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INTRODUCTION

Twenty years is a long time for a book to remain in gestation. That was the period for which my friend, Ashok Chopra, carried the idea of this book in his head and in his heart. He made two aborted attempts to turn his dream into reality and then he turned to me. I, too, almost failed him. The day after I finished writing the book, my house burnt down – the manuscript was burnt along with it. I wrote it all over again and it was finally published in 1998. It enjoyed moderate success, though, Justice Savy Sodhi stoutly maintains that it is a truly beautiful book and deserves more success and attention than it has received.

Ashok’s project was targeted at the younger, anglicized generation of Punjabis, which was fast losing touch with its rich cultural heritage. This book was to bring to this generation, a slice of this culture.

Three months ago, almost seventeen years after the book was published, while my daughter and I were browsing through some books in a bookshop, two girls, both in their teens, walked in and asked for copies of Harish Dhillon’s Love Stories From Punjab. The proprietor indicated, in a stage whisper, that I was Harish Dhillon. They came to me then, told me how much they had loved the book and asked me to autograph their copies. The two teenagers belonged to the generation that came after the one for which this book was written. I am glad that I have been able to bring Ashok’s dream alive, not just for one but for two generations of young readers. Towards the end of 2013, Ashok, who is now head of Hay House, decided to publish a new, updated edition of the book with better production values. I am convinced that, with this new edition, Savy’s long standing regret that the book has not got the kind of attention that it deserves, will be laid to rest. Fortunately, I do not have any illusions about my writing ability. I know that the appeal of the book lies in the stories themselves and not in my telling of them.

What accounts for the perennial appeal of these stories? Of course there are the facile, glib reasons like: “everyone loves a lover” and, Shelley’s “Our sweetest songs are those that tell of saddest thought.” But these are not reasons enough to explain the enduring appeal of our legendary stories, which go far beyond the classic Romeo and Juliet situation.

The answer lies in their mystical appeal. They are, each one of them, an exposition of Sufi philosophy. They begin as perfect examples of “mohabbat”, the love of a man and a woman, a love of the body and the heart, a romantic love and then graduate to “ishq”, a love that goes beyond the desires of the flesh. This then transcends to “junoon”, a spiritual ecstacy that embraces all humanity and finally culminates in “ibaadat” a mystical love that becomes a love for God. In essence, the lover focuses all his thoughts and feelings upon the beloved. Then, from the beloved, the love radiates to embrace all humanity and suffuses the entire world with its light. Because of this, the lover is motivated to goodness towards all. He sees his beloved in everyone he meets, and thus, finds God.

This intertwining of Sufi philosophy in the love stories, would probably account for the fact that the central characters in all these stories are Muslims. What has always intrigued me, and till recently, remained a question mark, is the fact that the action of almost all these stories, took place along the banks of the Chenab. Was there, as one commentary suggested, something magical and unique about the waters of the Chenab? I probed and probed for a satisfacatory answer. Then some days ago, Dr Nasir Naqvi, Director, Sufi Centre, Punjabi University, Patiala, pointed out that, since at that time, Multan was such a great centre of Sufi learning, it was natural that this influence should be felt very strongly in the areas along the Chenab.

At the outset, I must admit, as I did in the introduction to the original edition, that I am no authority on Punjabi literature or Punjabi folklore. So researching these stories has been a fascinating journey of discovery for me.

I have thoroughly enjoyed reading the various versions of these tales, as well as commentaries on them, and listening to the poignant, heart-rending, and yet uplifting renditions of these epics in song. The most moving rendition of Waris Shah’s version of Heer, that I have heard, came from Alankar Singh of the Department of music, Punjabi University. A close second, amazingly, was from a Russian student, at the Department of Punjabi Studies, Moscow University.

I have borrowed, unashamedly, from different sources and have permitted myself the poetic licence of taking a few liberties, albeit based on excerpts culled from the lesser known versions of the stories as well as from oral tradition. In no case, have the essentials been tampered with.

The original version of the book had five, quiet reprints. I hope this new version will enjoy the same kind of printing history, so that seventeen years from now, one of my grandchildren will have the delightful experience of hearing two young girls, ask the proprietor of a bookshop: “Have you got Harish Dhillon’s Love Stories from Punjab?”And Ashok’s dream will find fulfilment in yet another generation of young readers from the Punjab.

Harish Dhillon
Mohan Baoli

January 2014
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SOHNI MAHIWAL



Bokhara was an important link on the trade routes between the East and the West. Mirza Izzat Baig based his fortune upon this fact – this coupled with his ability to take risks. He had the rare capacity to treat success, failure, loss and gain with equal indifference and so took risks, when other merchants were afraid to do so. His gambles usually paid off and his fortune grew as steadily as his standing as the leading merchant prince of Bokhara.

His critics, cynical of his success, sneered that he could afford to take chances because he had the means to do so. Those who knew him better, smiled at this because they knew it was not true. His “indifference” was, in fact, born of a peaceful detachment that he had always possessed, one that permeated all aspects of his life. He was a dutiful husband and showered affection on his wives, all four of them. He was a loving father and gave his children all they wanted, and more. He gave to charity unstintingly and took an active part in all social and community activities. But always, it seemed that there was a part of him that he held back. Always there was a lack of fervour, an absence of any intensity of emotion as if nothing could touch the core of his being. Nothing, that is, except the return of his caravans from India.

At these times a subtle anxiety, an almost imperceptible restlessness, seemed to envelope Mirza. Most people did not perceive it, but those who were close, noticed the cocking of an eyebrow at the sound of approaching hoofbeats, the smallest of pauses in his speech. They wondered at this, because there was nothing visibly special about his trade with India and there was nothing special about the welcome he extended to the caravan on its return.

He greeted his agent to India and all the staff, as he did the staff of all returning caravans. Those travellers, who lived in Bokhara itself, were given lavish refreshments and generous gifts and sent off home. The others, after the feasting, were conducted to the comfortable apartments that had been prepared for them. It was no more and no less than what he had always done and those who had noticed his restlessness, the expectancy that had preceded the arrival, wondered even more about it.

No one saw that when all had gone to bed, the merchant prince went silently to the stables. He stopped at the doors, where the debris of the long journey had been abandoned. He sifted through the piles of tattered tents and frayed ropes, of broken implements and damaged saddles, till he found the pots that had been used for carrying food and water. He looked, carefully, at each and then carried a selected few up to his apartment.

There, when he was at last alone, he bolted the door, and picking up each pot in turn, held it in his lap and caressed it, the way a lover caresses the body of his beloved. All detachment fell away from him then, and he felt such deep and intense happiness that it brought tears to his eyes. His fingers travelled lovingly over each pot till he knew each turn of the wheel that had created it, each pressure of the fingers that had wrought its shape.

They were sturdy vessels, of unvarying shape and design. Yet there was a fineness to them that could only have been honed by practice: when the potter made a dozen pots of the same shape day after day, year after year. He had long known these pots, long learnt to recognize that they originated from the small provincial town of Hyderabad in India. In recent years, he had noticed a subtle change in some of them – a slight elongation of the neck, a delicate turning down of the lip. It was as if the potter, at last sure of himself, now wished to experiment, to try and find a more complete self- realization.

Unknown to the potter, far away, Mirza sat, long into the stillness of the night, caressing each pot in turn and conjuring up in his mind’s eye the picture of the man who had made them. He had, over the years, with the skill of a fine painter, adding one stroke at a time, painted, in his mind, a portrait of his potter. Unlike the work of a painter, however, his portrait was never complete. Over the years, it had evolved from the picture of a young, hesitant lad to that of a middle aged man. He closed his eyes now and looked carefully at it. He saw a lean and ascetic face, a dark brown beard flecked generously with grey. He saw the eyes wide and dilated with the constant effort of looking closely at his pots as he made them. He saw the brow creased with the constant worry of trying to make both ends meet. And yet, when he looked closely behind all this, he saw radiance, born of confidence, pride and contentment. His potter enjoyed the work he did; he knew that he made better pots than any other and this was recompense enough for all the deprivation that life imposed upon him. Then he saw the potter, walking back to his work, and saw the stoop in his back, which came from bending so long over his wheel; he noticed the shuffle in his gait, there because of the pain in his knees, in itself a result of sitting too long on his haunches.

Mirza opened his eyes and smiled to himself. He knew he was being fanciful. Was it really possible to know the potter so intimately merely from knowing his pots? But then, he told himself, did we not recognize our make, too, from knowing the men and women He had fashioned?

The thought reassured him, the smile disappeared and he closed his eyes and looked again at his portrait.

How often Mirza had longed to go out to Hyderabad to meet this man! And yet, even when the longing was upon him, he was realistic enough to admit that the real potter might well turn out to be very different from the picture he carried of him in his mind. If this were to happen, his carefully painted portrait would, forever, be destroyed. Since he could not bear this to happen, even when the opportunity to go out and meet the potter came his way, he hesitated to take it.

Then arose a situation which would not be brushed aside. A caravan returned from India and his agent brought exciting news. He had obtained a private audience with Afzal Khan, the most influential nobleman in the great emperor Shah Jahan’s court. The agent had asked for the monopoly of the export of fine Dacca muslin to the west. The Khan had been gracious and attentive and had listened carefully to the request and said he would consider it. The Khan’s secretary had come, the next morning, and whispered into the agent’s ears that if his merchant prince could come to Delhi, the great Khan would arrange an audience with the Emperor and, for a suitable consideration, would secure for him what he sought.

There was great excitement at this news in Mirza’s home and amongst Mirza’s followers. Dacca muslin was a commodity in great demand. He must make the journey soon and clinch the deal as quickly as possible. Mirza listened to the excited buzzing around him, but remained unmoved. He smiled to himself – an audience with the Emperor: he had seen so many kings and queens that one more would make no difference. As for wealth: he had, already, more than he knew what to do with. And yet, as he lay awake at night, the old longing stirred within him again. He knew he could not resist this chance to meet his potter and if his carefully painted portrait was to be destroyed – so be it. With the taking of this decision, the detachment slipped away from him and he joined in the preparations for the journey.

A great caravan was assembled and those who were to go with him were chosen with care, both for their diplomatic skills and their adeptness at public relations. New clothes, suitable for an audience with the emperor and befitting the status of the merchant prince and his entourage, were ordered. However, the greatest care and attention were reserved for the choosing of suitable presents for the emperor and his courtiers. For these, Mirza personally spent days searching through the vast treasure house that he had built up over the years.

For the emperor, he chose a pair of antique, damascened daggers, their scabbards decorated with elaborate geometric patterns, worked in gold thread, their hilt studded with precious stones. Then, there was a set of large lapis lazuli bowls, turned so finely on the lathe, that, when you held them up to the light, you could see through them. On the outside they were decorated with a floral pattern, worked in gold and rubies and pieces of the finest jade. Finally, he chose a triple string of the finest Basra pearls, each pearl the size of his thumb nail and two beautiful antique carpets, the likes of which he was sure the emperor had never seen.

He did not know what consideration the Khan would expect for making the concession possible. So he chose a hoard of the finest cut and polished stones – diamonds, rubies and emeralds, a ransom fit for an emperor. Then he selected lesser items to be given to lesser courtiers. Finally he was content that on this count, no one would find his generosity wanting.

At last the caravan set out and all of Bokhara came out to watch them leave. His well-wishers shouted “God speed” and “Good luck” after him and he smiled and nodded his head in acknowledgement. His rivals stood around in sullen silence, frowning at his good fortune. To them too, he gave a smile and a nod of the head. The caravan made good time and was in sight of the walls of Delhi sooner than they had expected it to be.

An emissary had been sent on ahead to announce their arrival and there was a high-powered reception committee waiting to receive them at the gates. They were ushered to a grand haveli, which had been requisitioned for this purpose, and courtiers of sufficient seniority had been charged with attending to their every need. Mirza’s followers were gratified that the welcome and the hospitality befitted the status of their prince and were sure that this bode well for the transaction that was to take place. Their conviction was not misplaced, for on the very next day, a meeting took place between Afza Khan and Mirza and, on the day that followed, was scheduled an audience with the emperor.

The emperor received them with warmth, accepted their gifts with graciousness, listened to their request and then deferred to Afzal Khan. To Mirza’s practised eye, these were all motions that they were going through for he was sure the decision had been taken long ago. He did not reveal this, however, and when the royal firman, duly signed and sealed by the emperor, was handed to him by the Khan, he pretended to be overcome by the great generosity of the emperor and bowed so low, that his head touched the ground.

Mirza would have preferred to commence his homeward journey at once, but the emperor had ordained that the Khan should spare no effort in entertaining their special guests. And so, perforce, they stayed in Delhi for a week, attending each night, the lavish and spectacular entertainment that had been arranged for them. At last, after the seventh day, Mirza begged permission to return. His agent, with one half of the caravan, went on towards Dacca and Mirza, with the other half, set out on his homeward journey.

There was nothing in all the pomp and splendour, nothing in the obtaining of the firman that had touched Mirza. But now, as they moved out of Delhi, the prospect of finally meeting his potter, excited him. It began as a slight quickening of the pulse, a small exhilaration of the heart, but became a deep restlessness as they approached Hyderabad. They came, at last, one evening, to the doors of the serai outside the town.

Yusuf, the caretaker of the serai, bade them welcome and ensured that their wants were fulfilled. The animals were unsaddled and relieved of their loads and then fed and watered. The entire party broke up into groups and sat around small cooking fires, revelling in the warmth of the flames in the chill evening air. Through it all, Mirza’s deep restlessness prevailed. He barely touched his food and when, at last, he retired to his room, he tossed and turned and was unable to sleep. Fighting the need to go out at once and look for his potter, he forced himself to stay in bed. The night wore on and at last the restlessness became so urgent that he could stay in bed no longer. He wandered out into the courtyard and sat beside the remains of one of the fires, staring into the embers as if he would find in them, answers to all life’s questions.

It was here that Iqbal, his attendant, found him. He had been with him for many years, ever faithful and loyal and had, in course of time, become his friend and confidante. Mirza felt closer to him than to any other. Iqbal had sensed his restlessness, felt it grow as they travelled and had been troubled by it. Yet he had respected his master’s need for privacy and had not attempted to pry. Now, seeing that his master was so troubled that he could not eat, nor sleep, Iqbal felt compelled to try to draw him out.

“What is it, master?” he asked, sitting down across the fire. “What is it that troubles you?”

Mirza looked up and smiled at his friend. He would have liked to share his feelings with him, and in so doing, find some relief. But what could he tell him? That he was restless and excited at meeting an unknown potter? Would Iqbal understand? No, he would not and this would make him even more troubled and concerned than he was now. Far better to hold his peace.

“It is nothing,” he said, reaching out over the embers and putting his hand gently on his friend’s shoulder. “Perhaps the excitement of these last few days has at last caught up with me and I am not able to come to terms with it. It is nothing. It will pass. Go to sleep, I too will turn in in a little while.”

Iqbal did not believe this. He knew his master well, knew that all the grandeur of Shah Jehan’s court, the hospitality and attention they had received, the prospect of great material gain, meant nothing to Mirza. But once again, he knew better than to probe. He would tell him when he was ready, and certainly, before he told anyone else.

“Good night then,” he said getting to his feet. “But do not stay out too long. The night air is treacherous in its chill.”

“Good night,” Mirza called as he heard his friend’s soft footfalls recede and then return again, a short while later. Mirza did not look up, but felt the warmth of a shawl as it was wrapped around his shoulders. Without a word, Iqbal was gone again.

Mirza stared into the embers still and his thoughts turned again to the potter. At last, after all these years, this moment was upon him. On the morrow he would come face-to-face with the man whom he had dreamt so often of meeting. He felt again the surge of excitement, and then, after a while, an overbearing fear that the potter would be very different from his imagining. There was still time, though. After the morning meal, he could order the striking of camp and they could be on their way back to Bokhara and he could keep his carefully painted portrait intact. He smiled at the futile thought. He had come too far and no matter what the consequences, he could not now return without meeting the man. A chill breeze struck up, and he drew Iqbal’s shawl closer around his shoulders and, getting to his feet, went into the serai.

The town was small and finding his potter posed no problem for Mirza. After the morning meal, he took up the pot that he had brought all the way from Bokhara for this purpose, and went out into the streets. He stopped at the first potter’s shop and showed it to the shopkeeper.

“I am looking for the man who made this pot,” he said, holding it up. The shopkeeper took one glance at it and smiled, his teeth gleaming white and even in the morning light.

“You are looking for Tulla. One can tell his pots a mile away, for the pots he makes are more beautiful and strong than those of any other potter.”

“Yes, I have admired them long and have come all the way from Bokhara to meet him.”

“You are Mirza, the merchant prince.” Mirza smiled and nodded his head. Obviously Hyderabad, like all small towns, kept tags on all who came and went.

“Perhaps you will take Tulla’s pots back to Bokhara and set up a trade in them and our poor Tulla will, at last, be rich,” he teased.

“Perhaps,” Mirza said replying to the banter. “Siraj,” the shopkeeper called to a little boy who was running down the street, “Take this gentleman to Tulla’s shop.” The little boy escorted Mirza down the street, for about a hundred yards, and then pointed to a shop.

“There it is.” But when Mirza tried to force a coin upon him, he shook his head and ran away.

Mirza stood across the street and watched an old man come out of the shop and add a few more pots to the display outside. He was older than he had imagined him to be and his beard was all white. But he had the same stoop, the same shuffle to his gait that Mirza had imagined he would have, and when he crossed the street and the old man looked up at him, there was the same frown on the brow, the same dilation of the eyes and yes, the same radiance on his face. It was so uncanny, that Mirza forgot all greetings, all politeness and stared unashamedly.

“Asalam alaikum,” the old man said, raising his fingers to his forehead. “What brings a grandee like you to my humble shop? You should have sent for your needs and I would have delivered them at the serai.”

Mirza wondered what his reaction would be if he told him the truth – that he had come all the way from Bokhara to meet him.

“I want to take a few pots back to Bokhara and I want only the finest.”

“They are all the finest,” the old man said softly, the statement of a long accepted fact, made with no trace of pride. “Take your pick. There are these outside the shop and more within.”

Mirza scanned the pots carefully. They fell into two categories, those that were unabashedly robust and strong and those that combined this strength with a subtle delicacy. He followed the old man into the shop.

“Are all these pots made by you?”

The old man smiled.

“I can see that you are a connoisseur sir, not everyone notices the difference. These are made by me,” he indicated the robust pots, “And these by my daughter Sohni,” he indicated the others and Mirza realized that what he had seen as a desire to experiment, was really the work of another potter.

“Few notice the difference, or if they do, they are not ready to pay for the extra labour she puts in. But she will not listen. I suppose she wishes to be better than me.”

“That’s the way the world progresses, my friend, is it not?” Mirza said gently. “When our children wish to be better than us?”

They lapsed into silence. As the silence lengthened, Mirza realized that his presence in the shop had begun to make the old man feel awkward. He turned again towards the pots and chose two of Tulla’s pots and three of Sohni’s. He paid the price that Tulla asked without any attempt to bargain.

“I will deliver them at the serai,” Tulla said.

Mirza knew it was time for him to go, but after all these years of waiting, he was loath to leave, not wanting this meeting to end.

“Is there anything else you would be wanting?”

“My caravans, on their return from India, often bring back some of your pots. I have long admired them and I hoped now to see you at work, to see how such beautiful pots are made.”

“Sohni will still be at work, come, you can watch her as she sits at the wheel.”

The old man led him through the shop to a small courtyard at the back. There, in one corner, was a potter’s wheel at which a girl sat working. Tulla made to move towards her but Mirza held him back with a gentle touch upon his arm. The two men stood in the shadows, watching the girl as she worked. Her face was bent over her work and there was little of it that Mirza could see. But he saw the deft, strong fingers as they pressed in upon the wet clay and drew the formless lump into the shape she desired. In a matter of moments, the clay was drawn into an ewer. Then, as she worked on the lip, a strand of hair fell across her forehead and clouded her eyes. She drew one mud-smeared hand from her work and lifted it to her forehead to brush the hair away. As she did so, she caught sight of the men and, forgetting her work, she scrambled to her feet, the wheel still whirling, the ewer with it. Mirza looked at the girl, and in that time suspended moment, what he saw took his breath away.

She was beautiful, beautiful beyond words. But it was not merely the beauty of her face, though that was very beautiful, nor was it merely the beauty of form, though that too was beautiful beyond compare. Her real beauty lay in the dignity and pride with which she stood; the strength that exuded from every fibre of her being – strength coupled with tender vulnerability. The strength she derived from the clay at her feet – clay that she could, with a master’s touch, transform into a thing of utter beauty. The air of vulnerability came from the streaks of the same clay that smeared her brow. Mirza’s heart stood still. He knew that he would never be the same again. She took a step towards them and the magic moment was shattered.

“Look, Sohni,” the old man said, glancing once at Mirza before turning again towards his daughter, “We have here, at last, a true admirer of our work, a connoisseur.” And in the tone of his voice, Mirza sensed the hope that he would buy some more of their pots.

Sohni came towards them now, wiping her hands on her dupatta. “I hope you will buy some of our pots,” she said looking directly into Mirza’s eyes.

“That he has done already. Will you do me the honour of partaking of some refreshment with me?” the old man asked.

“Yes, I would be glad to.”

“Sohni, attend to it.”

The two men went back into the shop and Tulla made a place for his guest to sit and they talked of many things. Mirza spoke briefly of Bokhara and of his mission to Delhi and Tulla spoke at length about his daughter. How his wife and he had been childless for so many years that they had given up all hope of ever knowing the joy of parenthood. And then how, when the sap in their veins had all but dried, Allah, in his bountiful wisdom, had seen fit to bless them with a child. He spoke with pride of the beauty of his child, of her sweet disposition and how she won the hearts of all who came to know her.

Soon, Sohni came into the shop and placed food before them. Mirza’s eyes never once left her face, while she was in the shop and they followed her, when she left the shop and disappeared into the interior. Mirza ate of the frugal food with an appetite he had not known for a long time and all the while he ate, his eyes kept darting to the back of the shop, hoping to catch another glimpse of Sohni. When he was at last done with eating, he thanked the old man and returned to the serai.

All through the day, the image of the girl, as she stood beside her wheel, kept coming back to his mind and each time he saw, again, all that he had seen then. There was no restlessness now, no fear and no excitement. There was only a deep calm, a deep stillness, a deep contentment. He knew that he had been right to come. The portrait of his potter had indeed been a false one and had now fallen to pieces. But he did not mind because in reality, his potter far outshone the portrait that he had so carefully painted.

“What time shall we leave tomorrow?” Iqbal asked that evening.

“No, not tomorrow. I am tired and would rest another day.” Iqbal made no comment and went to convey the news to the others.

When Tulla opened his shop next morning, he found Mirza waiting in the street outside.

“The pots I bought yesterday are so beautiful that I want to take some more back with me.”

They went back into the shop and played out the movements they had enacted the day before. Mirza spent long hours choosing pots. At the appropriate moment, Tulla asked: “Will you do me the honour to partake of some refreshments with me?”

And once again Sohni brought food into the shop and set it before them and Mirza’s eyes were fixed upon her from the moment she entered to the moment she left.

Once again Mirza thanked the old man and left the shop.

Again that evening, Iqbal asked: “When do we leave tomorrow?”

And again Mirza answered. “Not tomorrow. I need another day here in Hyderabad.” Again Iqbal offered no comment and went off to tell the others.

But that night, after the evening meal, when Sohni scrubbed the utensils, she looked at her mother and said: “I do not like the way that man looks at me.” Her mother looked up from her darning and looked closely at her child and understanding came into her eyes.

“You will not go before him tomorrow. I will take the refreshments to him.”

And later still, when the old couple lay side by side in bed, the old man mused.

“He is a strange man, this Mirza Izzat Baig and I do not understand him. If he is so enamoured by our work, why does he not buy all the pots in the shop all at once, instead of buying a handful at a time?’

“You are turning senile,” the old woman said sharply. “It is not your pots that he comes for he comes for our daughter, Sohni.”

“Shut your mouth, woman! How dare you suggest such a thing? He is old enough to be her father.”

“That kind is most dangerous. Have you not seen the way he looks at her?”

Casting his mind back on the last two days, Tulla did remember the way Mirza had looked at Sohni, when she came into the shop. His wife was right and he poor, stupid, old fool had believed all that Mirza had said.

The next day, when Mirza came to the shop, it was not Sohni who served the refreshments, but her mother. He lingered on long after he had any reason to do so, hoping to catch one fleeting glimpse of her. At last, he had to admit to himself, that he would not see her that day, and thanking the old man, he returned to the serai. That evening, Iqbal did not ask him the usual question and Mirza offered no explanation. His followers tacitly accepted the fact that their leader, for his own reasons, had decided to stay a few more days in Hyderabad.

Day after day, Mirza went to Tulla’s shop and day after day he returned without catching a glimpse of his beloved. A restlessness came upon him again. Day after day, the pile of pots in the courtyard of the serai grew bigger and bigger till it was as if Mirza’s apartment had become the potter’s shop and Mirza the potter.

In a small town like Hyderabad, Mirza’s strange behaviour was noted and commented upon. Everywhere that Sohni went, she received amused glances, till irritated by these looks, she chose not to go out at all. In the serai too, Mirza’s followers became aware that their leader tarried because of the potter’s daughter. They resented this. Their master’s lust for the potter’s daughter was keeping them away from their homes and their loved ones. There were murmurs of discontent and in spite of Iqbal’s best efforts, it was not long before these murmurs reached Mirza’s ears.

One night, he called Iqbal to his side: “The caravan must move on without me. It is not right that I should keep you all from home for so long.”

“I will stay with you.”

“No, you must go. I don’t know how long I will be here.”

“I will stay with you.” Mirza looked into his friend’s eyes and saw the anxiety there and looked away.

“Is it the potter’s daughter?” Iqbal asked. Mirza nodded his head.

“Yes. It is the potter’s daughter. She has taken possession of my entire being. My every breath cries for her and I cannot tear myself away from her.”

“Why do you not take her with you? God knows the old man, her father, will be happy enough to have her make a life with you.”

“I love her too much to do that to her. I will not insult my love by proposing that she come away as my concubine.”

“Marry her then. Men have married below their status before now.”

Mirza shook his head.

“You do not understand, I have four wives already, each of them loving and faithful and loyal. I cannot do them the injustice of seeking divorce, with no more a valid reason than my obsession with a beautiful young girl.”

Iqbal understood, at last, his friend’s predicament. He understood, too, that no purpose would be served by his staying on here in Hyderabad. If he was to serve his friend’s cause, he must go back to Bokhara and explain his friend’s plight to his wives. Then, if they truly loved him, one of them would make place for the girl.

“I must prepare for the morning’s departure.” Mirza looked away, not wishing his friend to see his relief at his going.

Before the caravan left the next morning, Mirza went around, exchanging farewells. Some avoided his eyes as they said goodbye, others cried openly and a few begged him to come with them. To all he gave the same gentle smile. He watched the departing caravan from the serai gate till all that was left to see were the clouds of dust raised by the animals. He felt no grief, no sense of loss at the departure, only the hope with which he greeted each dawn, the hope that today, at last, he would be vouchsafed a glimpse of his beloved Sohni.

Then, as the days drifted into weeks and the weeks into months, and he did not see his beloved, the hope turned, at last, into an all-prevading despair which, like a terrible monster, gnawed at his heart and filled him with an intense, unrelenting pain – a pain from which he could get no reprieve, no respite. He became a man possessed. He forgot to eat, forgot to sleep. He forgot to wash or change his clothes. His beard, once neatly trimmed, became wild and unkept and coupled with the wildness in his eyes, gave him the look of one who had lost his mind. He took to wandering the streets of Hyderabad, of going down to the river Chenab and sitting on its bank, staring into the waters.

Yusuf saw the change in his guest and was saddened by it. He tried to remonstrate, to make him see reason, but to no avail. Finally, he left him alone.

One evening, long after it was dark, Mirza returned from his wandering, to find another guest in the serai. He sat on the steps of the verandah, a cup of wine in his hands, watching his attendant cook his evening meal. It was a pleasant evening and Mirza would have liked to sit out in the courtyard too. But he did not want to intrude on the stranger and, so, made towards his room. As he approached the steps, the stranger called out to him.

“Good evening. You must be Mirza Izzat Baig from Bokhara,” and Mirza knew that Yusuf had talked about him. “I have heard of you and I am honoured to meet you. The night is young. Why don’t you join me for a cup of wine?”

“I am honoured to meet you too and thank you for your invitation, but I do not drink.”

“You do not know what you miss,” the stranger said and Mirza smiled at his jest.

“At least sit with me for a while.”

“That I will do, with pleasure.”

The stranger made place for him on the steps and Mirza sat down beside him. There was no further conversation for sometime and the stranger took a few sips from his cup. Then he cleared his throat and spoke again.

“You are a troubled man, deeply troubled. Yusuf has told me of it and I can see it in your eyes. Take a few sips: it will soften your pain.”

Mirza shook his head.

“Try it. Take a sip. If you do not like it, you can always let it be.”

He held out his cup to Mirza. Mirza, not wishing to appear churlish, took the proffered cup and took a small sip. It was sweet and not unpleasant to the tongue and, when it went tingling down his body, he felt a comforting warmth flow through him. He took another sip and then another and then quaffed down what remained in the cup. The stranger smiled and took the empty cup from Mirza’s hands and refilled it.

While he waited, Mirza felt the warmth spread through his body. He felt a lightening of the mind and, at last, the pain softened a little and became bearable.

Long into the night, Mirza and the stranger sat on the verandah steps. They made little conversation as they drank cup after cup of the wine. At last, declining the stranger’s invitation to dinner, Mirza lurched to his feet and staggered back to his room. He threw himself on his cot and fell, at once, into a deep, drunken sleep. Visions of Sohni came to haunt him, as they always did, but they were no longer visions of despair, visions of never seeing her again, of Sohni turning away from him. In these visions she came willingly to him and smiled at him. She sat beside him and spoke to him. Sometimes, when he held out his arms, she let him hold her against his chest. He awoke in the morning with a heavy head, but he did not mind, for the pain in his heart had numbed a little.

He lived now, only for the approach of darkness so that he could drown himself, once more, in wine. He knew he was destroying himself and yet, he could not stop, because it was the liquor alone that brought him comfort. It was a short step to begin drinking in the day too and he took it, soon enough. With this step, he destroyed what little dignity and self-respect had been left to him. He would stagger around the streets barefooted, his clothes stained and tattered and the street urchins would follow him, laughing and jeering and clapping their hands, sometimes pelting him with stones. But he paid them no heed. He lived only for a glimpse of Sohni and the glorious visions that came to him, when at last he fell into a drunken stupor.

His face became so gaunt, that it was frightening to look upon and his body was reduced to a frame of skin and bones. His clothes hung loosely upon him, as upon a scarecrow, and his face and body remained caked with grime. There was a constant dribble down the sides of his mouth and white blobs in the corner of his eyes. His feet were chapped and his soles covered with festering blisters. And, yet, each morning, he presented himself at Tulla’s shop and bought more pots till Tulla had no pots to sell. At his wife’s greedy prompting, Tulla bought inferior pots – third-rate ones made by third-rate potters – and sold them at exorbitant prices to the besotted Mirza. Mirza made no comment and paid what he was asked – his eyes, all the time, fixed on the interior of the shop, still hoping that Sohni would appear.

Mirza’s money ran out. He sold his hoard of pots at half the price and he sold the few belongings that were still left to him, so that he could buy still more pots and still more wine.

All of Hyderabad buzzed with talk about the transformation that love had wrought in the rich, handsome prince. At first, the talk was all amusement and mockery at the demented fool. He was mad, they said and what he did was madness, so he deserved no pity, no compassion. But as time went on, the amusement and mockery turned to awe at the strength of his great love and people began to regard him with something akin to admiration. By implication, they held Sohni responsible for this transformation and there was a hint of hostility in their voices when they spoke of her or met her.

Sohni saw their looks and heard their talk and she smarted at the unfairness of it all. How could they be so blind, she thought bitterly, how could they hold her to blame? She had done nothing to encourage him, or lead him on. The moment she had read his intention, she had quietly stepped aside. How could they hold her responsible for what the wretched man had done to himself? A deep, smouldering anger built up inside her and she longed to confront the man. This longing became a determination that would not be denied.

One night, long after her parents were asleep, Sohni wrapped her head in a covering and quietly let herself out into the street. It was a bright moonlit night, but mercifully, the street was deserted. She hurried to the serai. The huge door of the serai was closed, but not bolted, and she pushed it open with some effort. The door creaked as it moved and in answer to the sound, a horse, tethered in the courtyard, neighed and pawed the ground with his hooves. Sohni paused, and her heart stood still. She was sure the sound was loud enough to wake the sleeping and she would be discovered. She had an overwhelming urge to turn and run. But then the determination to meet the man face to face, came upon her again, strong and clear, and she stepped into the serai.

She looked around carefully, first at the outhouses and then the courtyard; there was no movement there, except for the restless shuffling of the horse. Her eyes stopped at a long row of rooms, each opening off a verandah. She knew that these were the apartments occupied by travellers and she would find Mirza in one of them.

The verandah was bathed in bright moonlight and she could see each joint in the stone paving. Each room had a large barred window, open now because of the summer heat and, as she stopped at the first window and looked in, she saw shafts of moonlight falling through the window onto the occupant of the bed. He slept with his face towards the open window and she saw that it was not the man she sought.

She moved swiftly to the next window. The occupant slept with his back to her. She waited patiently for him to turn towards the window. But the moments ticked away. As she stood there, wondering what she should do, the silence of the night was broken by the sound of someone coughing. The sound startled her and she slid quickly into the shadows. Her heart beat wildly. She had pushed her luck too far: she would be discovered. But even as the fear came upon her, the coughing went on and on – a long, long spell of wracking cough. The pain in it touched her and she turned and ran down the verandah to the room from which the sound came. The door was ajar and she went inside. There was a pitcher on the window sill and a cup beside it and she turned and filled the cup with water. As she did so, she noted with wry amusement, that both the pitcher and the cup had been made by her.

She turned back to the bed and putting her hand, gently, under the man’s neck, lifted his head and held the cup to his lips.

“Drink,” she said. He sipped at the cup and his cough was stilled. She lowered his head upon the pillow and as she did so, he turned his face to her. The moonlight fell full upon his face and she saw, at last, that this was Mirza.

Time stopped. Sohni stepped back, overcome by the transformation that love had wought upon this man. She looked at his matted hair, his wild unkept beard, now streaked generously with grey. She saw the gauntness of his face, the wildness in his eyes and the lines of misery and pain that criss-crossed his face. She saw the pathetic, skeletal frame of his body and the poor state of his clothes. She remembered the way he had been when she had first seen him – strong and proud, handsome and richly attired, and she could not believe that he had become what he had become.

He smiled up at her then and his face was transformed. And she saw in him a little of the man she had first seen. In a voice, which was so soft that she had to lean down to hear the words, he said:

“It is so real, this dream I dream of you. It is as if I could reach up and touch your beloved face.”

Her heart went out to the miserable man and all the pain that he had been through. She knelt beside him.

“It is no dream,” she said. “I am here with you.” She put her hand on his forehead and he reached up and took it and held it in his own. And all the time, a small, beatific smile played at his lips. As he held her hand, the enormity of his love quite overcame her, and she put her head beside his head on the pillow and wept.

“Do not weep,” he said putting his hand gently on her cheek. “I want your love,” he said. “And if I cannot have that, I do not want your pity or your compassion.”

She did not speak, and after a while, her tears stopped and her weeping was stilled. She wiped her tears.

“Make room for me,” she said, in an urgent whisper and he moved his body to the edge of the cot. She lay down beside him and he cradled her in his arms and as she lay there, she felt greater warmth, greater peace, than she had ever known. And cradled in each other’s arms, their hearts beating each to each, she drifted off, at last, into a deep untroubled sleep.

He lay awake, looking into her sleeping face, marvelling at her presence, not willing to believe that this could be. Then, in the early hours of the morning, he shook her gently awake. “It is time to go,” he said.

She lingered for a moment and then rose from the bed.

“Will you come again?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said and, with one quick backward glance, she was gone.

She came again the next night and he took her in his arms and held her close. He kissed her lightly on her head, her cheeks, her lips and felt her arms tighten around him. Her lips found his and she kissed him, first lightly and then with increasing passion. His hands caressed her body and he saw, in her responses, urgency as deep as his. But at the last moment he drew away.

“Sohni,” he said, “I must tell you something.”

“Hush,” she said, “this is no moment for words. Save them for another day.” And she drew his head down and kissed him full on the lips again and he let the waves roll over him.

Then, when their loving was done, they slept. He woke her again, when it was time, and she slipped on her clothes and kissed him lightly on the brow, before she left.

“Will you come tonight?” he asked, not daring to believe she would and she chuckled softly and said, “Need you ask?” And she was gone.

Yusuf saw the blood stains on the sheet in the morning, but held his peace. He washed out the blood and offered no comment. He saw his guest sit before a mirror and trim his beard and bathe and change his clothes; the old man knew what had happened, but still kept quiet.

When he was done with his ablutions, Mirza turned to the caretaker and said, “Give me something to eat, Yusuf. I am so hungry, I could eat a horse.” And when the old man set the food before him, Mirza did eat as if he could eat a horse. The old man smiled silently to himself. And later in the morning, when he saw the shards of broken wine cups and wine jars piled up in the verandah outside Mirza’s room and saw the stains the wine had made on the floor as it dribbled across the paving stones, he sent a silent prayer to heaven that this would last.

The lovers met each night and made love each night, as if there would be no other. Then, at the end of the week, as she turned to go, Mirza reached out and caught Sohni’s hand and held her back. “This is not enough,” he whispered, “this coming together like thieves in the darkness of the night. I want more, I need more. I need to meet you in the day to see your face. I need to talk of all the things that lovers talk about.”

“And have me become the talk of the town?” she snapped back, but in her heart she knew that he was right. She, too, had begun to crave what he did. These meetings at night had become insufficient now.

“There is a thick copse of trees on the left bank of the river, two miles from the town. It is a haunted place and no one goes to it. We could meet there. Will you wait for me there?”

“Today and every day. And if you do not come, it is no matter, for I will know that it is only because you cannot come and you will come when you can.”

And so they met, in the copse, when they could. They would talk of all the things that lovers talk about and more. At last, they felt they knew each other. They would make love, passionate and fulfilling love, but the making of love ceased to be the focus of their meetings. They learnt much from each other, especially she from him, because he was older and more experienced of the world.

“We are burdened by our mortality,” he said to her one day. “And in all that we do and in all that we try to achieve, we fight this mortality, hoping somehow to become immortal. But it is all futile! The only measure of immortality that we can ever gain, is in the way we affect the lives of others. If we are good to them, the good comes back to us. So we must learn to curb all that is evil and hurtful in us and only let our goodness go out to others.”

And at another time he said, “We are all playthings in the hands of destiny. But we do not believe this. We dream and we plot and plan to make our dreams come true. Then, with one sweep of the hand, Allah dashes all our dreams and all our schemes to pieces. All that we must do, is make the most of what we have, make the most of now.”

They learnt of each other’s habits and each other’s preferences. He learnt that, though she did not attach much importance to food, there was one delicacy that she could not resist: Mahasheer, caught fresh from the river, roasted lightly on a thin piece of slate and sprinkled lightly with lemon juice and salt. He took to catching fish while he waited for her and, when she came, cooked it for her. As he watched her eat, all the love of the world was in his eyes and when the juices dribbled down the side of her mouth as she ate, he reached out and wiped them away, as gently as you would wipe the mouth of a child.

It was a safe place, the corpse, and as Sohni had said, no one came close to it. For months, their meetings remained screened from the eyes of others. Then, lulled into a false security by the safety of the place, the lovers became careless. Their comings and goings were noticed, first by one, and then by many others and soon Hyderabad was buzzing with the gossip.

It was not long before the gossip reached Tulla’s ears. “People talk of Sohni and Mirza,” he said to his wife one night when he was sure that Sohni had gone to sleep, “and it is not well that they talk.”

The old woman had seen the stars in her daughter’s eyes but had not read their meaning. She had deceived herself into believing that the gleam was the natural result of oncoming womanhood.

“People have seen them alone together and it is said they are lovers.” The woman did not say anything but she knew the truth of what her husband said as surely as if she had seen them with her own eyes.

“What will we do now?” the old man said and there was great weariness in his voice. “Our honour is all that we have and that too has been reduced to dust.”

“It is not too late. We must take matters in hand and arrange her marriage as quickly as we can.”

“Who will marry her now, when all know that she has become Mirza’s plaything?”

The old woman knew this to be true. They had known that their daughter was beauteous beyond compare, so beautiful that she drew admiring glances wherever she went; that people were compelled to look at her again when they had looked at her once. They had hoped that with such beauty, she would marry well. Of course, they were pragmatic people, Tulla and his wife, and they knew that even with her great beauty, there would be no handsome prince waiting in the wings, to come and claim her. But they had hoped that she would find a handsome young man in their community, who would love and cherish her and give her all the happiness he could. But this hope, too, was now dashed to the ground.

The mother cast her mind around and she knew that they had just one chance – Sheru, the son of Baba Nizam, her husband’s cousin. He was a widower, much older than Sohni, ugly, surly, indolent and given much to wine. His parents had made a bid for Sohni’s hand two years ago, a bid that Tulla and his wife had brushed gently and firmly aside. But all their gentleness had been of no avail, because Nizam had taken the refusal to heart and, smarting under the insult, had cut off all contact with Tulla’s family. Yet, in spite of all this, Nizam was their only hope. They must put all their dreams, their self-respect aside and grovel at Nizam’s feet and beg for Sheru’s hand. He might still refuse, but the old woman thought otherwise because she had often seen the burning lust in Sheru’s eyes as he cast them over Sohni’s young body.

“There is Sheru,” she said, “you could throw yourself at brother Nizam’s feet and beg forgiveness for our refusal.”

Tulla turned sick at these words and felt an ache in his heart. He knew Sheru well, knew his surly temper. He knew his sister-in-law Rukhsana too, greedy and grasping and vicious. What chance would his Sohni have of any happiness in that household?

“You do not know what you say. She will be miserable and unhappy for all her days,” he said.

“What chance will she have of happiness here, condemned to eternal spinsterhood, condemned to the jibes and taunts of all her neighbours? Her life will be a greater misery here with us.”

Tulla pondered over his wife’s words. She was right. Far better that she go to Nizam’s house as Sheru’s bride. He sighed.

“I will go to Nizam tomorrow,” he said and turning away from his wife, pretended to sleep.

Early the next morning, before it was light, Tulla took a bundle of food and what poor gifts could be rustled up at such short notice for his cousin’s family, and set out on his unhappy task. In spite of his age and his shuffling gait, the need to be done with it, lent wings to his feet and he made good time. He stopped at mid-morning for his meal. It was a beautiful spot under a sprawling tree, on a little plateau, overlooking a broad sweep in the river. The heady fragrance from thousands of wild flowers perfumed the air. There was the constant murmur of bees as they went about their honey gathering and the cheerful chirping of myriads of birds. But Tulla’s heart was not in the world around him and he did not notice its beauty.

What had he done to deserve this? He had worked diligently and taken pride in his work and, even though times had been hard, he had been content with his lot. He had been a dutiful husband, a loving father and an active member of his community. He had always been polite and courteous and never done any man harm by thought, word or deed. He had done nothing to deserve this fate. Then the memory of Mirza, the poor besotted Mirza, stole upon his mind and he remembered how he had sold him poor quality pots at outrageous prices.

He had exploited Mirza’s madness without a qualm. The food turned bitter in his mouth and he could not swallow it. He spat it out and tied up, in a bundle, what remained of it.

