dilapidated house in a low-income area, a 
husband twice your age and ugly to look at and who you were tricked into 
marrying? Two thousand rupees a month, which is barely enough to put two 
square meals on the table? That is what your prayers have given you.’
For the first time Mariam could hear the bitterness that she had allowed herself 
to be consumed by. How hurt Mama Jan must have been by her.
‘What is the point of prayers Mama Jan if you desire just the one thing and that 
is denied to you?’ She looked at Zaleed. He was still sitting on the stairs, his 
head in his hands, his cheeks wet.
‘Dear God, please grant my Umme Mariam Your protection always. Do not ever 
let her walk the path of sin. Grant her a place in Heaven next to me. Grant her 
discretion.’
‘You did not love me Mama Jan or you would not have prayed that I be granted 
worldly success.’ Mariam was on her knees now. This was the place where 
Mama Jan would read the tahajud on summer nights. Often as a child when she 
would wake up from sleep and find Mama Jan missing from her bed, Mariam 
would come out to the courtyard and watch Mama Jan pray. She would lie down 
on the floor and go to sleep next to the prayer mat.
She ran her hands over the surface of the floor. She wanted to feel Mama Jan’s 
presence. ‘How long can a human being be happy in a ramshackle room with 
cracked flooring and a leaking roof, with four animals, some seedlings and 
forlorn hopes for company?’ she thought to herself. ‘How long can a person 
remain happy in such circumstances? In fact, how can a human being remain in 
such a state? And why should one? If better prospects present themselves why 
should one not take advantage of the situation?’
‘Better prospects?’ She could bear it no longer. It was as if the floodgates had 
opened. The shock of the last days gave over to unadulterated grief. The silence 
of the house was shattered by her wailing. Zaleed looked up. He saw her 
crouched on the floor crying. He did not move. The tears would do her good. 
They would help her recover. She did not know why she was crying. Was it 
finally the realization of the hurt her words had caused Mama Jan…or was it 
helplessness of the situation now? Was it guilt or was it regret?
‘If only Mama Jan you had not prayed for me as I asked; if only you had not 
prayed that Zaleed be a part of my life…had you then prayed that I be content 
in my lot   perhaps today I may have been a happier person.’



‘God sent me to a woman who had everything. I spent twenty-five years with 
her and learnt nothing. All I wanted was this world…and this man who had 
known her for only three years learnt all—contentment, tolerance, kindness, 
gentleness. I traded what I had for a thing of no value and I did not even know 
that I was incurring a loss. Is there a greater fool than me in this world? Has 
there ever been a more ungrateful person? My inordinate desires sucked me in 
to this vortex from which there is no escape. I will never know the peace of 
mind that Khadija Noor was blessed with. I will never know the contentment she 
knew. My greed for more, my envy for others has pushed me into this hell fire.’
A few drops of rain fell to the earth. For the first time in the courtyard of this 
house Mariam did not feel an aversion to rain. For the first time she did not feel 
an aversion to anything in this house, but herself. But the rain evoked more 
memories. It seemed that this night everything had come alive and acquired a 
tongue to accuse her.
‘What would you know of love Mama Jan…you have never loved anyone…’
Mariam continued to recall the past with all its bitterness.
‘If only Mama Jan I had not been Umme Mariam; if only I had been one of your 
pets, I would have remained faithful to you. Had I not been an artist…this talent 
and my pride in it has been what led me down this path to the abyss.’
The rain was pouring down now soaking everything. Zaleed looked at Mariam, 
still on her knees, fists clenched, sobbing her heart out. He got up and locked 
the door to the room. He came and knelt next to her. ‘Mama Jan always said 
you would find your way back. It may take a little while but you will be back. 
She used to say that she prayed so much for you that God would not abandon 
you to the fire.’
The rain continued to pour but Mariam’s tears had stemmed. She looked at 
Zaleed, his face wet with rain.
‘She used to say,’ Zaleed continued, ‘that Mariam has known nothing but purity 
all her life, why will she then not live a pure life. It may take a while but she will 
come back to you, to me, to Zainab. When she realizes how hollow this world is, 
she will come back. Mama Jan was always sure you would return.’
Zaleed stood up and extended his hand to help Mariam up. She began to follow 
him out. She paused for a moment and looked back. The house was in darkness 
now. ‘Mama Jan was right Zaleed in what she said,’ she thought. ‘What she did 
not know is by the time I return, it will already be too late.’
She stepped out of the front gate behind her husband.