He shouldered his bundles and set out again upon his way. He came, in the early afternoon, to Amloh, Nizam’s village. The street dogs barked at his approach and the people came to their doors to see him pass. They all knew him and in the past, whenever he had come, they had invited him into their homes to spend a few minutes with them. Now they stood at their doorways, watching with wariness in their eyes, and the few who greeted him, did so in a close, guarded manner. He knew that a difficult time lay ahead for him.

Majid, Nizam’s younger brother, stood at the door and when Tulla was within earshot, he said, “You have taken your time in coming.”

Tulla’s heart quaked at these words. They could only mean that the family knew of Sohni’s disgrace, that they had discussed the situation and considered the possibility of Tulla coming to them. Attitudes would have hardened with this discussion.

Nizam sat on a cot in the verandah, fanning himself with a reed fan. He made no effort to get up to greet his cousin. “What brings my cousin here, after all these years?” he asked and Tulla knew he had no choice but to come straight to the point.

“I come to ask for Sheru’s hand in marriage for my Sohni.”

“Never,” Rukhsana cried in scorn. “What makes you think that I would take that harlot for my daughter-in-law?” There was such contempt, such hatred in the words that Tulla’s heart churned, again, for his daughter.

“Shut your mouth, woman,” Nizam said sharply, “and leave men’s talk to men.”

Tulla saw a glimmering of hope in his cousin’s words.

“You are my nearest relative, and more than that, my closest friend. Who will come to my aid in my time of trouble if you will not? We are one family, brother Nizam, and I beg you to protect my honour. I beg you, I beseech you, do not turn me away.”

“And where was this honour when you turned me away? I was not good enough for you then. I am good enough now that you want to be rid of the leavings of another man.”

“Quiet Sheru, you will get a chance to have your say,” Nizam said. “And close the door. Tulla is right. This is a family matter – we do not want the neighbours to listen in on us.”

Sheru turned and closed the door. When he returned, Tulla shot him an ingratiating smile.

“We were wrong to have turned down a fine upright lad like Sheru,” Tulla said and the bile rose within him at this blatant falsehood; he had to swallow hard to keep from being sick. “We know our folly now. If we had not been so foolish then, we would not have had to see this terrible day.” He turned to Nizam again.

“Help me, brother Nizam, save me from disgrace.” He took the turban from his head and put it at Nizam’s feet. “My honour, the honour of my family, is in your hands,”

Nizam reached down and picked up the turban and placed it back on Tulla’s head. “Come, come brother, there is no need for that, not with me. Sheru what do you have to say?”

They all turned to look at Sheru and Tulla saw in his eyes what his wife had seen so long ago – the wild, naked lust for Sohni’s body. Sickened by what he saw, he looked away.

“Well, if it will save the family honour, and if you endorse it, I will take the girl as my wife. But it must be made clear to her that I will not stand for any nonsense.”

“Once you are married, she will be yours, only yours, and if you are displeased, you can do with her what you will.” Even as he spoke, he hated himself for what he said. He knew that he had, in one stroke, reduced Sohni to this terrible man’s chattel.

“The matter is settled then. We accept your proposal.”

Rukhsana snorted but Nizam shot her such an angry look, that she did not dare to speak.

“When will the marriage be?” Nizam asked.

“A week from now. I will go back and settle the matter with the maulvi.”

A glass of milk was offered to the visitor and some snacks, and his poor presents were accepted with a show of graciousness.

Two hours later, Tulla hurried homeward, relieved that Sohni was, at last, to be married and that the gossip would be stilled, but heavy at heart with knowing what lay ahead for her in her new home.

The news of her impending marriage was kept from Sohni for as long as it was possible to do so. Even the gold border to her bridal veil was stitched on in the neighbour’s house. But three days later, when Sohni came home, she saw her mother putting some clothes away in the wooden box under her bed.

“What is that, mother?” she asked.

“Your bridal suit.”

“My bridal suit! I am to be married and I know nothing about it? Who is the bridegroom to be?”

“Your cousin Sheru.”

“The same Sheru who was not good enough for me? I will never marry that horrible man.”

“Do not bring further disgrace to us by refusing this match. God knows you have brought enough disgrace upon us already.”

“Disgrace? I have done nothing to disgrace you, mother. I have loved a man above all men and done no more than what all lovers do. There is no disgrace in that.”

“There is, when your love does not end in holy matrimony.”

“How do you know it will not end thus? We have not talked of marriage because we have felt no need for it. Our love has been sacred enough not to feel the need for any further sanctity. But now that you speak of it, I assure you that giving my love the name of marriage, is an easy matter.”

The old woman’s heart went out to her child. How simple she was and how naïve!

“Oh Sohni, Sohni,” she said and going up to her daughter, attempted to put her arm around her. But the girl pushed her roughly away.

“Don’t you see, my child, that he is using you? If he had meant well by you, he would have come a long time ago and asked for your hand in marriage. Your father and I would have been happy to give our consent. But no, he has not come because he has no intention of coming. You are his plaything, he is using you, and when he tires of you, he will discard you and take another.” She saw the hurt spring up in her daughter’s eyes and all at once, she was tired of it all and her knees threatened to give way under her. She went back to the cot and sat down upon it.

Sohni came to her mother then, and kneeling down upon the floor at her feet, looked up into her face.

“Don’t say that, mother. Do what you will, marry me to who you will and I will go without protest to the home you assign me, but don’t ever say that. For by saying so, you insult my love, you humiliate me and destroy the very core of my existence.”

There was such pain in her eyes, that the mother put her hand on her head. Sohni buried her face in her mother’s lap and the old woman caressed her hair. Poor child, poor, poor child, she was too young to have to live with so much pain.

After a moment, Sohni lifted up her head and looked again into her mother’s eyes. “If it were true what you say, if he thought of me as a mere plaything, would he have become the way he did?”

The mother’s mind went back to the derelict that Mirza had once become and she remembered how one and all had talked, with reverence, of the great love that had brought him to this sorry pass. Sohni was right – if Mirza had merely been using her, he would not have let himself become what he had. He would have merely shrugged his shoulders, when he failed to have his way with her, and moved on to another pretty girl. She made up her mind at once.

“If he comes within forty-eight hours and speaks for you, I will not go through with this marriage. Though God alone knows, what Nizam will do to your father and to me.”

Sohni sprang to her feet, drew her mother into a tight embrace, then gave her a quick kiss on her cheek and ran from the room.

It was a hot afternoon. Having spent all morning waiting for his beloved, Mirza had, at last, curled up under the shade of a tree and gone to sleep. But half of him still waited for her and listened for the sounds of her approach and when, half asleep, he heard the sound of a dry twig snapping underfoot, he knew that she had at last come, and he was instantly awake.

He saw the anxiety on her face before she spoke and knew what she was going to say. He had known that it would come. Unable to offer her marriage, unable to take her away with him, he had known that it was only a matter of time before she was wed to another and sent away to her new home.

“You are to be wed to another,” he said and she stopped in her tracks and looked at him with bewilderment.

“How did you know?”

“I read it in your face.”

She was quiet for a while and then she said, “My mother says that if you will come and speak for me by tomorrow evening, ask for my hand in marriage, she will break off this engagement. It is much that she offers us.”

“Yes, it is much that she offers us.” He put his arm around her shoulder and led her gently to their favourite spot. Once they were seated, side by side, his arm still around her shoulder, she turned to him again.

“You will come?” she asked and there was no trace of doubt in her voice.

“I cannot,” he said softly. “I am already married.”

“I know that,” she said. “But our law permits a man to take more than one wife.”

“Our law permits a man to take four wives and I have four wives, all loyal and loving and devoted. I will not do one of them the injustice of seeking a divorce so that I can make way for you.”

The understanding of his predicament dawned upon her and she turned to him with a strange, wild frenzy in her eyes and in her voice. “Take me away, then, as your servant. I will be content to take my place with the other servants and serve you as they serve you. I will be content with whatever scraps, leftovers come my way and with sleeping upon the floor – God knows, I have been content with less. I will make no demands upon your love, upon your attention or your time, content only with the fleeting glimpse of you that may be vouchsafed to me from time to time.” Her voice broke and he saw the gleam of tears in her eyes. He took her hand and held it to his lips.

“I will not demean you nor demean myself, by doing this. If I did this to you, I would belittle our love and I would become nothing in my own eyes. I tried to tell you all this the first time I took you, but you would not let me speak. And afterwards it did not matter.”

She turned to him, with a small sad smile. “It would not have mattered even then. I would have still done what I did – given myself to you with no thought of the future, thinking only of now.”

They were silent again and once more, he put his arm around her shoulder and drew her close.

“Remember what you once said? ‘All that we can do is to make the most of what we have’. Well, I made the most of what I had and I am content. As for the future, let it come, I will make the most of what it gives me.”

He drew her tight against his chest and kissed her and then he lowered her to the ground and they made love one last time, there, in their grove.

All through that day and the next, her mother watched her as she went about her work. There was lightness in her step, and buoyancy in her spirit and the mother was sure that Sohni had spoken to her lover and an understanding had been reached. She was sure that Mirza would soon appear at their doorstep and ask for Sohni’s hand. But the second day, too, slipped away and at dusk, she began to worry about whether she had read too much into her daughter’s stance and manner. At last, she could bear the uncertainty no longer and drawing her daughter aside, she asked, “Did you speak to him?”

“Yes. He cannot marry me. He has four wives already, all such wonderful women that he cannot bear to do injustice to them. I offered to go away with him as his concubine, his slave, but he said he could not insult our love, could not insult me by doing this.”

The mother was silent. Anger flared up within her, anger at her daughter’s destiny, at her daughter’s lover and then she realized that her rage was an impotent rage. Then it slipped away from her and was replaced by a sense of sheer helplessness. She looked at her daughter and felt an overwhelming urge to draw her close and hold her to her heart and cry.

As if sensing this urge, Sohni went to her mother and embraced her. But before the old woman could break down and weep, Sohni said: “Do not worry, mother. In this brief span of time, I have been given more happiness than others are given in a lifetime. I am content. I will make Sheru a fine wife and give him a little of the happiness that I have accumulated.”

Still, the uncertainty did not leave the old woman, but in the face of her daughter’s attitude, she could not find it in her heart to rail against destiny, or weep in helplessness. And when she saw her daughter take an active interest in the preparations for the wedding, she forced herself to put aside all her own doubts, her dark forebodings for the future, and worked with all her heart and soul to ensure that the wedding went off well.

It was a simple wedding but a good one. Tulla, as all fathers do on such occasions, borrowed money from whomever he could, mortgaged what was left of his future, to ensure that the clothes and jewellery he gave his daughter were of the best, that the hospitality he lavished on his guests would long be remembered and that the presents he gave the bridegroom’s party would speak of his generosity.

When the maulvi asked Sohni if she would take Sheru as her husband, she answered without a moment’s hesitation and her assent came in a loud, clear, ringing voice.

At last the feasting was over and it was time for the doli to leave. With tearful farewells, the bride was escorted to the little wooden palanquin and was borne away. No one noticed Mirza, standing in the crowd of spectators across the street.

Sohni remained true to what she had said to her mother. Even before the mehndi was dry on her hands, she took on all the household chores. She was up before anyone else and when the others awoke, they found that the cooking fires had been lit, the milk had been boiled and there was steaming hot tea waiting for them.

She had a cheerful smile and a warm greeting for all she met and a joke for the younger members of the household.

Soon she had made a place for herself in everyone’s heart and even her shrewish mother-in-law, who had been prepared to dislike her, admitted that they had not made such a bad bargain after all, and when the neighbours complimented her on the new bride, she could not help but feel proud. Sheru noticed none of these things. It was her youthful body that he had long desired and this body was now his. After the first few days, she led him gently on and made him see that loving was more than a mere bestial coupling of the bodies, and he experienced pleasure more beautiful and complete, than he had ever experienced before.

He went out frequently with his cronies and when he staggered home, no matter what hour it was, he found his bride waiting patiently for him to ensure that he did not go hungry to bed.

Though this did not change his drinking habits, it did soften his attitude towards his wife.

“Don’t wait up for me.” he said gruffly, one day. “Just leave my food beside the bed. I will eat when I come.”

Of all the members of the household, it was her sister-in-law, Moti, who benefited from Sohni’s love. Moti was obese to the point of ugliness and this had made her, from an early age, the butt of much mockery and ridicule. As a result, she had grown up to be a morose and bitter individual and her parents, with the best will in the world, had not been able to find a husband for her, adding further to her bitterness. She had a sharp, malicious tongue and the fear of what she might say, made people leave her alone. Like her mother, Moti too had been prepared to hate her new sister-in-law.

Yet, when her sister-in-law came home, there was nothing in her that she could dislike. Sensing Moti’s unhappiness, Sohni made a special effort to draw her out, and even though she was older, Sohni treated her like a younger sister. Soon the two of them were the best of friends and confidantes. Moti came to worship the ground that Sohni trod upon.

The little time that she could spare from her household work, Sohni spent in visiting her neighbours. The sick and the troubled, all received her special attention. There was something about her that made them share their troubles with her and made them happier for doing so. With the children, Sohni was never too busy to tell a story or play a game.

It was little wonder, then, that she became the centre of life in Amloh and everyone agreed that their lives were brighter with her coming. She had accumulated a vast store of love in her days with Mirza and with Mirza not there now to bestow it upon; she lavished it on all around her with spendthrift recklessness.

Back in the serai in Hyderabad, Mirza, too, tried to make the most of what was his lot. He decided to stay on in Hyderabad because here he could still hope to get some news of his beloved. Whenever a villager visited from Amloh, he would bring some tiny bit of news that would make the rounds of the town and finally reach Mirza’s ears.

He did, once in a while, visit Tulla but the old couple was so awkward and embarrassed in his presence that he did not go as often as he would have wished to. His finances had long since dried up and, at last, he turned to Yusuf and said, “I must look for a job. I need some money.”

“That is good, this desire to lead a productive life, but what kind of job is it that you can do?”

“Well, the job that I am best at doing is trading.”

The old man shook his head. “You need money to start trading. You must think of something else.”

Mirza thought for a while.

“Well, I can keep accounts.”

The old man’s face lit up with relief.

“There is some hope in that. Though this is not a large town, we do have some reasonably big traders. I am sure at least one of them will need an accountant.”

The next morning, armed with the names of all the traders in Hyderabad, Mirza set out to make his rounds. He returned in the early afternoon with a dejected look on his face.

“What is it, my friend?” Yusuf asked.

“It is no use,” Mirza said shaking his head. “The two big traders already have accountants. The others do their own accounting and have no need of an accountant.”

“Don’t worry. Be patient, something is bound to turn up soon.”

Yusuf’s words proved prophetic and something did indeed turn up. Tula Khan, a rich landlord, kept a large herd of cattle on the other side of the river. For the last year and a half, he had been without a suitable mahiwal, a cowherd. All those he had engaged earlier, had either been negligent in their work or frightened off by the Khan’s harsh words and his wife’s niggardly apportioning of food. He was now, again, without one, but word of his harshness and his wife’s miserliness had travelled abroad and none was willing to take on the job. The Khan was desperate and had hinted that he was prepared to pay much higher wages, but he had still found no one.

So, early the next morning, Yusuf and Mirza went across the river to the Khan’s estate. While they waited to be ushered into the Khan’s presence, Yusuf said in an urgent whisper, “Leave the talking to me.”

The Khan sat on a cot, smoking a hookah, while two servants sat at his feet, pressing his legs. He looked Mirza over carefully, the way he would a buffalo that he intended to buy at a cattle fair. The two friends stood silently. When he was done with his inspection, he removed the pipe of the hookah from his mouth. “Huh! You seem strong enough to handle the work. Have you worked as a mahiwal before?”

“No, your honour, but he has been among animals and knows their ways. He is diligent and hard working and will soon learn all there is to know.”

“Well we can give it a try.”

The pipe of the hookah went back into his mouth.

“Your honour, there is the small matter of the wages.” Yusuf said softly.

The Khan considered this then once again he drew out the pipe, and said, “What wage were you considering?”

Yusuf named an outrageous figure.

“What?” The Khan spluttered, going red in the face. “That is twice what I paid the last mahiwal.”

“And he lasted four days!” Yusuf reminded him.

“You are a wily old man,” the Khan said, looking at Yusuf with grudging respect. “You know I have no choice. Muhamada,” he said addressing one of the servants, “take the mahiwal and show him the cattle sheds. Then take him to his quarters.”

“How many rotis does he eat?” a shrill feminine voice spoke from the shadows.

“Shut your mouth, woman! Your obsession with rotis will be the ruin of us.”

Muhamada took them around the cattle sheds. It was a huge herd and for a while, Mirza despaired of ever being able to control it. Then he reminded himself that he had no choice. He was taken to his quarter – a modest room but more than enough for his needs.

“The midday meal is at eleven at the big house. Be sure not to be late or you will go hungry,” Muhamada called out to him as he walked away.

After a shaky start, Mirza began to find his feet. He learnt to do all that he was expected to. He drove the cattle out to pasture in the morning and drove them back again in the evenings. He led them down to the river and, after they had wallowed in the water, scrubbed them clean. He learnt to know each one individually and they responded to him with trust and love. He learnt to conduct calvings and to look after the mother and the calf till they were able to look after themselves. When one of his herd was ill, he would sit up all night, a comforting hand on the sick animal’s flanks. While his animals grazed, he sat back in the shade of a tree and gave himself upto thoughts of Sohni.

At the end of three months, the Khan sat back with relief. He had found his mahiwal at last and mustn’t lose him on any account. Even the Khan’s wife began to give the new mahiwal extra delicacies to eat. But when she found out that he gave them away to the other farm hands, she stopped doing this. The Khan gave Mirza a fine set of clothes on the next festive day, but was much chagrined to find another farm hand wearing them a few days later. He shook his head: he was a strange man, this mahiwal, and he would never understand him. The Khan always addressed Mirza as mahiwal, and taking their cue from him, the other farm hands too began to do the same. His real name was forgotten and people did not know him by any name other than the one he had been given by the Khan. Mahiwal did not mind, he had long ceased to attach any importance to names.

Like Sohni, Mahiwal too, came to lavish his love and attention on those around him. His needs were simple and he always had much to spare, which he gave away. He gave of his time with equal generosity and came to be loved, respected and admired in that little pastoral community.

Sometimes he would take a day off and go to Hyderabad to meet his old friend, Yusuf. Sometimes he would glean some news of Sohni and, like a miser, he would hoard it up carefully in some hidden reserve of his mind. Then, back at the farm, when he was sure that he was alone, he would bring it out to his consciousness and examine it carefully, again and again, and find joy in it.

In Bokhara, things did not go too well for Mirza’s family. His agents managed his affairs well enough and his trade did not languish, but they did not have the imagination that he had had and, in his absence, were not willing to take risks. While the other merchant princes surged ahead, Mirza’s business remained where it was and his household soon lost its place in the front rank of the trading families.

On the domestic front, too, matters had begun to sour. Irked by his long absence, the wives looked for targets to vent their anger and frustration upon, and found them in each other. There was increasing friction between the four. Where before they had been placid, even tempered women, they now became shrewish. They now began to raise their voices, which they had never done before, and use words they had never before used. They would fly into a temper at the slightest provocation, sometimes real, more often imagined, and hot, bitter scenes would follow.

Ayesha, the youngest, stormed out of a particularly vicious quarrel one day, and as she came into the courtyard, saw Iqbal standing there, his head bowed, quite overcome by what he had just witnessed. “You were with him,” Ayesha said bitterly. “You must know. What is it that keeps him from us? Does he not know what his absence is doing? Why does he not return?”

Iqbal saw in Ayesha’s cry of pain and rage, his long awaited opportunity to speak of his friend’s plight.

“He cannot come, mistress. He is in love.”

“In love? You are not in earnest. That cannot be enough to hold him back. If it was only that, why does he not bring her back, here to Bokhara?

As simply and directly as he could, Iqbal told his mistress of his friend’s predicament.

“Why did you not tell me this before?” she asked.

“I was afraid that you would be angry.”

“Afraid? And all this while, he has been alone with his pain and misery. Wait for me here.” She went across the courtyard to her apartment and returned, a moment later, with her burqa.

“Come with me,” she said as she tied on the headpiece and he followed her out into the streets to the Mir-Arab Mosque. Through the gates she went and up the narrow flight of steps, leading to the maulvi’s modest apartment, and all the while he followed, a few steps behind. Ayesha knocked at the door and the maulvi bade her come in.

“Why Ayesha, my child, what is the matter?” he said, getting to his feet. “There was no need for you to come here. You know you could have sent for me.” Not only was the maulvi the spiritual advisor to Mirza’s family but also a friend of many years’ standing.

“I want khula,” Ayesha said, her words sharp and abrupt.

The maulvi stepped back at the sharpness of her tone. “Come, come my child,” he said, attempting to lead Ayesha to a seat. “I know that you are distraught. Take hold of yourself. Things are not as bad as they seem. Mirza has been a devoted and loving husband. He will be back soon and everything will be alright.”

“Nothing will be alright,” Ayesha said with bitterness. “I am a young woman and the blood gushes hot and passionate in my veins. I have needs that can no longer be denied. I can wait no more for a husband who has abandoned me these last two years.”

The maulvi was at a loss for words and seeing her advantage, Ayesha pressed her point home.

“You know that he has abandoned me. You know that I am entitled to khula. Would you deny me this and have me go to the qazi?”

“You are determined then?”

“Yes, quite determined.” And from the firmness of her voice the maulvi knew that her mind was quite made up.

“You shall have it.”

“I want it soon. I want it tomorrow.”

Again the maulvi sensed the steely resolve in her voice.

“You shall have it tomorrow. The document will be delivered to you tomorrow morning, duly signed and witnessed.”

As they went back through the streets, his mistress spoke to Iqbal in urgent whispers through her veil.

“Tell no one of this, Iqbal, I command you. And make ready to be on your way as soon as the document is delivered. My husband must not suffer his misery any longer.”

Iqbal busied himself for the rest of the day in preparation for his journey and when the document was delivered the next morning, he took it from his mistress and was on his way.

Mirza sat on the riverbank looking into the swirling waters, when he heard the sound of approaching hoofbeats. He looked up and saw, in the distance, three horsemen galloping along the river.

As they came closer, he recognized the leader. It was Iqbal. He got to his feet and ran towards the horseman. Iqbal threw himself from his horse and, still gasping for breath, he said, “It is done, master. You can at last come home. My mistress, Ayesha, has obtained khula. He held the sealed document out to Mirza. Mirza took it gently from his hand and drew him into a warm embrace and held him close, till Iqbal had regained his breath.

“Your mistress Ayesha is truly blessed.” He paused. Then looking his friend full in the face, he said, “I cannot return. It is too late. Sohni is married to another and all that I can do is to wait here for some news of her.” It took a while for Iqbal to absorb his master’s words.

“Married to another? Well then, she must divorce him and marry you.”

“It would be a sin. She married of her own free will and they were good to her by offering her marriage when she was in disgrace and no one else would have her.”

Iqbal was quite overcome by these words. After all these years of waiting, after all the misery and pain that his love had caused to all who loved him, his master now spoke to him of sin. Something snapped within him and forgetting all his normal reserve, his love and devotion to his master, Iqbal lashed out at him.

“Sin? You call it sin? Have you no idea of the pain and misery that you have spread all around you? You owe this to all who love you: to the girl, to your wives, to your friends and followers and, most of all, to my mistress Ayesha who has made this great sacrifice to bring you happiness.” Iqbal stopped suddenly, overcome by all that he had said. He looked into his friend’s face, his own suffused by a look of horror.

“Forgive me, forgive me master,” he said looking down at his feet. “I had no right to speak to you the way I did.”

Mirza embraced his friend.

“Who else would have the right to speak to me like this if not you? I comprehend the pain that I have caused to all who love me and I am sorry for it. But the causing of it was beyond my control. I am possessed of a ‘junoon’ and cannot help myelf.” He paused to catch his breath and then said: “Come, you must be tired and in need of rest and refreshment.”

He led them to his humble abode and welcomed them. Iqbal could not help but contrast Mirza’s present life with his life in Bokhara – the simple homespun clothes he wore with the rich embroidered silks that he had worn there, the simple spartan food served on earthenware platters with the rich fare that had been eaten from plates of gold and silver, the humble hut that Mirza lived in with the grand palace, which, for so long, had been his home. Yet, at the same time, he saw too the radiance on his master’s face and remembered the stiff, cold expression that it had worn in Bokhara.

Mirza read his thoughts and smiled. “I am content. Content and happy. I find myself more fulfilled, more complete than I ever was at Bokhara. It is as if there is a part of me I never knew there, that I have at last found here.”

The friends talked late into the night and all of the next day, and Mirza gave Iqbal messages and advice to take back to all in Bokhara. Then, a day later, when the three travellers and their horses were well rested, they made ready to start their homeward journey. It was a touching farewell because they all realized that this could well be their last meeting. As Iqbal put his foot into the stirrup, Mirza called out to him, “Here Iqbal, there is one last behest.” He drew a signet ring off his finger. It was a ring that had belonged to his father. He had worn it all his life, and even at the time of his greatest trouble had not thought of parting with it. He drew it off now and gave it to Iqbal.

“Give this to your mistress, Ayesha. Tell her that it is all I have to give. She has done so much for me. Yet ask her to do this one last thing. Ask her to wear this ring for me.”

Iqbal carefully put away the ring. Then he climbed into his saddle and, without a backward glance, he rode away.

Life went on. Sohni and Mahiwal had both succeeded in creating islands of idyllic happiness around themselves and it seemed they would live out their lives in these havens. But the Gods that be, willed otherwise and fate dealt them one last, dark card.

Mahiwal had taken his herd to a sand bank on the river, where they were wallowing in the water, revelling in its coolness. He stood knee-deep in water, scrubbing the animals. As he paused in his work for a few minutes and looked towards the other bank, he saw a woman, with pitchers balanced on her head and hips, come down to the water’s edge. There was something familiar in the figure and, in a flash, he knew who it was. His heart beat wildly and forgetting his herd, he plunged into the water and began to swim hard against its surge. He reached the other side just as the figure, the pots balanced carefully on her head, turned to go. She took one step.

“Sohni?” he called softly. She stopped in her tracks. She knew that voice but she had not thought she would hear it again. Was she awake or asleep?

“Sohni,” he called again, louder this time. The pitchers fell from her head and broke into a thousand pieces. She turned and ran to him.

He held her close and she clung to his wet body. He covered her head, and face with quick kisses. They did not speak; they could not. The moment stretched on and, when at last, the wild beating in their hearts was stilled; they drew away and looked long into each other’s faces.

“You are well,” he said at last, and smiled.

“You too, are well,” she said and smiled in answer. “What do you do here?”

“I am a mahiwal to the Khan’s herd at his farm, a mile down the opposite bank.”

“And my village is half a mile up this bank.”

They smiled again.

“And all this time we have not known that we were so close.”

“I knew that your village was somewhere close by but I did not think that I would come face to face with you like this.”

“And are you glad of it?”

“I am glad of it.”

“Then will you come again to meet me?”

Mahiwal hesitated and looked away. But after a while he looked back again and found her eyes still fixed on his face.

“You are married to another. It would be a sin for us to meet.”

“All I ask is to be able to look upon your face, to listen to your voice. There can be no sin in that.”

“If it will comfort you to look upon me, to listen to my voice, then I will come.”

“My pots are broken and I must make the trip again. You too, must go. Your cattle is getting restless as they wait.”

He held her briefly in his arms.

“That copse there,” he pointed to a thicket of young, close growing trees. “I will wait for you there. You must come only when it is safe for you to come and then, too, not always.”

“And if I do not come you will know that it is because I cannot.” They smiled at the memory of his words and he turned and plunged into the river. When he reached the other bank and turned to look, she had gone.

And so the lovers began to meet again, the way they had met at first, surreptitiously, like thieves in the night.

But there was now a difference to their meetings. There was none of the tremulous excitement of those early days. And even when they touched each other, it did not arouse passionate fires as it had done before. If they were not able to meet even for a month, it caused no restlessness and they were content to wait till the opportunity came their way. Mahiwal would swim across the river after the day’s work was done and wait in the copse for his Sohni. While he waited, he would catch a fish and cut and dress it and keep it ready to cook when she came. And when she did, he would light a fire and heat the piece of slate he had procured for this purpose and cook the fish. He would watch her by the glow of the fire, as she ate, and she saw again the love of the entire world reflected in his eyes.

But it was difficult for her to get away. On the nights her husband went out with his friends, which were still many, she could not hope to come, because she was never certain when he would return. And on others, there were often visitors and guests, or one of the family members, sleeping in the courtyard, through which she had to pass to reach the door. But sometimes, when her husband lay beside her, in deep sleep and the house was still and silent and the courtyard empty, she would steal forth in the dark and join her lover in the copse. They were brief meetings and it was as she had said – she was content to look upon his face in the dim light of the little fire and listen to his voice for an hour, never more, and then to steal back to her bed. They both drew strength from these meetings and perceived them as harmless.

One evening, after a particularly tiring day, Mahiwal reached the other side and decided to take a short nap. It would be still some time before Sohni came, and there would be time enough to wake up and catch a fish for her. So he wrung out his wet clothes, curled up under a tree and went to sleep. He was awakened, a short while later, by the sound of peals of thunder and claps of lightening and, even as he awoke, he heard the sound of the downpour and the roar of the raging river. He would catch no fish tonight, he thought sadly. Perhaps she would not come tonight, and if she did, he would tell her what had happened – and he was sure she would understand. It was so small a thing. And yet, when he pondered over it, he realized that it was not such a small thing after all. He had failed her. It was the only way he had of showing his love and he had failed in it. She would forgive him but he would never be able to forgive himself.

As the night drew on, panic seized him. He could not fail her. He must find a way out. Suddenly, a thought came to him and he acted on it. He took his knife and drawing up his tehmat, cut three slivers of flesh from his right thigh. Then he tore a strip of cloth from the edge of his tehmat and tied up his wound. She would come and eat her “fish” and never know the difference, and he would be content, knowing that he had paid the price for his failure.

She came, a short while later. The storm had abated, though a few drops of rain still fell from the sky. Under the shelter of a dense overhanging bough, he lit a fire and cooked the meat. When he was done, he handed her the first piece. She raised it to her lips and looked at him. His eyes were averted and he did not look straight at her. She lowered her hand, the food still untasted. “What is it?” she asked and he looked, at last, at her and knew that he could not go through with the deception.

“The fish,” he said and could say no more.

“Yes, what of the fish?” she asked looking down at the piece of white flesh in her hand.

“It is no fish at all. It is my flesh.”

She looked again into his eyes and he saw the bewilderment there. “I was tired when I came across and instead of catching the fish at once, I went to steep. When I awoke, the storm was raging and there was no possibility of catching a fish. I was overcome by a sense of failure. I could not forgo the pleasure of watching you eat. So I substituted my own flesh for the fish.”

She put the piece of flesh gently down upon the ground and looked at him again and he saw the understanding in her eyes.

“It is what I would have done for you. Show me your wound.”

He drew his 0 up again and undid the bandage. She touched the wound gently and at her touch, the blood came oozing up.

“Tie it up quickly. Tie it tight.” And he wrapped the blood soaked rag once again around his thigh and drew it tight and tied the ends.

“It will need the hakim’s skill,” she said. “And till it heals, you must not venture into the river. Wait for me, on the sandbank, where your cattle were that day, and I will come to you.”

So it was Sohni, now who went across the river to her Mahiwal, while he waited patiently upon the sandbank. She did not know how to swim and used an empty, upturned pitcher to carry her across, in clumsy bobbing movements.

Moti slept in the verandah outside her brother’s room. Early one morning, she awoke from a restless slumber. She closed her eyes and tried to go back to sleep again but sleep eluded her. She became aware of a soft footfall in the courtyard. She turned rigid with fear. A thief had stolen into the house. As she thought of what she must do, she was aware that someone stood at the foot of her bed looking down at her. She opened her eyes a little and almost gasped with surprise – it was Sohni who stood there, her wet clothes clinging to her body. Moti lay still and, after a while, Sohni stole away into her room.

Moti lay awake, thinking of the strange apparition she had seen. Why were Sohni’s clothes wet? The sky was clear and there had been no rain for days. It could only be that she had been in the river. But what was she doing in the river at this unearthly hour? She considered all the probabilities and, one by one, discarded them. She had no answer. The morning light painted the sky a gentle rose and Sohni, as always, was the first one up, attending to all the household chores. She went blithely about her work and made no mention of falling into the river said – it was as if she was unaware of it. Perhaps her sister was given to walking in her sleep, Moti thought at last. She had heard of this affliction. She must make sure of this and then seek the hakim’s help in effecting a cure.

Night after night, Moti lay awake, but for almost three weeks, Sohni did not stir from the house. Then, just as she was ready to dismiss the incident from her mind, it happened again.

Sohni came out of her room, picked up a pitcher and left the house. Moti followed her. It was a full moon night and the world was bathed in a strong, clear light. It was easy for Moti to follow Sohni down to the riverbank. Once there, she took cover behind a tree and watched her sister-in-law. She saw her turn the pitcher upside down and lower it into the water and then lower herself across it. Then with short quick movements of her arm, she launched herself into the river and steered herself across it. On a sandbank, on the other side, Moti saw something white gleaming in the moonlight and discerned a human figure. As Sohni approached the bank, the figure in white, got to his feet and Moti saw it was a man. He came down to the water’s edge and helped Sohni out of the water. Then, together, they walked across the sandbank and disappeared into the shadow of the tree that stood above it. Moti had seen all that she needed to see and hurried home. This was no incident of sleepwalking that she had seen: she thought bitterly, it was a breach of trust. She laid awake the rest of the night, pondering over what she had witnessed.

Sohni and Mahiwal sat under the trees and once again, he lit a fire and cooked the fish and watched her as she ate.

“The monsoon will soon be upon us and you must not come across the river. It will be tempting fate to try and cross the raging waters.”

“I know. I will come to you three days from now and then we will wait till the monsoon has abated. It will not be too long – we have waited sometimes for over a month, so to wait for two months or more will not be too difficult. By then your wound will have healed and I will not need to come across again. I will be glad for that, for each crossing has been more difficult than the last.” He put his arm around her shoulder and drew her close.

All through that morning, Moti’s mind went back to what she had seen. It was a lover Sohni went to meet, of that she was sure. Only that could explain the great risk she took each time she crossed the river and the radiance that glowed on her face after each meeting. But who was the man? She remembered the gossip she had heard just before her brother’s wedding – the talk of Sohni’s affair with the merchant prince from Bokhara; what was his name? What had happened to that man? No one knew. Sohni had wrapped them all in her spell and none of them had cared to keep track of what was happening. Perhaps he had not gone back at all. Perhaps Sohni had been meeting him all along.

Once she had started on this chain of thought, she could not rest and on the following day, sought a pretext to go into town. She made straight to the serai, where she was greeted by the old caretaker. “What is it you want?”

“I come to meet the merchant prince from Bokhara. I bring him tidings from Sohni.”

“Has she not done him enough harm already? From a merchant prince she has reduced him to Tula Khan’s mahiwal. What more does she intend to do to him? You can take the tidings to him yourself.” He turned and walked quickly away.

As she hurried home, Moti felt a seething rage stir within her, accompanied by a deep sense of betrayal. She had worshipped this woman, loved her above all others, and she had turned out to have feet of clay, to be no better than a harlot. She considered telling her brother, but knowing his temper, she knew that he would fly into a rage, kill Sohni, then go across the river and kill Mahiwal too. Then he would be hanged and the family would be left to cope with the grief of his loss and the disgrace of the whole affair. Perhaps she should tell her mother and let her work out a suitable punishment for the wanton woman. But she knew that her mother was anything but discreet. She would speak of it to someone and soon the whole world would know. No, it was up to her alone to wreak a suitable revenge. The thought of doing this, brought her sweet pleasure.

Moti was an intelligent woman and a persistent one. All day, her mind churned with various schemes. She considered each, plotted it out in great detail and then, for one or other reason, discarded it. By nightfall, she had her answer. Because of the impending rains, work on the making of pots had been suspended and those that were still in stock, had been shifted to her uncle’s shop in the heart of the nearby town. There were now, in the courtyard, only the few pots that would be required by the household during the monsoon months. When she knew herself to be unobserved, she took all the finished pitchers from the corner of the courtyard and put them under her mother’s bed. For the pitcher that Sohni used, she substituted a fragile, biscuited one. Then she waited. But that night Sohni did not go out. The next evening a storm began to build up and Moti was sure that Sohni would not attempt to cross the river that night. Yet, some instinct told her to go through the motions. Once again, she hid all the pitchers. Once again she replaced Sohni’s pitcher with the biscuit one.

Sohni knew that the storm that was building up heralded the onset of the monsoon. She would not be able to cross the river again for close to two and a half months. If she did not meet Mahiwal today, she would not be able to meet him till the monsoon had abated. She had told him that she would come and she knew that he would sit through the night, waiting for her. She must attempt the crossing tonight.

She rose from her bed and went across the courtyard and, Moti still awake, marvelled that she could even think of venturing into the waters in such stormy weather. Sohni stooped to pick up the pitcher. There was a flash of lightning and in the light, Sohni recognized the pot for what it was. The lightning flashed again and she was sure that a trick had been played upon her. She turned and, in the third flash of lightning, she saw that all the pitchers from the courtyard had been removed. As the lightning continued to flash, Moti saw a gamut of emotions race across her sister-in-law’s face and through them, she read the thoughts in her mind as clearly as if she had given voice to them.

At first, there was surprise at her discovery and then amusement, which was quickly replaced by fear and uncertainty at the thought of trying to cross the river with the half-baked pitcher. For a moment, her face was suffused with sadness at the thought of her waiting lover, which metamorphosed into a fierce determination to go to him, whatever the consequences. Moti read all this and felt a catch at her heart. She had been wrong. This was not carnal lust that Sohni was giving way to – it was a love more strong and beautiful than anything that Moti had ever heard of. Obviously, Sohni preferred to risk certain death rather than keep her lover waiting. She must stop her.

She got to her feet and ran from the house. But she had left it too late. Sohni had already been swallowed up in the darkness. She ran towards the river, stumbled and fell, then got to her feet and fell again. The storm had built up by now and she could hear the waters of the river raging fiercely. Just once, in a flash of lightning, she thought she saw Sohni, her garments and hair flying with the wind, her fragile pitcher clutched fiercely to her side.

Then the darkness wiped out everything. She stood up and tried to shout Sohni’s name. But the wind snatched the word, as it came to her lips and scattered it in all directions. At last, she reached the riverbank and went up and down, continuing to shout for Sohni knowing, deep down in her heart, the futility of what she did. She knew that she would not see Sohni again.

Sohni came, at last, to the riverbank. She looked down upon the raging water, the swirls edged with foam that gleamed dangerously white in the darkness. She steeled her heart against all fear. She must do what she had come to! She must make the attempt to cross. She looked at her pitcher and smiled at the irony of it. She, who had given to others strong sturdy pitchers, had herself been given this weak, fragile thing, which would fall apart at the first knock it received. She, who had drawn all her strength from moulding pots from clay, would now be at her most vulnerable because of a pot of clay.

She lowered the pot into the raging waters, lowered herself across it and flayed her right arm and her legs, with all her might to push against the current. She felt the strength drain from her arms and felt tempted to give up the unequal struggle and let the stormy waters carry her, whichever way they would. But pushing back the temptation, she struggled on.

On the other bank, Mahiwal stood peering into the darkness, first one way and then the other. He knew his Sohni well. Having said that she would come, there was no force on earth that would keep her back, not even this violent storm. She would make the attempt to cross, no matter what the risk involved and he wanted to be there to help her when she approached. But there seemed to be no sign of her.

Sometimes she thought she had made a dent against her enemy, sometimes she felt herself being buffeted and tossed like a rag doll, losing the few yards that she had gained. And yet she struggled on. Dear God, she prayed silently, let not my Mahiwal wait in vain. Get me across just this one last time, and I will be content to die. She lost all sense of direction, and she did not know if she was steering herself across the current or against it, if her attempts were taking her across the river or down it. For a moment she panicked and then she heard Mahiwal’s voice in her ears, soft and gentle. “We can merely attempt to do the best we can, the fruit is not in our hands.” She smiled to herself. Yes, this is what she sought to do, the best that she could. She could only fight the current with all the strength that was at her command. Reaching the other side, was not in her control.

Something knocked against her pitcher – the branch of a tree that had been carried down by the raging waters, perhaps. She felt the pitcher give way beneath her and abandoning the piece she still held in her hand, she kicked her legs with all her might. But she was unequal to the struggle. Three times the wild waters closed over her head and three times she broke loose again. God protect my Mahiwal, she thought, her last thought before she gave up her body.

Mahiwal, peering into the darkness, thought that he saw an object being swept away by the swirling waters, and afraid that it might be his Sohni, he plunged into the river and put up a futile struggle to swim towards his beloved.

Sohni’s body was found, late the next morning, tangled in a thick clump of bulrushes, two miles downstream from her village. Someone who saw the body recognized her and a message was sent to her village. The villagers had been mystified by her absence and search parties had been sent out to look for her. Now, when the news of her death was brought, a hush descended upon the clan. A group of men went and claimed her body and bore it, dripping still, in silence to the village. There she lay, in the courtyard of Nizam’s house, as the women wept and the villagers crowded at the door and looked in upon her. Sheru sat among the silent men, quite overcome by the calamity that had befallen him.

By the evening, the conjectures had started, each more wild than the last, and by the time she was borne to the burial ground, they had grown to their wildest. Finally, the maulvi, kind old soul that he was, put an end to them.

“I want to hear no more of what might have been,” he said sternly to the assembled villagers. “I forbid you, on pain of excommunication, to subscribe to loose talk and wild rumours. Suffice it to remember that for a while, this woman brought the light and radiance of love to our lives and that radiance is no more. It is as if God was in our midst, for a while, and is with us no more.”

Mahiwal’s body was found three miles down the river, washed onto a sandbank on his side of the waters. It was as if the river that had kept them apart while they lived beside it, and kept them apart even in death. At the time, because no one, other than Moti, knew of their clandestine meetings, no connection was made between the two deaths.

The Khan’s men bore his body back to the farm. He was given a decent burial and the maulvi intoned a suitable eulogy to his goodness, his kindness of heart and his concern for others.

The Khan, returning from the burial, turned to his wife and said with great sadness. “Never again will we find a mahiwal who will do so much work for so little pay.” And she added, with equal sadness, “Nor one who ate so little.”

And there the story of Sohni and Mahiwal may have ended if it had not been for Moti, who caused the tragedy and who alone knew of its secret. For two years and more, she carried the secret of the tragedy in her heart and guarded it jealously from all others with her usual patient strength. Deep in her heart, she also carried a heavy burden of guilt at what she had done and a deep feeling of awe at the great love Sohni had had for her Mahiwal. But she gave no sign of these. She never spoke of Sohni and, when others spoke of her, she only smiled and said not a word. But she modelled her life on Sohni’s. She worked hard and reached out to others and gave them what help she could. She spared time for the children and told them stories and played games with them.

Life went on and the villagers soon got absorbed in their mundane tasks. The business of eking out a living, made them put the tragedy out of their minds and, if once in a while, one of them did remember it, he sighed to himself:

“Strange are the ways of Allah that He should will that the good die so young while those who are evil live on to a ripe old age.” But such thoughts, too, became rarer and rarer with time, and the web of life slowly wove itself to mend the rent that had been caused by Sohni’s death.

A year after the tragedy, Sheru married again and at the end of nine months, his wife gave him a handsome, bonny son. The baby was so beautiful that the women never tired of passing him one to another and dandling him on their knees.

By the close of the third year, Moti realized that Sohni had been forgotten and it was as if her great love had never been. The more she thought about this, the more it worried her. The world would be a poorer place without the knowledge of this love, she mused. She alone knew of it and she felt it was her duty to tell the world. But if she did, she knew that she would have to tell of her own role in the tragedy and she feared that people would come to hate her for this. For many months, this prospect kept her silent but her conscience would not be stilled. It gnawed at her constantly and she found she could not sleep, nor eat and for the first time in her life, she began to shed some of the hated fat which had made life a misery for her.

Finally, she could deny the promptings of her conscience no more. At one of her storytelling sessions, she told a group of youngsters the story of Sohni and Mahiwal and of their great love for each other. With brutal honesty, she held nothing back, not even her own role in the tragic story. To her amazement, she found that her listeners did not hold this against her; if anything, they admired her for telling them the truth. They left the session with stars in their eyes. All at once, Sohni and Mahiwal had become models for the handful of love-struck teenagers among them.

They repeated the story to others. When they went to visit relatives in other villages, they told the story there and soon the legend of Sohni and Mahiwal and of their great love became very popular in the Punjab.

A few years later, one of the youngsters used the story to compose a song. It was a simple song with simple words and a simple melody. Perhaps, because of this simplicity, it became immediately popular, and was taken up by all who heard it. The singing of it became an essential part of all social functions: weddings, births, festivals and village fairs. The farmer sang it to relieve the burden of his arduous and monotonous labour and the traveller sang it to relieve the loneliness of his solitary journey. Moti, now in her old age, listened to the song, and smiled at the irony of it all. She, who had caused Sohni’s death, had also been instrumental in giving her no small measure of immortality. She had atoned for her sin. She was content.

The song travelled further than the story and soon passed into the folklore of the land. Everywhere it was carried; people embroidered on it, added their own details and made it their own. A poet, listening to this ballad, was inspired by it and composed an epic poem about Sohni Mahiwal’s love. The poem became a part of classical literature. And yes, every time this epic is read or parts of it are sung, Sohni and Mahiwal live again; as does their immortal love.


Two

HEER RANJHA



The village of Takht Hazara was as still as a ghost village. It was late morning. The sun beat down in all its intensity and the heat hung over the freshly ploughed fields, in shimmering waves. In the flat, brown landscape, nothing stirred, not even a leaf on the dust-laden trees. As the minutes stretched into hours, the sun silently rose in the heavens. When it was at its fiercest, a figure appeared from the village and made its way across the fields. At first, it moved slowly, as if hampered by the soft, newly turned earth, but once free of the shadow of the village, it broke into a run and headed straight towards the thick grove of trees, which stood a mile or so away from the village.

As it approached the grove, the dress, the litheness of the figure and suppleness of movement, made it clear that it was a young woman. Closer still, one recognized that it was Nooran, the youngest daughter-in-law of the late Mauju, the head of the Ranjha clan. The ground she was covering now, close to the grove, was hard and rocky, in sharp contrast to the soft, fertile soil she had left behind. The surface here looked barren and yet she knew that Dhido, her husband’s younger brother, had worked harder on his fields than any of his seven brothers had done on theirs. Nooran stopped and looked down at the hard ground. She knew that these fields would never yield anything beyond an odd ear of wheat, no matter how hard Dhido worked. She felt a twinge of guilt, because she too, like everyone else in the family, had been party to this unfair division.

Dhido, poor Dhido, naïve and trusting, had not even noticed how he had been deceived by his brothers. Night after night, she had seen Zubaida, the wife of his eldest brother, dress his blistered hands with turmeric paste and wrap them in bandages. But even as she did so, she exchanged amused glances with the others, glances that mocked Dhido’s futile efforts. He was not cut out to be a farmer. He should have been left to his task of grazing his father’s herds, playing on his flute, the while – a task that he enjoyed and performed to perfection. Pushing her guilt aside, Nooran involuntarily readjusted the bundle on her head and moved on towards the grove.

The trees grew thick and close now, and their dense foliage enveloped her in cool, refreshing shade. She stopped, momentarily, to wipe the sweat from her brow and then, wove her way amongst the trees, to where she knew she would find him. He lay on a patch of ground that he had cleared of all twigs and thorns, his head pillowed on his left hand, his right forearm across his eyes to shield him from the dappled sunlight that broke through the leaves. He was fast asleep. Nooran took the bundle off her head and sat down beside him, loath to waken him. Her eyes fell on his flute and she smiled as she thought of the magic that lay trapped in the charmed reed. When Dhido put it to his lips, there was not a soul that remained unstirred. Men, women, the old and young, even cows and goats stopped whatever they were doing to listen, undistracted, to the divine music that flowed from it. Dhido himself seemed entranced when he played. A strange look would come into his eyes, mirroring untouched depths of his soul. The look held vulnerability, challenge, over-powering tenderness. More than a dozen girls, maddened by the music and unable to resist that glance, had given themselves to Dhido.

Nooran’s eyes turned from the flute to Dhido’s face. It was soft, delicate, and almost effeminate in the fineness of its features. Slowly, her eyes travelled down to his frame, familiar to her in its nakedness. Often, unnoticed, she would hide behind the little hut, that stood near the well, and watch him as he bathed, after the labours of the day. The whiteness of his skin never failed to startle her. Her eyes would caress his body – the shoulders, not broad like her father’s or her husband’s, the back slim, with a big, black mole almost in the dead centre, the hips slender and arms and legs, sinewy and wiry, yet with a strong suggestion of hidden strength and power. He was different from all men she had known, and whenever she was close to him, she desired him with a desire more strong than she had ever felt for anyone else.

She knew she was not alone in her feeling. She had glimpsed similar yearnings in the looks that the other women, all six of them, cast at him when they thought that no one was looking. She had recognized it in the relish and excitement with which they spoke of his affairs with other girls and the manipulative way in which they attempted to glean intimate sexual details from these girls. It was only his persistent, yet gentle rejection of their overtures as well as the fear of their husband’s wrath, if they were discovered, that held their desires in check.

Now, alone with him in the grove, Nooran felt the desire rise up within her. The unbearable pain of it tore at her heart and gnawed at her very being. She had come often to the grove with his midday meal, more often than any of the others, and though she had always been alone like this with him, she had never experienced such an intensity of desire. Their meetings had fallen into an easy pattern: they would sit together for a while, indulging in easy banter. He would eat, then she would linger on and, at her pleading, he would often play her a song or two on his flute. Then, with firm politeness, he would say, “Now go, Bhabhi, and let me rest. It will soon be time for me to get back to work.” Reluctantly, she would retrieve her bundle and return to the village.

Now, as she watched him sleeping, she felt the lust rise unchecked, within her. Unable to control herself she reached out and, tentatively, touched his cheek, burnt brown by the summer sun, though the skin was as soft as that of a young girl. He did not move. Her hand slid down to his chest. He stirred. She paused, her heart pounding, then he turned over on his side and was fast asleep again. Her hand resumed its search and, reaching now between his legs, found what she sought. She heard the pause in his breathing and held her breath too. Then, in one swift movement, he turned to her and pulled her down. His mouth found hers, they kissed, his hands greedily caressing her body. There was urgency in his movements as he laid her on her back. As she looked up at him, he stopped and turned away. “What is it? What’s happened?” her voice was little more than a whisper.

He sat, his back towards her, his face buried in his hands. He shook his head in answer to her question. She sat up now and touched him on his back.

“Tell me Dhido, tell me what went wrong?”

“Forgive me,” he said, taking his hands away from his face and turning to her. “Forgive me, both, for what I was about to do and for what I have not done.” Her body tensed. “You are my sister,” he continued softly, “my brother lets you come to me in trust. To betray that trust would be a sin.” He took her hands in his. Looking into her eyes, he said, “You are more beautiful than any girl that I have ever known, more beautiful and desirable. But what you seek cannot be.”

She was stung to the quick by this rejection. A cry rose to her lips, but she hastily stifled it. She snatched her hands away from his grasp, and ran out from the clearing, stopping only when she was halfway to the edge of the grove, from where she turned and shouted, “I will never forgive you for this, Dhido!” Deep, intense anger burned within her and her words came in a long, poisonous hiss. “I will never forgive you, Dhido, and as God is my witness, I will make you pay for it.” She turned and fled back to the village.

Though seething with rage, not by word or look did she betray the anger that smouldered within her. She went about her chores, as she had always done. She brought him his meal, as she always had and he began to believe that he had been forgiven. In Nooran’s heart, however, the desire for revenge still burned fierce and strong, and this brought about a change in her manner, a change so subtle that most people did not even notice it. But the other women recognized it and, because they too, each in her own way, had been rejected by Dhido, they were drawn intuitively to Nooran, and were bound together in an unspoken conspiracy. Gradually, their attitude towards him hardened, as rejection crystallized into loathing. Where before they had hoarded tasty snacks and sweets for him and vied with each other to cook his favourite dishes, they now delighted in being stingy towards him in his helpings at the evening meal. His midday meal was soon reduced to a few stale rotis and a small onion. Where, before, they had sought occasions to be alone with him, they now avoided him and answered his questions in cold monosyllables. The easy banter, the light-hearted teasing, that had earlier brought joy to their lives, became a thing of the past. Dhido realized this with hurt shock when he, one day, teased his third sister-in-law and was answered with a bitter stinging reply.

“Bhabhi, what’s happened to you?” he had said, “You are becoming fat. Take care or my brother will soon look for another wife!”

“Don’t worry about me,” the woman had snapped, “and don’t worry about your brother, either. Worry about yourself. You’ll earn the right to talk like this only when you bring a girl like Heer Sayal home as your bride!”

Heer, at sixteen, was already a legendary beauty of the Punjab, and reference to her became a refrain in the women’s taunts.

“If you think you are so desirable, why don’t you bring back Heer as our sister-in-law?” one would say. “If you don’t like our cooking,” another would add, “go get Heer to cook for you.”

The jibes became more bitter and hurtful with each passing day. The women joked about his effeminate looks and vanity, they mocked him for his failure to plough his lands and they even scorned his music, which they had once loved. No matter how hard he tried to ignore them, or stay out of their way, Dhido found it increasingly difficult to escape their taunts.

The climax came one morning, as he was about to set out to work. He was wrapping his turban around his head in front of the small mirror, which hung on a wall in the verandah. “Look at him, preening like a peacock,” Nooran said loud enough for everyone to hear. “He thinks he is the most handsome of men. But look at his swaying walk, his delicate face, his soft girl’s hands, I doubt whether he is a man at all.”

The cutting remark was greeted by peals of mirth, both from the men and women. The laughter broke Dhido’s control. He stopped tying his turban and pulling it off his head, threw it to the floor. Stung by the unfairness of Nooran’s words, he silenced her with uncharacteristic harshness. “Be quiet woman, you know very well how much of a man I am!” he said. He saw, with satisfaction, the fear that spread across her face. Then he turned to the others. “Yes, laugh at me, all of you. Laugh as much as you like, for I deserve to be laughed at. I have been a fool. You gave me the poorest piece of land and I accepted it without protest. You taunt me and treat me with contempt and I lower my head and make no rejoinder. But not anymore. Today I leave this house, the home of my father, never to return.”

A shocked hush fell at this announcement, a hush that was finally broken by his eldest brother, “Go, go,” he said, sarcastically, “When you have to earn your bread with the sweat of your brow you will sing another tune – and come running back here.”

“And pray, how will you earn your living?” Zubaida called out. “By playing your flute?” Again there was loud, unbridled laughter. Dhido turned and glared at her and, for a moment, it seemed he would strike her. But the moment passed, Dhido’s shoulders drooped with weariness and he turned and walked away across the courtyard without a word.

“Look at him strutting off,” Nooran’s husband called after him. “For sure he will return a wealthy man and put us all to shame.”

“So wealthy that he will bring Heer Sayal back as his bride.” Dhido quickened his pace and left the house, the cruel remarks ringing in his ears. He ran across the fields, impatient to get away from Takht Hazara. But once clear of the village, he stopped and turned to look back, for the last time at what had once been his home. It loomed dark and low against the morning sun. He shrugged sadly and turned away. As he strode off, one by one, memories of his life in the village came chasing each other through his mind. Suddenly, a wave of regret swept over him. He realized, with a start, that all his reminscences were of the kindness and love he had received and accepted without a trace of gratitude. He had taken it all and given nothing in return. Lost in his own selfish, self-centred world, he had rarely thought of giving joy to others except, perhaps, through his music and even this had been purely incidental. He admitted to himself that he had played his flute not because he sought to give others pleasure but because it pleased him to play. He could think of no one in the village who would be sorry at his departure. He was filled with sadness and then, as if in an attempt to leave it quickly behind, he increased his pace and came at last to the road. He did not know if he should turn to the left or the right. The sun blazed high in the heavens. He felt the sweat trickle down his neck. The moment stretched on, as did his indecisiveness. Then once again, he shrugged his shoulders. It mattered little which road he took. He turned left. That decision was to make all the difference to his life ….

All through the day, Dhido walked along the dusty path. He passed a few people along the way and once, he stepped aside to make way for a marriage party escorting a bride in a palanquin. Another time he stopped at a well for a drink of water and the farmer, who drove his oxen round to drive the Persian wheel, asked him his name and from where he came. Dhido answered politely enough, though his manner conveyed that he did not wish to be drawn into conversation. The farmer soon lapsed into silence and Dhido resumed his journey.

Late in the evening, he came to a small group of trees and stopped to rest in their shade. A teenaged boy, tending a few scraggy goats, joined him. Dhido smiled, for the first time that day and reassured, the lad drew out a flute and played a few tentative notes on it. Dhido felt an ache in his heart and wished he had stopped to pick up his own instrument before he had left. The boy stopped in his playing and looked at Dhido again. Dhido held out his hand and, wordlessly, the boy handed him the flute. As Dhido put the reed to his lips, once more, as so often in the past, charmed music flowed out of it; the boy sat enchanted. Melody followed melody, yet the boy sat on as if he would never have his fill. Darkness gathered. Dhido stopped playing.

“It is time for you to go home,” he said.

“I know,” the boy said, making no effort to get up. “Will you go, if I play one more song?” The boy nodded. Dhido put the flute back to his lips and played as one possessed. The music stopped, and in the silence that followed, the boy sighed “I wish I could play like you.”

“You will. It is only a question of practice.”

“No,” the boy said quietly. It was now so dark that Dhido could not see his face. “I will never play like you.”

He got to his feet and called out to his goats.

“Your flute,” Dhido said, holding it out.

“Keep it,” the boy said. “Because I know I cannot ever play like you, I do not wish to play the flute again.” He herded his goats back towards the village and Dhido, putting the flute to his lips once again, played to lighten the boy’s way home. Long after he was sure the lad was out of earshot, Dhido played on to himself, late into the night, finally stretching himself upon the ground to snatch a few hours of sleep.

He was up at the crack of dawn and though weary and footsore, he was soon on his way again. All through the days that followed, he walked, stopping only when he could not bear the pain from his blistered feet any more. Occasionally a householder or passerby would take pity on him and give him something to eat. For the most part though, he went hungry, because he had carried no money to buy food and he was too proud to beg. He slept under whatever shelter he found, usually a grove of trees, or, if he was lucky, an abandoned hut. Once he was taken in by a woman who lived alone. She gave him food and a cot to sleep on. In return, Dhido played his flute for her and as she looked into his eyes by the light of the oil lamp, he wrought his spell upon her and they made brief, passionate love upon the string cot.

Back in Takht Hazara, the Ranjhas waited for Dhido’s return. But there was no sign of him neither the first evening, nor the next and when the third dusk fell, they knew that, true to his word, he had left forever. The brothers were relieved.

There had been talk in the village that the Panch should take up the matter of the injustice that had been done to Dhido. Now, with Dhido away, they hoped the talk would die a natural death and they would be left in peace to enjoy the fruits of their deceit.

The women, however, became quieter; they avoided each others eyes. In their hearts they knew that Dhido’s departure had not solved the problem, for they still desired him as much as they had always done. Nooran had had her revenge but it had brought her no sense of triumph, no lightness of the heart. She missed the evenings when she would hide behind the hut and feast her eyes on Dhido’s naked body. She missed carrying his meal to the grove and his easy banter while he ate. Most of all, she missed the magic of his flute and the look in his eyes that had driven her to him like a moth to the flame. At night, when her husband had had his will with her and gone to sleep, she would turn away from him, cover her mouth with her dupatta and weep silent tears of despair and remorse.

On the morning of the fifth day, Dhido saw, in the distance, a line of trees and knew that he was approaching the Chenab. Because his journey, unlike other journeys, was without a destination, the river was no landmark for him. Yet the thought of reaching it buoyed his flagging spirits, brought a spring to his weary footsteps and a smile to his lips.

The sun had begun its decline towards the western horizon and the cool evening breeze had sprung up by the time he came, at last, to the banks of the mighty river. He paused to take in the broad sweep of the waters. There was a group of boys at play. He watched them jump from a little mound on the bank, into the water, allow the current to carry them some way, then clamber ashore and come running back to repeat the manoeuvre. Dhido felt his heart lift with their carefree joy. Slowly, the weariness of the day, slipped away from him.

Across, on the other bank, Dhido saw a large and prosperous village. There, too, were people bathing in the waters and he saw on mud banks, along the river front, herds of cattle that had been driven down to drink before they returned home with their herdsmen. There were dozens of boats of various kinds on the waters, all heading towards the village. The sun was low on the horizon and against its orange glow, Dhido saw the silhouettes of birds, in tight military formation, all homeward bound.

The tranquility of the scene filled his heart and mind and he felt a deep stillness within, and all bitterness and anger fell away and were replaced by the mellow warmth of well-being. Without knowing the name of the village, Dhido knew that he had reached his destination. He stood there a long time, savouring the peace that had grown within him. Then he became aware that the shouting and laughter of the boys had ceased. He looked around and found that they had gone. The sun was now low on the horizon, and he knew that he too must be on his way, if he wanted to cross the river and reach the village before it grew dark. He hurried along the bank and soon came to a large and capacious boat, full of people, ready to cast off.

He ran the last few yards and called to the boatman, who was about to push away from the bank. The boatman waited for the young man to approach and as he came closer he took in his dirty clothes, the tattered shoes on his feet and the starved look on his face.

“You wish to cross over to Jhang?” he asked.

“If that is the name of the village, yes, I wish to cross over.”

“Slip a coin into my hand and I will gladly carry you across.”

“I have no money,” Dhido said simply.

“I thought as much. Do you think I do this work for charity that I should be ferrying beggars like you across?”

Dhido smarted at this insult but saw no point in arguing. He sat down on his haunches and watched the boat as it began to draw away. Suddenly he knew how to avenge the insult that the boatman had hurled at him. He reached for his flute and soon the soft, poignant notes of a mournful melody, wafted across the waters and worked the way he had known they would. The passengers, first in ones and twos, then all together, leapt from the boat and made their way back to the bank, unable to distance themselves from the haunting music. Once they were all on shore, crowding close around Dhido, drinking in the music, he stopped playing abruptly, in the middle of a bar.

“Play, go on play! Why have you stopped?” one of the young women pleaded. The others joined in the chorus.

Dhido smiled to himself and looked across at the boatman, forlorn and frustrated, standing in the water, holding onto his boat, unable to understand the spell that had been cast upon his passengers.

“I’ll certainly play for you, but I, too, have to get to the other bank. Persuade the boatman to take me across and I’ll play for you all through the journey.” The passengers now turned to the boatman.

“Come Luddan, take him on board. What difference will one passenger make? And he will lighten your labour with his music.”

Luddan understood that he had been tricked, and his anger made him more adamant than before.

“Never will I take him across,” Luddan repeated. “Can’t you see the trick he has played on you? He is evil, his music is evil. He is inspired by the devil and has cast his wicked spell on you. If you fear God, leave him alone and have nothing further to do with him.”

“Stop being stupid, Luddan!” a buxom woman spoke up, “What evil can there be in such divine music and what harm can come from ferrying a weary, young man across the river?”

“You shut your mouth, woman,” the boatman retorted sharply and from the tone of his voice, Dhido realized that he was speaking to his wife, “or I will give you such a thrashing, you will rue the day you married me.” An uneasy silence fell over the crowd. Dhido watched the magic he had cast over the passengers melt before his eyes.

Luddan’s strong, firm voice broke the quiet. “It is getting late and I cannot tarry here any longer and be a part of your foolishness,” he said, adding, “All those who wish to go across, come back to the boat immediately. Those who wish to stay and listen to the young man do so, and may your discomforts during the night, lie squarely on his head.” As they had come, first in ones and twos and then in a rush, the passengers returned to the boat, only a few turning to cast wistful glances at the stranger.

When the last few passengers were clambering into the boat, Dhido drew off his clothes and tied them up in a bundle. Into this bundle, he put his flute. He could hear murmurs from the boat as he did so, but he paid them no heed. Putting his bundle of clothes on his head, he waded out into the water.

“Look, look what he is doing. Surely he will drown.” It was the voice of Luddan’s wife, but if she sought to melt her husband’s heart, she did not succeed.

“And well he deserves to,” Luddan said loudly so that Dhido could hear him. “Let him drown and his bewitching music with him!”

Dhido reached beyond his depth and kicking out his legs, began to swim. Luddan drew more strongly on the oars and the boat pulled away. Dhido was not a strong swimmer and soon began to tire, as he pushed against the current.

“Look, look,” it was Luddan’s wife again. “He begins to drown. May his death be on your head. I rue the day I married you – I had no way of knowing that you were so cruel and heartless.” All eyes turned towards the swimmer and they saw that his strength was flagging. As the waters closed momentarily over his head, a loud clamour arose in the boat. Luddan had no choice but to turn his vessel around and row back towards Dhido. Strong, willing arms pulled the exhausted youth from the river and drew him onto the boat, where he lay, spluttering and gasping for air. Eager, loving hands wiped him dry. Someone produced a set of dry clothes and these were soon put on his shivering body. The exhaustion and hunger of the previous days, combined with the attempt to swim across, had made Dhido faint and he could only respond to all these gestures of goodwill with a nod of his head.

“Put him on Heer’s couch,” someone said, “Let him sleep.” Dhido was too weak to react to the name.

“Is that wise?” another asked, “You know how possessive she is about that couch. She will be livid when she hears that a stranger has had use of it.”

“Not when she knows that it was a matter of life and death.”

So Dhido found himself on a soft, luxurious couch and, lulled by the gentle movement of the boat, he soon fell into a deep, untroubled sleep.

The boat drew to the opposite bank, but Dhido slept on. The passengers left, one by one, the women casting looks of longing and regret at the sleeping figure. They would have liked to stay and listen to his music when he awoke, but the call of waiting household chores and families that needed to be attended to, could not be denied and, reluctantly, they made their way home.

All except two young boys, who, still enraptured by the music they had heard, and with no responsibilities to pull them away, sat patiently on their haunches besides the boat, gazing at the stranger. Dhido stirred at last and, looking around, found that he was alone on the vessel. Then turning his eyes, he saw the two boys. He smiled. He knew why they were there. At least someone had been bound to him by the music that he had given them.

“What is it?” he asked, teasing the youngsters. “Why do you wait? Did you think I was dead?” The boys looked at each other and shifted uneasily on their feet.

“It is your music,” the younger one said and his voice told Dhido that, inspite of the soft down on his cheeks, he was little more than a child. “We hoped that you would awake and play for us again.” Dhido drew out his flute, and putting it to his lips, in the gathering darkness, he played sweet music for his audience of two.

In the meantime, word spread in the village of the stranger and his music. Word also spread of how he had almost drowned in the river and had to be pulled out and put on Heer’s couch to recoup. When this news reached Heer’s ears, she was angry, as expected, and gathering her playmates, she stormed down to the river’s bank to look for the villain who had caused such commotion. As she came running down to the waters, strange, wild music wafted up to her ears, slowing her step, pulling her magnetically towards it. Anger slipped away from her heart, which was now filled with feelings and longings that she could not name.

And so, with soft, stealthy steps, she came to the river’s edge, holding her very breath for fear that he would notice her intrusion and break from his playing. She stole quietly down to the boat and took her place with the boys. Her friends, taking their cue from their leader, came, one by one, and joined the little group. If he noticed their coming, Dhido gave no indication of it. He played without a break, slipping gently from one melody to another and his small audience sat lapping up each melody as if their lives depended on it, their eyes never leaving the player’s face.

Dhido raised his eyes just once and caught Heer’s eyes. Their glances held for a moment, a long moment, and Heer knew that her life would never be the same again.

Finally, the music ceased, though its echoes lingered on in the gathering dark and the heavy silence. The boys slipped away but Heer and her friends stayed on. Dhido looked again at Heer. She was beautiful, the most beautiful girl he had ever seen, and she was his, he could see it in her eyes. He smiled, a small mocking smile that brought a hot flush to her cheeks.

“Who are you?” she asked, without any of the strident arrogance that was her hallmark, when she spoke to anyone other than her father.

“I am Dhido of the Ranjha clan from Takht Hazara. And you? Who are you?”

“I am Heer, the only daughter of Chuchak Khan, the head of all the Sayals.”

So this was Heer! He looked at her face again. Even in the gathering darkness there was no mistaking the ethereal beauty that radiated from her face. Yes, her fame was well deserved, and thanks to his musical gift, here she was now, at his feet, caught in his spell, waiting only for a sign to give herself to him.

“I am tired,” he said, stretching out his arms, “and I look for a place to rest.”

“Yes, yes,” she said scrambling to her feet, the eagerness not for all to see. Her eyes never left his face and the desire burned in them so strongly that he had to look away. “Come. I will take you to a suitable place.”

Heer led Dhido to Mithi’s home. She was sure that she, the barber woman, alone of all her married friends, would take Ranjha in without question and without demur.

And so it was. Mithi listened to Heer’s request, nodded and then turned to make Dhido welcome.

That evening Malliki, Heer’s mother, noticed that her daughter wore an air of distraction and, when she sat down to her evening meal, she merely picked at her food.

“Don’t be a fool, Heer,” she chided. “So what if a stranger used your couch? It will not be less beautiful or less comfortable for that.” Heer turned her face away to hide her smile. How her mother had been deceived! She could not sense the soft, dull pain in her daughter’s heart, nor what really troubled her.

“Heer, Heer beta, where is my hookah?” her father called and she was glad to be called away before the conversation went any further.

She turned her attention to filling her father’s hookah with the same care that she had given it for as long as she could remember, proud that he should want it done only by her. Her father watched her fondly. His daughter was not like the other girls; she was proud and fearless, undaunted by trouble.

“Come, sit beside me,” he said, drawing to one side of the couch to make place for her. He took the hookah from her hand and drew on the pipe, filling his lungs with the smoke of the strong tobbaco.

“Now tell me what tricks you have been upto today. I hope your mischief did not embrace my brother Kaidon again!” Heer and her band of friends, who followed her blindly, often played tricks and pranks on the less unfortunate inhabitants of the village. A favourite target with them was Kaidon, a lame kinsman of Chuchak, who lived in a little hut on the outskirts of the village with his two cows and four goats. Because of his handicap and because of his evil and vicious tongue, he had never found a partner to share his frugal life and in later years, had made a virtue of necessity by adopting the garb of an ascetic. The girls regularly ridiculed Kaidon’s lameness to his face and when he made answer, they went to the extent of snatching away his stick, which he used as his crutch, so that he was forced to crawl to his hut, while the passersby all stood around and laughed. When Kaidon attempted to retaliate by abusing his tormentors, they cursed him, as he lay on the ground and using their shoes rained blows upon him. Once, just once, upset by the reports that he had heard, Chuchak made a half-hearted attempt to remonstrate with his daughter. The next day, Kaidon’s hut was destroyed in a mysterious fire. Kaidon suffered all the pain and humiliation in silence. Denied any kind of redress, he bitterly chalked up, in his heart, all the harm that was being done to him and waited patiently for an opportunity for revenge.

Heer giggled at the mention of Kaidon and hid her face in her chunni.

“So you have been troubling him,” Chuchak said with mock severity. “Tell me what happened.”

And Heer told him how Kaidon had been caught peeping at one of her friend’s while she bathed. On catching him, the girls had surrounded him, knocked him down and beat him with their shoes till he begged for mercy. Even as Heer spoke of the poor lame man, who had been so severly dealt with, her mind kept wandering back to the handsome stranger. Had he eaten? Had Mithi given him a comfortable bed? She pushed these thoughts aside and forced herself to talk about her uncle with the gaiety and amusement that she was wont to do. But late at night, as she lay awake in bed, her thoughts turned again to the stranger.

She saw him sitting on her couch in the boat and heard again the sound of his music. She remembered the moment when he had first looked into her face and bewitched her, and the memory brought back the desire that had been awakened within her. She turned her face into her pillow and wept soundlessly.

She awoke early the next morning, and after struggling through the rituals of the morning tasks, she fled, as soon as she could, to Mithi’s house. Dhido sat surrounded by Mithi’s family, regaling them with one story after another as he ate of the meal that had been laid before him. He spoke now of his experience in tending his father’s herds and as he spoke, Heer knew she had found a way to hold him, here in Jhang. Her father had a large herd of cows and buffaloes. For a long time now they had been without a suitable cowherd. Perhaps she could persuade Ranjha to take on the job.

The morning wore on, and one by one, the men left to take up their tasks. A little later, the women too stole away and Dhido knew that it was time for him to take his leave and to move on.

As he made his farewells, Mithi’s mother-in-law said, “Come again. You know that you are always welcome.”

“Yes, I know. Khuda Hafiz.” He turned and left the house. Heer went with him. Once clear of the house she stopped.

“Where will you go?” she asked.

“I do not know,” he said. “Does it matter?”

“No, it does not,” she said. “All that matters is that you go away from me.”

“You would rather have me stay?” There was laughter in his voice and she knew that he made fun of her.

“You know that already.” She looked him in the eye and, before her honest, unflinching gaze, the laughter died within him.

“But what is there to hold me here?” The tenderness in his voice, the caressing gentleness was unmistakeable.

“I am,” she said simply.

“It is a strong enough reason for me to stay, but is it a reason that the world will accept?”

“We will give the world a reason that it will accept. My father needs a cowherd. You could be his cowherd.”

“Will your father give me the job?”

“We can but try.”

There was a long pause as Dhido considered this, and then he smiled and said: “Take me to him.”

Chuchak was still at home, waiting for the cowherd his nephew had promised to send. He heard footsteps in the street outside and hastened out. He found only Heer and a stranger with her.

“Father, I have found your cowherd,” his daughter said.

“Who are you?” Chuchak addressed the stranger.

“I am Dhido, the son of Mauju, the head of the Ranjha clan.”

“And you have come to be my herdsman?’

“Yes Khan, I have come to be your herdsman. I have fallen on evil days and my luck has run out. I could do worse than be herdsman to Chuchak Khan.”

“It is no easy task,” Chuchak cautioned. “My herd is large, very large.”

“I was my father’s herdsman for many years and he had a very large herd too. It was a task I performed with joy and pride.”

“What made you give it up then?”

“My father died and when the division took place, I lost my job.”

“The job is yours, Ranjha, but take care! The first sign of carelessness, of laziness, and I will send you packing.”

“There will be no need for that O Khan. The day I falter in my duties, I will leave of my own accord.”

“That is good,” Chuchak said. Then, mindful of his duties as a host and employer, he asked. “Have you eaten?” Ranjha nodded.

“Heer, take him to the cattle sheds. Show him the grazing grounds and also his living quarters. You will, ofcourse, have all your meals here in this house, like all my other employees.”

Heer led the way out of the house. “Stay,” Chuchak called after them when they had reached the door.

“Ranjha, you have not said what you expect as wages.” Ranjha turned and smiled, “All I ask is my food and a roof over my head and, ofcourse, your good opinion. For the rest, give me what you will.”

“Well answered, young fellow!” Chuchak said, smiling, clearly impressed by the young man.

“Do your job well and I will pay you well. Heer, lead him to the cattle. It is getting late.”

Heer released the cattle from the sheds and led the way. Ranjha put his flute to his lips and the cows and buffaloes, as if enraptured by his music, followed him. They came to the clearing in the forest, where the Sayal herds always grazed. Ranjha stopped playing and the cattle fell to grazing. Ranjha went around the clearing and when he was sure that they were all cropping the grass, he sat down on a little mound. Heer sat at his feet and the couple was soon joined by her friends. The girls teased Ranjha and begged him for more stories and more music and in this delightful way, the morning passed, till Sajda looked up at the sun.

“It is well past the time for the midday meal,” she said. “I will go and get some food for you.” And they all went, each to her home.

A routine was established. Each morning Ranjha brought the herd to pasture and each morning Heer and her friends, after completing their household chores, joined him in the forest and dallied with him till the sun reached close to its zenith. Then they would return home and the girls, each in turn, would bring food for him. In the afternoon, a few of them would return and so those hours, too, would pass as pleasantly as the morning, till the sun sank towards the western horizon. Ranjha then led his cattle back to the sheds and spent an hour or two supervising the milking. Finally, he would return to Chuchak’s home, have his evening meal and retire to the hut that had been provided for him.

Heer was content to be in his company, even if it meant sharing him with her friends. She did not offer to bring Ranjha his midday meal, did not thrust herself forward or seek any special attention. On the fourth day, when they broke up for the midday meal, Ranjha leaned forward and caught her by the wrist.

“Stay, stay with me,” he begged. She looked at his hand, as it held her wrist, then at his arm. The sight of the soft, downy hair on his fair skin, aroused a strong desire in her. She looked up into his eyes and saw the same desire mirrored in them. Quickly, she looked away. She felt her heartbeat quicken but she did not attempt to break free. Her friends stopped to look at the tableau that Heer and Ranjha formed, exchanged smiles and hurried away. When they were alone, Ranjha drew Heer down on the mound besides him.

“Why do you torment me so?” he asked, reaching up to caress her hair.

“It is you who torment me,” Heer said, and this time she looked into his eyes and did not look away.

Ranjha drew her into his arms and looked into her face. Reaching up, he put his hand on her cheek. Covering it with her own, Heer held it where it lay. He drew her close and wrapped her in a gentle embrace, as her arms, too, went around him. He kissed her on her forehead, her cheeks, and her eyes and at last upon her lips. Her heart thrilled to his touch as he lowered her to the ground and as his kisses became more impassioned. He knew that she was ready for him. She gave herself, without restraint, as if all her life she had been waiting for just this moment of surrender. When, at last, they were both fulfilled and lay in each other’s arms, it was as if neither would ever have anything more to give. And so they drifted off to sleep, in the heat of the afternoon, and so Sajda, coming to the forest with Ranjha’s food, stole upon them and found them. She stopped and looked long upon them and knew that it could have been no way else. She stole quietly to the shade of a tree and sat there, waiting, awakening them only when she heard the sounds of the other girls returning. After this, as if by tacit agreement, Heer’s friends left her and Ranjha alone as much as it was safe to do so.

Inspite of his pre-occupation with Heer, Ranjha did not neglect his work. He kept a careful eye on each of his charges, saw that they did not wander too far away, noticed the ones that did not eat too well and with a keen sixth sense, was able to spot and attend to sickness long before anyone else saw it. The herd grew sleek and the yield of milk increased, till it was more than twice what it had been before. Chuchak and Malliki marvelled at the magic that Ranjha had wrought and determined never to let him go. As the days grew into months and the months slipped into years, Heer and Ranjha thought that their bliss would have no end. But when the flame of love has once been lit, the hardest thing of all is to hide its light from the world.

The world saw the light of Heer and Ranjha’s love shine in the change wrought in Heer. It had changed Ranjha too. The young man had been a carefree, gregarious youth when he had first come to the household, given to easy banter with every one. A joke, an anecdote, a flattering compliment had always come readily to his lips. But now, he held his peace: watching everything, being a part of everything, yet being apart from it all. It was also true that he had begun to show a greater concern for those who suffered, and those who were less fortunate than himself. While he had never asked Chuchak for anything, and had accepted the wages that he gave him without even noting what was given, he now kept only enough for his bare necessities and gave everything else away. It was as if, while living in the world of men, he had renounced the world of men. However, the nature of his work demanded that he spend most of his time by himself and so few people noticed the change in him. And those who did, attached no great importance to it – he was, after all, a stranger in their midst, one who would inevitably move on.

It was the change in Heer that caused concern. She was born, the only daughter after seven sons and was the apple of her father’s and brothers’ eyes. She grew up, spoilt and pampered because, as far as Chuchak was concerned, she could do no wrong. With her father to back her, Heer had always been a wilful and self-centered individual, concerned only with her own pleasures.

As Heer had crossed into puberty, she became aware of her great beauty. It could not be otherwise, because she was reminded constantly of it by her friends, her mother and the other womenfolk of the household and even by her father and brothers. She had seen it in the guarded looks of appreciation and desire that all men, no matter what their age, cast towards her. She had become vain and spent endless hours at her toilet.

Now, her family noticed that she spent less and less time in adorning herself, till all the care she gave to her appearance was a casual glance in the mirror. She wore whatever came first to hand and it was obvious that she no longer cared how she looked. The pranks that she had constantly designed for her group of tomboys to play on others, became few and far between and, finally, ceased altogether. She became willing to let others take the lead while she remained in the background herself. She used her father’s position, not to shield her friends and herself from the wrath of others, but to benefit them. She forgot to torment Kaidon and, instead, brought him food to eat and clothes to wear. Often she would spend an hour or two with him, tidying up his simple home and helping him with his household chores. Kaidon greeted all her ministrations with silence. His heart was hardened against her. He could not bring himself to forgive the past and, no matter how much kindness and concern she lavished upon him now, he was determined to find some way to harm her, to avenge, no matter in how small a way, all the harm that she had done him.

The village buzzed with curiosity about the transformation. All kinds of conjectures were offered and each of them was discussed threadbare and discarded, in favour of a fresh one. Kaidon listened to all that was said with avid interest because he was convinced that in the secret of Heer’s transformation, lay the key to his revenge. He listened intently and as he did, it became clear to him that the process of Heer’s transformation had begun with Ranjha’s arrival in Jhang. Once this fact had been clearly established in his vicious, scheming mind, he vowed to spend all his waking hours in spying on his niece.

One morning, Kaidon followed Heer and her friends and after waiting at the edge of the forest for a while, attempted to steal in after them. He had not gone far, when he was accosted by Sajda.

“Where are you going uncle? Is there someone waiting for you?” Her voice as she asked the simple question was too loud, her manner too brittle and Kaidon was convinced that his suspicions were not ill-founded. He tried to brush past her but she held him there with her senseless chatter and soon, as if in answer to the summons, Heer and her friends emerged from the forest. “What is it, uncle? What brings you here? Can I help you?” The solicitousness in Heer’s tone was genuine and, for a moment, Kaidon felt that, perhaps, he had been wrong after all. But then the memory of all the indignities that Heer had heaped on him in the past came smarting back. If there was an opportunity to do Heer harm, he was not going to let it pass. He had to find out what drew her to this forest day after day.

“One of my goats has wandered away. I thought she might have come here.” It was a lame, half-hearted excuse and he offered it in a half-hearted way, sure that it would not be accepted. To his surprise, Heer said:

“Come, come, let’s go and look for uncle’s goat. Don’t worry uncle, we’ll find your goat for you,” and laughing and joking and calling out to each other, Heer and her friends disappeared, once again, into the forest. Sajda stayed on and when Kaidon caught her eye, he saw in it a mocking contempt.

He was sure that the secret that he sought, the ability to avenge Heer’s insults lay here in the forest. “Well, since Heer is looking for my goat, I can safely go home. It is almost time for the Zahur namaz,” he said. Sajda made no rejoinder but her eyes never left his face and, after waiting in embarassed silence for a moment or two, he limped back to the village.

All through that evening and night, his mind worked on various devious plans and long before sunrise, he had made his way back into the forest. He found a perfect place of concealment, where he hid himself and waited for what the day would bring.

A little after the first rays of the sun had broken over the eastern horizon, Kaidon heard the sound of Ranjha’s flute. The cowherd came to the forest leading Chuchak’s vast herd of cattle, and made his way to a little mound, some distance from where Kaidon lay concealed. He seated himself and continued to play softly on his flute, as the herd settled down to graze. The hours stretched on and it began to grow warm. Kaidon was troubled by flies and, a little later, by red ants, whose nest he had disturbed. But inspite of his great discomfort, he remained still and waiting.

The morning stretched on, and Kaidon began to feel that perhaps he had made a mistake. Then he heard Heer’s voice, as she came into the forest with her friends.

One by one the friends fell away, till she stood alone near Ranjha’s mound. Ranjha put his flute away and held out his hands. Heer took his hands in hers and Ranjha pulled her down besides him. Kaidon’s heart beat with excitement. He had her in his grip now; he sensed that he finally had the power to destroy her and he vowed to himself, that he would exploit this power to the fullest. She had shown no mercy towards him in the past and he would show her none now.

The lovers moved further into the forest. But it did not matter. Kaidon knew Heer’s secret now and with it, he knew he could destroy her. He longed to be on his way, to carry his new found knowledge to the Sayals. But he could take no chances. He realized that if he tried to steal away and was seen, all would be lost, for Heer and her friends would have a chance to pre-empt his move.

At last, the heat of the sun began to wane, and after a while, he heard Heer’s voice raised in farewell. Then there was the sound of Ranjha’s flute and the rustling of the undergrowth as the cattle moved to follow him back to the village. It was now safe for Kaidon to emerge from his hiding place. He flexed his cramped limbs to restore their circulation, then, hooking his crippled leg over his stick, he hobbled back towards the village. He did not notice that Sajda, close to the village now, had turned to look, one last time, towards the forest and had seen him come out from among the trees. There could be no mistaking his gait.

The door to the courtyard lay open. Kaidon stepped inside and paused. He surveyed the scene and was pleased at what he saw. There was, Chuchak sitting on one of the cots, in earnest conversation with his eldest son and two elders of the clan. As he cast his glance further afield, he counted another four of Chuchak’s sons and three of the daughters-in-law, involved in various activities. Malliki, too, sat near the hearth, supervising the cooking of the evening meal. He could not have asked for a better audience. He made a deliberate attempt to gather his thoughts and find the appropriate words for them. Chuchak looked up and saw him standing at the door.

“Come, come brother Kaidon,” he said, getting to his feet to make his visitor welcome. “Malliki, a glass of milk for my brother Kaidon.”

“I will not drink milk in your house, Chuchak.”

“Why, what is the matter?” Chuchak asked and his voice was tinged with the mocking amusement that he always reserved for Kaidon.

“You can laugh at me as much as you like, Chuchak, laugh at me while the entire village, nay the whole of the Punjab, laughs at you. Your daughter, that harlot Heer, has cast your turban in the dust and trampled upon it and yet you stand here and make fun of me.”

“Come, come brother, do not be so upset,” Chuchak said placatingly, sure that Heer had been troubling Kaidon again. “If Heer has done something, I will make her apologize to you and you can punish her in whatever way you like.”

“It is not what she has done to me Chuchak; it is what she does with your cowherd Ranjha. While you and your family live on in the bliss of ignorance, there in the forest, Heer and Ranjha spend their time in endless copulation.” A hush descended on the entire household. Each member of the group stood motionless and still. It was as if time had been frozen, all eternity telescoped into those brief seconds. Each person in that courtyard found, in Kaidon’s accusation, an echo of the suspicions that had lain dormant in his own mind.

“Take care, chacha,” said Sultan, the elder son, “You presume too much on my father’s affection. If what you say proves to be untrue, you will pay dearly for it.”

Kaidon gazed into the young man’s fiery eyes and realized that he was on shifty ground. It would be his word against Heer’s. He wished now, he had not acted in haste, had waited to gather some tangible proof. But having come so far, it was too late to retract.

“I hid in the forest this morning, long before the world was astir, and waited there. Ranjha came first and took his place on a little mound. A few hours later, when the sun was well on its way to the zenith and the cattle had all wandered deep into the forest, Heer came and shamed herself in dalliance with the cowherd.” A deep stillness fell over the courtyard, as the enormity of Kaidon’s accusation sank in. This time the reaction came from without. There was a commotion and a group of people pushed their way through the door. In their midst was Sajda, her hair in disarray, her shirt torn, a long, deep scratch on her cheek. With her were her parents, two brothers and a few other relatives.

“There, there’s the villain, taking sanctuary in the chief’s house,” Sajda’s father ran straight at Kaidon and would have hurt him greviously if Sultan had not come between them and offered his body as a shield.

“Be calm Aslam! Control yourself and tell me what has happened,” Chuchak said with compelling authority.

“I would have liked to see you being calm if it had happened to your Heer.” There was anger and bitterness in Aslam’s voice. “If you cannot protect the honour of the women of your clan, tell us, so that we can turn elsewhere for protection.”

“Enough,” Chuchak thundered. “What is it, what has happened?”

“Speak girl, tell the Khan all that happened,” the father commanded. It was a while before Sajda could control her hysterical sobs. Then, in a soft broken voice she began her story.

“For some days now that man has been snooping around the forest, while my friends and I played there. We did not attach any importance to it – we thought he might be out collecting fodder for his goats.” She paused and when she spoke again, her voice was calm and loud, loud enough for every one present to hear. “Today, when it was time to return home, I stayed back to answer the call of nature. Suddenly he pounced upon me and … and …” She broke into sobs again and through her sobs the other women could be heard muttering.

“Poor thing – just look at the way the villian has torn her clothes.”

“And the scratches on her cheeks – how could he do this, and she is even young enough to be his daughter?”

Kaidon’s accusation against Heer had been forgotten in the face of this greater calamity.

“I ask for justice, O Khan! Will you sit aside and let villains, like Kaidon, outrage the modesty of our girls?”

Cries of “shame, shame” and “never” rang through the courtyard and Chuchak saw that a crowd of villagers had collected at the door and were taking in the proceedings with avid interest.

“Listen to me,” Kaidon said, at last getting over his bewilderment at the sudden and serious charge being levelled against him. “This is all false, all lies. I have never been anywhere near Sajda. I have not—” He looked from face-to-face as he spoke and saw the disbelief in each. The conviction left his voice and he lapsed into silence. He realized that Heer and her friends had outwitted him, yet again.

It was an urgent and desperate matter and Chuchak decided to treat it as such. Summoning all the decisiveness and force which made him a legendary chieftan, he called for an urgent meeting of the panchayat. The charges of molestation were repeated, as was Sajda’s heart-rending narration of what had transpired. Kaidon reiterated his innocence but even as he did so, memories of his earlier conduct came to his listeners’ minds – whispered stories of how he used to hide and spy on the young girls of the village as they bathed. Added to this, was the firm conviction that Sajda had nothing to gain, as far as her accusation was concerned. If anything, as the panchayat pointed out, she had everything to lose. Girls in her situation, usually kept occurrences like these from others, for fear of the shame they would bring upon themselves.

After due deliberation, the panchayat passed its judgement – a public flogging and a year’s banishment from the village. Kaidon accepted the inevitable. He stood, looking proudly ahead, as the sentence was passed, and he bore each whiplash with such fortitude, that it evoked a grudging respect from those who witnessed it. Then, without a backward glance, he hobbled out of the village to serve out the second half of his sentence. Though outwardly calm, behind that stoic exterior seethed bitterness and hatred. How he wished the others could have seen what he saw so clearly – Sajda’s motive in making her accusation.

He was wrong – the others had glimpsed it too, though they did not spell it out in definite words, either to themselves or to each other. Heer’s father, uncle and two elder brothers, sat on in the courtyard, drawing, by turn on Chuchak’s hookah, long after the other members of the family had gone to bed.

“It is a sad thing about Kaidon,” Heer’s father sighed, “very sad. Perhaps if he had found a wife, this would not have happened.” There was silence as each member of the group went over the strange, swift, happenings of the evening in his mind. Each one of them lingered over the accusation of Heer’s affair with Ranjha and their collective subconscious willed it to be brought into the open. It was, again Chuchak, who took the lead.

“Now that Kaidon has cast an aspersion on my daughter, the cowherd must go. That is the only way to avoid further comment and then we must find a suitable groom for Heer.”

The others murmured their assent. “Should I tell him now?” Sultan asked.

“No. I will do it. There will be time enough in the morning before he sets out. But do you have a substitute?”

“Yes, yes. There are dozens of substitutes – what is so special about herding cows?” Chuchak knew from experience, how wrong his son was, but at this stage, he did not wish to labour the point.

“Well, have one of your dozens of cowherds ready in the morning”. He stood up and stretched himself. It was a signal to break off the meeting. The others retired, each to his own bed and a deep stillness descended on the household.

Heer waited till she heard her father’s deep regular snoring, then, as silent as a thief, she stole from the house and made her way to Ranjha’s hut. It was a terrible risk that she took, but Ranjha did not remonstrate. He drew her into the hut and into his arms, and inspite of their impending separation, which they both instinctively knew was inevitable, they managed to steal a few moments of bliss from eternity. When it was time for her to return, Heer broke down and wept in Ranjha’s arms. Holding her tenderly, all he said was, “Rab Rakha (God is our protector).” And there was such a firm conviction in his quiet voice that Heer’s fears were stilled, as she, too, began to believe that God would protect them and protect their love.

In the morning, Ranjha came to lead the herd to the forest. He held the tether of the lead cow and led her out of the shed. He found Chuchak waiting for him and greeted him politely. “You will not lead my herd to pasture any longer.”

“What is it, Khan? What have I done? Do I not look after your cattle well? Have you suffered loss because of my negligence? Or is it that I ask for too much pay?”

“You know it is none of these. My kinsman, Kaidon, has made accusations about you and Heer. And in the face of these accusations, I have no option but to dismiss you.”

Ranjha was silent for a while and when he spoke, it was in his usual pleasant way, with a smile on his lips, a twinkle in his eyes and a soft lilt to his voice. “I have found great comfort and joy in working with you, Khan. And it grieves me to leave. But if it will add honour to the name of the Sayals, I will do so gladly.” He handed the tether of the lead cow to Chuchak and walked away. In all the years that he had worked with Chuchak, he had accumulated nothing. The only addition to the clothes that he wore was a woollen chaddar, which he used to wrap himself up against the cold of the winter mornings. But winter was still a long way away and it would be many a month before he needed it. And so he left the village of Jhang, without even returning to his living quarters, as empty handed as he had come, though immeasurably richer in the wealth that he had accumulated in his heart and his soul: the wealth of a love that few men are destined to find. What the future held for his Heer and him, he did not know. But he believed firmly in what he had told her – God would protect them – and secure in this belief, even though he was going away from her, he trod lightly towards the riverbank.

He came to the landing stage as Luddan, the boatman, was about to embark across the river.

“Come, come brother Ranjha,” Luddan shouted, “What makes you abandon your herd today?” All traces of the initial animosity and hostility that he had borne the arrogant stranger, had been long washed away with the cumulative reports of his diligence at his work, his loyalty to his employer and his little acts of kindness and charity towards the poor and the unfortunate.

“I have not abandoned my herd,” Ranjha said lightly. “My herd has abandoned me.”

“Come, stop speaking in riddles, tell me what the matter is.” The boat had cast off from the riverbank and Luddan guided it carefully to midstream.

“Chuchak has no further need of my services, so I must go,” Ranjha said simply, smiling all the while to show that he harboured no grudge against his former employer.

“But why? Didn’t he give you a reason? After all that you have done for him!”

A babble of voices was raised in protest against what was deemed as unfair treatment.

“Where will you go?” asked a soft, gentle voice, laden with concern. It was Luddan’s younger wife.

“I do not know. But does it matter where I go?”

“Yes, it matters to us. You came as our guest and we will not have you turned away so unceremoniously.”

“Yes, she is right,” Luddan piped in. “You will stay in our little hut and we will, in our own humble way, do the best we can to look after you.”

And so from being an employee in the household of the Khan, Ranjha became a guest in the abode of the boatman.

In the meantime, the affairs of Chuchak’s herd deteriorated. The cattle would not accept any other herdman, they refused to eat or yield any milk. Within a span of three short days, four heads of fine young cattle died, before their ailment could he diagnosed and scores of others sickened and lay close to death.

Malliki wrung her hands as she surveyed the devastation. “Oh woe the day when we sent Ranjha away! He was so gentle with the cattle; he had such a way with them. Now they will not let anyone near them and we will lose all of them and be ruined.” Loudly her laments continued, and when her husband returned home at mid-morning, she prevailed upon him to recall Ranjha.

“Do you think that’s wise? Remember the decision was taken in front of all the others. I would lose face if I now went against it.”

“Well, you can decide what you want to lose: your face or your fortune,” Malliki snapped at her husband. “Besides, you don’t have to send for him,” she offered in a more placating tone. “I will send for him.”

“Will he come?” Chuchak asked, worried now, after being humbled to the point of asking for Ranjha’s return.

“Leave that to me,” Malliki said, “I know how to persuade him.” Smiling to herself, she went about the house, making preparations for her visit to Ranjha. She took special care to pack a large amount of her churi, for the making of which she was justly famous throughout the region.

As she approached Luddan’s hut, the strains of Ranjha’s flute floated down to her and, as it had happened to her daughter all those years ago, her step slowed and she was loath to break the magic of the music. At last he saw her and paused in his playing. He got to his feet and greeted her.

“Sit, sit Ranjha,” she said, taking her place on the doorstep. “Look what you have done to yourself. You look starved and famished.”

“It must be because he hasn’t eaten your churi,” said Luddan’s wife, hurt at the implied insult to her hospitality.

“Yes, it must be that,” Malliki smiled, not the least offended. “That is why I’ve brought some for him.” She undid the little bundle and spread it on the doorstep. “Come, come my son, come and eat.” And as Ranjha sat down and ate the churi, she reached up and smoothed his ruffled hair.

“You must come back to your work,” she said after a while. “You know how the cattle suffer.”

“Yes, I know, and I feel sorry for them. But I will not come back.”

“Come, come child. Be reasonable. Your anger is justified but be reasonable. My husband will double your wages.”

“No, not that,” Ranjha said sharply, stung to the quick, “You know that it was not for the wages that I worked for you.” Malliki stirred, uncomfortable at having to face the truth that she had known but never letting herself admit.

“You know that I worked on wages, which any other cowherd would have sniffed at, because of your daughter Heer. I was her servant, bonded labour to her love and this is what kept me tied to your home. Yet, at the first gust of an ill wind, you cast me aside like a worn-out shoe and look elsewhere for a bridegroom for your daughter.”

“Shame,” Luddan’s wife said. “He is the son of the chief of the Ranjha clan, in every whit as noble and wealthy a line as that of the Sayals.”

“Quiet, woman!” Malliki snapped at her, impatient that a difficult situation was being made even more difficult by the intervention of others.

“Come back, my son,” she said soothingly, “Come back and take your place in the household and I promise you, that when it is time to cast around for a husband for my daughter, yours shall be the first name that we will consider.”

On that promise, Ranjha returned again to his work as the Sayal’s herdsman. Miraculously, the cattle returned to good health, there was joy in the household and, for a while, it seemed that everything had been forgiven and forgotten. But only for a while. The Sayals were a proud people, and they could not forget that they had been made to compromise on their honour and pride by this young man. Though the villagers made sure never to air their feelings by word or gesture, the Sayals imagined they saw their humiliation in everyone’s eyes and read insults into the most innocent of remarks. Chuchak, in his wisdom, realized that having failed to find a suitable replacement for Ranjha, he must now strive to find a suitable bridegroom for his daughter.

Let it be said to Malliki’s credit that she did, at the meeting of family elders, put in a plea for Ranjha. “Have you taken leave of your senses, mother?” Sultan forgot his usual politeness in the face of her preposterous suggestion. “He is our cowherd, one of the lowliest, most menial of our employees.”

“But he is also the son of the late Mauju, the head of the Ranjha clan.”

“That is true,” Chuchak said, stroking his beard. “But the task that a man performs in his life, determines his lineage among men to a greater degree than the accident of his birth. In the eyes of the world he is a mere cowherd.”

So be it, Malliki shrugged, acquiesing in what she saw as the general will. She had done what she could to further Ranjha’s cause. Now she would sit back and let destiny take what course it would.

The manoeuvers of finding a suitable groom for Heer were at first conducted with the greatest discretion, so that no whiff of the endeavour reached the ears of the lovers. They had revived their daily trysts in the forest or on secluded stretches of the riverbank, though at Sajda’s pleading, they were certainly a little more careful, a little more circumspect in their meetings. They met for a brief hour or two each day and they changed their meeting place as often as they could. Sometimes Heer would steal a few delicacies from under her mother’s watchful eye and take them down with the intention of feeding Ranjha. But more often than not, she would meet a weeping child on the outskirts of the village, or a beggar and forgetting who the food was meant for, would give it away and come to Ranjha empty handed.

One late afternoon, while Ranjha lay with his head in Heer’s lap and she caressed his hair, they heard voices in the forest. They got to their feet, straightened their clothes and Heer quickly tried to look for a means of escape. But before she could decide what to do, five peers, holy men in flowing blue robes and flowing white beards, broke through the trees into the little clearing.

Heer and Ranjha, both bowed their heads in greeting and the holy men raised their hands in blessing.

“Come, most holy ones, come and rest your weary limbs awhile,” Ranjha said, indicating the grassy spot that Heer and he had lately occupied.

“Thank you young man, and who are you?”

“I am Dhido, also called Ranjha. I work as the herdsman of the Sayals.”

Heer brought forth the little spouted pitcher of water that she had carried for Ranjha. She poured water on the hands of each of the peers in turn and gave them the end of her dupatta to wipe them dry.

“Any relation of the Ranjhas of Takht Hazara?”

“Yes. I am the son of Mauju, the chief of the Ranjhas.”

“And you work as a herdsman for the Sayals?”

“He does it for me, O holy one,” Heer interposed, as she served some food to the holy man.

“And who are you?”

“I am Heer, the daughter of Chuchak Khan of the Sayals.”

“Oh, so that’s how it is,” the holy men mused on what they had heard.

“And why do you look at your feet, daughter, while you talk to us? Is there something that you have done that you are ashamed of?”

Heer looked straight into the speaker’s eyes. “I looked down only in deference to your age and to the fact that you have long renounced this world of the flesh. Not because I have done anything that I should be ashamed of.”

“And you love this man.” It was a bald statement of an obvious fact, not demanding an answer and yet Heer responded to it with a passion that broke through her quiet voice at every syllable.

“Yes. I love this man. My world begins and ends at his feet. I hear his voice in the cries of the weak and the helpless and I do whatever is in my power to bring them strength. I see him in the faces of the sick and hungry and I rush forward to bring them comfort. My world is only him, but through him, it has become far bigger and far wider than I have ever known it to be.”

There was a pause as the intensity of her love seemed to fill that little clearing.

“And does he love you?” there was a gentle teasing in the voice.

“I know he does, but does it matter? If he were not to love me, my love would be no whit the less. When you worship God, the intensity of your worship is not conditioned by God’s response to your worship. You worship – that is your end. I love, that is mine.” Her voice rose higher and touched the very tree tops and as the saints looked at her, standing so proud and erect in her declaration of love, it seemed to them that a golden light broke through the trees and bathed her in it.

“And you? What do you have to say?” In the same gentle manner, the questions turned to Ranjha.

“I have been a solitary man too long,” Ranjha replied, “for the words to come easily to me, especially when they are about thoughts and feelings that are so close to my mind and my heart. But yes, I love Heer. Five times a day, when I close my eyes in namaz and raise my voice to thank God for his benedictions, it is Heer’s face that I see in my mind’s eye, her voice that I hear in my ears. It is as if my Heer and my God are one.”

The holy men, on one accord, hastily put aside the food that they had been eating and got to their feet. For a moment, Ranjha was afraid that they were angry with him for his profanity. But they smiled at Heer and Ranjha in turn.

“You are blessed, my children,” said the eldest amongst them. “Truly blessed. You have found God so early in life while living in the world of men. While we, who have shunned this world and spent a lifetime in His quest, have yet to touch the hem of His robe. As ones who have been touched by God, give us your blessings that we might find Him too.” The five holy men made to kneel before Heer and Ranjha. Heer looked into Ranjha’s eyes and saw reflected in them, her own naked, wild fright.

“Please, please do not do this,” she begged, holding her hands out to restrain them. “It is we who need your blessings. My parents seek to marry me to someone else and so separate me from Ranjha.”

“Nothing can separate you from your Ranjha,” it was the peer who had first spoken. “Because it is God who has brought you together. Come, I will read your nikah for you.”

And so, in that secluded quiet forest, with the other four peers as witnesses, the holy man read the holy words, which bound Heer and Ranjha in a sacred bond in life and in death. Before they departed, the eldest peer turned again to the lovers.

“It is said that though we spend a lifetime with our loved ones, no one goes with us when we die. May God give you his special benediction. May you always be together in life, as you are now and together too, even in death.”

The peers left as quietly as they had come and the lovers sat on, too overcome by what had happened to be able to give voice to their feelings. When, at last, they reached out for each other, it was with the fumbling awkwardness of adoloscents.

In the meantime, the search for a suitable groom for Heer gained momentum and it could no longer be kept a secret from the lovers. Ranjha accosted Malliki when she was alone: “You have broken your promise, the promise you made when you persuaded me to come back.”

“I made one promise,” Malliki said, not pausing in her task of churning the milk. “And I have kept it. Your name is being considered as the prospective groom. Do not do anything rash to ruin your chances.”

It was a small concession that he had gained, but it was enough for the hope in his heart to feed upon. When Heer voiced her fears in the gathering clouds of gloom, he bid her be of good cheer. Hadn’t the peers given them their blessings that nothing could separate them in life or in death? And hadn’t Malliki herself promised that she would ensure that Ranjha became Heer’s bridegroom? With such powerful allies in this world and the next, they had nothing to fear. As always, Heer took solace in his reassurances and her fears were stilled.

Unfortunately, their earthly ally, as we have seen, was a false and feeble one. Having made one bid for Ranjha and having failed, she had decided to let the wind blow which way it would, dissembling all the while to lull the lovers into a false sense of security.

At last the day came, when it was no longer possible to turn away from reality. A proposal had come for Heer’s hand from Saida, the son of the Chief of the Khairas, a powerful and wealthy clan. The proposal had been accepted with joy and pride and Heer had only become aware of it when she had seen the shagun – the clothes, the sweetmeats, the silver coins, arranged in silver trays on a cot in the courtyard, waiting to be carried to Rangpur, the home of the Khairas. In her fright and panic, she fled to Ranjha, but found him still secure in the hope that there was bound to be some divine intervention. Finally, the day for the wedding was fixed and as it drew near, Heer begged Ranjha to take some action.

“No one will help us, O Ranjhana, we have to help ourselves. Let us run away. We are joined together in holy matrimony by no less an authority than the five peers. We would be within our legal rights to leave this place and set up our own home and start a new life in some far off place.”

“Yes, we would be within our legal rights,” Ranjha said quietly, his voice calm and steady in contrast to her feverish, hysterical tones. “But do we have the right to run away like this and leave your father’s face besmirched with dirt? No. I would not do that for the entire world. Have no fear, we are man and wife and when the maulvi comes to read the nikah, I shall step forward and tell him the truth. He is a man of God, he will listen.”

Finally it was the day for the wedding. But when the man of God came to perform the nikah, Ranjha was not around. He had been hit across the head by Chuchak’s kinsman who, expecting interference from him in the ceremony, wanted him out of the way. Hurt and bleeding, he was taken to a little hut on the outskirts of the village and locked in there for further safety.

As it turned out, the maulvi himself was a part of the conspiracy. He had promised that no matter what Heer’s response to the all-important question was, he would give out that she had said yes. Heer was given an opiate which dulled her senses. Though she knew what was happening and wished to cry out in protest, she was unable to do so.

When they sat her down for the ceremony, she tried to push herself up but found she had no strength. Her chin fell upon her chest, her eyes closed and she was lost to the world. Just once, for a brief moment, she was able to open her eyes and absorb what was happening around her. This was when the maulvi asked the question. She summoned up all her strength to scream her refusal. But no sound escaped her lips. She knew she was lost and she gave up all effort to let her will be known. Like the waves of the sea, the blankness closed in upon her again and her chin fell again upon her chest.

The maulvi repeated his question and Malliki said loud enough for all to hear. “She is too modest, my daughter, she will not speak. But she has nodded her head to indicate her assent.”

“No,” Sajda protested. “That is not true.”

“Quiet girl! Do you dare to set yourself against me?” The anger in the maulvi’s voice turned Sajda cold with fear and she held her peace. The maulvi declared that the nikah had been performed.

Cries of joy rent the air and the two families congratulated each other. Heer was carried to her room and put upon her bed and here she slept, while the others partook of the lavish feast that had been laid on by the Sayals.

At last it was time for the doli to leave. Though some effect of the opiate had passed, Heer was not yet in full control of her faculties. The gaily decorated doli was brought to the door and Heer was led to it by her sisters-in-law. Only twice during that walk from her room to the doli, was she able to shake off the stupor. The first time was when a weeping Malliki, standing near the door, her arms outstretched, took a step towards her daughter. Heer stopped and looked straight at her and Malliki halted before the gaze.

“Weep? Why do you weep, woman? Have you not reason to rejoice?” Heer said, her voice clear and steady, “For surely today, you have earned for yourself a position that is unique amongst the millions and millions of mothers, who throng the annals of history. Mothers wed their daughters, then lower them gently into the doli to be carried to their husbands’ homes. There has been no wedding here and yet you thrust me into a doli to be carried to the home of a stranger. You prostitute me! You make a harlot of your daughter,” her voice was loaded with venom. Malliki recoiled before her daughter’s words. But Heer was not done yet. With tremendous effort, she summoned up all her strength and drew herself to her full height. She took two steps towards the cowering Malliki. “May there never be a mother like you!” So saying, she spat on the ground at her mother’s feet and took her place in the doli.

One by one, all her friends knelt down beside her and made their farewells. She caught sight of the maulvi, and pushing back the weeping women, she staggered out of the doli and drew herself up to her full height. She held her accusing finger under his nose and in a voice loud enough for all to hear, she proclaimed:

“You maulvi, you are evil to the core of your heart. You are twice cursed, for you have betrayed the trust reposed in you both by God and by men. For this there can be no forgiveness. You must be punished and yet, what punishment can I, a poor, broken, defeated woman give you? I can only curse you, and I curse you now from the depths of my broken heart. Our bodies are doomed when we die, to be consumed by worms. May your body be consumed by worms while you live. And as they each burrow into you flesh, may you feel the pain that you have given me, and may you remember, with every breath, how you ceased to be a man of God and became, instead, an agent of the devil.” Those who heard Heer’s words, fell back in horror at the enormity of her curse. She stepped into the doli and called gently to the bearers. “Come, my friends, it is time to go.”

Ranjha had, at last, come to his senses and broken out of the hut, only to discover that it was all over, that his Heer was being carried away in a doli. Half demented with fear, anger and despair, he ran after the doli and having reached it, ran alongside for one last look at his beloved. He realized that there was no hope anymore, that the miracle he had been awaiting, the miracle which would give his Heer to him, would never be wrought. There was hope now, only for one last lingering look, which would fix her face in his eyes forever.

Heer became aware of a figure running alongside the doli, peeping in to catch a fleeting glimpse.

“Put me down,” she called and the bearers, ever obedient, put the doli on the ground. Ranjha knelt besides the doli and Heer put her hand to his cheek.

“What can I say to you, Ranjha? I cannot even commend you to God, because for me, you are God. So I commend you to yourself. I know this, that wherever I am, wherever I go, my prayers will always be only to you, only for you.” She paused for a while and then in the same quiet, steady voice she called. “Come my friends, let us go.”

Ranjha fell back from the path and watched his beloved being carried away. He stood at the edge of the mustard fields, now in full bloom, and continued to look after the procession, as it wound its way down to the riverbank. He saw them all embark on Luddan’s boat, he ran down to the river’s edge and, as the boat rowed down the river, he ran along the edge, his eyes never leaving the gaily coloured doli.

His progress was slow, but he continued to stumble along, tripping on stones, cutting himself, falling into clumps of brambles, unmindful of the stinging nettles on his hands and face. It was as if all the forces of nature were conspiring to hold him back from his beloved. At last, tired and forlorn, he gave up the unequal struggle and standing on the water’s edge, watched his beloved being carried away from him. Long after she was gone, he continued to stand there looking at the spot where she had last been. Without his being aware of it, the darkness had begun to close around him. He felt a hand on his shoulder and looking around, saw Sajda, the ever faithful friend, standing besides him. Putting his arms around her, he cried on her shoulder as if his crying would have no end. She held him close but kept her own grief subservient to his and, when at last, his tears had dried, she held his hand and led him away from the river, the way one would lead a little, lost child.

It was like a lost child that Ranjha behaved in the days that followed. He would eat only when food was placed before him, bathe only when he was led down to the river and sleep only when someone told him to do so with some measure of firmness. For the rest, he would sit with a faraway look in his eyes, his lips forming ceaselessly the word Rab over and over again, while his face wore a soft mystical smile at the image of Heer that remained constantly in his eyes. He left the hut the Sayals had given him and began to wander through his beloved forest, which held so many happy memories for him. Mithi took pity on him and insisted he stay with her. So, though he spent the whole day in the forest, he did return to her home at nightfall. As the days passed, he began, a little at a time, to gain some measure of self control.

One day, he met a yogi and so impressed was he by the holy man’s detachment, his calm acceptance of life, that he followed him to his hermitage and became his disciple. The yogi found in him, an adept pupil. He learnt quickly to recognize the different herbs that his master gathered and learnt, too, of their medicinal properties. Soon he was as proficient as the yogi in prescribing herbal medicines. More than this, he learnt, too, about philosophy and religion and soon felt a sense of calm seep into him.

“You are ready for your initiation,” the yogi said one day. Ranjha’s initiation was performed soon after – a fact that caused resentment amongst the other disciples, who had been longer at the hermitage and who had not yet been initiated. Ranjha felt the tension gather around him and was saddened by it. He had no wish to cause strife in a place that had given him great strength, and, taking his leave of the yogi, he left the hermitage.

He now wandered from place to place. He would stop for a day here and another there. People in distress began to gravitate towards him and he was able to bring some measure of relief and comfort to them. He gave them simple advice; advice which was both practical and reassuring. Those who were sick, came to him and he treated them with herbal medicines and cured them of their sickness. Gradually, his fame spread far and wide as a man who had come close to God. Wherever he stopped, people came flocking to him and his reputation as a saint grew.

He came, at last, to a copse of trees outside Rangpur and camped there. People came to him in large numbers for help. One of them, in gratitude for what the saint had done for him, built him a small hut.

One morning, Ranjha wandered from his hut and stopped to rest on a platform that the villagers had built around a huge banyan tree. He put his flute to his lips, as he so often did when he was alone, and began to play.

A shepherd grazing his sheep close by, heard the music and felt the power in it draw him magnetically towards the sound. He abandoned his flock and crept up to the tree. He listened to the music that flowed from the ascetic’s flute and felt disturbed by it. As he stood there entranced, he remembered the stories he had heard about a man called Ranjha and of the magic in his flute. He was sure that this was him.

“You are no ascetic,” he said, when Ranjha paused in his playing. “You are Ranjha from Takht Hazara. You worked as a cowherd with the Sayals.” He did not say that he had heard, too, of Ranjha’s love for Heer, the daughter of the Sayals.

“Yogis have no name,” Ranjha replied calmly. “No home. No past and no future. Do not be deceived my friend. I am no more, no less, than what I appear to be – an ascetic who has renounced the world.”

Though the shepherd was sure that his assumption about the man was correct, he also realized that what the ascetic said was true. Ranjha had indeed renounced the world, what purpose would it serve to rake up the past? He held his peace.

In the Khaira household there was great consternation. Heer, resolutely refused to submit to Saida’s advances.

“Take heed, Khaira,” she warned, again and again. “Beware the wrath of God! It is a sin to covet another man’s wife and I am Ranjha’s wife, lawfully wedded to him.”

“And what of me?” Saida asked. “I too am wedded to you.”

“No. I was never wedded to you. I did not give my assent. The maulvi deceived all of you by giving out that I had said ‘yes’.”

A frustrated rage welled up in Saida at her quiet and persistent refusal to bed with him. Left to himself, he would have forced his attentions upon her against her will. But his mother cautioned him, again and again, and held him in check.

“Be patient, my son. It is only a question of time. She is not like other women. She is the daughter of the great Sayal and there is madness on her. Be patient, give her time, I am sure the madness will pass and she will soon be herself again. Think how great shall be your blessings when she gives herself to you of her own accord.

“Do not ruin everything by being rash.” Saida listened and knew that there was much truth in these words.

The Khairas left Heer to her own devices, though they were peeved by her willfullness and the insult that she cast by her rejection of their dashing Saida. Only Saiti, Saida’s sister, understood the sorrow that supped at Heer’s heart for she too, knew the pain of love.

One day, Saiti heard of a fakir who had stopped for a few days outside the village. A sudden thought came to her mind: perhaps this man could help Heer. Unknown to anyone in the household, she went out to meet him. As she approached the large banyan tree under which he sat, she heard the strains of beautiful music. It was sad music, sad and poignant and it touched her to the quick. It stirred feelings in her of her own, sad predicament and brought back in full strength, all her longings for Murad, her lover. Yet, as she listened, even in its sadness, the music caused her heart to lift above all the sadness and dreariness of life, filling her with ecstasy and the fervent wish that it would never end.

But end it did, because a little while later, the fakir took his flute away from his lips and put it down beside him. A hush fell on the scene and Saiti saw, at last, the large group of people who waited around the platform. One by one, the people approached the fakir. He listened patiently to their problems and, for each, he had a smile, a piece of advice and always the behest that the person who spoke should turn to prayers. At last, it was Saiti’s turn. She made a sajda and stood for a while, gathering her words, aware of his gaze on her face. He waited patiently for her to speak and then, when it seemed that she would not speak, he smiled that same enigmatic smile and said gently,

“What is it, my child?” His voice was soft and the tone so tender, that it was as if he was really speaking to a child, a child who was hurt, a child who was sad and unhappy. “What is it that troubles you?” And yet, inspite of his coaxing, Saiti could not find the words with which to begin.

“For one so young and beautiful, there can be only one trouble, the trouble of the heart, of love.” And again there was the same, mysterious smile.

“Yes, holy one,” Saiti found her voice at last. “It is the trouble of the heart. But it is not my trouble; it is the trouble of my sister-in-law.”

“Your brother is engaged in dalliance with another and neglects her. Is that the trouble?”

“On the contrary, my brother is besotted by her. He can think and dream only of her. He neglects his work, his duties, his friends and his family. But she will have nothing to do with him.”

“Perhaps your brother has said or done something to hurt her, to turn her love away from him?”

“No, he has been patient and gentle with her. It is a sickness of the mind that she brought with her when she married.” She knelt besides him and held his feet.

“Please, please come and see her, speak to her. Perhaps you can do something to help her and so help my brother.”

“Only God can do that,” the fakir said, smiling again. “But I can see that you have a kind heart and, if it will bring you some comfort, yes, I will come to see her. Come to me tomorrow, two hours after day break, and I will come with you.”

So the next morning, a few hours after day break, Saiti led Ranjha to the courtyard where Heer sat on a cot. Heer heard the approach of the stranger’s feet and drew her veil across her face.

“You do not need to do that before me,” Ranjha said. “For I am done with that part of life. Your sister-in-law asks me to help you and I cannot do that if you turn away and hide your face from me.”

“You cannot help me,” Heer retorted, not recognizing his voice, her face still turned away from him. “There is no one who can help me. Only my God can help me and he has abandoned me. If He refuses to help me what can you, a mere mortal, do for me?” She spoke in a strong, clear voice and Ranjha recognized the voice of his beloved Heer and, for a moment, the world stood still. Everything else fell away from him. He reached out and caught her wrist. She turned and looked into his face. She saw only, a strange fakir, with hollow cheeks and wild eyes, with matted locks and an unkept beard. She snatched her hand away from him.

“How dare you touch me!” she said, the fire strong in her voice, “How dare you touch me when you know that I belong to another!”

“Do not be angry,” Ranjha said soothingly and knelt down besides her. “I only took your hand as the hakim takes the patient’s hand and feels the pulse to affect his diagnosis.”

“My illness is of the heart. You cannot diagnose it by feeling my pulse.”

“Do not be angry with him, sister,” Saiti said gently, drawing close to them. “He is a holy man and holy men have strange and mysterious powers. Who knows, he may even have the power to cure your illness.”

“No man has that power. Only my God has the power to cure my illness.”

“The same God you turned into a cowherd with your love and then abandoned to go away with another?”

Heer turned, at last, and looked sharply into his face. She examined the curve of his eyebrows and the shape of his nose and then the fullness of his lips, which even the thickness of his beard and moustache could not hide. Yes, there could be no mistake: this strange man, in his strange garb, was her Ranjha. Her face flushed, and her heart beat so strongly that she was, at first, afraid that it would break. She reached out and put her hand on his hand and they looked into each other’s eyes. For a long moment they sat thus, and Saiti stood over them, perplexed, not quite understanding what had happened.

Then Heer gave a loud sob and forgetting herself, forgetting Saiti, forgetting who she was and where she was, threw herself into her lover’s arms. He covered her with kisses, first her head and her hair and then, lifting her face, her eyes, her cheeks and her lips. And at last, Saiti understood the import of what she saw and turned away, her heart filled with a bitter-sweet joy at having brought the separated lovers together, thus irrevocably ending all hope of happiness for her brother. She left the lovers alone for a moment and then, afraid that someone would discover them, she turned back to them.

“Are you mad,” she said, “that you forget so completely where you are?”

“I do not care,” Heer said, straightening up on her cot but not letting go of her lover. “It is enough, that we have this moment, that we are together at this moment. I will give up my entire life for this.”

“And what of me? Do you not care of what will happen to me when it is discovered that I have brought your lover to you?”

Ranjha kissed Heer one last time. Then he gently disengaged himself from her clasp and got to his feet.

“She is right,” he said to Heer. “Whatever may be our own feelings, we cannot, in our selfishness, jeopardize her future.”

“Never fear, sister,” Saiti said kneeling down besides Heer, where Ranjha had knelt just a moment ago. “Trust me. Now that I have brought you together, I will ensure that you are never again forced apart.”

And so it was that the lovers were reunited and Saiti, in her scheming way, found both time and place for the lovers to be alone together each day, while she stood guard and kept all intruders at bay. After a few days, the lovers took note of Saiti’s own sad predicament. Soon Heer devised ways to bring Saiti and her young lover, Murad, the Baluch, secretly together. The days flew fast in this wondrous fulfillment of the two loves.

Heer alone, of the four lovers, allowed her mind to dwell on what was to follow. It was not for her own self that she was afraid. She had been more than honest, when she had told Saiti that it was enough for her that, at this moment, she was with her Ranjha. When she thought of the future, with all the terror that it held, her concern was more for Saiti and Murad. She shared her worry with Ranjha.

“They will be caught,” she said. “Already people exchange looks and whisper gossip when one of the two walks past.”

“Yes, yes, I have seen this too. Their only hope is to break free from this hostile environment.”

“Where can they go? The Khaira’s are strong and powerful. They will track them down and exact terrible retribution.”

“The Baluchs are not without strength and power of their own. And the world is so wide a space, surely somewhere there will be a little corner which the Baluchs can make safe for Saiti and Murad.”

There was indeed such a corner. Murad’s aunt had married into a hill tribe which lived in the hills beyond Sialkot. If they could get to this place ahead of the pursuit that must follow, they would be safe.

Heer and Ranjha decided to offer themselves as decoys. They would run away first and then, when all the attention and power of the Khairas was focused on finding them, Saiti and Murad would make a break for the hills, and so get the start they needed.

In pursuance of their plan, one morning, Saiti prevailed upon Heer and some of her other friends to come for a frolic in the forest. Here, as was her wont, Heer broke away from the others and wandered off by herself among the trees. The others, used to her need to be on her own, let her be and joined in play amongst themselves. When Heer found that she was all alone and there was little chance of an intrusion, she looked around for a thorn. Very carefully, she made two puncture marks on her ankle, just deep enough to draw blood and close enough to suggest the work of a snake. Then she swallowed the herbs that Ranjha had given her and waited patiently for them to take effect. When she felt the beads of perspiration break out upon her forehead, she let out a loud scream and fell to the ground.

The others heard the scream and, breaking in their play, ran to her. They found her lying on the ground, her face already blue, the first sign of froth appearing at her lips. They looked down at her feet and saw the puncture marks.

They set up an alarm and two of them carried Heer back to the village as fast as they could. The Hakim was summoned and though the wise man administered some medicine, he shook his head and it was obvious that he held out little hope. Silence descended on the household and even when the curious neighbours came in to take a look at the unfortunate girl, they did so on tiptoe and when they spoke, it was in whispers. The poison spread through her body, till it took on the same blue hue as her face.

Someone thought of calling on the snake charmers to draw the poison out and though they did their best, playing their gourded pipes till they were out of breath, it was in vain. The blue of her body took on a deeper hue. When it seemed certain that Heer would die, Saiti spoke.

“There is a fakir in the forest. He is a wise man, perhaps he could help.”

“Yes. And he has a great knowledge of herbal medicine.” The cry was taken up by the others and like the proverbial drowning man clutching at a straw, the Khairas turned to the strange fakir.

The fakir came willingly, as he always did, when summoned in time of need and trouble. He felt Heer’s pulse and then shook his head sadly.

“It is hopeless,” he said in a soft gentle voice. “There is little that I can do. There is only one chance and it is a chance in a million.”

“If it is the only chance then we must take it,” Saida said.

“I have one powerful herb that might help. But if it is to help, she must be left in total isolation while it takes effect. I, of course, will be with her to monitor its working. But there must be no one else within sight or hearing.”

Strange are the ways of fakirs, and the Khairas, in their desperation, saw nothing suspicious in this suggestion. Heer was carried to Ranjha’s hut and Ranjha went with her and closed the door behind him. As soon as they were alone, Ranjha gave Heer another herb, an antidote to the first, and within minutes Heer was herself again. While the rest of the village waited with bated breath, Heer and Ranjha made their way through a small window in the rear of the hut. All day the Khairas waited in the hope that the fakir would work a miracle and restore their beautiful daughter to them. Most of them sat in patient silence, while others found solace in prayer.

Then, when the sun sank low on the horizon, the prayers ceased, as one and all accepted the inevitable. Saida and his father rose from the crowd and went to the hut to claim the body. They knocked loud and long but there was no response.

“Has something happened to him too?” one in the crowd said and the Khairas, father and son, broke down the door and discovered the hut empty. They went in and found the little open window at the back, and suddenly, the perfidy of the fakir struck them.

“Who would have thought that he would turn out to be such a rogue?” one of the women spoke up in the shocked silence.

“All those who knew him.” It was the shepherd who had recognized Ranjha. “He was Dhido, of the Ranjha clan of Takht Hazara. He had worked as a cowherd for the Sayals, and their daughter Heer and he had fallen in love.” The story was well known, though no one in his audience had known that the fakir was none other than Ranjha himself.

“Why did you not tell us?’

“Because I believed that he had renounced the world and become a man of God.”

“There are only two directions in which they could be heading: Jhang or Takht Hazara.”

The alarm was sounded and the pursuit taken up in a planned and organized manner. Every available man and horse was pressed into service and two teams of riders fanned out in the directions of Jhang and Takht Hazara. When the echo of the last galloping hoof had died away, Saiti and Murad made their way separately to the grove of trees where Murad’s horse was tethered. In the gathering dusk, the lovers mounted the steed, and rode swiftly away in the opposite direction, never to return.

The pursuit was hampered by the dark, and though the Khairas combed every inch of the land they covered, it was not till the next morning that the lovers were discovered. Heer and Ranjha had walked all through the day and night and had come, at last, to the outskirts of the town of Kot Kabula. It was here, too tired and footsore to walk any longer that they had paused, in the early hours of the morning and it was here that one of the search parties had come upon them. The two tired lovers were easily overpowered. They were tied and shackled and, like two common criminals, led away towards Rangpur. But a group of the town police, who had been patrolling in and around the town during the night, came upon this strange group.

“Who are you?” the thanedar asked, “And who are these that you lead away?”

“We are the Khairas of Rangpur. This is Heer the bride of Saida, the son of our chief. She and the so called fakir, have committed the crime of adultery and we take them back to Rangpur to meet their just punishment.”

“Where were they taken?”

“Here, just outside Kot Kabula.”

“Then this comes within the jurisdiction of our chief. You cannot arrest and take them away without his permission.”

In vain did the Khairas protest, that the crime had been committed in Rangpur and so the trial must take place there. The soldiers remained adamant in their stand. It was a short way to Kot Kabula and the group was soon at the chief’s haveli. They were ushered into the chief’s presence and the Khairas wasted no time in presenting their case and pressing for permission to take the criminals back to Rangpur.

The chief listened patiently, and when they had finished, he turned to Heer and Ranjha.

“And you? Have you anything to say?”

“The story has been so well told, your honour, that I have no addition to make. What they say is the truth, except for one minor error. Heer was never married to Saida.” The Khairas began to protest but the chief held up his hand and silenced them.

“Is this true?” he asked, turning to Heer and there was gentleness in his voice as he spoke to her.

“Yes, your honour, this is true. I never gave my assent.”

There was earnestness in her voice and that, coupled with the young girl’s unflinching gaze, convinced the chief that there was more to this case than the version given by the Khairas.

“Let this case be presented before my qazi. Till then, let them be unshackled and let each be escorted to a place of safety and given food and such comfort as they may need.” So saying, he turned to the Khairas. “You will be my guests. And the commander of my guards shall look to your needs.” He turned and went into the haveli.

Seven days were spent in preparing for the trial. The qazi listened to both parties. As he listened to the Khairas, especially to Saida, he could not but be convinced that they were truly the aggrieved party. And when he listened to Heer and Ranjha, each one separately, and went over their story, again and again, he was sure that they, too, were telling the truth. So the best that he could do was to seek the names of witnesses, who would support or disprove their stories. On the day the trial opened, witnesses from Jhang, Rangpur and Multan assembled in Kot Kabula to give their evidence and so assist the qazi to arrive at a just conclusion.

Word of the trial had spread far and wide. Since it involved the children of three powerful tribal chiefs, it generated great interest. On the day the trial began, Kot Kabula overflowed with visitors. The large courtyard, where the trial was to be conducted, was filled to capacity and the crowd spilled out into the street. Word of what was happening in the courtyard was carried from ear to ear and out into the street.

The qazi entered the courtyard, followed, soon after, by the Chief, and the trial began.

The Khairas presented their case first. It was a simple straightforward case. The Sayals had pursued them for Saida’s hand in marriage for their daughter, Heer. The Khairas had, at first, demurred, because they had heard some talk of Heer’s association with her father’s cowherd. But then they had, at last, given in. The marriage had been performed in Jhang and the bride had been brought back to Rangpur.

“Who performed the marriage?” the qazi asked.

“The maulvi of Jhang.”

“And where is this venerable man?” the qazi asked. He had sent for the maulvi and fully expected him to come forward now and confirm the performance of the nikah. There was a murmur of voices and then Chuchak stepped forward from the crowd.

“The maulvi is indisposed, your holiness. He has a large carbuncle in the side of his abdomen and is not able to travel.” What he did not know, or knowing, chose not to say, was that the maulvi’s wound was infested with maggots. Each morning, the maggots were carefully removed and the wound filled with the strongest antiseptic known at the time. Yet, by the next morning, there were more maggots in the wound and as they bore and ate into his flesh, he cried with pain and called out to Allah for the sin he had committed and for the pain he had inflicted upon Heer and Ranjha. The Khairas murmured to themselves and recognized the maulvi’s absence as a blow to their case.

“Is there anyone here who was witness to the marriage?” Immediately there was a babble of voices for many who were present in the hall had participated in the wedding festivities. The qazi held up his hand. There was silence.

“Any, who were with the woman when the maulvi asked for her assent?’

Malliki, Sajda and a few other girls who had sat next to Heer when the maulvi had asked his question, now stepped forward.

“Who are you?” the qazi asked Malliki.

“I am the girl’s mother.”

“And you were present when the maulvi asked your daughter whether she accepted the terms of the nikah?”

“Yes,” her voice was a little more than a whisper and she did not raise her eyes from the floor. It was plain to everyone in the room, that the woman was afraid and had something to hide. The qazi knew, at this moment, what would be the outcome of the trial.

“And you heard your daughter say yes?”

Malliki nodded her head in assent.

“Have you no shame, woman,” Heer cried out in anguish, “No fear of the wrath of God, when you stand before him on the day of judgement?”

“Quiet, woman!” the qazi said gently. “It is I who ask the questions here. Wife of the Sayal, you must answer me with words. Did you hear your daughter say yes?”

Malliki looked once at the qazi and then at her daughter. Then she turned her eyes again to the ground. But, try as she would, she could not bring herself to say the one word that she was required to say, she could not say ‘yes’. Her silence stretched on and a hush fell over the crowd.

“You, who are you?” The qazi asked turning to Sajda.

“I am Sajda,” she said, her voice calm and steady. “I am Heer’s cousin.”

“You say that you were with her at the time of the nikah. Did you hear her say yes to the maulvi’s question?”

“No, your holiness,” And Sajda looked the qazi straight in the eye as she spoke. “No. I did not hear her say yes because she never said it. The maulvi …”

“Enough. You have answered my question.” The qazi turned to each of the other girls, one by one, and repeated his questions and each of them confirmed what Sajda had said.

The hushed shock gave way to angry murmurs and the qazi once more called for silence. He called for Saida and Anju.

“Did this woman refuse to consummate her marriage?”

“Yes.” Anju said. Saida nodded in agreement.

“You, Saida. What reason did she give for her strange behaviour?”

“She said she was already wed to another and so could not submit to me.”

Turning to Anju the qazi asked. “And did she say the same to you?”

“Yes. She persisted in this statement and refused to have anything to do with my son. She is mad – stark raving mad.

“Quiet, woman! Just answer the questions that you are asked.”

The witnesses were dismissed and Heer was called back to testify.

“You told the Khairas that you were already wed to another. Who is this other?”

“Ranjha,” she answered “And who performed the nikah?”

“The five peers – the five holy men who are venerated throughout the Punjab.”

“You are sure of that?”

“Yes, as sure as I am that the sun rises in the East.”

Ranjha was called to testify and he corroborated what Heer had said.

The qazi turned and called for the five peers to come forward.

He knew that he would not be calling for them in vain. Heer and Ranjha had mentioned, during his preliminary enquiries that their nikah had been performed by the five peers. He knew the peers well, and respected them. He also knew that they were, at that time, camping in Multan, and so had sent for them, requesting them to be present at the trial. If what the lovers claimed was true, the qazi was sure that the peers would come to Kot Kabula. And so it was.

The five peers entered the courtyard and a collective gasp went up from the crowd. They were well-known and well revered figures in the region and everyone knew that what they said would influence greatly, the outcome of the trial.

“It was kind of you to come,” the qazi said gently after he had raised his fingers to his forehead in greeting.

“A courtroom is no place for holy men and it would have been understandable if you had not come.”

“It is our duty,” said the eldest of the peers, who had performed Heer and Ranjha’s nikah and it was he who now assumed the role of the spokesman. “And to perform our duty, we would go willingly into the pits of hell.”

“May Allah ensure that that eventuality never comes to pass!” The qazi said with great feeling and then resumed his cross examination.

“Do you know this man and the woman?”

“Yes,” said the peer. “He is Dhido, son of the late Mauju, head of the Ranjhas of Takht Hazara. She is Heer, daughter of Chuchak Khan, the head of the Sayals of Jhang.”

“Tell us, if it will please you, how you came to know them?”

The peer told of their wandering into the little glade and seeing the lovers together. He spoke of their wondrous love and bore witness to the performing of the nikah, there in the forest, the sacred ceremony which had made them man and wife.

A few more witnesses were called, a few more questions asked, but the spectators knew that the decision had already been reached. They knew the verdict that the qazi would pronounce and he pronounced it, clearly and briefly.

“It has been established, beyond all doubt, that Heer and Saida were never joined together in matrimony. As such, there can be no question of Heer having wronged him with Ranjha. Far be it from me to censure the holy men for their actions, though issue could be joined with them, on social grounds, for not having taken Heer’s parents into confidence before performing the nikah.

“Be that as it may, it has been established, again beyond all doubt, that Heer and Ranjha had become man and wife both in the eyes of God and in the eyes of the law, long before she was brought to Rangpur. If they have enjoyed any physical intimacy, it is no more and no less than the conjugal rights that the law bestows upon a husband and wife. I pronounce Heer and Ranjha innocent of the charges that have been levelled against them and restore Heer to her rightful husband, Ranjha, with the command that no man should seek to come between them. Go now, the two of you and may God always be with you.”

Hand in hand, the lovers left the courtyard and there were many in the crowd who wept unashamedly at the happiness that had at last come to them.

“For you others and for your miserable role in this affair,” the qazi said, looking severely at the Sayals and the Khairas “I will only say that I commend you to Allah’s mercy. May he give you the power to look into your souls and see that social norms and social conventions are meant to bring law and order into our lives and to promote happiness amongst men. They are not made to be twisted and abused in order to impose our will upon others. May God, in his mercy, forgive you for the wrongs that you have done.” The qazi said a prayer and, along with the chief, strode out of the courtyard.

Heer and Ranjha were surrounded by a group of well- wishers and friends. Amongst these were Luddan, the boatman and his two wives, Sajda and all of Heer’s childhood friends. Chuchak and Malliki were there too, and appeared to have put the past behind them and to be happy in their daughter’s happiness.

“It is time we moved on. We must go home,” Ranjha said, voicing the obvious, “I have been too long away from Takht Hazara and I must now hurry home with my bride and share my happiness with my people.” He turned to look in Heer’s eyes for confirmation, but saw instead, doubt and uncertainty there.

“What is it, Heer?” he asked.

“I would wish to go to my new home with the ceremony that befits the coming of a new bride, not steal upon it quietly like a thief in the night.”

“And why should you do that?” Malliki asked “Your parents are not dead yet that the daughter of the house of Chuchak should not be bidden goodbye in the way she deserves. I have sinned against you and now beg for the chance to redeem myself.”

“Yes daughter,” Chuchak added, “You cannot deny us this chance to atone for the mistakes that we have made.”

“No, I cannot bide here any longer. I must be on my way,” Ranjha insisted.

“Then leave Heer here with us. When I have made suitable preparations, I will send her to Takht Hazara, escorted by her brother, Sultan.”

Ranjha hesitated, not willing to be parted from his Heer, now that she was at last his.

“Yes, let us do this,” Heer said. “You will be able to prepare your people for my arrival. It is only a matter of a few days and it will show that we bear no ill will towards my people.” Against his better judgement, Ranjha allowed himself to be persuaded to return alone to Takht Hazara. And having made his farewells and extracted from Heer a promise that she would follow him within the week, he returned, at last, to his native village.

Great was the joy in Takht Hazara at Ranjha’s return, after so long an absence. The brothers had, for too long, borne the burden of their guilt and the social ostracism that had been their lot for the unfair treatment they had meted out to their brother. Now they vied with each other to make amends. Greater, still, was the joy when it was learnt that he had wed the legendary Heer and that she would soon be arriving amongst them with all pomp and ceremony.

Heer, meanwhile, returned to Jhang and it was as if all was forgiven and forgotten. An air of happiness and easy gaiety hung over the house and everyone was loving and cordial towards her. Even Kaidon, who had returned from his exile, treated his niece with great affection and tenderness and Heer was glad that the hostility between them had, at last, been laid to rest.

Away from the house, however, when the men were together, they expressed their true sentiments. Sultan, Heer’s eldest brother smarted under the insult that the qazi’s judgement had caused to the Sayals. Kaidon, now back from his banishment, and raging for revenge, added fuel to the fire. He taunted the men for accepting the situation and instigated them to punish the errant Heer.

“Think, think of what this will do in the future. If you let her go, our daughters will never again be safe. Every rascal and vagabond will make a beeline for Jhang and elope with the first Sayal girl who catches his fancy.”

And so it came to be that the men met each afternoon in the very forest where Heer and Ranjha had become lovers, to plot and scheme to avenge their humiliation. By mutual consent, Chuchak was kept in the dark about these proceedings.

“He loves his daughter more than he loves his honour,” Kaidon said sarcastically and the Sayal brothers, hurt as they were by this barb, had to concede the truth of it.

Sajda heard of the daily meetings in the forest and, her suspicions aroused, and stole in on the men to listen to what they said.

“The time has come,” Kaidon said, “to be done with that wanton girl. We must put an end to her and we must do it now. Put poison in her food and let her choke on her own dishonour. It is too easy an end, I tell you, for the infamy that she has brought on us.”

Her heart beating with fear at what was being planned for her friend, Sajda fled. She sought the first opportunity to be alone with Heer and, her voice trembling with fear, she told her friend what she had heard.

“Promise me, Heer,” she said putting her friend’s hand to her heart. “Promise me that not a morsel of food, not a drop of water will cross your lips in this wretched household.”

Heer smiled at her friend’s anxiety. “Do not be afraid,” she said. “Death holds no fear for me. It never has since I have found my Ranjha. My life was fulfilled the day I found his love and I know, that not even death can part us now.”

“O Heer, I do not understand you,” Sajda said, breaking into sobs. “Your life has just begun, how can you be so indifferent to the happiness that now lies ahead?”

“Life, death, happiness, unhappiness, they are all the same in the presence of my God. Do not be afraid. If they harm me, it is only my body they will harm; my love for my Ranjha is beyond the confines of this body.”

“For God’s sake, do not talk in this senseless way. Just promise me, that you will not partake of any food or drink while you are here.”

“If that will make you happy, it is easily promised.” Reassured by her friend’s promise, Sajda made her way home.

That night, when food was put before her, Heer refused to eat. She gave no reason and in answer to her mother’s entreaties, she only said, “I will eat only when I am with my Ranjha.”

Day after day she starved herself of food and drink and, in answer to all the pleas that were made to her, she smiled and repeated her intention.

“I will eat only with my Ranjha.”

The Sayals saw their daughter wasting away and saw, too, their carefully laid out plots and schemes crumble to dust. Paradoxically, while they were ready to poison her, they were not ready to let her starve herself to death. They did not wish her to become a martyr to love. So it was decided that it was better to let her go, and perhaps, when she came on a subsequent visit to Jhang, a way could be found to deal with her.

Hurried preparations were thus made to send Heer to Takht Hazara. A small party led by Sultan was formed to escort her on her way. Once again, the doli stood at the door of the courtyard, once again Heer was dressed in all her bridal finery and once again the plaintive notes of the shehnai filled the air. One by one, Heer embraced all her friends and relatives and bid them farewell. She came, at last to the door and saw her father waiting his turn to bid his daughter goodbye. Her heart filled with anguish and pain as memories of his kindness and love came chasing each other through her mind. He had been more than a father to her. He had been a friend, a true and honest friend and now she was leaving him forever to find new love and new friends. She would return once in a while, but she knew that it would never be the same again. Her heart filled with grief at what had been and would never be again and with a cry, she ran into his arms. He drew her into a tight embrace and kissed the top of her head. Then he drew away and through the mist in her own eyes, she saw the tears in his. Over her shoulder, she heard Kaidon’s voice, soft and gentle in its love.

“You go now, my child, and take with you all that your father has ever cherished. You take your love, your togetherness and memories of all that was beautiful and joyous. All that you leave behind is the sharp, bitter memory of seven hungry days. Eat but one morsel for his sake, and take this memory, too, away with you, like you take everything else.” Heer responded to the poignancy of Kaidon’s words and, forgetting Sajda’s warning, she reached out towards the plate he held out to her.

She picked a sweet from Kaidon’s platter and put it to her lips. Ranjha sat outside his room, when the messenger rode upto him. He got to his feet, a smile on his lips, sure that the messenger brought the news of Heer’s impending arrival. But as he looked into the man’s face, he saw the frown upon his brow and his heart was filled with dark foreboding.

“What is it?” he asked coming upto the rider and putting his hand upon the bridle.

“It is Heer.”

“What of her?”

“She is dead.”

For a moment more, Ranjha looked up into the rider’s face. Then he turned and went into the house. He unrolled his prayer mat and kneeling down, began to pray. He prayed first to Allah and then to the peers, reminding them of what they had said when they had performed the nikah. Once again he invoked the blessing that they then had given: “May you always be together, even in death.”

Outside, people began to crowd around the messenger and the sad tidings spread through the village in hushed whispers.

“Where is he, where is Ranjha?” people asked in voices as soft as it was possible to make them.

Nooran, worried for Ranjha, ran barefoot into the house and saw him kneeling in prayer. She stood for a moment, watching him, and then ran out to the crowd outside.

“He is praying,” she whispered.

“It is all to the good. It is only in prayer that he will find the strength to bear his loss.”

The hours dragged on and the crowd at his door waited patiently, not raising their voices above a whisper for fear of intruding upon his grief.

“What does he do now?” someone whispered, after another long while and the question was taken up by others. Once again, Nooran slipped softly into the house and once again, she saw him, still kneeling on his mat.

“He prays still,” she informed the others.

The hours slipped away, darkness gathered, the crowd, in their vigil, began to grow restless and worried for Ranjha. “What does he do now?” the question came again. And yet once, more Nooran stole into the house and saw him in the same position. She came close to him and, gently, put her hand on his shoulder to see if she could make him break his silence. At her touch, his body keeled over and she knew that he was dead. She gave a cry and ran to the door, and in a voice loud enough to raise the dead, she shouted.

“He is gone. My Ranjha is gone.”

And so they lived, Heer and Ranjha and so they died, closer even in death than they had been in life. Leaving behind the story of their love to be relived and retold in each generation, leaving behind a legend that grew with each retelling. A legend that inspired innumerable artists, poets and philosophers, for it was after all a story of a love that began like many others, as a selfish impulse of the flesh but which grew ever upwards to become spiritual ecstacy, the story of a love beyond the flesh, beyond mortality, beyond death.


Three

SASSI PUNNU



It was a dark night – a fitting end to a day that had been marked by darkness. All day, a thick blanket of black clouds had covered the sky and engulfed the earth. Now, as the night drew on, they seemed to wrap the world still closer in their embrace. But Kapil Muni had not noticed the darkness – for him the day had been the brightest one of his life. After long, sterile years, this was the day that his wife Ramba had been blessed with a child.

It had been a difficult birth. All through the day she had laboured and he had been torn between anxiety for his wife and joy at the impending arrival of his child. Then, in the early hours of the night, she had been delivered of a baby girl. He had felt a twinge of regret, for he would have wished for a son to perpetuate his name. But when he had held the infant in his arms, great joy had welled up within him and there had been no room left for misgivings. For a long while, he had permitted himself to savour this joy, then, handing the baby back to the midwife, he had turned to do what he was most adept at doing – casting a horoscope. Very quickly, he made his calculations and drew up his tables, then turned to making deductions. As he did so, a frown creased his brow. No, it couldn’t be. Perhaps his deductions were wrong. He turned to examine the permutation of the stars. Perhaps he had made an error there. He checked and rechecked a dozen times, but he had made no mistake. The stars were fixed in their combination and the deductions he had drawn were as clear as daylight and just as immutable. The stars forecast that his daughter would, one day, bring him shame and there was no remedy, no steps that he could take to thwart this prophecy. No mantras he could chant, no act of piety or charity that he could perform.

He sat for a long time looking down at his calculations, wondering what it was that his daughter would do. It was not difficult to foresee. Where a daughter was concerned, it could only mean that she would be involved in an illicit love affair, perhaps bear an illegitimate child. He knew that this could be avoided. He would bring up his child to trust him, to have faith in him. Should she ever fall in love, he would be the first person she would turn to, and he would be all too happy to give the young couple his blessings.

But what if she were to fall in love with a boy from a lower caste, or even a boy from another religion? He shuddered at the thought. No matter how much he came to love his daughter, he would never be able to accept that.

He was filled with despair. What had started out as the happiest day of his life, suddenly seemed to be turning into the bleakest. The wick in the lamp burnt low and flickered and he reached out and turned it up. The room was filled, again, with a strong, steady light. Almost at once, he wished that he had let the lamp burn out – the darkness within him would have found a fit echo in the world without.

His eyes stared fixedly ahead. Fate had dealt him too heavy a hand. Why him? What had he done to deserve this? Then, as quickly as he had asked himself this question, he brushed it aside. All his life, he had been a fatalist, believing in a pre-ordained destiny that each human being lived to fulfil. This was his destiny and he could not question it – he must learn to accept it.

He turned to put his papers away and as he did so, a great restlessness overtook him. Whatever it was that she would do, he thought, whatever dishonour she would bring would not be to him alone but to the name of his father and his grandfather too – both worthy men, God rest their souls, who had lived virtuous lives and built blemishless reputations for themselves – reputations that still survived in Trap, long after they were gone. It would have been far better if his child had never been born, he mused despairingly, or if she had died at birth. Death – yes, that was the answer. It would not be the first time that a father had killed his infant daughter for fear of the future. It was so easy – a hand held firmly over her nose and mouth for a minute, little more, and the deed would be done. In the morning they would say that she had been born too weak to cope with the rigours of life. There would be a burial, a period of mourning and the baby would be forgotten. Then the memory of his joy as he had held his baby close to him resurfaced, and he knew that there was no escape. No matter what the stars foretold, he would never have the strength to murder his child.

But his anxious mind still sought relief. Perhaps he would be long dead and gone before the course of destiny brought his daughter to that fateful crossroads. And then it would not matter, what she did or did not do. But even this thought brought him no solace. All through the growing years, when she should be bringing him much happiness as he watched her grow, he would be haunted by the thought of what the future held in store and all happiness and joy would turn to bitterness.

No, there was no escape. He had never been wrong in casting the horoscopes of others and in reading them. He could not be wrong now. And knowing this, he could not risk keeping his daughter with him.

He was a decisive man and he made a quick, clear decision. He could not kill her and he could not keep her. He would set her adrift on the river Sind, which flowed close to the village, and let destiny take its course. If she was destined to live, someone would find her and give her a home and the shame of what she did in the future would no longer be his.

He looked around for something that would carry his daughter on the waters and his eyes rested on a wooden box, the repository of old horoscopes. He opened it. Yes, it was wide enough and deep enough to accommodate his child. He knotted up the horoscopes in a length of cloth and put the bundle back upon the ledge. Then he ran his hand around the inside of the box. It was rough, too rough for the soft tender skin of a new born baby. He remembered the bundle of cotton that his wife had been hoarding for a new quilt. He took a few handfuls from it and carefully padded the inside of the box, making a soft warm cushion for the baby. Then he looked for something to wrap her in. He remembered the length of fine, saffron coloured silk that the zamindar had given him, one of the many presents for casting his son’s horoscope. Yes, that would be appropriate. He brought it out now and unfolded it. It was too great a length for his purpose and he thought, for a while, to cut it. Then he shrugged his shoulders and smiled a small, sad smile. It was the only thing he would ever give his daughter – he could afford to be generous.

He stole into the neighbouring room where Ramba slept, exhausted by her labour, one arm around her precious baby. He waited till she turned and drew her arm away. He went quietly up to the cot, picked up the sleeping infant and stole from the room. He held her against his chest and felt again, that deep warm glow of love that he had felt when he had first held her and which he knew he would never feel again. His horoscope had hinted at the birth of this child, a hint that had given him the strength to stand firm during those long sterile years. But there was no hint in his horoscope of another child and he knew that once he let this baby go, there would never be another. He pushed the thought away and turned to do what he knew he must.

He picked up the box and the length of silk and stole out of his home. He walked through the dark towards the river and, after a few hundred yards, he felt the soft sand under his bare feet. It had not rained for many months and the waters flowed low in their course. He had to walk another twenty yards before he saw the dark line of the water against the whiteness of the sand. He paused then, and lowered his burden to the ground. He unfolded the length of silk and wrapped the baby in it. He lowered her into the box. He felt again the weakening of his resolve and the desire to hold her, one last time, in his arms. But he knew that if he gave in now, he would never be able to let his daughter go. He closed the lid of the box and carried it down to the river. He waded through the water till it was above his waist and he could feel the current pulling at his knees. Then he held the box away from him with outstretched arms and let the river carry it away. He stood there, for a moment, fighting the urge to try and clutch it, to pull it back, but it was already too late. Slowly, he made his way home. He would have to pretend surprise when it was discovered that the baby was missing. He would have to make pretence of looking for her, in ascribing to the various conjectures about her mysterious disappearance. He shrugged his shoulders knowing that this would not be difficult – nothing could be, after what he had just done.

The morning dawned at last – a bleak, grey day, the sky overcast with clouds. Mahmood stood knee-deep in cold water, pounding the dirty clothes against a rock. Hour after hour he worked and when it seemed that his weak old arms could pound no longer, he stopped and wiped the sweat from his brow and from his cheeks. This was not a suitable morning for his work, for there was no sun to dry his washing when he spread it out upon the riverbank. But some of his clients had a pressing need for their clean laundry and he had come down to the river in the early morning, on the chance that the sun would break through. He looked up at the sky now, as he paused in his work, and saw in the east, midway between the horizon and the zenith, a pale watery sun making a brave effort to break through the clouds. He turned and sat down on a rock for a few moments of rest. As he sat, he glanced upstream. He saw a neat rectangular object, very much like a box, floating down upon the current towards him. He jumped into the water and swam to intercept it. He clutched at it as it floated past, then holding it firmly under his arm. he swam to the bank. He sat down, still panting with his effort and waited to catch his breath before opening the mysterious object.

The sky was lighter now and when he did, at last, open the box, he could hardly believe what he saw: a beautiful little baby lying asleep inside. His heart filled with joy at the unexpectedness of his discovery. As if responding to his impulse, the baby opened her eyes, and, afterwards, he swore, that just for a moment, her face had crinkled into the most beautiful of smiles: a smile that finally even drew the sun through the clouds and bathed the world in its radiance. Then the baby began to wail. He snatched her from the box and scrambled to his feet. Forgetting his washing, and holding the baby close to his chest, he ran all the way home, to his little hut in Bhambhor.

His wife, Nasib, looked up from her cooking, as he broke into the courtyard. He was too short of breath to be able to say anything. He simply held the baby out to her and, wordlessly, she took her in her arms. The baby too, as if sensing the enormity of the moment, forgot to cry. The moment stretched on. The old dhobi, still panting from his exertion, looked down at his wife as she held the baby to her breast. There was a glow on her face and he basked in its radiance. Then the baby began to cry again and the spell was broken.

“She is hungry,” he said, still gasping.

“How do you know it is a girl?” the woman asked, getting to her feet and busying herself with preparing a feed for the infant.

“I could feel it as I held her to my heart,” he said simply. “All my life I have craved for a daughter and as I held her close, that craving was, finally, stilled.”

Nasib said no more. But late at night, after the labours of the day had ended and they sat looking down at the sleeping infant, she gave voice to the thought that had haunted her all day. “Tomorrow we must seek the parents and tell them we have found their baby.”

“Yes, if they want their baby found.”

She looked up at him and saw a soft smile playing at the corner of his lips. “What do you mean?” she wondered at the smile.

“No one who wishes for his baby to be found, would put her in a box and cast her away on the river.”

She mused on this for a while. “But someone who wished the family harm; who wished the baby harm could do this.”

“And risk the chance of the baby being found, and the evil deed travel back to them. There are easier and more effective ways of dealing with an enemy’s child.”

“Yes, that is true. But we must still make the effort.”

“Where will we start? What do we have to go on?”

“You could start with the box you brought back with your washing – the box in which you found her.”

“That is not much to go by. It is an ordinary box, the kind that every household has. Why, you have one which could easily be a twin to it.”

“There is the silk. It is rich and expensive.”

“Not rich or expensive enough to be unique. You have ironed hundreds of garments made of this very cloth.”

“Stop it!” she said, sharpness in her voice. “Stop making excuses. It is late now and we must sleep. But in the morning, you will begin your search. You will go to all the villages along the river upstream from here, both on the left bank and on the right, and make enquiries after the baby.”

But when they were at last in bed, she lay awake thinking how wonderful it would be if the parents were never found and the baby could be truly theirs.

In the days that followed, Mahmood set himself a new routine. He awoke early in the morning, while it was still dark, and combed the neighbouring countryside.

He walked miles and miles during the day and returned only late into the night, weary, thirsty, hungry and footsore. He always found his wife waiting for him when he entered the courtyard. He would see by the light of the lamp, anxiety cloud her face, a pale shadow of the fear that he knew, lay heavily on her heart. He would shake his head and see the shadow lift, to reveal a smile of relief. His heart would lift, too, at her relief and all his weariness would fall away.

“I am hungry,” he would say.

“Yes, yes,” she would respond, eager now to feed him, secure in the knowledge that the baby was theirs – at least for another day.

After those first few days, his search became less earnest and, after a week, half-hearted and desultory. After ten days, by tacit agreement, the couple gave up the search and found great pleasure in this strange and unexpected gift – a child in their lives when they had long given up the hope of one.

They named her Sassi and the days seemed too short for them to savour all the joys she brought them. As the baby grew, each day brought something for them to delight in: the first downy hair on her bald head, the first gurgling sounds she made, the first time she turned over on her side, the first time she responded to her name, the first syllable she spoke.

Each moment was etched clearly in their minds and many years later, when she was gone, they could conjure up pictures of these times as clearly and vividly as if an artist had painted them and left them to the old couple as a gift.

Sassi was a beautiful child and as she grew into a young girl, she drew praise and admiration from all quarters. Superstitious as she was, Nasib learnt to ward off the ill effects of such admiration – she always put kajal in her daughter’s eyes and a small spot of kajal on the girl’s temple. She made sure that there was, always, a black thread on the girl’s wrist and later, she went to a nearby dargah and got a taviz and tied it around her right arm, as she had been advised to do. Having done this, she was at peace, content to sit back and enjoy the praise and adulation that was lavished upon her child.

Sassi came home one day, with a beautiful doll. It was made from colourful rags, stuffed with cotton and dressed as a bride. The dress was beautiful and the doll perfect in every detail, down to the miniature gold bangles she wore on her wrist and the little sequins that spangled her veil.

“It is very pretty,” the mother said when she had examined it closely. “Whose doll is it?”

“It is mine.”

“Yours? Who gave it to you?”

“No one gave it to me – I took it. It was Tahira’s but she would not let me play with it. So I hit her and took it away. It is now mine.”

“No, it is not yours – it can never be yours.”

“No, it is mine now – I am going to keep it.”

Nasib caught the child’s arm in a tight grip and dragged her to the door.

“Where are you going?” her husband asked.

“I am taking her back to apologize to Tahira; to apologize and to return the doll.”

“Let her keep it for one night,” the old man said and, going up to his wife, tried to disengage the child’s arm. “There can be no harm in letting her keep it for just one night.”

“You keep out of this!” the woman snapped at her husband.

“Come,” she said as she dragged the child away.

Later at night, when Sassi had cried herself to sleep and the old couple lay side by side in bed, the husband said softly, “See how the poor child has cried herself to sleep. There was no need for such harshness. We could have taken the doll back in the morning. She would have been quite willing to give it up.”

“It would have been more difficult in the morning. By then she would have convinced herself that the doll was really hers.”

The old man chuckled softly. “That would have been no problem. I know Sulaiman well – he would have let me pay for the doll and then it would have been truly Sassi’s.”

“And what else will you pay for?” The voice was soft and low. “We are poor people. All our lives we have lived with want and learned to accept it. Our Sassi, too, will come face-to-face with things that she wants but cannot have. Is it right that she learns to snatch these things from those who have them, with the expectation that you will go and pay for them all?” She sighed deeply.

Mahmood was silent in the face of his wife’s good sense. “Remember always that Sassi is not ours. She is God’s – we merely hold her in trust and because we hold her in trust, we must do the best by her. When our time comes and we are face-to-face with our Maker, let us be able to tell Him that we fulfilled His trust – that we brought her up to be a good, decent human being.”

They were silent for a while and then she turned and put her hand on her husband’s chest. “Do you think it was easy for me? To see her beautiful face so contorted with misery and yet to insist that the doll must go back at once?”

The husband turned and held his wife in his arms. “You put me to shame,” he said. “You are right and I must learn from you. When we are gone, we must leave behind a good, strong individual. Whoever looks at her, should be able to say that her parents did well by her.”

With such right-minded parents, it was little wonder that Sassi grew up to be the embodiment of decency, content with her lot, serene in her poverty, ever willing to share the little she had with others. The little town loved her and took her to its collective heart.

When Sassi was about twelve years old, there was a wedding in the community and Mahmood, still not always able to resist the impulse to spoil his daughter, had spent more than he could afford on a beautiful dress for her. She was already a stunning beauty and in that rich dress, she looked as radiant as the bride. When she was called upon to join in the singing and dancing, she quickly became the centre of attention and all eyes turned to her.

“Who is she?” Sassi heard the voice rise loud and clear in the babble around her. From the corner of her eye she saw that it was the bridegroom’s mother who spoke. “I have never seen so pretty a girl. She would make a good bride for Hashim, my second son.”

“She is Sassi, Mahmood’s daughter.”

“Mahmood’s daughter? It can’t be. How did so ugly a man beget so beautiful a child? And the mother, Nasib, is not much to look at either.”

“Perhaps she was the result of a liaison with a prince,” another woman from the bridegroom’s party said and all those who heard the remark, greeted it with laughter. Sassi felt a warm blush rise to her cheeks.

“No, jokes aside, it does seem strange that two such ordinary looking people should have such an extraordinary looking child. But then strange are the ways of Allah.”

“You speak truly,” the bride’s mother said. “Strange indeed are the ways of Allah! The child was brought to them by Allah in a strange fashion: in a wooden box, carried down on the water—”

“—Hush, Fatima, the girl can hear you,” the bride’s grandmother warned. Sassi felt the eyes of all the women fixed on her. She felt her heart beating wildly. No, what she had heard could not be true. She was her parents’ daughter and this was surely a figment of a wild imagination.

As soon as she could leave, without drawing attention to herself, she fled to the security of her home.

There her parents found her, when they returned from the festivities.

“What is it, Sassi?” her mother asked, “Why did you come away so early? Are you well, my child?”

“I am well, mother.” There was sharpness to her voice which instantly brought a crease of anxiety to her mother’s brow.

“Then why did you come away? You were greatly missed Your aunt was worried about you. She has sent you some phirni, knowing how much you love it. Come, eat my child, you’ve had nothing to eat all morning.”

“I am not hungry, mother.”

“Not hungry?” She put her hand on her daughter’s forehead. “No, there is no fever. Let me see your tongue.”

“Leave me alone, mother. I said I am well.”

The mother drew away, knowing it was best to leave her alone for the moment. Perhaps she had quarrelled with one of her friends. She would soon get over it and confide in her mother, as she had always done.

The day passed, the shadows lengthened and Sassi still sat silently by herself. Her mother realized then, that it was more than a girlish squabble that troubled her daughter. She went again into Sassi’s room and found her still lying on her cot. She knelt on the floor beside her and, putting her hand on her head, gently caressed her hair. “Do not torment me any more, my child. Tell me what lies so heavily on your heart.”

The tenderness in her voice touched Sassi’s heart and she burst out, “Tell me mother, is it true that I am not your daughter? That father found me in a box upon the river?”

Nasib paused for a moment and then resumed her task of stroking her daughter’s hair. She felt a deep sadness come over her. So it had come, the moment she had known she would have to face one day; the day her daughter would be innocent no more. Keeping her hand on her daughter’s head, she said in a quiet, steady voice, “Yes. It is true that your father found you in a box upon the river. But it is not true that you are not our child.” She paused, considering each word that she would say. “You are. And dearer to us than anything in the world. Remember, Sassi, who was it who held your hand when you took your first tentative steps? And who were the people who took turns to hold you in their arms through the nights when you were sick?”

Sassi looked into her mother’s eyes and other images flashed across her mind. Of returning from visits to relatives in far-flung villages and of her, crying because she could walk no more, and her father, tired and old and frail, joyously picking her up, and carrying her all the way home on his shoulders. Of hard days, when there was little food in the house and of her mother, scraping all there was in the pot into a bowl and giving it to her to eat, urging her to eat still more, her eyes dancing with happiness as she watched. Only when she had eaten her fill, Sassi remembered, and could eat no more, her mother had taken the bowl and shared what was left, with her husband.

“Forgive me mother, for my thoughts”, the young girl said, the tears springing to her eyes. “It is not those who give birth that are parents to the child, but those who bring her up.” And she reached up and drew her mother’s head down to her breast. With that admission and that love-filled gesture, Sassi left her childhood behind and passed, at once, into womanhood. Everyone looking at her from that day on marvelled at her new found maturity.

She was always polite, always soft-spoken, always kind and considerate. If there was one aspect of her character that was not always admired, it was the rigidity with which she stood by what she believed to be right. Once she took a stand, nothing could shake her from it – not the censure of her peers nor the remonstration of her elders, not the fear of being isolated.

It was just such a stand that she took, when it came to the matter of her marriage. Offers for her hand had begun to pour in, as expected. The fame of her beauty and her sweet disposition had spread far and wide and there were suitors in ample number. But Sassi turned down each proposal . “I will marry only the man who will be willing to come here and live in my parents’ home after the marriage.”

The old couple was touched by the sentiment that lay behind this decision. They were getting on in years and their daughter, worried for their health and welfare, could not bear to leave them. But they also knew that Sassi would, one day, have to go away. “Don’t be a fool,” her mother chided, gently at first, then with increasing severity. “It is a daughter’s destiny to leave her parents’ home and go to her husband. We know you do this for us and we love you the more for it. But our lives are over – each day we live, is a gift from God. We will not always be around and God forbid, if you are not married when that time comes, what will become of you? You will be alone, all alone in the world.”

But Sassi remained implacable in her decision. To each chiding she shook her head and said in a soft, firm voice. “I will marry only the man who will stay here with you.”

Her family and friends, at first, listened to her refusal with amusement, touched with affection. It was no more than what they had expected. All dutiful daughters, reluctant to leave their parents, voiced the same sentiment when the subject of marriage was first broached to them. But with time, they grew out of it, and so, they were sure, would Sassi.

“What will become of you when we are gone?” her father asked her after another of her refusals. “If you were married and safely settled in your husband’s home, we would be at peace with the world and ready, at last, to face our Maker.”

“And what of me?” Sassi asked, looking straight into her father’s eyes, her voice little more than a whisper. “While you would be at peace and ready to face your Maker, I would not know a moment’s peace. In my waking hours and in my sleep, I would miss you and worry about you.” She paused to catch her breath and then wept on. “All my life you have placed my happiness before yours. Would you now, reverse all that you have done and buy your peace with my happiness?” Her voice broke and she turned and fled to her room. It was a moment before Mahmood could subdue the tears that had sprung to his eyes at his daughter’s words. Then he turned and went to her. He knelt beside her cot.

“Hush, child,” he said gently. “Still you’re weeping. It shall be as you ask. You shall marry a man who is willing to live here with us.” As he spoke these words, he felt a great weight lift from his heart and he knew that though they had talked so bravely of her going away, they would not have been able to live without her – surely their lives would have ended before their time. Now, when suitors pressed for Sassi’s hand, it was not Sassi who turned them away but her father.

“My daughter will marry only the man who will come to live with us.”

“Have you, too, taken leave of your senses?” the mother asked. “Have you no shame? Will you sacrifice your daughter’s happiness for your selfish needs?”

He only shook his head and said: “Whoever wishes to marry my daughter must accept my condition.”

And he became as implacable in this resolve as Sassi was. And in the face of this combined determination of father and daughter, the mother, too, let all her misapprehensions slip away from her and was content to wait for a son-in-law, who would abandon his parents and his home and accept their condition.

The years slipped by and, one by one, Sassi’s friends got married and went to their new homes. They would come back, once in a while, bringing their children with them and Sassi would listen to their stories of their husbands and their homes. She would dandle their infants on her knees and when the children grew older, she would play games with them, tell them stories and sing lullabies to them. Once in a while, the longing would come upon her for a husband and children of her own. But she never forgot that her parents were old and frail now and would be helpless without her and so she remained firm in her resolve.

Friends and relatives now mocked her stupidity and the selfishness of her parents.

“It would be a different matter if Mahmood was a man of means, a man possessed of wealth and property,” they said. “There would be some point in the condition that they have laid. But why should a young man abandon all self-respect and come to live in a beggar’s home?”

Sassi heard their comments and smiled. They didn’t understand, they couldn’t understand. She knew in her heart that there was a young man, somewhere, who would understand, who would have so great a love for her that he would put all self-respect aside and, with no hope of inheritance, would still come to live with them. She was prepared to wait for this man for as long as it took him to come to her. Because she was so sure of this, she went through the motions of life with her accustomed serenity. The caustic comments finally ceased and were replaced by deep admiration for the girl who was prepared to make so great a sacrifice for her parents.

The years were kind to Sassi. Where her friends had lost their youth and beauty with the burden of constant childbirth and their new responsibilities, Sassi, now on the threshold of her twenty-fifth year, remained as she had been when she was sixteen. There was no thickening of the waist and thighs for her, no dulling of the eyes and hair, no sallowing of the complexion. Her figure remained lithe and supple, her hair thick and lustrous, her eyes still sparkled and her complexion remained fresh and glowing. It was as if time had stood still for her.

There was a tree on the bank of the river, an old spreading tree, and under this tree Sassi was wont to sit for a while, when she had done with her washing. One morning, when she made her way to her tree, she found that her place had been taken by a stranger. He sat against the tree trunk, bending over a sheet of paper. With quick, deft movements he sketched with a piece of charcoal. Scattered at his feet, were a dozen other sketches. So absorbed was he in his work, that he did not hear her coming. She paused besides him and, looking down, saw that he had been sketching her.

He looked up then and caught her eye. He smiled and, putting his sketch aside, got to his feet.

“Who are you and what is it you do?”

“I am Sobha, an artist, and I have been making sketches of you. I hope to paint a portrait.” She felt a flash of anger at his presumption.

“And you did not think to ask me?”

“I did not think that you would mind. I am sorry,” and his voice and his words were so disarming, that her anger died as easily as it had risen. She saw now, that he was a middle-aged man, his beard streaked generously with grey. He had a lean, ascetic face and a thin, gaunt body. He was not an attractive man, but when he smiled, his face lit up with a radiant glow.

“How can I be sure that you will do justice to me in your portrait?”

“I will show you samples of my work and you can judge for yourself.”

He bent down and reached into a cloth bag that lay on the ground. He pulled out a roll of paper and when he unrolled it and handed it to her; she saw that there were at least a dozen sheets rolled up together. She looked at each of them in turn. They were portraits, all of them, and all of them were beautiful. But she did not know the subjects and could not say how close they were to their originals. She came, then, to a portrait of Adam Jan, the zamindar, and looked at it a long time. She had seen the zamindar often enough, to recognize in the portrait, a true likeness. Yes, he was an exceptionally gifted artist.

“Your claim is justified,” she said. “You are a wonderful artist.” She shuffled the Zamindar’s portrait aside and looked at the next painting. The man in it was handsome – in some ways more handsome than any man she had seen in her life. Each feature was finely chiselled and perfect and there was perfection, too, in the harmony with which the features had been put together.

But his looks and their impact was marred by a slight thickening of the jowls, and small pouches under the eyes – reflections both of an easy, indolent life, and of over-indulgence. His dress was rich, as were the jewels that he wore. She looked back at the face and into the eyes. There was a sparkle there, a hint of amused arrogance. But behind the sparkle, was something she recognized from having often seen it in her own eyes, when she looked into her mirror: a steely resolve, an ability to stick resolutely by a decision, once it had been made. She shook her head; she was being fanciful. Surely one couldn’t read so much in a two dimensional portrait.

She was conscious of the artist’s eyes fixed upon her and realized that she had looked too long at that particular portrait. She quickly put it back in among the others, and looked up at the artist. She caught a speculative gleam in his eyes.

“And do you only paint portraits?” she asked, hoping to distract him. But before he replied, a smile flashed across his face and she knew that he was not deceived.

“Yes, I only paint portraits. That is where my skill lies and it is through this skill that I earn my living. God has been kind to me – I have not lacked commissions.”

“You deserve your success,” she said handing the sheaf of portraits back to him. Then loath to be parted from her ‘prince’, she said, “That is a beautiful portrait.”

“I could paint just as beautiful a portrait of you,” he said slyly, as he rolled up the pictures again and tied them up with a length of string.

She shook her head. “No. I couldn’t let you do that.”

She turned to go and as she walked away, he called after her. “Think upon it.” She paused for a moment, wondering if she dare ask to see the portrait again. She decided against it and walked away.

All that day and in her sleep that night, she was haunted by the ‘prince’. She felt she had known him all her life. She knew the feeling was ridiculous and she tried to push it aside. But again and again, she saw him in her mind’s eye and by the time she awoke the next morning, he had become the focus of her life. When she looked into her mirror, there was a soft radiance, a glow to her face that had not been there before.

She had no doubt that the artist would come again to the river. But when she had done with her washing and looked towards the tree, she did not see him. If he did not come again, she would lose her only link with the prince: yes, she had made up her mind that it was a prince because only a prince would carry that air of absolute authority. She pushed the fear of losing her connection with her prince aside. Allah would not be so unkind. Surely the artist would come again to the river.

She lingered over her washing till the other women, waiting on the bank, grew impatient, “How much longer will you be, Sassi? We can’t wait here all day.”

“You go on,” she said, scrubbing a garment. “I will come when I am done.”

Muttering under their breaths, the others walked away and Sassi busied herself with her work. When she had finished, she finally spotted the artist. She abandoned her washing and hurried up to meet him.

“I thought, perhaps, you would not come,” she said unable to disssemble.

“And leave you without your prince?” he teased. “Here, I’ve brought him for you,” he said, handing her the portrait. She took it in her hands and sat down beside him. She gazed long at that now familiar face and when she spoke, it was with her eyes still upon the picture.

“Then he is indeed a prince?”

“Yes. He is Punnu, the third son of Ahmad, the chief of Kach Makran.”

“How far is Kach Makran?”

“Fifteen days by camel, ten if you have a swift horse.”

“It is indeed very far,” she said in a soft low voice, tinged with sadness. She could not make such a long journey, and he, unaware of her existence, would have no reason to come. “There are merchants from there who sometimes stop for a night or two at the serai and those who can afford it, buy goods from them. What kind of place is this Kach Makran?”

“It is a fair place. The air is sweet and mild and the soil fertile so that each season yields a rich harvest of grain and fruit. There are numerous springs and their waters are clean and cool and sweet. The people trade with many countries and are rich and prosperous, hospitable and generous.”

He lapsed into silence and she continued to gaze at the picture. The silence stretched on.

“And the prince? Do you not want to know about the prince?” His voice was little more than a whisper, but he sat so close to her that she heard him clearly and there was no mistaking the affectionate teasing in his voice. She looked up into his eyes, and paused before she spoke, deliberating on what she would say.

“Of course I want to know about the prince – my prince. But I couldn’t bear it if you were to say something unkind. I know that he is mortal and like all mortals he has his share of weaknesses but I couldn’t bear it if you talked about them.” He was silent for a while, taken aback at the intensity in her voice.

“Is it so bad already?”

“Bad? No I can’t say it is bad. I have slept well last night and there has been no loss of appetite. But I do not think there has been a moment since I saw this portrait that I have not thought of him. I have painted a picture of him just as you have, but my picture speaks and moves and thinks and feels. For the first time in my life, I feel I have found a man to whom I would gladly surrender my entire being and follow wherever he chose to lead.” She paused and looked again into the artist’s eyes. He put his hand on her head and, when he spoke, his voice was tender and compassionate.

“You are possessed by a fine madness, a strange enchantment which has created a separate world for you.” He was silent for a while, “May Allah protect you, my child!” he said then, as he got up to go.

She looked down at the portrait and then at his retreating back. “The portrait,” she called after him. “You have forgotten the portrait.”

He turned back to her.

“Keep it, and may it bring you happiness.” He smiled and then turned, and was gone.

It did indeed bring her happiness. She spent long hours gazing at it. After a while, it seemed that the man spoke to her and his words were as clear as if he sat beside her and what he said, influenced her life more significantly than the words of those around her. She knew then, that the artist had been right – the madness was indeed upon her and she had no way to fight it, no will to resist.

The artist disappeared as suddenly as he had appeared. She waited for him all the next morning, till the sun crossed its zenith, but he did not come. She learnt, later, that he had left, taking with him her one hope of being able to reach Punnu.

Sassi knew that she was in love but it was not the love that she had learnt about from songs and stories or from her friends. There was no restlessness, no anxiety to be with her lover. She went about her daily chores with the same cheerfulness, the same serenity as she had done before.

She began, now, to ask after all those who stopped at the serai and if they were from Kach Makran, she found opportunity to talk to them about the place and about the royal family. When she spoke about Punnu, she asked only after his health and his well-being. It was not long before people knew of her interest in him and this began to be talked about. There was amusement at her strange attachment.

“It is madness,” people said. “But then such madness is expected from a woman who has lived so long without a man. It will pass as soon as she begins to live with a man.”

An opportunity to be with a man soon did come her way – an offer of marriage from her cousin Ismail. He was a few years younger than her and they had grown up together. As he grew into manhood, he realized that his feelings for her had grown beyond friendship. He desired her, though he never let her know of this. He did not know how she felt about him. She never encouraged him, of course, but then, neither had she shown that she found his attentions repugnant. In fact, whenever he had sought opportunity to be alone with her, she had not disapproved.

His parents were aware of his attachment. It wouldn’t be so bad a thing after all, they told themselves, even if he went to live with her. They had other sons, other daughters-in-law and he would have to share his home with them. If he married Sassi, he would have a home of his own. And he would be living just two houses down the street. Ismail’s father went to discuss the matter with his brother.

Mahmood was more than pleased. He had begun to despair of ever finding a husband for his daughter and here was one, right on his doorstep. Ismail was a handsome boy; he had an affectionate nature and had always shown respect for his elders. He was hardworking and virtuous. Sassi could not have found a better husband and he a better son-in-law.

Sassi’s reaction to the proposal surprised her father. “Ismail is a fine young man: handsome and strong and hard working. He has a sunny disposition and winsome ways. I am sure he will make a fine husband to some girl. But I am not that girl.” She heard her father’s sharp intake of breath but she kept her eyes firmly fixed on her mother’s face. “I have made my choice. It has been with me so long and become so much a part of me, I could not now marry another.”

“And you didn’t tell us Sassi?” His voice was incredulous. “Did you think we would not respect your choice?” There was hurt in his voice, a feeling of betrayal.

“I was afraid that you would laugh at me.”

“I would never laugh at your love. You know that.” Then after a pause he added. “Who is he?”

Sassi got to her feet and going into the house, returned with Punnu’s portrait. The mother looked closely at the picture and then handed it to her husband. He too looked at the painting for a long time. “He is a prince,” he said looking towards his daughter and there was a note of disbelief in his voice.

“Yes, he is a prince. He is Punnu, the third son of Ahmad, the chief of Kach Makran.

“And where did you meet him?” The disbelief was total now.

“I have never met him,” Sassi said.

“Never met him? This is madness.”

Sassi knelt at his feet and looked up into his eyes.

“Yes, it is madness and that is why I never told you of it.” She buried her face in her father’s lap and her body shook with suppressed sobs. The longing for her beloved that she had kept pent up within her found expression in an outburst of grief. He put his hand on her head and caressed her hair.

“Hush, my child, it will be alright. All will be well.” The strength of his love flowed through his hand to her, and her weeping was stilled.

“I cannot help myself,” she said when her grief was at last stilled. She raised her head and looked again at her father.

“Since the moment I saw this portrait, my life has ceased to be my own. It is as if he is always close to me and I have only to look over my shoulder to know what it is that I should say or do. All my thoughts and all my feelings revolve around him.”

“You are bewitched,” the mother said in a hushed whisper. “May Allah have mercy on us.”

“Hush,” the father said. “There is no bewitching, no charm cast by another. It is a strange enchantment which comes from within and works its own magic.” Sassi heard an echo of the artist’s words in what her father said. She put her head down again, on her father’s lap and his hands ran again through her hair.

“My poor child, what will you do?” And there was such tenderness in his voice, it seemed his heart would break

“There is little I can do, father, except wait for him, knowing that he will remain forever unaware of my existence.”

Sassi was wrong. Punnu was aware of her existence. When traders who had passed through Bhambhor, returned home, they brought, among other things, stories of the etherially beautiful girl, who constantly sought news of Punnu. Punnu, with his remarkable good looks, knew that women were attracted to him, and over the years, he had exploited this attraction to the hilt. But to learn that a beautiful girl in far off Bhanbhor, was smitten by him, titilated his vanity and his curiosity. He plied the traders with questions. From their answers, a blurred, hazy picture formed in his mind and he began to feel attracted to this mysterious girl. Perhaps it would be worth his while to make a trip to India and meet her for himself. The thought remained a straw in the wind – strong when he had fresh news of Sassi, but passing away by the next day.

Perhaps things might have remained the same for the “lovers” for the rest of their lives if the artist Sobha had not returned, once more, to Kach Makran.

He was ushered into the Prince’s presence. “It is good to see you again, artist – you have been away a long time. I am sure you have at last completed my portrait.”

“Yes. I did complete that portrait.”

It was the portrait he had given to Sassi.

“Where is it?”

The artist hesitated a moment, wondering if he should tell a lie, then he decided against it.

“I do not have it. I gave it away.”

“Gave it away? Say that you sold it. Come, tell me what price was it that could be more than what I would pay: five measures of gold or two measures of the finest Basra pearls?”

“It was a price greater than all the wealth of the world.”

“Come, stop speaking in riddles,” the Prince said impatiently. “Tell me in plain words the price you received.”

“A glimpse of divinity, a glimpse of a love so great that it threatened to blind me with its light.”

“And did you marry her, the one who showed you this great love?”

The artist hesitated, afraid that he had already gone too far.

“I wait for an answer,” the prince demanded, all the strength and arrogance of his position in his voice.

“It was not love for me that she revealed, but love for you, and in return for this revelation, I gave her your portrait.”

“And who was this girl, this stranger who loves me with such passion?”

“She is a poor washerwoman, but she is more beautiful than any girl could hope to be. There is something divine and ethereal about her beauty as there is about her love for you.”

“And her name is Sassi?” The artist nodded. “I have heard of her before and of her fascination for me – but never in such intense terms as you have described. Did you paint a portrait of her?”

“No. She wouldn’t let me. But I did do some sketches; I could paint her portrait from these.”

“Then let this be your commission.” The Prince turned to one of his courtiers.

“Sheikhu, conduct the artist to a suitable apartment. Make sure he gets all he needs and make sure that he is not disturbed.”

For a week the artist remained in his apartment, working at the portrait. Finally it was done, and he was content that he had done justice to the wonderful girl. There was a luminosity about the face he had painted, a transparency that let the viewer glimpse her very soul, suffused with love.

The prince sat long, gazing at the portrait. “You were right artist, she is more beautiful than any girl could hope to be, and more beautiful than her is the love that shines in her eyes and irradiates her face.” He paused for a moment, loath to take his eyes off the portrait.

“Sheikhu,” he called. “Give the artist two bags of the finest Basra pearls and five bags of gold. Is that reward enough?” he asked.

“More than enough, your honour. You overwhelm me with your generosity.”

“It is no more than what you deserve.” He turned again to his companion. “And Sheikhu we leave for Bhambhor at first light tomorrow. Make all preparations.”

The caravan moved swiftly and reached on the evening of the eighth day. They camped in the serai and as Punnu sat beside a fire, warming his cold hands, he wondered, as he had done so often over the past eight days, what he would say to her when he finally met her. He had thought of so many openings, had rehearsed them again and again and then, realizing their inadequacy, had discarded them and searched for better ones. He knew what he wanted to say. He wanted to tell her that she was the most beautiful woman in the world. He wanted to say that he was aware of her love for him and overwhelmed by it. He needed to express his regrets at letting her wait so long for him and he wanted to reassure her that he would strive to be worthy of her love and to love her equally in return. But he could not seem to find the right words to say what he wanted to, in the way he wanted to.

Some words he tried seemed too artificial and stilted, others so complex that they distracted from the intensity of his feelings while still others seemed shorn of their beauty because they had been used too often by others. In the end he did not use any words at all.

He stood alone, the next morning, under the tree the artist had told him of, watching her at work. As she spread her washing out to dry, she looked up and saw him standing there. She paused, and then abandoning her work, she ran towards him. They stood still, their eyes feeding on each other. Then, when her breast began to heave with sobs and the tears started to her eyes, he held out his arms and drew her into a close embrace. She put her face against his chest and held him close.

Afterwards, they sat side by side on the riverbank and there was still no need for words. Occasionally, they would look at each other and smile. For the rest, they were content to sit in silence. At last he said, “Say something.”

“What is there to say?”

“Say anything, anything at all. I have looked at your face more closely, these last ten days, than I have looked at any face in my life. I know each curve, each line as well as if I have always lived with them. But I do not know your voice. Speak to me – I need to know your voice, as well as I know your face.”

“They tell me that Makran is a beautiful place.”

“Yes, it is beautiful and it will be more beautiful still, when you return to make it your home.”

She looked at him and he saw the sparkle die in her eyes. When she smiled, it was a small, sad smile. “No. That will never be. My parents are old now, old and frail and I am their only child. There is little time left to them, but without me, they would die even before their time. I could not do this to them.”

He was silent for a while and then he said, “Tell me about your parents.”

Once the ice was broken, the words flowed almost as if they were attempting to make up for all the wasted years, in one morning. Then Sassi saw that the sun was well on its way to its zenith.

“It is late. I must go. My parents have not had their midday meal.”

He held her hand. “Will you come again soon?”

She nodded, disengaged her hand and, without a backward glance, ran home.

Her parents noticed the change in Sassi. She had always been a happy, cheerful girl but now it seemed to them, as she went about her daily chores, that there was a greater lightness in her step than before. The smiles came more readily to her face and she moved with a greater quickness in her movements. She took to being absent for long hours at a stretch and, on the third day, late at night, when she brought her father a tumbler of warm milk, he looked up into her face.

“What is it, Sassi? Will you not tell your father what has happened?”

She looked into his eyes and blushed.

“He has come,” she said and looked away and fled from the room.

Within a few days, the long hours that she spent alone with Punnu on the riverbank and in the serai, were noticed by others and commented upon. The gossip made its way back to the old couple. But it did not worry them, so wrapped up were they in their daughter’s happiness. They were curious to meet her lover though, to know what kind of man he was.

“Will you ask him to come to see us?” the mother asked, as Sassi shouldered the bundle of washing to take down to the river.

“He will come,” Sassi said gently.

Punnu tried to find out all he could about Sassi and her family. His informant was the keeper of the serai. But what he told Punnu, was little more than what Punnu knew already.” Her devotion to her parents is well known,” the old man said in conclusion. “And so is her obsession for you. Now that you have come, it will be interesting to see how she resolves her dilemma; interesting to see what choice she makes: you or her parents.”

“Perhaps she will not have to make a choice,” Punnu said.

And abandoning his rich clothes and his jewels, Punnu donned the poor, tattered clothes of a washerman, and in the morning, when Sassi came down to the river and began her washing, she found him standing knee-deep in the water waiting for her. As she began her work, he reached out to help her. She looked up once from her washing to smile at him, but for the rest, it was as if it was the most natural thing in the world that the Prince from Makran should be playing the role of a washerman.

He was clumsy at his work, and awkward, because he had never before worked with his hands. But he was eager to earn Sassi’s approval and so proved to be a quick learner. It was only a matter of days, before he was washing clothes as efficiently as if he had been doing this all his life. News of this spread through the town and people flocked to the riverbank to marvel at this transformation. There was some jeering at first, and then a sense of wonder. Punnu ignored it all and, after a while, people learnt to accept what had happened and to leave the lovers alone.

Then, late one afternoon, after the two of them had folded all the dried washing and tied it up in a bundle, he said simply, “I will carry it home for you.” She smiled and he heaved the bundle on his back and, together, they made their way to her simple abode.

The parents looked up, startled, as the young couple crossed the threshold. But the awkwardness lasted only a moment and then the mother said, “Come, come and sit. You must be tired after the labours of the day. I will get you something to eat.”

“I will do that, mother,” Sassi said and, onto an earthen platter, she ladled some of the food she had cooked that morning and set it before Punnu. And he, sitting cross legged on the floor, ate of it with relish as if this simple, spartan food was the kind of food he had eaten all his life. Looking at him, as he ate, the parents thought how right he was for their Sassi; how right she had been to wait all these long years for him. They smiled fondly and, at last, felt that their cup of joy was full to the brim.

When he had finished, Punnu washed his hands and went and took his place beside Mahmood. The old man passed him his hookah and he drew at the pipe and then passed the hookah back to the old man. When they had sat thus for a few minutes, he cleared his throat and spoke, “You know why I am here and I know that I have your consent. I have no intention of taking Sassi away from you and ask only for a little corner in your home, and for a place in your hearts and life.”

“That you have already. You have proved, if proof were necessary, that you love our daughter.”

“Then, will you talk to the maulvi? Will you fix the nikah for tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow? Is that not too soon?”

“Even this moment would not be too soon. My Sassi has waited too long for me.”

So the nikah was performed the next day – a simple quiet ceremony – a washerman’s ceremony, with no hint that the bridegroom was a prince. After the ceremony, Punnu gave all the money he had to his retainers, wished them an affectionate farewell and sent them back to Makran.

“Tell my father and my brothers not to worry about me. I am well and as happy as any mortal can hope to be. Tell them, I will soon bring my bride to visit them in Makran.”

And having watched them leave, he made his way to his new home.

From the beginning, it was as if he had always been there. When people asked about his home and his family, he answered in monosyllables and the questioning soon ceased. Gradually, he merged into his new environment and with long hours spent in the sun, with standing in the river day after day, doing strenuous, back-breaking work, he soon acquired a lean, hard body and a bronzed, sun-burnt complexion. But though he showed a face of great serenity to the world, Sassi knew that the adjustment had not been an easy one for him. Sometimes, when he returned home after a hard day’s labour, she noticed that he barely touched the food that was put before him and she knew that he found the simple, frugal fare, unpalatable. Often he would excuse himself and go for a walk along the riverbank and she would find him, hours later, sitting under their tree, lost in thought. She understood then, that he felt cramped by the limited confines of their little hut and longed for the spaciousness of his palace.

In the early days, she would often find him looking at the younger and more attractive of her friends with a look of naked lust. When he saw her looking at him, his face would flush and he would look away. She understood that he chaffed at the bondage that marriage imposed upon him. But he said nothing and she, too, held her peace. Often she would smile lovingly at him and reach out and touch his hand and he knew that she understood how difficult it was for him. As time went on, however, these moments of restlessness became fewer and fewer, till they ceased altogether.

There developed, then, a synchronized harmony between Sassi and Punnu – the harmony that only comes when two people who love each other have lived long together. They understood each other’s moods, each other’s feelings; they pre-empted each other’s needs. Sometimes now, they even knew the words that the other was going to use before they were spoken. “Allah has indeed been kind to us,” her mother said, “Seeing Sassi’s happiness, I am at last content and ready to face my Maker.”

“Don’t talk like that, woman,” Mahmood chided her, “you may be ready for death but I am not. Not till I hear, again, the patter of little feet on our bare brick floors.”

In the day that followed, those who were close to the two lovers noticed the transformation that love had wrought in the young couple. Sassi had always been a sweet-natured girl who showed a great deal of concern for those around her. But now her love and concern spread outwards to embrace even total strangers. Soon she became a rallying point for those who suffered and those who were in pain and want. The people were awed by her boundless kindness and compassion which embraced an ever increasing number of people. At first her parents, Mahmood and Nasib, too were overcome with admiration of their daughter and basked in the universal praise and respect that was lavished upon their daughter. But soon anxiety began to gnaw at their hearts. Her boundless charity had begun to eat into their meagre savings and it was only a matter of time before their savings dried up altogether, forcing Sassi to halt in the activity that brought her so much joy, and brought so much comfort and solace to the less fortunate amongst the people around her. They voiced their misgivings to their son-in-law. Punnu only smiled.

“Do not worry. It is God’s work that she does and God will provide.”

And God did provide. The Diwan heard about Sassi and her acts of charity and compassion and came down to the riverbank to meet her. He put his hand on her head and blessed her.

“It was indeed a fortunate day on which the river brought you to us. All these years you have been a joy and blessing for your parents. Now you have become a blessing for all of us. Tell me my daughter, what inspired you to take up this work?”

Sassi looked once at Punnu and encouraged by the smile that he flashed at her, she gave her answer.

“I met a beggar in the street, tired and weary, the sores on his body clearly discernible through the tatters that made a pretence of clothing his body. He had slumped to the ground, and repulsed by his suppurating sores, I tried to avoid looking at him when I crossed him. But at the very last moment I glanced at him and found myself into Punnu’s eyes. It was no longer a strange beggar who lay in the street but my Punnu and I could not ignore his suffering and turn my face away. It has been thus ever since. I see my Punnu in all those who need comforting and solace and I cannot help but provide it to them.”

“We are all beholden to you,” the Dewan said and then turning to Punnu, he added, “Let me know if I can be of any help.” And so it was that the Dewan and a few other leading citizens came to Sassi’s aid and at last began to perform their social responsibilities.

There was a greater and more marked transformation in Punnu, which went unnoticed because he was a stranger in their midst and no one had known him before his love for Sassi found fulfilment. The once arrogant, self-centred debauched prince had been transformed into a humble washerman, who found joy and pleasure in the little things in life and in being a support to Sassi when she cast the light of her love on all those around her. He too learnt to see his Sassi in all whom he met and to look upon them with love.

Punnu’s attendants reached Makran and told Ahmed of what had happened. He was amused. “What lengths my son will go to seduce a beautiful woman!” he said to his other sons, as they sat down to the evening meal. “He is now masquerading as a washerman.”

“The girl must indeed be exceedingly beautiful.”

“Yes, I grant that he has never before gone so far.”

“But there is no woman who can hold our Punnu for long. Give it a few months – six at the outside – and he will tire of her and return home.”

There was general laughter and the subject was put aside.

But the six months came and went and then another six and there was no lessening of Punnu’s love for Sassi. If anything, it seemed to grow deeper and mellower with each passing day. For the first time in his life, Punnu realized what it was to feel fulfilled.

It was a little over a year after her marriage. Sassi was hanging up her washing on a clothesline strung between bamboo supports. She looked away from her work for a while and saw an old man sitting under her tree. On the road, close to him, was a covered bullock cart, with the driver of the cart sitting patiently on his haunches, beside his animals. The old man sat with a stoop and even from a distance, Sassi could sense the exhaustion in his posture.

“There is someone in trouble,” Sassi said to Punnu who was working on the other clothesline. Punnu too glanced towards the tree.

“He seems to be unwell.”

The couple walked towards the tree. The old man looked up at their approach and smiled.

“Do you need help? Is there anything that we can do for you, sir?” Punnu asked, after greetings had been exchanged.

“No. I do not need help. It is only that I am tired. It has been a long journey and the road has not been of the best. My old bones have been rattled by the jolts. It would never do to present myself at the Dewan’s haveli in this condition. So I am resting here to catch my breath.”

“The Dewan is a relative then?” Sassi asked. There was something familiar about the lilt in the girl’s voice, which made the old man look closely at her.

“No. I am a poor pundit. The Dewan has faith in astrology and has asked me to cast a horoscope for his grandson.” he said, not taking his eyes off the girl’s face. “Commissions like these are now, so few and far between that I was compelled, even at the risk of breaking my bones, to undertake this long journey.” There was something familiar about the girl’s face too, though he couldn’t say what it was. He had never met her before, of that he was sure. Yet he could have sworn that he had known her for many years. “But enough about myself. Come and sit beside me and tell me about your town and yourself. The burden of my years will be lightened by feeding, for a while, upon your youth.”

Sassi exchanged a glance with Punnu before she spoke. “There is little to tell. This is a small town with little of interest. I am Sassi, daughter of Mahmood. As you can see from my work, I am a washerwoman and this is Punnu, my husband.”

“Also a washerman?”

“Yes, I am now a washerman – what else could the husband of a washerwoman be?”

“He could be the prince of Makran,” the old man said with a smile. “Who hasn’t heard of your great love for each other? You may not know it, but you and your love have become a legend in Punjab.”

Sassi looked again at Punnu and blushed with embarrassment. “Can you also read hands; can you tell us what the future holds for us?” The old man smiled at this obvious effort to turn the conversation away from her.

“What do you seek in the future, my child?” the old man said gently. “God has been kind and bountiful to you beyond measure. He has given you what few mortals are fortunate enough to be given – a love beyond compare. A love that is so radiant that everything else pales into insignificance before it. There is nothing more that life can give you and nothing that life can take away. No matter what the future holds, good or bad, it is all irrelevant in the light of the wonderful gift that has fallen to your lot.”

He fell silent and Sassi, mulling over his words, realized how true they were. She was content in her love and wanted nothing more. No matter what life had in store for her, she knew nothing could destroy this love. She looked shyly towards Punnu and, when she caught his eye, she saw that he too had been thinking the same thought.

“Help me to my feet,” the old man said, “I must be on my way.”

Sassi and Punnu got up and raised him gently to his feet. They walked back together to the cart and Punnu helped him up into it.

“It was good meeting you,” the old man said. “The burden of my age, has indeed been lightened.” He paused and looked closely at Sassi. “It is strange,” he said at last. “I know that I have never met you before and yet it seems I have known you for a long, long time.”

“Perhaps I remind you of someone who you have known for a long, long time. It happens sometimes.”

There was an awkward silence and then the old man spoke again. “God bless you both! Perhaps we will meet again some day. Goodbye.” He called to the driver to move on and the cart went jolting on its way.

The next morning, after he had finished casting the horoscope and had settled down to his midday meal, the astrologer’s thoughts turned again to Sassi.

“I had a strange experience yesterday,” he said to the Dewan. “On the outskirts of your town I met Sassi and Punnu. I have heard of them and of their great love but I had never seen them before. Yet the more I saw of Sassi, the more I could have sworn that I knew her. Has she always lived here?”

“To the best of my knowledge, yes. Her parents don’t travel much and all their relatives are either here or within a day’s walking distance. Yes, I think she has always lived here, ever since the river bore her down to Bhambhor.”

The pundit’s hand stopped in the act of putting a morsel of food in his mouth. He returned the food to his plate, uneaten.

“The river bore her down?” he asked “Yes. She is not really Mahmood’s daughter. She was carried down the river in a wooden box and he, while washing clothes in the early morning, saw the box and rescued the child. They were never able to find the child’s parents.”

“Yes. He made sure that they would never be found,” the pundit spoke in an inaudible whisper and his host could not catch the words.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Nothing, really. I was wondering at the strange course that destiny can sometimes take.”

“Yes,” the Dewan agreed. “Only in this case, everything worked out well – the childless couple was, at last, blessed with a child and the poor abandoned infant found a home and more love than most parents give their natural child. And to crown it all, she has been blessed with a wonderful husband.”

Later, in the silence of his own room, the pundit pondered over what he had been told. He, at last, understood why Sassi had seemed so familiar. She was so much like his wife, Ramba, had been in her younger days – the face, the height, the dignity of bearing, even the inflections in her voice.

He should have been able to put two and two together at once but even if he had, he would never have believed that this girl was the infant he had consigned to the waters those long years ago.

His heart beat with excitement and he had to breathe deeply for a few minutes before the palpitations could be stilled. Yet, there was a small part of his being that refused to be convinced. He must go to the washerman and hear him recount how he had found the child.

When the sun had sunk low over the horizon and a pleasant evening breeze had struck up, the pundit called to his attendant, the cart driver, and they made their way to the little cluster of huts, the washermen’s settlement, on the outskirts of the town.

He walked through the open door into the courtyard and, the old man and the old woman, sitting there, saw him as he came in. They paused in their talk and, after a moment, rose slowly to their feet. The pundit saw wariness come into their eyes, almost, he thought, as if they knew the tidings that he would bring. But he shook the thought away. Surely it was no more than a trace of suspicion at the arrival of a stranger. It was a long, awkward moment, as they stood and looked at each other. At last, the pundit could bear it no longer. He cleared his throat, took a deep breath and said, “I came to see your daughter. I met her at the river yesterday and …”

“Come, come,” the old woman said, the relief obvious in her voice and in her manner.

“She told us about you. Come and sit down.” She put out a little footstool for him and he sat down, wiping the sweat from his face. An awkward silence settled around them.

“Sassi and Punnu should be home any minute now,” the mother said, injecting a forced eagerness into her voice.

“It does not matter,” the pundit said in a quiet voice, his eyes fixed on the woman. “It is you, I came to see.”

The old woman looked at him for a moment and then looked away. But in that moment the pundit glimpsed again that fear, a premonition of what was to come.

“Yesterday, at the Dewan’s haveli, I spoke of my meeting with Sassi and Punnu and the Dewan told me of the strange way that she came to you – a gift from the river.”

The old couple exchanged an uneasy glance and shifted on their seats, but neither of them spoke. And neither of them looked at the pundit.

The silence deepened. Again the pundit cleared his throat and spoke. “Was she in a box?”

The old couple looked at each other and in that one glance, the pundit saw reflected all the horror and despair of a collapsing world. He wished he had never come. But even as he wished it, he knew that it was a futile wish. After what the Dewan had told him, he could not have gone away without being sure. In a firm steady voice he asked again, “Did you find her in a box?”

“Yes,” the woman said and her voice was little more than a whisper, a strangled gasp. In her eyes there was such wildness that the pundit was afraid for her. “Yes, she was in a box,” her voice was steady now and controlled and as she spoke, she looked him in the eye. “She was wrapped in a length of saffron silk and the box was lined with cotton.”

Time stood still. The pundit put his hand to his heart, almost as if to feel that it was still there.

“Go and get the box and the length of silk,” she said to her husband, not taking her eyes off the visitor’s face. She could see that he had found no comfort in her answer, only pain. Now she wished, for his sake, that he had not come. But even as she wished this, she knew he could not have done otherwise and she felt her heart go out to him. In a few minutes, her husband returned with the box and the length of cloth.

The pundit ran his hands over the box. Longingly, lingeringly, he caressed it and the old couple saw in this gesture all they needed to see. He bunched up the length of silk and held it to his chest, as if trying to recapture the fulfilment that he had felt so many years ago when he had held his little girl in his arms. The tears sprang to his eyes and sparkled there and his body shook with suppressed sobs.

Nasib looked at her husband and saw her own concern reflected in his eyes. She shook her head. It was best to let the stranger be. At last, the pundit took control of himself. He folded the length of silk neatly, and put it down upon the box.

“It was kind of you – very kind,” he said, getting to his feet.

“Wait,” the old woman said holding out her hand. “Before you go, tell me why you did it. I would not be able to sleep if I did not know.”

“You will get your sleep,” the pundit said with a sad smile. “I did it because her horoscope said she would grow up to besmirch the family name.”

“And did the horoscope also say how she would do this?”

It was the first time the old man had spoken. The pundit looked at him and shook his head. “No, the horoscope did not say it. But it was not difficult to guess how it would happen. She would do it by marrying a man from another caste or perhaps even one from another religion.”

“Well, I still married a man from another religion.” They all looked up. They had been so deep in their own thoughts; they had not known when Sassi and Punnu had come in through the door.

Sassi came in and sat down on the floor at her mother’s feet, but her eyes were fixed on the pundit’s face. He looked back into her eyes, but could not face that unflinching gaze for long. He looked away.

“Why did you come?” Sassi asked and there was deep gentleness in her voice. “Did you not know that your coming would bring only pain – pain to you and to us?”

“Yes. I knew,” and his voice was gentle too. “But I could not go away without being sure. Oh, Sassi, Sassi, my child,” all gentleness was gone from his voice now and these words were a cry of sharp, deep agony. “You cannot know the burden of pain I have carried through all these years. Every day of my life, I have thought of you and what I did to you. I have died a hundred deaths each time, not knowing what had happened to you. My heart has yearned with the hope of looking into your beloved face again and my arms have ached with the longing to hold you close. Each day of my life, I have felt this pain, and despair has filled my heart.” His voice broke, the tears coursed down his cheeks and he made no effort to suppress the sobs that shook his frail frame. Sassi rose swiftly to her feet and went to him. Kneeling beside him, she held his head to her breast for a moment. Then she drew away and looked into his face and wiped the tears from his eyes.

“You are too kind, my child. I do not deserve this love – I lost the right to it when I cast you away.”

“Perhaps you are right,” she said gently. “You lost the right to your daughter’s love but you did not lose the right to compassion and concern for your suffering.”

He pulled his head away and looked up into her eyes. “Is that all that you feel then – compassion and concern? Is there no trace of a daughter’s love for her father?”

She shook her head.

“My father sits there,” she said, indicating Mahmood with an inclination of her head. “And I can think of no other man as my father, not even the one who gave me birth.”

For a long while they sat, looking into each other’s eyes.

Then he smiled. He put his hand briefly on her head and then got to his feet.

“I understand, my child. Forgive me for what I did to you those many years ago and forgive me now for what I have done today.”

“You did what you had to do,” she said, still kneeling on the floor and looking up at him. “Your suffering has been so great, it would be a heart of stone that would not forgive you.”

“Only compassion and concern?” he asked again with the same small, sad smile.

“Only compassion and concern. Did you hope for more?”

He thought for a while and then he shrugged his shoulders. “I did not suppose I had the right to hope for more and yet …” The rest of the sentence was lost in a long deep sigh. Then he shrugged his shoulders and said, “God bless you, my child. God be with you all.” He turned and went swiftly to the door as they all stood, looking after him. At the door, he stopped and turned to his daughter again. “Will you send me news of yourself from time to time? Perhaps come to see me someday?”

She got to her feet and walked slowly towards him and when she spoke, it was in a soft, gentle whisper and the others had to strain their ears to catch her words.

“No. I will not send you any news nor come to see you. I will not inflict this cruelty upon you. For everytime you get news of me, everytime you see me, you will think again of what you did to me and your heart will be filled with pain and your mind with remorse. Go now with the certainty, that I am well and have found great love and strength in my new home, with my devoted parents and the wonderful man that I have married.”

He stood there at the door, looking at her for a long time. Then he smiled – a smile of strength.

“You have done well by my daughter,” he said then, looking first at the old woman and then at the old man. “I turn away now, knowing that I do not need to turn back again.” He turned and was gone and it was only when the sound of his footsteps had died away in the street outside that Sassi turned to her mother and, kneeling beside the old woman, buried her head in her lap and wept.

The old woman looked at her husband but receiving no response from him, turned towards her son-in-law. Punnu smiled and shook his head and the three stayed silent.

Helpless in the face of her daughter’s agony, Nasib put her hand on her head. At last, after what seemed an age, Sassi raised her head and taking her mother’s hand in both of hers, gently kissed the palm. Then she got to her feet and picking up the box and the length of cloth, she went out of the house. The mother looked again at her husband and then at her son-in-law. They knew, all three of them, that they would never see the box or the cloth again.

The days went on and it was almost as if the pundit had never been. Sassi never spoke of his visit, never referred to him again and the others, taking their cue from her, did likewise. Yet they all sensed a change in her behaviour. Now there was an urgency that she brought to her love for her parents, a feeling that communicated itself to Punnu and coloured his love for the old couple too. It was as if the pundit’s visit had brought home to her the swiftness of the passing days and an awareness of how little time she had left with them.

Meanwhile, in far off Makran, Punnu had become the talk of the town. Everytime a trader or a traveller returned from Bhambhor, he would be besieged for news of Punnu and his beloved. There were some for whom the story of this love had become a legend and the affirmation that the lovers remained so fixed and constant in their devotion, only confirmed the divinity of the relationship. But there were others, people who were hostile to the royal family, who ridiculed this union and made nasty jests about it.

These barbs could not but get back to Punnu’s father, Ahmad and his brothers, Umar and Tumar. They, at first, ignored them. They knew Punnu well and were sure that he would soon tire of his love and return to them. But the years went by without this happening and the jibes, which were aimed at them, became increasingly vicious. The climax came when, at a conclave of chieftains, one of the neighbouring chiefs referred to Punnu as “that washerman”. The reference evoked a ripple of laughter. Umar’s eyes flashed in anger and his hand went to his sword, ready to throw the gauntlet at the man who had made the derisive remarks. The others sensed his rage and fell silent. The hall filled with tension. But a look from Ahmad, firm and strong, stilled the anger and Umar drew his hand away from his sword.

Later, in the privacy of their own apartment, the father and sons held conference. The situation was now beyond bearing. They could wait patiently no longer for Punnu’s infatuation to run out, and for his return. They would have to step in and free him from his strange obsession with the washerwoman and bring him home.

“This affair needs to be handled with great deliberation, with scheming care. Umar, your blood boils too easily and you forget all tact. Your brother has the craft and cunning to handle this affair with the discretion that it deserves. Go then, Tumar and do what you must to bring your brother back.”

And so it was that the second son of the chief arrived, with his entourage, at the caravan serai at Bhambhor, two weeks later. They stopped at the serai to wash, change their clothes and partake of refreshment and then they presented themselves at the home of the old washerman. Their manner was friendly and affectionate – almost as if they had had washermen as relatives all their lives. They brought gifts for them that were generous but not ostentatious enough to cause embarrassment. “My father sends his apologies,” Tumar said as the party sat on simple stringed cots, sipping scalding hot milk from copper tumblers. “Our tradition demands that the bridegroom’s family should host a feast in celebration of the wedding. We have been remiss in not doing this. We thought we would get an opportunity to do it, when Punnu brought his bride back on a visit. Now, when after three years, it seems that Punnu will never return to Makran, my father has asked me to come here and fulfil our obligation. Can I bid you to a feast at the serai the day after tomorrow?”

The invitation was extended with all humility and none could find in their hearts, any reason to refuse.

On the appointed day, the entire community thronged to the serai, which had been made ready for the great reception. There were hundreds of torches blazing against the walls and it was as if the sun had risen in the night. Musicians, dancers and acrobats had been commissioned to entertain the guests and the food and the wine were of the best and in great abundance. The prince and every member of his entourage attended on the guests and charmed their way into every heart. There was a fund of goodwill between the two families and this reaffirmed the belief that Sassi had been specially blessed by the Gods.

The feast lasted late into the night. The guests found it difficult to refuse when the hosts pressed more wine upon them. Sassi, too, found it difficult to refuse when her brother-in-law offered her a cup of wine. She demurred, at first, because she was not accustomed to wine but then Punnu smiled at her, nodded his head, and whispered that it would be ungracious to refuse.

The wine was strong and with the first sip, she felt the warmth in her body, the lightness in her head. She would have liked to put her cup down but she saw her brother-in-law watching her.

Once again she looked at Punnu, and once again he smiled and nodded his head and she threw caution to the winds and quaffed her drink. Her head began to reel and she would have fallen, but strong arms held her up and escorted her to the specially prepared bridal chamber. There, in the comfort of her husband’s arms, she gave herself up to the effect of the wine and was dead to the world.

The party broke up soon after, and one by one, the guests took their leave and departed into the night. An attendant went around the serai, dousing the torches, and after the noise of the festivities, a deep stillness settled upon the world. But it was a short-lived stillness. It lasted only as long as the weary and the overindulged took to drift off into deep slumber and then it was broken again – this time by the soft, carefully muffled sounds of swift departure.

Tumar and his entourage had made their plans well and with the precision of a well rehearsed military manoeuvre, they were on their way in little less than an hour.

In the early hours of the morning, before the first light broke over the horizon, Sassi stirred in her sleep and reached out for her Punnu. When her hand did not find him, she came instantly awake. Her head still ached from the wine she had drunk, but she ignored it. The eerie silence that prevailed all around, struck fear in her heart. She broke from the bridal chamber and, in the light of the one torch that still burned in the courtyard, she saw, all around, the signs of hasty departure. Dread grew in her heart. They had taken her Punnu with them. Surely, he would not have left her of his own volition. What had they done to him to make him go with them? But they could not have got very far. If she ran after them, perhaps she could still catch up with them. Her mind told her that she should go to her parents, wake up her father and let him organize the chase. But her heart told her that, in so doing, she would lose precious time – time that might perhaps put the royal party beyond the pale of pursuit.

She ran from the serai, out along the street and on to the highway. There was no hesitation now, in her mind or in her step. Her fear gave her clarity of thought, fixity of purpose and lent wings to her feet. The early morning breeze bit into her ill-clad body, but she paid it no heed as she hurried on. Soon, the sun broke over the horizon, bringing with it, not only the comfort of its warmth but also a resurgence of hope.

She came, at last, to the point in the highway from which the caravans to Kach Makran, often took a short cut across the sands. She did not hesitate. This caravan was in a hurry and so would have taken the short cut. She, too, abandoned the highway and plunged across the desert. The sands were still cool under her bare feet and she felt some of the fear and pain lift from her heart. She would find him. She trudged on hour after hour, over the soft, yielding sand. The sun was at its zenith now and beat down mercilessly upon her. She felt sweat trickle down the nape of her neck and from her forehead, along the ridge of her nose to her lips, where she could taste its salt.

Her legs were weak now and her knees threatened to buckle under her. The sand, now hot, burnt into her feet and soon the soles of her feet were covered with blisters, which made each step an ordeal. And yet she lumbered on, with little consciousness of her pain because, before her in the sand, she could clearly see the wheel marks of a caravan – the caravan her Punnu was in. Every time she stepped into a footprint, she drew comfort from the thought that this print had perhaps been made by him. On and on she plodded, willing herself to take each step, shading her eyes now and then to look into the distance in the hope that she would catch a glimpse of the fleeing party. But there was no sight of them and as the day drew on and the sun sank over the western horizon, her heart filled, once again, with despair. Perhaps they were too swift for her, and she would never catch up with them. But that did not matter. They were on their way to Makran. They would go no further. She too would reach there, even if she had to walk all the way, and there, at last, she would find her Punnu. She prayed that he would be well when she found him.

Night fell and the chill evening breeze blew strong and made her shiver. She hugged herself and staggered on, taking her direction from the stars that twinkled bright and clear above her. Then, after a while, the moon rose and bathed the barren landscape in its comforting light and she felt again a lightening of her heart, an easing of her exhaustion. Hour after hour she plodded across the soft sand – now as distressing in its coldness as it had been during the day in its heat.

Her mind was hazy now with weariness and she feared that she had lost her way and was heading back the way she had come. She stopped, and shook her head to clear her mind. She looked up at her lodestar and was reassured to find that she was in the right direction.

Up and down she went over the sand dunes and, in spite of the cold, her mouth was dry and parched and when she ran her tongue over her lips it came away with the taste of the sweat that had caked there with the cold. Her feet were numb beyond sensation and the weariness of her body finally crept into her soul and would not be denied. She sought a sheltered spot on the leeward side of a little hillock, pulled her knees up, and leaning against the hill, closed her eyes. A delicious stillness stole upon her. How wonderful it would be to be thus always, to let her spirit steal away to this restfulness and leave her weary flesh and blood behind. And leave her beloved Punnu, too, behind? She awoke with a start, fearful now of the weakness of her mind and soul and getting to her feet, she took one clear look at the sky and staggered on.

Day after day, the unfortunate Sassi struggled on. The barren sand had now given way to rugged hills – but they too were bereft of any trace of vegetation, water, food or shelter. There was no sign of the caravan now, nothing to give her direction except the narrow path that meandered through the hills.

The heat shimmered off the bare, brown hills and everything around her shimmered too. Her vision itself seemed to have become hazy. But she did not care – there was nothing to see except the barren hills and the sky above them. The dryness had crept from her mouth to her throat and her body ached for just one drop of water. The sun beat fiercely down upon her and, when she looked up, the sky spun around her and she fell to her knees, sure that she would not be able to get to her feet again. Then she looked up and saw a vulture circling high above the hills. Not yet, she thought grimly, no, not yet, and she struggled bravely to her feet again. Surely, she thought, there must be some place of refuge nearby. Even the vultures would not survive in this endless barrenness. The thought gave her strength and she scanned the horizon with new hope. But she saw nothing – only the bare peaks of the range of hills piercing the sky.

Still she forced herself to go on, falling, and then picking herself up again. Now, when she looked up, there were two vultures circling above her. They came and settled down on the ground, a little distance from her, and waited patiently. No, she told herself, not yet, I have still not given up hope of seeing my Punnu again. She struggled to her feet and went on. There was no feeling left in her body now, no emotion in her heart. Like a mindless machine she went on, one step at a time, knowing that she could not last out much longer. Finally, she fell again. When she was, at last, able to raise her head, she saw a dozen vultures settled in a circle around her.

They waited patiently and she waited too. She looked once towards the horizon and thought she saw, high on the next hill, a dark patch, shimmering and hazy in the distance – almost like a grove of trees, she thought. But she smiled and shook her head – hope was pointless now. This, too, must be a mirage.

The vultures edged closer, one tentative step at a time, gauging her reaction. But there was none. She watched them too, without fear or panic, as she lay still upon the loose, barren soil. So be it, she thought. If this was God’s will, let it be done. Only let him protect her Punnu.

She felt one sharp slash of a beak on her back. She cried, but no sound came from her lips. She made an effort to wave her hand to ward off the attack but she had no energy left to do even that. She buried her face in the sand, as a second beak slashed into her back, close to the first wound. She waited for the end.

The dark patch Sassi had seen had not been a mirage. It was, in fact, a clump of trees that she had seen, a thick copse of acacia growing around a little spring, Las Bela, the first oasis on this desert route. In this oasis, lived a hermit. He looked now, down from the shelter of the trees, and saw the ring of vultures, and in their midst what looked like a human form. He did not remember having seen it before when he had looked this way, a half hour ago. But there was no mistaking what he saw now and realizing that there was no time to lose, he ran down the slope, shouting and clapping his hands. The vultures fled at his approach. He saw the girl lying still upon the ground and lifting her in his arms, he carried her, as quickly as he could, back to the shade of the trees.

He laid her gently, under one of the trees and, soaking a piece of cloth in the spring, he squeezed water into her mouth, a few drops at a time. She opened her eyes and looked at him and he saw in her eyes a flash of hope, which died as quickly as it had sprung up, as soon as she saw his face. She turned her head away. Her lips formed one single word, over and over again, and when he lent his ear close to her lips, he thought he heard her say: “Punnu, Punnu.”

He tried to give her some more water, but it only dribbled out through the side of her lips. With his wet cloth, he wiped her face and marvelled at how beautiful she was. He wet her head, her hair, in an attempt to give her some relief, and then he turned to her feet. As he touched them, his heart filled with pity and compassion for her. She had been treated with brutal cruelty by the elements. As he washed her feet, the compassion gave way to admiration at her tremendous resolve.

There was a restlessness about her, as she lay there and he tried, once again, to squeeze a few drops of water into her mouth. But unappeased, she tossed and turned and her lips formed endlessly that one word “Punnu”.

From time to time, her eyes would open and search around her as if she was looking for something or someone, then failing in their search, they would close again. When the sun dipped, at last, over the western horizon, the restlessness passed from her, she lay still and he knew that she had gone to her eternal rest.

Long into the night, he sat beside her, in silent vigil, wondering who she was and where she had come from. He wondered, too, who she had been searching for – this unknown man with the strange name, Punnu.

Then in the early hours of the morning, he dug a grave under the trees and, with the minimum of ceremony, he consigned her to it. When he had buried her, he knelt in prayer beside her and prayed that she would, at last, be granted the peace that had been denied her while she lived.

It took Punnu four days to realize what was being done to him. Each time he awoke from sleep and felt the dryness in his throat, he begged for water. Each time he was given a drugged drink that put him to sleep again. In his stupor, he realized they were carrying him away from his Sassi. On the next day, when he awoke and was given a drink, he poured it away and pretended to fall asleep again. Knowing that he was helpless, they did not care to guard him closely. At the opportune moment, Punnu stole from the camp, and mounting a swift horse rode back towards Bhambhor.

A hard day’s ride, brought him to a grove of trees and the promise of food and water. He was greeted by a hermit who bade him welcome and led him into his hut. He spread a cloth upon the ground for Punnu to sit on and then brought him food and water. While he partook of the refreshment, the hermit attended to his horse.

“You must be tired,” the hermit said. “Rest now.”

“I cannot rest. I am in a great hurry and must be on my way.”

“Rest for an hour,” the hermit said. “I will wake you then. You will travel better when you are refreshed.” In the dim light of the little earthen lamp, Punnu saw the hermit’s face light up with a playful smile and smiled back. “There is sense in what you say. I will rest for an hour.” He lay down and the hermit covered him with a rug. Then the hermit lit another earthen oil lamp and took it out into the night. Punnu thought that he had gone to secure the horse but when he returned, he was without his lamp.

“What have you done with your lamp?” Punnu asked.

“It is Thursday today and the poor unfortunate needed the lamp. She wandered in over the sands three days ago and gave up her spirit here among the trees.”

Punnu felt nothing – no stillness at the core of his being, no premonition, not even idle curiosity.

“I wonder if we’ll ever know who she was,” the hermit mused. “All I can say is that she was exceedingly beautiful and she was searching for a man called Punnu.”

“Punnu?”

“Yes, Punnu. Her dry parched lips formed the word again and again, and though she had no strength left in her body, I caught the sound of the name when I put my ear to her lips. Her eyes opened again and again and searched for him. I have never seen so beautiful a girl.”

“Yes. She was exceedingly beautiful, my Sassi.” Punnu threw the rug aside and left the hut. He stood on the doorstep for a while, then catching sight of the lamp in the darkness, he walked towards the grave. He knelt at its head. He made, once, as if to touch it, then gently drew his hands away and raised them in prayer. The light from the lamp illuminated his face and looking at him, the hermit saw no traces of grief, no pain. His eyes were closed and his lips moved in silent prayer.

After a while, the hermit felt the chill of the night begin to creep into his old bones and he got to his feet. He put his hand on Punnu’s shoulder.

“Come,” he said gently. Just as gently, Punnu shook his head and the hermit left him to his mourning and returned to his hut.

An hour later, when the hermit went out to him again, he saw him still kneeling where he had left him, still praying.

“Come,” he said gently, nudging him, “You must eat now. You must rest.” This time Punnu allowed the hermit to lead him into the hut and put him to bed. Over the next day and part of the night the hermit could not but be aware of the stillness that had come upon his guest. He looked at the hermit but did not see him. He listened to his words but did not hear them. He seemed to inhabit a world that was an illusion and to live a life that was merely a dream. The hermit was filled with deep sadness. He knew beyond all doubt, that the stranger had made up his mind to join his beloved. He could do nothing more for him other than leave him alone and pray that the end would come soon.

It did. Early in the morning, when a group of horsemen came looking for Punnu and the hermit led them to him, it was his body that they found lying in his bed. A hush fell upon them and they were overwhelmed by what had happened.

After a quick, whispered consultation, they rode away the way they had come and the hermit was left to attend to the sad task of digging yet another grave beside the one he had dug earlier.

And so they lie today, side by side – Sassi and Punnu – in the quiet grove of Las Bela, near Shah Bilawal. Together they are joined in death as they were in life, inseparable even by imperial might.

Every Thursday, the kind hermit continued to light lamps on their graves and soon people from the nearby villages, hearing of this, came and lit lamps too and prayed that the lovers would at last be in peace. One Thursday evening, a singer, who had stopped to rest in the hermit’s home, sang a few religious songs and this too, became a tradition. On Thursday evenings, henceforth, people would collect at the graves and there would be the singing of naats and the recitation of prayers. Those who attended these meetings, claimed that they came away with a feeling of great peace.

The fame of Las Bela spread far and wide and the graves became a place of pilgrimage for those who were troubled in love. And so it is, that long after they are gone, Sassi and Punnu continue to live: to spread the message of their love and its unconquerable power.


Four

MIRZA SAHIBAN



I am Sahiban. I am sixty-one years old and, in the twilight of my life, sitting out in the winter sun, I eke out the remainder of my years. Sometimes, when the mood so takes me, I spin a little yarn or add a few stitches to one of the intricate phulkaris being worked upon by the girls of the house. Once in a while, one of them asks me to help in the cooking of some elaborate dish or calls upon me to rack my brain for a long unused recipe. But this is becoming rarer with each passing day and I am content to let my children run the household: they do it far better than I ever did.

When I look into my mirror, I see the once lustrous eyes now grown dull, the thick luxuriant black, hair now coarse and thin and streaked generously with grey. I see the once beautiful skin, now turned sallow and wrinkled. But I feel no regret at the passing of my once famed beauty. I have lived a full life, have been a good wife, and a good mother to my brood of children. I have had my share of griefs and sorrows, my measure of pain and suffering – but it has been no more than what most mortals have, and in the balance, I am grateful for what has been my lot.

I sit now, in the warm, pleasant sun and pass an idle hour or two in senseless gossip with other idle old women. We share news and then we share memories. But my memories go back only as far as my marriage. I never permit my mind to dwell upon what I had before. It is as if there is an impenetrable wall between then and now.

But once in a while, on rare occasions, when my husband turns to me in the dark and makes love to me, this wall crumbles and I allow myself to believe that it is my Mirza who takes me. And when my husband, all too soon, is done with me and turns away, my heart fills with thoughts of the past – the joy of what once was and the ache of what might have been, and I turn away in the dark and weep silent tears. Then, and only then, the dam bursts, and the memories come gushing through, and I struggle to keep from drowning in them.

He was eleven, when he came to live in our village, my cousin Mirza. I remember him clearly, a skinny, puny boy, who was constantly snivelling and who always had a running nose. He was a few months older than I, but I, tall for my age, was at least three inches taller. My earliest memory of him is of wiping his nose with the end of my dupatta. Because he let me do it without protest, I think of him as then being no more than a child.

I would pass him in the street, as I went to school, and he would pause in his play and look at me.

“Are you not coming to school, Mirza?” I would ask and he would shake his head and resume his play.

Then, one day, when I asked him the same question, he shook his head. “No,” he said, but did not go back to his game. Instead, he walked up to me. “But I will carry your books to school for you.”

This became a daily ritual. I would meet him at his door, and he would come and take my bag from my hands and together, we would walk to school. We must have made a strange pair – the tiny, snivelling brat, who carried a bagful of books in which he had no interest, and the lovely girl, too tall for her age, who walked with an awkward stoop and who obviously enjoyed every moment she spent at school. Then, just outside the madarsa, he would hand me my bag and run away. But when the day’s studies were done, I would find him waiting for me again and the ritual would be repeated in reverse.

One day, when he handed me my bag outside my courtyard, I remarked:

“You have carried my books so often I would have thought that some desire to study these books would have rubbed off onto you and you would, at last, start attending school.”

“Is that what you would have me do?”

“Yes,” I said. The next morning, he carried his own bag of books, along with mine, and took his place in class in the madarsa.

The maulvi, noticing his presence, smiled.

“Look who we have here!” he said, with biting sarcasm. “The moon of Eid, long before Eid.”

The children all burst into mocking laughter and I saw Mirza’s face turn red with embarrassment. But he said nothing, only bent further over his books and tried to make a success of his studies.

It was a hopeless attempt. He had come late to his books and was very slow. Matters were not helped by the fact that the maulvi picked constantly on him. He belittled his feeble efforts and held him up as an example of laziness, sloth and a weak mind. Almost everyday, Mirza would be at the receiving end, not only of the maulvi’s bitter tongue but also of his stinging cane. This, in itself, was not remarkable because, on an average, the maulvi chalked up at least a dozen beatings in a morning. What was unusual, was, that while the others were beaten once or twice a week, Mirza was beaten everyday, with monotonous regularity.

Then one morning, when the maulvi turned to him a second time with his cane, my heart went out to the little boy who bore the maulvi’s cruelty with such stoic indifference.

“Please, maulvi sahib, please do not beat him anymore. I promise that I will make him work. I will make him catch up with his studies.” To this day, I have not understood how I made this promise and how the maulvi accepted it. Lowering his cane, he said:

“He is all yours,” his lean, austere face, contorted in a cruel, merciless grin. “Let us see what you can make of him.”

That evening, outside my house, when he handed me my bag, he asked:

“Will you really help me with my books?” There was earnestness in his eyes and in his voice. I had only intervened with the maulvi to save him from a second beating, but now, when he looked at me and spoke to me, I knew I had to keep my promise.

“If that is what you desire of me,” I said with a quiet smile, echoing his words. “It is what I desire.”

“Then I will come to Aunt Biro’s house, after the evening meal, and we will begin our studies together.”

He was hopeless, much slower than I had thought him to be, and in those first few days, I despaired of ever being able to help him. But he worked hard, if only, as it seemed, to please me and gradually there was noticeable improvement. The maulvi took note of this.

It was not that Mirza was an unintelligent lad. No, in most things not connected with books, he was bright and alert. It was only that in his scale of things, book-learning was of no practical use and hence, not worth serious attention. He would rather have devoted himself to other matters – boyhood pranks, stealing unripe fruit from forbidden gardens, searching for birds’ nests and bringing the newly laid eggs down for inspection, flying kites, playing marbles, and exchanging stories of breath-taking acts of bravery and adventure. Even with books, he was happiest when I read him stories from the Alif Laila va Laila, the Thousand and One Nights. He found this swashbuckling world, fascinating, and he gave himself up to it with complete devotion. He identified with the heroes, rode out to battle with them on fast steeds and performed deeds of death defying courage. Like them, in his mind’s eyes, he too rescued damsels in distress and turned to those less fortunate than him, with compassion and kindness. I learnt, quickly, to use this interest to my advantage. If he had been diligent, I read him a second story and when he had been lazy or slow, I punished him by not reading him any story at all.

The days slipped into weeks and the weeks into months and before we knew it, three years had passed since I had first taken him under my wing. The maulvi’s chastening became less frequent till it finally ceased. I would have liked to take credit for this, but even at that time, young and immature as I was, I realized that it was because Mirza had now grown into a strong young man. He had gained height, till he was a good head taller than I was. He had always enjoyed outdoor activities and an active participation in sports. Now his body had taken on a lean, sinewy hardness. Seeing him, as I did, every day of my life, I had not noticed this change. In fact, it was my uncle, his father, who pointed it out on one of his infrequent visits to Jhang.

I had gone to Aunt Biro’s house, that evening, with a book of stories, hoping that Mirza would have been good with his work and I would read him something from it. I saw Aunt Biro and Binjal Jat, her brother-in-law, Mirza’s father, sitting out in the courtyard, deep in a family discussion. Mirza stood in the shadows, in one corner of the courtyard, drawing patterns on the ground with his toe. He looked up at me as I came in, but turned back to his drawing without a greeting. Tension between the father and son was palpable.

“What is it, girl?” Bindal noticed me and asked in a loud voice, “What do you want?”

“I have brought a book for Mirza.” I wanted to say more but the hostility in his voice inhibited me and I remained silent.

“Books? My son is done with books. Do you not see the way his chest strains at his shirt? He is a young man and the time has come for him to put his books aside and concentrate on the skills that all young men must learn: riding and archery and swordsmanship. He must learn to defend himself and also learn how to lead his men in attack. So you can keep your book, he will not be needing it. He is going back with me to Danabad.”

I stood back and looked closely at Mirza. Yes, my uncle was right. I had not heeded the passage of time and had failed to see the change in him. It was time for him to move on.

I stood silently, not knowing how to take leave. As I waited, Mirza turned to his father.

“I will not go yet.” His voice trembled as he spoke, but there was no mistaking his determination. I looked back towards my uncle, frightened of the storm that I knew would soon break. I saw a deep scowl darkening my uncle’s face, as he looked at Mirza.

“What did you say?” His voice was tinged with disbelief.

“I will not go yet.” His voice was firmer now and though his face mirrored the fear in his heart, he looked steadily back into his father’s eyes.

Uncle Binjal took a few steps towards his son. I saw my aunt start to her feet, as if to restrain him, and my heart beat faster with anxiety for Mirza. Then suddenly, my uncle stopped and stood still. His eyes shifted to me and he looked me up and down, as if sizing me up. I realized that he held me responsible for his son’s recalcitrant behaviour. I braced myself for the onslaught that I knew must come. But the moment stretched on and he did not speak.

The scowl left his face and in its place, I saw a gleam come into his eyes and a smile play at his lips. And all the time he held my gaze.

“Suit yourself,” he said, glancing back, at last, towards his son. “But I had bought a mare for you – a thoroughbred, Arab mare. She is small in size but strongly built and has a beautiful neck and head. She runs with the wind, and when she is provoked or pushed to her limits, her nostrils flare and she snorts in anger and defiance. She is proud and will not let any of my men ride her. I was sure that you, when you came home, would be man enough for her.”

I saw the enraptured look on Mirza’s face. It was as if he was listening to another story from Alif Laila. But this was no mere story: the horse was actually being offered to him. I understood what my uncle was doing – holding out to Mirza, a bait that the young boy would find irresistible. It was a clever move – perhaps the only one that could persuade the boy to go back with him. Mirza glanced, once, towards me, ran his tongue over his lips and then said to his father, “Can we go home tomorrow?”

My uncle glanced triumphantly at me. Though why that should be, I did not know. I had no interest in holding Mirza here in Jhang. Apart from the protective instinct, which had stirred within me the day the maulvi reached out to beat him for the second time, there was nothing else that I felt for him. I was not attracted to him physically. If anything, till now I had felt only contempt for his puny size and his constant snivelling. Yes, I might miss his company and the hour or two we spent together – but I knew that that too would be for only a few days, for our time together had not fostered any deep affection between us.

I had no hold over Mirza, or any desire to have one, and so wondered about why my uncle gloated over my not being able to hold Mirza in Jhang. Now, after all these years, I am not sure that his attitude was altogether unjustified. Perhaps my uncle, in his wisdom, had already glimpsed a shadowed reflection of what was to come and of the harvest that would be reaped from it. His reaction was to get his son away from me.

To the boy’s credit, he did come to my home early the next morning to say goodbye to my parents and me. He also promised to come and visit me whenever he could. But, having seen the gleam in his eyes, the hope of expected bliss on his face, when his father had spoken about the mare, I did not set much store by his promise.

Within a week of his departure, I had all but forgotten him and if I did have any memory of him, it was of a poor child, with a running nose, who had carried my books to school.

After a year or two, reports filtered in of his growing skill at riding. It was said that he rode his horse with the speed of the wind; that when he mounted her and urged her on to a gallop, her nostrils flared, her mane flew behind her and her feet scarcely touched the ground. There were other reports of his exceptional marksmanship with the bow and arrow. Munira, one of my friends, had gone to visit an aunt and at one of the village fairs, had watched Mirza win an archery competition. But these reports stirred nothing within me – no admiration for his achievements, no desire to meet him again.

My world had moved on to another plane, in which there was no place for the little boy I once had known.

Like Mirza, my body had filled out too. I walked now, erect and proud, and was aware that men felt compelled to stop and stare at me. My skin, which had always been flawless, now glowed with the exuberance of health and youth. My eyes, my nose, my hair – each feature drew admiration and envy wherever I went. People began to talk of my beauty. Some even compared me to my aunt, the famed and legendary beauty, Heer. All this praise could not but turn my head. I had always had in me a streak of arrogance and conceit, and the admiration that was lavished upon me now, brought this trait to the fore. I became vain and proud. I spent hours before my mirror, adorning myself and I treated, with open contempt, all those to whom God had been less generous.

My brothers, all six of them, had always showered me with love. I was the youngest and their only sister.

In my growing years, their affection had often been tinged with amusement. Now, as they watched me blossom, and saw the effect it had on those around, their amusement turned to pride.

Where before, they had spoilt me with toys and sweetmeats, they now did so with beautiful clothes and expensive ornaments. This angered my sisters-in-law and I often overheard jealous quarrels between my brothers and their wives. But, vain and conceited as I had become, I only smiled and found in these quarrels, still more food to feed my pride. Here were six men, who placed their love for their sister above their love for their wives and children. I gloated secretly, as I became yet more heartless and spiteful to the poor slighted women.

If more cause was needed to add to my self-centredness, it was provided by the fact that I was engaged to Tahir, the son of Nasir Khan, the chief of Chandaran. Not only was his clan the richest and most powerful in the region, but Tahir himself was the most eligible bachelor in Punjab. It was said that he had only to look at a girl, for the girl to be willing to give herself to him. He was an accomplished horseman and his swordsmanship was famous, far and wide. When my people spoke of Tahir, they did so with admiration. Listening to their talk, I thought how special I must be to be getting Tahir as my husband. My overblown pride became even more inflated.

My vanity and self-centredness, detached me from most of the people in the village. Tired of my arrogance and vicious tongue, they learnt to avoid me. Where, as a child, I had been popular and well loved, as a young girl I was universally disliked. But the awareness of this did not upset me. After all, did I not have my brothers’ love, which was stronger and more powerful than the love that all the others could have given me? And did I not have Tahir as my fiancé?

Gradually, I began to think of my life in Jhang, in my parents’ home, as a mere pause, a waiting for my real life in Chandaran, with Tahir. And I filled my existence with fantasies of my married life. I lived out these daydreams over and over again and each time the details became more real, more clearly defined, till they were like oft repeated memories of the past rather than visions of the future. I went over and over the meetings that I would have with Tahir, till I could capture the nuance of his voice as he said each word. I could see each gesture as he spoke and moved. I could feel the touch of his hand on my body, his caresses as he sought to rouse me to his love, and once this rousal was achieved, I lived and relived each response.

These fantasies became the centre of my existence. They prevented me from eating, or sleeping. I lost weight and dark rings appeared under my eyes. I preferred to be left alone and avoided communication with all those around me.

My faithful band of friends, tried to include me in their activities. They would insist that I go out in the evenings, when they played on the riverbank or frolicked in the water. I allowed myself to be persuaded and went with them. But once there, I found it hard to join in their pursuits, which had begun to seem curiously childish to me. So I would sit at my favourite spot, sometimes watching their sport with mocking amusement, but for the most part lost in my fantasies of my husband-to-be.

Absorbed in one of these reveries, one day, I did not hear the approach of the horse that came galloping towards me. No, that is not true. Now after all these years, when I sift through my memories of a time long gone, I have to admit that I did hear the horse as it approached; that some obscure area of my mind did register the drumbeat of approaching hooves.

But I had become submerged in my fantasies and I did not permit myself to react to the sound. It was when there were loud shrieks from my friends as they gambolled in the water, that I abandoned my thoughts and turned, a little irritated, to the world around me. I saw on the riverbank, a horseman gazing down at my friends. He was a stranger, I was sure that I had never seen him before and yet I felt attracted to him. He was handsome – not as handsome as my Tahir of course, but more handsome than most men. But more than his looks, it was the aura of power that he exuded, as he sat on the white mare, that compelled attention. There was an ease, a confidence in the way he sat – the angle of his feet in the stirrups, the pressure of his knees against the horse’s flanks, his handling of the reins – that spoke of great skill, competence and control. There was an amused arrogance in the way his head was tilted back as he looked down at the girls he had startled in their play.

Nasreen, the boldest of the group, had climbed back onto the bank now and, retrieving her chunni, had covered her bosom as it strained against her wet shirt.

“Who are you,” she said with great severity, “that comes upon us while we are at play and ogles us in this indecent manner?”

“Forgive me,” he said leaping off his horse in one smooth movement, “I did not mean to intrude or show any disrespect. I am a stranger, who has ridden hard and fast. I only stopped to request a drink of water to quench my thirst. Was that expecting too much?” There was banter in his voice and in his eyes and I could not help but feel attracted towards this charming stranger.

“No, it was not expecting too much. To give a drink of water to a thirsty traveller is the least that we can do.” Nasreen picked up her pitcher from the bank and, going down to the water’s edge, she filled it and returned to the stranger. But when she sought to pour the water, the man did not cup his hand and hold it to his mouth, the way the thirsty do. Instead he stood there, looking arrogantly at my friend.

“What is it?” she asked “You said that you were thirsty and I have brought you water.”

“I cannot drink this water, thirsty as I am.”

“Why?”

“Why? Do you ask why? Do you not see that you have dirtied it by holding your thumb over the edge of the pot till it is in the water?”

Nasreen lowered her pitcher to the ground. I saw her face flush with embarrassment and I felt sorry for her. I had caught the stranger glancing at me, once, as he spoke, and I had seen his desire speak clearly in that glance. I understood the game that he was playing.

By now, my friends had all crowded around and were taking in every word of the exchange. Nooran, who had always had a weakness for handsome men, now broke from the group and picking up her pitcher filled it from the river. But as she walked towards the stranger, unknown to her, a leaf fell from the tree above her and drifted down into the mouth of her vessel. So when she held up the pitcher to pour the water, once more the stranger did not cup his hands.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Did you not see that leaf fall into the pitcher? How can you expect me to drink such contaminated water?”

One by one, the others took turns to bring him water and each time he found an excuse not to drink it. With each refusal, he glanced towards me and somehow managed to catch my eye and smile. Though I kept a serious expression on my face, I was amused at the ploy he was using to establish contact with me.

When the last of my friends had been turned away, the girls went into a huddle and discussed what they should do. Then Nooran, taking on her usual role of spokesperson, broke away from the others and came to me.

“Sahiban, will you try? He is thirsty and it would be inhospitable to turn him away.”

“You have tried enough,” I said, the laughter rising to my voice. “I would not be patient with a man who treats my friends so churlishly. But you are right, we cannot turn a thirsty traveller away – it would be most inhospitable.”

I could feel the stranger’s eyes on Nooran and me, as we held our whispered consultation. Impatient now, he raised his voice and called, even while I was making the move to get to my feet.

“Will no one quench a traveller’s thirst? Are the people of Jhang, then, so inhospitable? Or is it that the waters of your Chenab are not worth drinking?”

I was proud of my village and proud of my river and I was stung to the quick by his taunts.

“The people of Jhang are famous for their hospitality. You must come from very far indeed, not to have heard of it. As for our river – the waters of our Chenab are so sweet that those who drink of them but once, forget all others.”

I saw the flash of amusement on his face and knew that I had done exactly what he had intended me to do.

I walked quickly down to the river, filled my pitcher and walked back to him. He cupped his hand and I tipped my pitcher and poured water out for him, but though he held his mouth to his hand, he did not drink. His eyes remained fixed upon my face.

“What is it?” I asked after a while, turning the mouth of my pitcher up and holding it against my hip. “It seems you are not thirsty after all.”

“I was thirsty,” he said in a low whisper, so that his voice reached my ears alone.” But one glimpse of your divine beauty has quenched my thirst.”

I had heard remarks like these so often before, that I was bored by them. They flattered my vanity yes, but I usually treated them with bland indifference. Yet now, I could not resist the desire to tease the stranger, to flirt with him a little.

“This is not what other men tell me – other men say that one glimpse of my face and my body arouses a deep thirst in them.”

Laughter flashed in my eyes as I allowed them to travel over his body. I had to admit that there was much to admire. He was lean and sinewy, and he exuded strength and virility.

“They speak of the thirst of the body. I speak of the thirst of the soul.”

“Now you begin to speak in riddles.”

“No. I speak plainly. One look at your face has brought stillness to my soul that it has not known before.”

I looked into his eyes, as he spoke, and I was troubled and disturbed by the sincerity I glimpsed in them. No one had spoken such words to me before and I had to admit that I felt drawn to him.

“If you still do not understand my meaning, come to Heer’s grove tonight and I will make myself clearer.” He had lowered his voice further and even I, standing as close to him as I was, had to strain my ears to catch his words. I felt trapped. I had no intention of going to him that night but I did not know how to parry his suggestion.

For a long moment, he stood there looking at me, his eyes taking in each feature of my face in turn. His adam’s apple bobbed up and down, as he attempted to swallow the emotion that had gripped him.

“Sahiban? Do you not know me, Sahiban? Have the years wrought such a change in me that you cannot, now, recognize your Mirza?” He put his hand gently on my cheek and it was my turn, now, to look into his face with wonder and amazement. My eyes filled with tender tears at the memory of that little boy, so helpless before the wrath of the maulvi.

“Yes,” my voice, too, was little more than a whisper. “The years have, indeed, wrought great change in you. You have grown to be amongst the handsomest of men – you were not thus when I knew you last.” His hand moved to the nape of my neck and he drew me roughly to him and folded me in a tight embrace. Behind us, I heard the whispers of my friends fall away into silence as they looked. But I did not care what they thought.

“You were not thus either, Sahiban,” he whispered into my ear. “With the beauty of your soul shining in your eyes, the radiance of good deeds glowing on your face.” His words made me uncomfortable because I, self-centred, vain and arrogant, knew that my soul was far from beautiful and there were no good deeds that I could claim credit for.

At last he drew away, but as he did so, he said, “You will come tonight?”

I did not look into his eyes, nor did I speak. I simply nodded my head in answer.

Then I turned to my friends and said, “Do you not know this traveller?” I watched my friends’ faces as they looked closely at our visitor, but in none of them did I see any sign of recognition. Finally, they all turned to me, awaiting the answer. “He is Mirza,” I said.

One of the girls laughed, another said disbelievingly,”No, it can’t be!”

“I thought there was something familiar about him. But that was only because I saw him at the archery contest,” Munira added. The girls crowded around Mirza. He exchanged greetings and news with each of them and soon it seemed as if he had never been away. Darkness gathered.

“It is time I went home to my Aunt Biro,” he said finally. He bade us farewell, mounted his horse and was gone.

As we made our way back to the village, the other girls voiced their amazement and admiration for the change that time had wrought in Mirza. I held my peace, but I could not help the warmth that I felt in my heart as I listened to their words. It was the pride of hearing praise, for something that was mine.

“Mirza is here,” I announced as soon as I entered the courtyard of my house. “He has changed so much that I did not recognize him.” There were a few questions about him and then we went about our daily, evening chores. After the evening meal was over, I said, “I am going to visit my Aunt Biro, I want to meet Mirza.” I expected some opposition to be voiced to this suggestion.

“Don’t be too long,” was all that my mother said. I breathed a sigh of relief as I realized that, in their minds, he was still as they had seen him last, a little boy, and so could see no harm in my going to meet him.

I hurried from the house and down the street and found him waiting for me outside Aunt Biro’s house. We hurried away from the village and across the fields to the grove of trees. It was a happy choice for a meeting place. It had been the place where my aunt, the legendary Heer, had kept her trysts with her Ranjha and where she lay buried. Here, on Thursday nights, in her memory and in the memory of her love, someone would light a small earthen lamp. Apart from this solitary gesture however, the heavy burden of guilt the Sayals carried, made them stay away from the grove.

There was little chance of anyone wandering in upon us and discovering us, while we were there.

We sat close to the little marhi and it was as I had been afraid it would be. He did not talk of my beauty, of the magic of my eyes, the lustre of my hair or of my sensuous body. Instead, he talked, first of how love strengthened one’s soul and motivated one towards kindness and compassion. Then, when I told him that his conversation was beyond my comprehension, he talked about his home and his horse and about his sister Sheebo, whom he loved very much. I was disappointed, but I held my peace. I would be meeting him just this once so I could afford to be polite. But when an hour or two later, we got up to make our way home, he pulled me into a quick, tight embrace and asked, “Will you come tomorrow?”

And even though I had been bored with this meeting, something made me nod my head and say, “Yes, I will.”

The next night was a Thursday night. Traditionaly diyas are lit on Muslim graves on this day, and in the flickering light of the lamp that had been lit on Heer’s grave, I feasted my eyes on Mirza’s handsome face and his lean strong body.

“Why do you sit so far?” he asked and I moved closer to him. “Do you know that you are so beautiful that I cannot find the words to describe your beauty?”

His words brought me great happiness and I felt my cheeks grow warm, though I did not dare look into his face.

A gust of wind shook the trees above us and sent a chill through my body. He saw me shiver and putting his arm around my shoulders, drew me close. I felt the warmth of his body course through mine. I glanced down and saw the stirring under his tehmat. I was no virgin and I knew what I must do. I reached out and closed my hand over his manhood. I felt a deep sigh surge through his body as he pulled me close and held me to his chest. Then he drew away, looked into my face and, with great tenderness, brushed the stray strands of hair away and caressed my cheeks. The love in this gesture quite overwhelmed me and my frame shook with suppressed sobs. At this, he drew me close again and his lips touched my hair lightly. I drew away and his lips found my cheeks, my forehead, my nose and, at last, my lips. It was a long tender kiss which turned to passion. Then his hands caressed my body. With great care, he built up my pleasure, drew me to a peak and touched the very core of my being. My body quivered with excitement, when he at last took me. But even in the taking, there was attention more to my needs than to his own. No man had held his own passion in abeyance for so long to give me pleasure and I felt the tears start in my eyes.

As we made love, a deep fulfilment suffused me and I knew that he had bound me to him with a strong, unbreakable bond. When he, at last, came to his shuddering climax, he did not draw away at once as other men had done. He held me close, and once again, his lips reached tenderly for my cheeks, my nose, my forehead, my hair. Tears coursed down my cheeks.

“What is it?” he asked, kissing them away, “Have I hurt you?”

I shook my head but did not speak, for I had no words that could tell what was in my heart.

“Tell me,” he said, holding me close, cradling my head against his chest, “tell me, Sahiban, what it is?”

“You brought me pleasure that I have never known before, pleasure that was so intense that I could not but weep.”

In a little while, he made love to me again and it was even more beautiful than before. Then at last, when he drew away from me, I heard him draw his breath in sharply and he sat up with a start. “May Allah forgive me,” he said in a whisper.

“What happened?” I asked in alarm.

“As I turned, my foot touched Heer’s grave. I wonder what she would say,” he said softly, “if she saw us thus.”

“She would not say anything. I am sure she would merely smile complacently, secure in the knowledge that her prophecy had been fulfilled.”

“Her prophecy?”

“Yes, her prophecy. When her affair with Ranjha became well known and the Sayals felt shamed by her conduct, her mother, my grandmother, upbraided her, saying that she had disgraced herself and besmirched the name of the Sayals. Then, so I have heard, Heer had smiled, drawn herself up to her full height – she was a tall woman, my aunt Heer – and said in a clear voice, loud enough for all in the courtyard to hear, ‘I have done nothing to disgrace myself and to bring dishonour to the name of the Sayals. I have loved and have lived by the laws of my love. If you feel shamed by this, may every generation of the Sayals bring forth a Heer till you learn there is no shame in love!’”

My life now centred on our meetings. All day, I waited for the darkness to descend, so that I could steal away to my lover and to those magical moments that I found with him. The rest of my day was mere existence – I came alive only during that hour or two that I spent in my lover’s arms. All my waking moments, I thought of nothing else and in my sleep, I dreamt only of the ways he filled me with ecstasy.

I took to leaving my home a few minutes earlier, each day, and returning a few minutes later. My family was tolerant and had never questioned my comings and goings. Perhaps, being the only girl and the youngest of the children, I had been given more liberty than I would otherwise have been given. Yet, liberal and tolerant as my family was towards me, it could not be long before they took note of my regular absences.

On the tenth day, when I returned home late, the household was asleep. Only Shamir, my eldest brother, sat in a corner of the courtyard, smoking his hookah. He looked up at my approach and said, “The hookah needs to be refilled. Will you do it for me, Sahiban?” His eyes remained fixed on my face.

I refilled the hookah and brought it to him and then made to go to my room. But he reached out and caught my wrist. “Come Sahiban, come and sit with me a while. I get to see so little of you these days that I feel you have become quite a stranger.”

I knew what was going to come and would have liked to avoid it. But I knew my brother well, knew the steel in his grip upon my wrist and knew there was no escape. I sat down on the mooda next to him and had a feeling that he had deliberately placed it there for me to sit on. It was as if he had rehearsed our entire meeting in his mind, and gone over everything that he would say or do.

“People have begun to talk of your new found fondness for your Aunt Biro,” he said, taking a long puff on his hookah.

I looked up at him and could not conceal a flash of anger that snapped on, and then off, in my eyes.

“You, at least, can be honest with me, brother. What you want to say is that people are beginning to talk of my frequent meetings with Mirza.”

There was amusement in my brother’s eyes and he reached out and put his arm around my shoulder. This was not a gesture that was normally shared between a brother and his sister. But I was so much younger than him that he had always looked upon me more as his child than as his sister, and treated me thus. I had always found much pleasure in this gesture but there was no joy in it now. “Yes. That is indeed what I wanted to say.”

“People will talk. If we worry about this, we will not be able to live our lives as we see fit but will be forced to live them according to the dictates of others.”

“That is true,” Shamir said, “and you show great wisdom when you say this. But there is danger here that your life will be jeopardised by what people say. I know, and you know too, that you go to meet your childhood friend, to catch up on each other’s news after long years of being apart – there is nothing more to your visits to Aunt Biro’s house. But people do not see this. They see a beautiful girl – the most beautiful girl in Punjab, going to meet a handsome, virile man and they draw their own conclusions from it. Why, in a little while they will talk of you and Mirza in terms of Heer and Ranjha and suggest that you meet secretly in the grove where Ranjha used to graze our herds.”

He paused, but my heart beat wildly and I did not dare look up at him for fear that he would glimpse the secret in my eyes. He knew. There could be no doubt about that. “And what people say will grow with each repetition and will be bruited far and wide. Sooner or later, it will reach Tahir’s ears and the ears of his family and I am sure you know what the consequences of that can be.”

He paused again and I pondered over what he had said. Absorbed in the passion and ecstacy of my meetings with Mirza, I had not thought of this. I had lived with Tahir on my mind far too long, had built up such wonderful fantasies about my life with him, that I was not yet ready to let him go.

“Will you forbid me, then, to meet Mirza?” I still did not look at him but I heard him chuckling softly.

“Far be it from me to try and forbid you anything. I would be a fool to forbid you anything. This would only confirm you in what you were doing. You will do what your heart and mind tells you to. I only ask you to be aware of the consequences of these meetings, and do what must be done.” He paused again, and then he said softly.

“It is late now and we must both go to bed.” He leant across and put his hand on my shoulder and I felt a lump in my throat. I fought the impulse to put my head against his chest and be drawn into a warm embrace.

It would be an admission of my guilt – an admission I did not choose to make at this moment.

“Yes, you are right,” I said, getting to my feet. “It is time to go to bed. Goodnight.”

All through the night, I tossed and turned, in fitful sleep, my heart filled with dark foreboding. Shamir knew of my secret meetings with Mirza, of that I was certain. How he knew, I could not say. He knew. If I did not do what he asked, he would step in and take charge of things. The foreboding lasted till my meeting with Mirza the next evening and then was swept away in waves of passion. But when I spoke to him about it afterwards, he advised caution and we did become more circumspect in our meetings. By tacit consent, we restricted our meetings at night to the barest minimum and took advantage, instead, of the evenings when I went out with my friends to play on the riverbank. He would wait for me in the shadow of the distant trees and I would find an opportunity to steal away from my friends and go to him. Then we would go to a perfect place that we had found between the river and the road, a place concealed from prying eyes by a screen of bulrushes and here we would spend time in pleasant dalliance.

“You are vain,” he said gently one day. My brother had returned from a fair and brought me a large quantity of bangles, green and gold and red. Mirza had sat by me and watched me patiently as I spent hours arranging and rearranging the bangles till I found the most becoming combination. I looked up from my wrists and saw his face suffused with a tender smile.

“Why shouldn’t I be? I am told that I am the most beautiful girl in Punjab and there is not another girl worthy to touch my feet as far as beauty is concerned.”

“You have been told the truth,” he said with the same gentleness. “But is it a truth to be proud of? The beauty of the body is but of a day – it is the beauty of the mind and the spirit that you should aspire to; a beauty that will remain with you long after the beauty of the body has passed you by.”

I felt a flash of irritation, the way I always did when he became philosophical.

“What do I care about the beauty of the mind and the spirit? The beauty of the body is enough for me. And what if it lasts but a day, that day is long enough for me.”

There had been a few days of abstinence and when I reached the riverbank that evening and looked into Mirza’s eyes, I knew that he too had felt the deprivation. We waited just long enough for the other girls to lower themselves into the water and then we stole away towards “our place”. It had rained the night before – one of those sharp, fresh showers that sometimes occur at this time of the year and the evening breeze was cool and pleasant. I felt my pulse quicken as we walked along, side by side and I did not need to look at him to know his excitement.

But a little short of the point where we would have climbed down from the path, we came across an old man with a small cart that had got stuck in one of the slushy ruts. No matter how much he cursed and abused his animals and showered whip lashes on them, and no matter how hard the oxen pulled, the wheel would not come out of the rut. He was a thin, emaciated man, his frame all skin and bones, his clothes little more than dirty rags. I felt a pang of pity for him. Then the nearness of my lover swept over me and I turned my eyes away.

“Poor man,” Mirza said. “He’ll never get the cart on the road again.” I felt the compassion and concern in his voice and I knew what he was going to do. My own desires had become so strong, that they could not be denied, could not wait. And I could not stem the frustration that came over me. I put my hand on Mirza’s arm, and said, “He will have to wait till someone comes along to help him.”

He put his hand over mine. “We cannot leave him like this”.

“Why not? We have our own problems to deal with. There is so little time and we do not know when we will get a chance again.”

“We can wait. He cannot.”

I snatched my hand away in anger. “You mean you prefer to spend our few stolen moments with this stinking old wreck rather than with me?”

“You know that’s not true. His need is pressing, that’s all.”

“What about my need? That is pressing too. Someone else will come and help him but it is you alone who can help me. Please, Mirza, let’s not stop. I need you – I need you more than I’ve ever needed you.”

“I need you too – with a desire that is stronger than ever before. But we would be poor souls indeed, if we did not place others’ needs above our own.”

He shuffled his shoes off and left them on the side of the road. He took off his shirt and handed it to me. Then he hitched up his tehmat and moved towards the cart.

“I will never come to you again,” I said and my voice was a cry of pain. “Never again ask for what I have asked of you now.” He turned back and tried to put his arms around me, but I drew away.

“You will see the sense of what I do, once your anger has passed and you will come to me in Heer’s grove, where I will wait.” He smiled and turned back to the cart. I waited to see him put his shoulder to the cart, to see his lean hard muscles straining with the effort. Then I threw his shirt down on his shoes and turned and fled to join my friends.

All through that night, I lay awake, unable to sleep, cursing him through my tears of frustration and rage. But he had been right. By the morning, when my anger had subsided, I knew that he could not have passed the old man by without helping him.

I went to Heer’s grove that night, where he was waiting for me. Our love was more passionate and more intense than ever before and, when we were done, I felt the tears come to my eyes.

“What is it, Sahiban? Are you still angry at what I did?”

“No,” I said shaking my head, “You would have been lesser both in your own eyes and mine, if you had not stopped to help. It is just that my need for you grows strong and I do not know how to cope with it.”

“That too will come,” he said caressing my hair, “and till it does, am I not always there?”

I buried my head against his chest and was instantly at peace with myself.

The mangoes had begun to ripen on the trees and my friends and I would spend hours searching for ripe mangoes that had just fallen off the boughs, or trying to knock down ripe ones that were still on the trees.

Mirza and I sat under my favourite tree. I lay with my head on his lap, looking up at the tree and I saw a bird settle on one of the boughs holding a small mango by the stem.

“Look, look Mirza,” I said, pointing the bird out to him. “Birds merely peck at mangoes that they think are sweet. This one has captured a whole mango and does not now know what to do with it. It must be a fruit of surpassing sweetness for the bird to have done this.”

“And you crave that mango?” he said, reading my thoughts. He lifted my head gently off his lap and then moved with great stealth to where his horse grazed. He took his bow and arrows from the saddle, and fitting an arrow to his bow, took careful aim and let the arrow fly. The arrow flew swift and sure, and hit the mango. The bird let go of the fruit and flew away. I ran and picked it up and putting it to my lips, sucked upon it. It was indeed extremely sweet.

“It is delicious,” I said, holding it out to him. “Try it.”

He shook his head. “My pleasure comes from seeing your pleasure.”

Those blissful days dissolved softly, one into the other and it seemed they would have no end. But I knew that he could not stay on forever. I knew that he would have to go back to his parents, but I did not allow my mind to dwell on this. It was enough that each day brought the joy of meeting him, and with each meeting, our relationship had become fuller and each meeting brought a deeper sense of fulfilment.

But human happiness is, at the best, episodic and our time of togetherness too came to an abrupt close. I returned from one of my now infrequent visits to Heer’s grove, to find my brother, Shamir waiting for me. He sat puffing at his hookah and did not even look up at me as I came into the courtyard. I turned and closed the door and drew the bar across it.

“Still up, brother?” I asked.

“I am not the only one.”

“I was at Aunt Biro’s,” I said, not looking at him and making to go into the house.

“Tonight you were not.” I stood still. There could be no playing with the truth anymore, no hoping that we could continue meeting each other, without anyone knowing.

“Sit down, Sahiban. We must settle this once and for all.”

I pulled the moora that was beside him, a short distance away and sat down facing him.

“I knew when I spoke to you last that it would be pointless, my forbidding you to meet him. I had hoped that you would, yourself, perceive the danger of what you are doing and you would stop seeing him of your own accord. Tell me now, will you give him up?”

“No,” I said and though I spoke in a soft voice, the resolve I felt could not be disguised.

Shamir sighed, a deep sigh that shook his entire frame.

“Then I must find another way to end this affair.” The resolve in his voice was equally clear. “Good night.” He got abruptly to his feet and went into the house.

I sat there, alone in the courtyard, fear and anxiety gnawing at my heart. I longed to run away to Mirza to tell him of my fears. I knew my brother Shamir well. He was a man of action, and when he said he would find a way to end our affair, he would. After a very long time, I went to my room, but all through the night, I tossed and turned, worrying about what lay ahead. Once again, my heart filled with dark foreboding. All the next day, I mused on my brother’s words and worried at their import. What way would he find to end our affair? Would he, perhaps, inflict bodily harm upon Mirza? The thought of this made me sick and by the time my friends and I went out to the river, I was close to panic.

When we were finally settled in our little hiding place, I told him what my brother had said. He drew me close and eased all my worries away, not so much with kisses and his caresses, as with strong, gentle words.

“He would not dare to do me physical harm. He knows that this would lead to a vendetta between our families and would earn him the wrath and censure, not only of the maulvi, but of the entire community. I am, after all, his cousin. No, that is not what he will attempt to do. He will attempt to persuade my parents to prevail upon me. And as long as I am sure of your love and of my own, nothing can sway me. Be strong Sahiban – strong in your resolve and belief. If we decide not to give each other up, no one else can come between us.”

Thus he allayed my fears and I became, once more, complacent in my love. I was sure I had no cause for worry, a conviction which prevailed even when Shamir went away the next day and no one could give a satisfactory explanation for his absence. He returned five days later. As he entered the courtyard, I saw my father look at him with uncertainity on his face. I saw the look that passed between father and son, I noticed the almost imperceptible nod that Shamir gave our father and then the smile that touched the elder’s face. Still I did not worry. My Mirza was right. If we were sure in our love, nothing could come between us.

But I should have worried, for two days later, Mirza received an urgent summons from his father to return immediately and he left, with time only for the most perfunctory of goodbyes and the briefest of reassurances that he would return soon.

The days of waiting dragged on, one after another, and still there was no sign of his return, no message of reassurance. And as the days crept slowly into weeks, and weeks into silent months, my initial despair and grief turned to petulant anger. How dare he treat me like this – I, who could have any man in Punjab grovelling at my feet, with a mere lift of an eyebrow! How dare he think that he could treat me like his chattel, to be picked up when he liked and dropped when he wished! If he could live without me, I would show him that I, too, could do without him. All day, I nurtured this anger, but at night, as I lay awake and the memories of our days together came upon me, I was filled with a longing for his nearness, and the feel of his hardness within me. Then I would bury my head in my pillow and weep silent tears of agony and frustration. But the silence remained unbroken. In the beginning, I would go to my Aunt Biro each day and ask, “Is there news from Mirza? A message for me?”

But then, when my enquiries yielded only a shake of the head, I learnt to curb my hope and my visits to my aunt became infrequent. Even when I did go, I stopped asking. I merely looked into my aunt’s face and could read the answer in her eyes. Finally, I stopped going altogether. If there were news or a message, she would send for me. I did not, then, suspect any perfidy on my aunt’s part. At night, when the desire for him became unbearable, I forced myself to turn again to my fantasies of Tahir. Perhaps he would be a better lover and would put to rest my hunger for Mirza.

I sent a secret message to Tahir to meet me in Heer’s grove on the full moon night and when I reached there, he was waiting for me, his horse grazing close by.

“You have come?” I asked.

“He would be no man who would not come when Sahiban called.” He put his arms around me and crushed me close. He put his hand under my chin and lifted up my face and then brought his lips roughly down upon mine. After the most fleeting of kisses he bit deep into my lips. I winced with pain and tried to draw away. But he only laughed and pulled me close. In quick, brutal movements, he tore off my clothes and, without preamble, thrust himself into me. I could not bear the pain and tried to move away. But he laughed and held me firmly pinned to the ground.

“You did not know that I would be so big inside you,” he panted into my ears. “Far better that you get accustomed to this now, than be turned away from it after marriage.” After he was done he drew away at once, and settled his clothes. “Send for me again,” he said, putting his foot into his stirrups. “You will need me often now.” He swung into the saddle and was gone, leaving me weeping the tears of helplessness and despair at what I had done and at what had been done to me.

I crept stealthily back in the dark. The initial remorse I had felt, left me as I walked back and I was glad for what had happened. I knew, now, that Mirza’s lovemaking went beyond the flesh: it was a fulfilment of the craving of the spirit. I would never find another man to substitute for my Mirza and I knew too, that despite all the fantasies that I had built around Tahir, I could not, after this brief encounter, marry him.

I went, the next day, to my Aunt Biro’s and when I was alone with her, I threw myself at her feet.

“Help me, aunt,” I said between sobs. “Help me to meet Mirza.”

She drew me to my feet, and burying my head in her shoulder, I wept brokenly. Caressing my hair, till my sobs were stilled, she said, “Hush! Don’t cry my child. I will send for him.”

My head came up with a start. “No aunt, that is not enough. That is no longer enough. You will have to do much more than that. I only know that if he is not here within the next four days, I will abandon everything and go to him.” In the pale, shadowy light in the courtyard, I saw the fear come into her eyes. She looked into my face.

“May Allah protect you, my child,” she said, and there was great tenderness in her eyes and in her voice. “Is it so bad?”

“I cannot find the words to tell you how it is. It is like some ravenous beast that gnaws and feeds upon my heart. Oh aunt, I will die if he does not come to me soon.”

“Do not utter words of such ill omen. May it be your enemies who die. I will find what I must do and find a way to do it. But I assure you that he will be here within the time period that you stipulate and all will be well.” As she spoke, she looked into my eyes and there was deep conviction, both in her eyes and in her words and I was sure that my Mirza would come to me before those four days were over.

Yet, even with this certainty, time hung heavily upon me. The hours crawled slowly past, each hour seemed like a day and each day the equivalent of eternity. The sun, too, seemed to be conspiring against me. It stood fixedly in the sky and moved so slowly, that it seemed not to be moving at all and when, at last, it did reach the western horizon, it hung tenaciously onto the sky and refused to go. At night, it played still crueller tricks on me. When, after hours and hours of restless tossing, I waited for it to rise, it refused to do so and the glimmer of its first light came long after I had despaired and given up all hope of ever seeing the sun again. A strong restlessness gripped me. Yet, inspite of it, I did not dare wander far from the haunts that he knew were mine, for fear that our meeting might be delayed by a few, needless, moments. I never, for a moment, worried that he would not come. If he did not, I knew that I would go to him. It was this wait that I had imposed upon myself, that I chaffed at. At last, the fourth day drew to a close. My friends finished their gambols in the water and as the shadows lengthened, made ready to go home.

“Come, Sahiban,” they called. “It is time to go.”

“Wait just a moment more,” I begged, loath to admit to myself that the awaited day had come and gone, but my Mirza had not come. But no, I consoled myself, the fourth day was not done yet, though the sun, traitor that he was, now slid rapidly over the line of the horizon. But even as the last signs of the sun disappeared and I caught the furtive, apprehensive glances that my friends exchanged, I heard in the distance, the sound of galloping hoofbeats. He had come.

I leapt to my feet, and for a moment, even as the hoofbeats drummed louder in my ears, my heart stood still. Then my conceit and pride overcame my desire and longing. How dare he bring me to this state! How dare he make me wait so endlessly! How dare he reduce me to begging for a glimpse of him! I sank down to the ground beneath my tree .

“Sahiban,” my friends called in exitement as they caught the first glimpse of the horseman, “He has come.” I watched him as he swung off his horse and the sight of him brought a lump to my throat. My body shook with long suppressed sobs and I burst into tears. My legs gave way under me and I slumped to the ground.

“I’ve come, Sahiban,” he said, reaching down and drawing me to my feet. He put his arms around me and drew me close and I felt the beating of his heart against my own. Yet I did not offer him a greeting. “Forgive me, Sahiban. I know how difficult it has been for you. But it was not easy for me either.”

I pulled myself away then, and looked into his face.

“And yet you sent no message to me?”

“How can you say that? I sent you at least one message between one juma and the next, sometimes two.”

“You lie. I got no message from you.”

“Come,” he said and, grasping my wrist in a vice like grip, he pulled me towards his horse. There was fierce urgency in that one word and that grip, that would brook no denial, and I permitted myself to be dragged to his horse and lifted onto the saddle. He mounted behind me and we rode to his aunt’s house. Holding my hand still, in a grip so strong that it hurt, he pushed me into Biro’s presence.

“Tell her, aunt,” he commanded in a loud clear voice, oblivious of the presence of the other members of the household. “Tell her of all the messages I have sent her over these long, weary, unending months.”

My aunt looked at us, and I saw the guilt and the fear mirrored in her eyes. I knew that he spoke the truth and it was she who had failed me. She sank down upon the little stool, from which she had sprung up at our approach, and did not again look at us. I glanced, once, towards my Mirza, then going up to her, I knelt besides her and looked into her eyes.

“Why aunt, why? Why did you do this to me? Do you not know how it almost killed me? Did you not know that I lost the desire to live, that I wished, at least a dozen times a day, that I was dead?”

She put her hands to my cheeks and held my face in a firm steady grip so I could not choose but look into her eyes as she spoke.

“No, my child, I did not know.” And looking into her eyes, I knew she spoke the truth.

“I thought it was a desire of the flesh that would pass if it remained unfulfilled; a flame that would die if it was not fanned. There was so much at stake – bad blood between Shamir and Mirza, enmity and vendetta between Tahir’s family and yours, and I sought to avoid this by keeping Mirza’s messages from you. There were many messages, my child, many letters but I kept them all, because I did not understand the depth of your love.”

She paused. Then she sighed and went on. “I will make amends now,” she said, “for all the pain that I have caused you. I will go to my brother’s house and beg for your hand for Mirza.”

A hush descended on the courtyard as we entered my home and, in the pregnant silence, I saw the flash of anger in Shamir’s eyes, when he saw Mirza holding my hand. I also saw the look my father gave him, which made him hold his peace.

“Come, come sister,” my father said with a show of affability, as he got to his feet. “I hope all is well with you.”

“No, all is not well with me and that is why I come to you at this odd hour.”

“Come, come and sit down. Tell me what troubles you.” Biro sat down on a stringed cot, close to her brother. “I have come to ask for Sahiban’s hand for my Mirza.”

All eyes turned on us. I lowered my gaze and gently disengaged my hand.

Shamir gasped at my aunt’s words, but he did not speak.

“You do not know what you ask,” my father’s voice was kind and gentle. “Have you forgotten that Sahiban is betrothed to Tahir and Tahir’s family is pressing for an early wedding?”

“No. I have not forgotten.”

“What makes you think then, that we would prefer Mirza to Tahir?”

My brother Shamir forgot his restraint, at last, and spoke. “Look at him – he is a total waster who has not done a day’s honest work in his life, spending all his hours in riding and wrestling and archery and wenching. Tahir is worth ten of him and Tahir’s family worth a hundred of his family.” There was such venom in his voice that it was like a physical onslaught, and I stepped back before it, till I was leaning against Mirza’s chest.

“Quiet, boy!” my father said sharply. “Mirza is a guest in our house and we Sayals do not insult our guests. Forgive him, Mirza, he is overwrought and does not know what he says. And you, Shamir, hold your peace or I will order you into the house. This is between your aunt and me – leave it to us to sort out.”

I could see that Shamir chaffed at this humiliation, but he had lived too long under my father’s shadow to stand up against him and I knew that there would not be another word from him that evening. “What Shamir says is true,” my aunt said. “Under normal circumstances, Tahir would be a much better match for Sahiban than Mirza. But these are not normal circumstances. Mirza and Sahiban love each other with an all encompassing, unsurpassable love, a love that demands fulfilment and will not be denied. And for this, even the enmity of Tahir’s family is a small price to pay.”

My aunt’s words were greeted with silence, but I could see that my father was not inclined to brush them away lightly. My aunt perceived an advantage and sought to drive her point home. “Mirza is her cousin and you know that in such matters, cousins have first right.”

“Yes, I know. But why was this right not exercised at the time when I was negotiating with Tahir’s father? Why did my sister Nasibo, Mirza’s mother, not come forward then? Do you not remember she took part in the festivities and gave Sahiban a silk suit, and a gold ring as a token of her blessings?”

“We could not have forseen that he would grow up to be such a fine, handsome young man, a worthy match for our beauteous Sahiban.” There was silence again as everyone in the courtyard considered my aunt’s words.

“I know that what I ask is difficult, I know the consequences of breaking off Sahiban’s engagement – the ignominy that it will bring to the Sayals and the bad blood that will ensue between the Sayals and Nasir Khan’s family for generations to come. I am aware of this, so I too did my bit to keep the lovers apart. I was part of Shamir’s conspiracy – we conspired to get Binjal to send for Mirza and to keep him in Danabad, and we conspired to keep all Mirza’s messages and letters from Sahiban. But now I know that I was wrong, Shamir was wrong and Binjal was wrong. There is no greater sin than to keep apart lovers whom God has brought together.” She got to her feet and, standing before her brother, she held up the hem of her shirt with both her hands. “Kheeva Khan, I stand before you as a beggar. You are my brother. We have shared a love which has never been tainted by motives, any desire for gain, any demands on each other. Yet, now I seek a favour on the basis of our love. I ask that you to give me Sahiban for my Mirza.” She sank to her knees and bowing her head, she wept.

“Come, come sister,” my father said, holding Biro’s arm and drawing her to her feet. “You do not need to cry or to beg. I love Sahiban too, and would do anything to make her happy. But the request for her hand must come from Mirza’s parents, not from you. I give you my word that if such a request comes by the next full moon, I will break off her engagement with Tahir, no matter what the consequences, and she shall wed Mirza. But if no such request comes, then Sahiban shall marry Tahir within a week. Come, dry your eyes, my sister, and Mirza, why do you stand there like a stranger? Come, my son, come and sit beside me.”

I looked at Mirza and he looked back at me, happiness and love shining in his eyes. He moved forward to take his place beside my father and I stole shyly into the house.

Mirza went away the next morning and I watched him go with a light heart, sure that what my father had asked for was a mere formality and would soon be fulfilled. I settled down to wait. Once more, each day dragged past and each night. In the night sky, I examined the moving moon, as it grew a degree closer to its fullness. Yet I was sure of Mirza’s success in persuading his father, and I felt no anxiety in my heart. At last it was the night of the full moon and, as I looked up at it, shining down in all its splendour, I had to admit that my assurance had been misplaced. I could not believe that Mirza had failed to persuade his parents. I was convinced that something terrible had happened to him. Sick with worry, once again I went to my Aunt Biro. She was in her room, lying on her bed, her face towards the wall. I had never seen her thus, and my anxiety for myself and for my love was quickly replaced by worry for her.

“What is it, aunt? Aren’t you well?” She turned and held her arms out to me and I went to her and she drew me close and wept.

“My poor child,” she said, through her tears. “Your love is doomed. I have had a letter from my sister today – a letter brought by a special messenger. She says that your wedding with Mirza is not to be. She is afraid of the hostility that the broken engagement will cause. Nasir Khan’s family is an exceedingly proud family. They will not take this insult quietly. They are sure to retaliate in some way and my sister is afraid that this will put the life of my brother and the lives of your brothers at very grave risk. She will not have their blood on her head, she says, not even if it means denying Mirza the one happiness that he places above all the world.”

I was too shocked to react to what my aunt had said, and after a while, she spoke again.

“There is nothing more we can do, Sahiban. We have done all that we could. You must bow your head and accept what destiny has ordained for you. You must forget Mirza and accept Tahir and make the most of your life with him.”

“It is not destiny that ordains what is to happen in my life – it is Mirza . If he is willing to bow before his parents’ wishes, then I must bow before them too.”

I felt a strange calm within me – there was no anger, no pain, only a deep stillness. I got to my feet and walked from the room. But I stopped again, halfway down the courtyard and returned to the door of my aunt’s room.

“You have been a true friend, Aunt Biro, and have done everything you could to help me. For this I bless you from the core of my heart and I know that God will bless you too, and reward you.”

My aunt broke down again but the calmness remained in my heart, in spite of her tears and I turned and walked back again, through the courtyard. The other members of Aunt Biro’s family fell silent as they saw me depart and it was obvious that they knew of the message that had come from Mirza’s mother. I did not want their pity and without a word, or greeting, I hurried out of the courtyard and down the street towards the house that would be my home for another seven days.

True to his word, my father sent a message to Tahir’s father and the wedding was fixed for a week later. Four days of extended festivity and revelry to celebrate the coming together of two important families was planned. All through that week, the feeling of calmness never left me. I ate and slept and took an active part in all the decisions regarding the celebrations and it seemed to me that I had come to terms with my fate and accepted the fact that I would live out the rest of my life as Tahir’s wife.

The bridegroom’s party arrived on the appointed day. The music could be heard long before the barat came winding its way up the village street. Cries of excitement went up in the house. The men folk put on their turbans and rushed out into the street to welcome the bridegroom and his kin, while the women climbed onto the terrace and peered over the balustrade to catch a glimpse of the action. When someone suggested that I, too, should go up onto the terrace to see what my future husband looked like, I did not have the heart to tell them that I had seen as much of him as I wished to. To keep up the pretence, however, I allowed myself to be persuaded to join the women crowding around the balustrade and listened to their exclamations of delight at Tahir’s strength and good looks. Then Tahir glanced up at the womenfolk and for a moment, our eyes met. In that tiny span of time, I saw the smug complacency on his face and all the calmness and stillness that had persisted through the week, melted away. I felt sick at heart. The memory of that night in Heer’s grove resurfaced sharply. I knew I couldn’t go through with this; I couldn’t bear the thought of living the rest of my days with him. I knew, with sudden and complete clarity, that I would rather die. I decided to make one last effort to reach out to Mirza, to persuade him to save me from this terrible fate. If that failed, I would kill myself.

There was not a moment to be lost. I looked for the first opportunity to be alone with my Aunt Biro. It wasn’t easy in the crush of relatives and wedding guests, but I got my chance at last. “I cannot go through with this marriage,” my voice was clear and steady. “I would rather die. Listen, aunt, you know there will be much carousing and revelry, these next four nights, and by the second watch, most of the menfolk will be dead to the world. Send word to Mirza, tell him he must come to fetch me at that hour, three nights from now. Tell him he must come or else he will hear that when they came to fetch me for the nikaah, they found not me, but my dead body.”

Something in my voice and manner, convinced my aunt of my determination and she made no protest. “Yes. I will send for him. Have no fear, Sahiban, he will come to fetch you.”

I went through the next three days calmly, secure in the knowledge that Mirza would come for me and if he didn’t, I knew exactly what I would do. On the edge of Heer’s grove, there was a bush of poisonous berries. The bush was in fruit now. I would gorge myself on the berries and return home only when it was too late for an antidote. Having decided on this course of action, I felt the strength return to me and was able to face all the festivities with equanimity.

On the third day, Gulbano, Shamir’s wife, turned to me and said, “We must dress our Sahiban more suitably. Her nikaah is tomorrow and look at her today, wearing so drab and shoddy a dress!”

“Yes, why not,” I said turning to her with a smile. “I shall wear one of my most beautiful dresses and deck myself up in the finest of my jewellery.”

The morning was spent adorning me in a beautiful dress and heavy ornaments.

Gulbano found great pleasure in making up my face and my hair and, as she worked on me with loving hands, I thought of all the pain and trouble that I had caused her. Perhaps she, too, thought of the bitterness that had lain between us and this was her way of making up, now that I was going away.

She stood back and surveyed her handiwork and then she took a speck of surma on the tip of her little finger, from the corner of her eye, she put a tiny spot of black on the side of my forehead to ward off the evil eye.

“Our Sahiban looks so beautiful today; her beauty would put even Heer to shame.”

I felt a shiver run up my spine at the mention of Heer’s name and was suddenly filled with dark foreboding. I wondered if she had made the remark deliberately. But when I looked into her eyes, there were no shadows lurking there, no malice. Her eyes shone bright and clear with pride and with joy at the miracle she had wrought in my appearance. No, it was an innocent enough remark, made to compliment my beauty without thought or heed to any unlucky connotations. But all through the day, a sense of unease continued to haunt me. Would I, too, meet the same fate as Heer, a corpse decked up in bridal finery? Then, with great firmness of mind, I pushed the thought away.

A pattern had been set since the day the bridegroom’s party arrived and this day too, the same pattern was followed. In the early evening, all the men, decked up in the finest of clothes, congregated at the old haveli. The haveli was not lived in now but used only for weddings and other celebrations. It was well decorated and lit and the courtyard was covered with rugs and strewn with cushions. The men lolled against these cushions and drank of the very generous supply of wine. Through eyes which became more glazed as the evening wore on, they took in the entertainment provided by a group of hired dancing girls. Gradually, they shed their inhibitions, till each movement of the girls was greeted with lewd and lascivious remarks, accompanied by raucous laughter.

At this stage, the womenfolk, who had been enjoying the entertainment too, from screened verandahs, discreetly made their exit and returned home. At the end of the evening, dinner was served. After dinner, they returned home in ones and twos. I heard them as they passed the house, still laughing over a remark or singing a snatch of one of the songs they had been listening to. Then the sounds in the street died away and I heard from within the house, the sounds of lovemaking – the groaning of the men and the giggles of the girls. Then this too died away, and the deep silence was broken now, only by the sound of snoring. The minutes ticked away and then I heard the call of the night watchmen in the street, as they made their rounds. It was the second watch.

Finally, I lost track of time and just as I had begun to despair that Mirza would not come, I heard a gentle tap upon the door. It was so soft, that if I had not been listening for it, I would have missed it. I got to my feet and then, as an after thought, I quickly drew the bangles off my wrists and the anklets off my feet and left them on my bed. I hurried to the door and, lowering the crossbar, opened it. There he was, framed in the doorway. He was wrapped in a heavy blanket, but there was no mistaking him. He clasped me in his arms for the briefest of moments and then led me out into the street. I paused to look back at the house that had, for so long, been my home and that I was now leaving, perhaps, forever; then I turned and we hurried down the street towards Aunt Biro’s house.

We were halfway there, when we heard the sounds of drunken conversation in the street ahead. We paused, but there was no turning back now. We walked on, a little more studied, a little more deliberate in our gait and came face-to- face with two of my cousins. They stopped in their tracks.

“Who is this?” they said. “Who is walking the streets so late?”

“It is I, Sahiban,” I said with boldness I did not feel. “Aunt Biro has sent an urgent summons for me and I must go to her.”

“Urgent summons? At this time? Something must be wrong. We will come with you.” They made to turn the way they had come. I sensed Mirza stiffen beside me and, in the dim light, I saw his hand grope for the dagger that he wore at his waist. I sent up a quick short prayer that he would not need it.

“No, no,” I said trying to curb the anxiety in my voice. “It is late and your wives wait for you. You know how Aunt Biro is. She probably wants to talk to me about the parandi I am to wear in my hair or about some piece of jewellery. You know how she is. Please don’t worry.”

They hesitated. Then the younger one took charge. “Still, we cannot let you venture alone so late at night.”

“I am not alone,” I replied, indicating Mirza who stood beside me.

“And who is this?” Once again I saw Mirza’s hand groping for the dagger.

“Do you not know him? He is Muhamada, Aunt Biro’s servant.”

“Muhamada? He does not walk like Muhamada,” the elder cousin said.

My heart skipped a beat. I was sure now that we were discovered.

“None of us walks like himself tonight,” Mirza said in a muffled voice.

It was a moment before the words sank in. Then the two brothers looked at each other and broke into laughter. The elder one slapped his thigh and, amidst peals of laughter, he said, “That is good, very good.”

“We will go on then,” the younger brother said. “Goodnight sister and goodnight to you, too. Muhamada.”

“Goodnight,” I called and Mirza gave a mumbled reply to their farewell. We tried not to hurry, as the brothers walked past us. I was aware that they had stopped again and turned to look back at us.

“I am sure that is not Muhamada. He does not walk like him,” the younger cousin said.

“None of us walks like himself tonight,” the elder one retorted. Again they laughed. I heard their voices fade away.

We hurried down the rest of the street, to Aunt Biro’s house. He left me at her doorway and went into the deep darkness of a narrow alley. He returned soon enough, leading his horse. Together we walked away from the village, the horse walking behind us and, it seemed to me, that she, with some fine, animal intuition, recognized the need for quiet and walked slowly with soft footfalls. When we were well away from the village, Mirza swung me up onto the saddle and climbed up beside me. The horse broke, almost at once, into a canter. A few minutes later, he led her into a gallop and I knew, at last, the truth of all the things that had been said about Shahzadi and the way Mirza rode her.

They moved in one motion, as if the same spirit impelled them both, and for a while, I even felt jealous because I felt excluded. Mirza sensed this because he put his arm around my waist and held me close.

The horse ran with the speed of the wind. Her hoofs barely touched the ground and it was as if he had grown wings. All through the night and well into the next day, we rode at the same breathless speed. In the late afternoon, we came to a spreading banyan tree with a small pond beside it. Mirza stopped and then guided Shahzadi to the base of the tree. He flung himself off and lifted me gently to the ground.

“I must rest a while,” he said.

“Is it wise?” I asked, as anxiety grew on me.

“I have been in the saddle now, these last two nights and if I am to go on, I must rest and so must Shahzadi.”

The strain of the last few days overtook me too, and I felt an urge to rest, though the anxiety within me would not be stilled. He saw this reflected in my face and put his arm around me and drew me close.

“Do not worry Sahiban, they will never catch up with us. We have a headstart of at least six hours and Shahzadi’s speed has further lengthened the distance between us. An hour or two of rest, will not endanger us.” So saying, Mirza sank down to the ground. The horse drank at the pond and then began to crop on the tufts of grass that grew around.

Mirza put his bow and quiver at the base of the tree trunk. Then he drew me down upon the ground and his hands caressed my body. Desire for him grew strong and when his lips searched for mine, I responded with intense hunger. As we made love, all anxiety left me and I found, again, the complete fulfilment that I had always found with Mirza. He held me close, when he had finished, and then exhausted, he drifted off to sleep, one arm still around my shoulders. I looked at him as he slept and smiled to myself. So, my Mirza had come for me. Nothing mattered now – not capture, not death. Cradled in his arms, I too fell asleep.

As I slept, a dream stole upon me I dreamt that when I awoke, I found that we were surrounded by a ring of horsemen. Gently, I nudged Mirza and whispered to him that we had been found. In one quick sweep, Mirza caught up his bow and arrows and leapt up onto a branch of the tree. There, hidden by the thick leaves, he took careful aim and let fly his arrows one by one. One by one, his pursuers fell. I watched my brothers fall – first Shamir, the eldest, then the others in quick succession and, as each of them fell, I felt sorrow well up within me, till I choked upon it. I awoke with a start, relieved that it had all been a dream. And yet, the sorrow and the grief, did not altogether leave me, because I knew, that if the pursuers did catch up with us, my dream would come true.

I had seen his skill with the bow when he had shot the mango out of the bird’s beak and I was certain that, with an aim so sure and true, he would kill all his pursuers, including my brothers. I shuddered at the thought. I dwelt on the unstinting kindness they had lavished upon me all these years. I thought of their wives, all become widows because of Mirza, and their lovely, cheerful children all orphaned and I knew that if this were to happen, I would find no joy with my lover. All happiness would turn to bitter, barren dust. I would not carry the burden of this guilt, I could not let this happen.

My eyes caught sight of Mirza’s quiver. I drew the arrows out, two at a time, and holding them across my bent knee, I snapped them in two and threw them as far as I could, towards the pond. There was but one arrow left in the quiver, when I heard Mirza stir beside me. I turned again to him, afraid that he would awake and discover my perfidy. I lay down beside him.

He hugged me close, for a while, and then turned away and was sound asleep again.

I lay awake beside him, thinking of the enormity of what I had done. The pursuers would have the advantage of large numbers and Mirza’s only chance against them had been with his arrows. Without them, he would be helpless. I had no delusion about my brothers. Their pride had been hurt and they had been dishonoured. They would not hesitate to corner Mirza and hack him to death. And I would have to stand by and see him cut to pieces. Cold fear settled in my heart. Perhaps it would be as Mirza had said, l attempted to reassure myself; we had too great a start for them to catch up with us. But this thought brought small comfort to me. When he awoke and discovered what I had done, I would probably lose him as surely as if he had been killed. Confused and restless, I lay in my lover’s arms, more lonely and miserable than I had ever been through those long months, when he had been away from me.

They must have come upon us quietly, because I did not hear their approach. Perhaps they had seen the horse from a distance and had crept upon us with the stealth of thieves or, perhaps, I was so preoccupied with my thoughts, that I had not heard their approaching. I looked up from the ground where I lay, and saw not twenty yards away, a horseman standing quietly, looking down upon us. When I glanced to his left I saw another and then another. Then I looked quickly around and saw the rest. It was indeed as I had dreamt – they had formed a circle around us, cutting off all escape. How had it happened? Mirza had been so sure that we had a headstart of many hours. Yet it could not have been more than an hour or two since we stopped. Immediately, my mind went back to my two cousins in the street and I knew that they had not been deceived. As if in a trance, I acted out my dream. I nudged Mirza and spoke into his ears, “They have found us, Mirza. They are all around.” He did not respond to my words but by the stillness of his breathing, I knew that he had heard. Then, quick as a flash of lightening, he had caught up his bow and quiver and leapt into the tree. Some of the horsemen made to bear down upon us, but Shamir held them back.

“Stay back,” he called. “You know what a marksman he is. Draw further back till he has exhausted his arrows.”

The circle of horsemen moved slowly backwards. I heard the singing of the bowstring as Mirza fired his arrow. It found its mark in the chest of one of the riders. There was a sharp cry and then the horseman keeled forward and fell from his saddle; his face turned towards me. I looked into the face. It was Tahir. A feeling of hopelessness, a sense of waste swept over me as I looked upon that handsome face. He had been brutal to me in his lovemaking, this man, and I had preferred Mirza to him. Yet, in many ways, he had been, as my brother Shamir had said, worth ten of Mirza. He had been handsome and strong, a good son, a good brother and would have made, for some other woman, a good husband.

One of his kinsmen made to ride towards his body. “Stop, stop!” Shamir commanded, “Would you want to meet the same fate? Be patient. You will have your turn.” The rider retreated and the ring of horsemen drew further back.

“Sahiban, Sahiban!” I heard Mirza’s voice, soft and urgent, call out to me from the branches above my head.

“My arrows have fallen to the ground. Pick them up quickly and hand them to me.”

But I knew that there were no arrows on the ground – none that I could hand up to him. And so, unmoving, I stood, the traitor that I was, with my back towards the tree trunk. There was a movement amongst the leaves and I saw his face peering down at me. “What is it, Sahiban? Do you not hear me? The arrows, they have fallen from my quiver. Quick, give them to me.”

Still I stood, unable to move or speak. Impatient, he finally leapt from the tree and scanned the ground for the missing arrows. He saw them, then, the broken arrows, in the grass near the pond, and knew what I had done.

“Why Sahiban, why?” I looked into his eyes and saw in them, complete defeat. He smiled then, a small sad smile that made my heart churn and the tears start in my eyes.

“I understand Sahiban,” he said, in a quiet, steady voice. “I understand what you have done and why you have done it and I forgive you for doing it.” For the briefest of moments, his hand rested on my shoulder and then he drew it away, threw his now usless bow to the ground and stepped out from under the shadow of the tree.

The circle of horseman still held back, not understanding nor believing what they saw.

“You are a man of honour, Shamir,” Mirza called out to my brother. “Give me then, the honour of single combat and spare me the ignominy of being butchered and quartered, like an animal.”

“No animal would do what you did. But yes, I am a man of honour and will grant you what you ask,” my brother replied, and springing from his horse, he drew his sword. Mirza, too, went upto Shahzadi and drew his sword from where it hung besides the saddle.

It was a fierce duel and evenly fought, and as I stood clasping the trunk of the tree, I wished that it would have no end. At last, Mirza saw an opening and, without a moment’s hesitation, he thrust his sword deep into my brother’s side and drew it forth again. The sword fell from Shamir’s hand. He clutched at the gaping wound and took a few staggering steps towards me. He stood still. His body swayed, then his knees buckled under him and he fell to the ground. I ran to him and cradled his head in my lap. He clutched at my hand and as he looked into my eyes, he opened his lips and tried to speak. But the wound was deep and the blood gushed from it like a torrent and left him too weak to speak. He made one last effort to raise his head, then, defeated, he slumped back onto my lap, as his life ebbed away.

“Get him,” Saif, my youngest brother, called. “Get the bloody murderer.”

They rode in upon my Mirza then, and slashed at him with their swords. He fought back as best he could, but it was of no use. Before my very eyes, I saw the swords thrust into his body again and again. I saw him go down upon his knees. He tried to get up but had no strength left and slumped on his side upon the ground. Saif flung himself off from his horse and his sword raised high above his head, charged on my fallen lover. I threw myself upon Mirza.

“Enough, enough,” I cried. “For Allah’s sake, have mercy. Have you not done enough to him already? Leave me, at least, his body.”

“Leave him,” Aftab, my second brother called. “Leave him. He will be dead soon enough.”

I drew back and looked down at Mirza. I looked with horror at his sword slashed body, at the blood that dripped now to the ground. I had done this to him and had no right to live. I looked around and saw, still at Shamir’s waist, my grandfather’s dagger, a family heirloom that Shamir had always worn with pride. I drew the dagger from its scabbard and held it up to plunge it into my breast.

“No,” Mirza cried in a voice that was surprisingly loud and clear. “Don’t do this. You mustn’t do this. I command you, on the strength of our love, give up all thought of death, and live.”

“You talk of love, and in the same breath, you condemn me to a fate more terrible than death.” I held the dagger, still, in my hand, but my hand had now fallen to my side. “You ask me to live when life will have no meaning. Each breath I draw without you, each moment I live, will be a curse. Take back your words, Mirza, and let me die. Give me a chance of peace, some hope of rest.”

“Oh Sahiban, Sahiban will you never change?” His words came in gasps now and I knew the end was near. “Will you never look beyond yourself? If you die now, our love will die with us. People will talk of it in hushed whispers and regard it as profane. You must live on and show the world its worth, show that there was no profanity in it. Let people see that it was a fine madness that transcended our bodies and lifted our souls to the sublime.” He paused, and then he smiled at me and in that soft, gentle voice, which I had come to love, he said, “It is not done yet. We have a few moments more. Hold me close to show me that you will do as I have asked.”

I went to him then, and held his head in my lap. I caressed his hair and covered his blood smeared face with kisses, and, in so doing, the weakness left my heart and the strength returned once more. He lay still, looking up into my eyes and I felt the life ebb slowly from him, while around us our pursuers stood in hushed silence. I did not feel the end. I only knew of it when I saw that the brightness had left his eyes, and though they looked up at me, they did not see me. I felt the numbness creep on me as I drew his lids gently down over his lifeless eyes.

My brother, Aftab, came up to me and held me by the arm.

“Come,” he said and I lifted Mirza’s head from my lap and lowered it to the ground and let myself be raised to my feet and led away. I did not look back again at my slain lover – not when my brother lifted me up on the saddle and not when he mounted up behind me and we rode away. I knew that there was nothing left in that body for me to love.

Numb and listless with shock, I drifted through the next few weeks. And yet, on the periphery of my mind, I registered some things I heard.

I heard how Shahzadi had gone, riderless, back to Danabad and that was how the Kharal Jatts had known that something terrible had happened to Mirza. I heard how the wonderful horse had led Binjal to his son’s lifeless body, and how, when the coffin was being lowered to the ground, the grief-stricken father had vowed that he would eat no food till his son’s death was avenged. I heard, too, how the maulvi, a brave, pious man, who performed the last rites, had chided the chieftan. It was Mirza who was to blame, the old man had said. The Sayals had done no more than Binjal himself would have done, if Sahiban had been his daughter. I heard how Tahir’s body had been borne back to Chandaran and of the loud lamentation that had gone up, of how the women folk who had come to welcome the bride in her doli, had mourned instead at the pier of their beloved son.

The story of the arrows had gone forth and I heard this too, as the women repeated it to each other. They looked at me, some of them, with suspicion and distrust and whispered that I was an inauspicious woman. I had been the cause of the death, not only of my brother and my fiancé, but of my lover too.

Slowly, the days dragged past and I marvel now at the patience with which my family treated me. Then, very gradually at first, and then in quick succession, memories of my days with Mirza swept over me and filled me with grief. In place of the numbness, came pain – a pain I could not bear to live with. Once again, I thought of ending my life. I stood on the bank of the river where the current was the swiftest and looked down into the swirling waters. One quick jump and I knew it would be over. I thought of the bush of poisonous berries still in fruit. I thought of the higher reaches of the haveli. One leap and I would be rid of the pain at last. But always, the memory of those last moments with Mirza and his parting behest, came back to haunt me and I knew that I had to learn to live, no matter what the pain and the agony.

As time passed, the sharpness of the pain left me. As I learned to live with its constant dull ache, I found myself being drawn again into the life around me. Strangely, my most poignant memories remained not of moments that had then seemed important to me, but others that I had not, till now, given much thought to. Words that I had not then paid much attention to, came back in snatches. I listened to them now and paid them great heed. I absorbed them and acted upon them.

“Why do you not wear some of your fine clothes?” my mother said to me one day, for the umpteenth time. “God knows you have more than enough of the very finest.”

“Yes and let every one remember that inauspicious marriage? How can you so lack in feeling?” I snapped at my mother. She drew back, at my bitter angry words. I saw the hurt in her eyes and my heart ached for her.

‘You have a bitter tongue,” Mirza had chided me one day when, in my thoughtlessness, I had said spiteful things to one of my friends. “You must learn to control it. There is no need for words that cause pain. Always remember that such pain is carefully nurtured by the recipient, only to be thrown back at you. Sweet words cost nothing – they come easier to the tongue and yet they build bridges and open up hearts.” At the time, I had thought that he was being partial to my friend with whom I had just quarrelled. I had said bitter things to him and had sulked for a day or two. Now when the memory of those words came back to me, I knew how right he had been. I went to my mother and drew her into a fierce embrace.

“Forgive me, mother,” I said, “for what I have said. I know that you love me and only mean well by me.”

My mother put her arms around me. “You do not need to ask forgiveness. Yes, I do love you and forgave you even before you asked to be forgiven.”

I sensed the amazement of the other women as they listened to me. I had never before, apologized for my harsh words. Over the next few months, I learnt that he had been right, indeed, when he had said that there was no need for words that cause hurt. Gradually, I learnt never again to use bitter words and this learning built many bridges for me and opened up many hearts.

Another day, I remember, a beggar came to our door – an old, lean man with a skeletal body.

“Will someone show some kindness to this poor old man? No morsel of food has passed these lips these last three days.”

I was impatient to be done with the household chores and did not want to take time off to attend to the beggar. I knew that if I ignored him, he would go away.

“May Allah bless you and all of yours!” he called again. “Take pity on this starving soul.”

I ignored him still and when I looked up again, he had moved from the door. Then Mirza’s words came back to me, “We have so much and there are so many who have nothing. We lose nothing by giving something away to them but it means so much to them. In this giving, we show our gratitude to God for the bounty that he has bestowed upon us.”

I ran out to the door and looked down the street. There he was, calling out at our neighbour’s door.

“Baba, Baba,” I called, urgency in my voice, “Come back, please come back.”

He looked at me, bewildered to hear a plea in my voice, when, a moment before he had seen in me only undisguised, arrogant indifference. He did not respond to my cry but I ran out to him, held his arm and led him back into our courtyard. I seated him upon a stool and holding up a pitcher of water, I poured it on his hands and feet to wash the dust away. I put some food on a platter and set it before him and when he said he had had enough, I forced a little more upon him.

All this time, I was aware of a soft whispering behind me and I knew that I had, again, amazed the women of my household. When the old man had done with eating, I once again poured water from the pitcher for him to wash his hands.

“God bless you, my child,” he said putting his hand upon my head. “May He grant every boon of your heart. May He give you a handsome husband and a hundred sons.” Saying this, he walked out of the door, “I don’t know about the husband and the sons,” my mother said coming to me, “but Allah will surely reward you richly.” She held my face in her hands and kissed me on my forehead and I felt greater tenderness in that one gesture than I had ever received from her before.

I remember another incident. There was a wedding in our clan and the women of the household had spent hours agonizing over what they would wear. “Sahiban, can I borrow your gold bracelet? It will go well with the clothes that I will wear,” Meheru, my youngest sister-in-law, asked. I knew exactly which one she meant. It was a beautiful bracelet, and the envy of all who laid eyes on it. I was still possessive about my material belongings, and hated to share them with others.

“No,” I said sharply, “I cannot lend it to you. I mean to wear it myself.” As I spoke, I remembered what Mirza had said the day he had abandoned me to go to the rescue of that poor cart driver.

“We would be poor souls indeed if we did not place the needs of others above our own.” All desire to wear that bracelet dropped away from me.

“No, wait,” I called out to Meheru. “Perhaps the bangles would go better with the clothes that I am to wear. You can have the bracelet – come let me give it to you.” I led her to my room and gave it to her and as I looked into her eyes I knew that she was not deceived. She knew that I had given her the bracelet because I wanted her to wear it.

“You are too kind,” she said in a soft broken voice.

“Hush,” I said. “Do not read meaning into such a simple gesture.”

Over the next few months, Mirza’s words came so often to me that they ceased to be his and became my own. I began to live my life the way he had lived his – a life full of kindness and compassion for all around me. I was aware that people around me marvelled at the change that had been wrought in me because I marvelled at it myself. I lived, now, a life that had no room for selfishness, no room for arrogance and pride, no room for anger and bitter words. I forgot my own hurt and my own tragedy and thought only of the hurt and tragedy that filled the lives of others, and after a while, this became an obsession. Gradually, I learnt not to think too often and too deeply about Mirza.

When, after a year, another proposal of marriage came my way, I sensed my father’s need to get his daughter a husband and a home of her own. And in response to this need, I suppressed my own inclination and accepted the offer.

Sadiq was a fine man, older than I, yet simple and without guile. He was tender, affectionate and protective. That first night, when he came to me and took me, I was overcome with anguish at the comparison that arose in my mind, between Mirza’s lovemaking and his. And then I did what Mirza had done – I made my desire subservient to his, made the giving of pleasure the sole aim of my lovemaking.

“There can be no other like you,” my husband said, and I found more pleasure in these words than I had found in the many things Mirza had said. We grew close together, my husband and I, and were bound by a bond of deep affection, of complete understanding. God was kind to us and blessed us with seven children in as many years – good, strong, beautiful children, who brought joy and pride to us as they grew up, each of them going on to lead useful, virtuous lives.

And so it is, that I sit now in the winter sun, content with what Allah has given me, counting my numerous blessings and not wasting any time or energy in useless regrets, or musing over what might have been. Yet, as I have earlier said, sometimes I do think of Mirza and when I do, I think of what I did to him. It was a difficult choice – this choice between my lover and my brothers – and I know that there are those who think of me as a faithless woman, who betrayed her lover’s trust at the moment when he needed it most. I have relived that moment again and agan, mused over what I did and thought about what options were open to me. There were none. I know now, that I did only what Mirza himself would have done, what he would have wanted me to do. I placed the need of others above my own. I chose my own grief above the grief of my brothers’ wives and their children. I know that he understood and approved, and before his death, he forgave me. Secure in this knowledge, I do not care what others think. If I had to relive it all again, I would still do what I did then – I would break Mirza’s arrows.

I also know that if I had died with him, posterity would have sung songs in praise of our love and Mirza and I would have become the stuff of legends, like my aunt Heer and Ranjha. By choosing to live, I condemned myself, for all time, to be remembered as the faithless, feckless woman who betrayed her lover. But in the life that I have lived since my lover’s death, I know that I have lived the way he would have liked me to; I have spoken the words that he would have and performed the deeds that he would have been proud of. I have become him. Through me, Mirza has continued to live. Could a beloved have done more for her lover?
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