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HARVARD REVIEW 56 

as I can remember, not even nowdfBiharis felt an urge to bash up other 
people, they found fellow Biharis-Bhumiyars against Yadavs, Hindus
against Muslims ... it was a long list 

Bengalis had started leaving for different reasons. But in 1970, we 
had not noticed that they were leaving. The Bengalis had not noticed it 

themselves. 
Sushmita, Miss Sushmita, and her parents were not leaving. They 

had no plans to leave; they spoke disparagingly of the Bengal is who had 
left. Miss Sushmita must have been close to thirty by then, which was

old for a single woman in Bihar, but not too old for the working middle 

classes in Bengal. I remember her as pretty: compact, rounded, nubile, 

those are words I would use now. 
Then, I just saw her as a strict teacher, who, surprisingly, mothered 

me i.n weak moments. I was used to being mothered. I was an only 
child, and the only son in my generation on my father's side. My par­

ents had had one other son who died in infancy. My father's only sistet' 
had three daughters. I took mothering for granted. 

As I ascended the stairs to Miss Sushmita's flat, I heard sounds. That 

narrow dark space was full of startling sounds, largely due to the cine­

ma hall next to it. Voices and music seeped through the walls, muffled, 

distorted, ghostly. There were sudden silences and explosions of noise. 

The tarpaulin shapes lay in ambush farther up. My father was always 

running late {he had a busy practice) and he only waited in the car, 
engine running, until I had entered the door and Miss Sushmita had 
appeared in the balcony above, with freshly washed hair-she had long, 

perfumed, jet black tresses, usually tied into a strict bun with a garland 

of white flowerbuds-and waved in response to his sharp honk. He 

never left before I had entered the door, though, and Miss Sushmita had 

<1ppeared upstairs. He was frightened of something happening to me. 

His dead son haunted him. LotS of other things haunted him too, but I 
didn't know. He was not a man to betray his fears. 
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I was much less manly. I sometimes intuited that my timidity was a 
source of worry to my father, but he hid it well, being unbendingly loyal 

to blood. Even though I knew Miss Sushmita was waiting up a flight 

of stairs and a short dark corridor, cluttered with generations of broken 
furniture, haunted by the sounds of whatever film was running next 

door, l had to force myselfup every step. I wished for a brother. I wanted 

to run down, but I could not; I was not a baby anymore. I was close to 

ten, as the heavy schoolbag on my back reminded me. 

At the head of the stairs, there was a weak yellow bulb, dangling na• 

ked from a wire. It fused every few weeks and then would not be replaced 

for days until my father, on one of his visits upstairs, noticed it and got 

it replaced. The bulb was in no-man's land: both the landlord and the 

tenants refused to replace it, ascribing the duty to the other. But then, in

any case, there would be power cuts lasting for hours. Private generators 
had not arrived in Phansa yet. Much of my tuition was conducted by the 

light of lanterns, flames flickering in the sweet stench of kerosene, soft 

shadows ebbing like waves on the walls. The lanterns-we called them 

/aalbms-had a small knob that you could turn to reduce or increase the 

glass-encased flame, which was a source of fascination to me. I was not 

allowed to handle lanterns back home, so the moment MissSushmita left 
the room, on some quick errand fur her parents, I would stop doing my 

homework and manipulate the flame, creating a theatre of shadows on 

the walls. I was not frightened of shadows in the mom. 

But each step up the stairs was an effi>rt of will. It did not change 

fur the six years that I continued going to Miss Sushmita's for tuition, 

from class four to class nine. By the time I was thirteen,! had stopped 

believing in God, and consequently also in ghosts. It did not make any 
difference, Phansa was chock-full of gods and ghosts; my lack of belief 
rarely survived insertion into other spaces in my hometown. 

Upstairs, there was light, finally. And Miss Sushmita. Smelling of 

soap and some subtle fragrance, usually sandalwood. For the next three 
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a cassette-play er; he still plays music o n it. lt is 
ge

tting 
less and 

I 
freque nt, though I am to real ize that mu ch late

r. A 
q

ilWUJ4li b
y 

Sa 

Brothers is on. The headlights cut into the c ool Fe b ru ar y night. 

Papa honks once, � turning into the ga te

, 
and the 

ga 
ancient Boodhe Mlan, who also doub les as the gar dener,o

pens 
the� 

even befure the car reaches it. There is 
a 

short curved dri vew
a y of red 

bricks and a portico nnder which h e parks. The driv er, 
in 

a 
rus h 

to go 
home, hovers atonnd us, w11iti ng to take ov e r the car 

a
nd d

r
ive it i

nto 
the gara ge by the side of the fatge, sol

id hClUS
e, 

built, I have been told,. 
under the direct supetvi$ion of my father. 

My moth er is waiting up; the food ready. She has 
not eaten .  Sh

e n
ever 

does. She alwa ys coo ks the dinner herself; des
p

ite the cook. Th e cook is 

onJyused to prepa re the other meals, or di
n

ners wh e n we h
ave 

gu
ests. 

I can tee the happille$S on her lace when 
s h

e 

p
erc

e
ive

s 
that I am 

not too sleepy. It means she will be able to eat with me. S he 
sees me fur 

l ess than three hours in the day, sometime betwe e n  three-thirty, when I 
reNrn fro m school, and si x, when I drive off with m

y 
father .for tuiti

<m 

at Miss Sushmita's. The on ly meal she is certain of having w ith 

me o n 
weekdays is breakf.tst. Often I return fully 6:d from Mi

ss 
Sushrni

t
a'

s, 
a

n
d if I am too sleepy, I am put t o bed imme

diateJy b
y 

Zaibu
n or 

Sajj
o 

Bu a, while my parents eat. 

Wt are used to elabora
t

e meals. Any dinner wi th !ewer th
an 

lour 

dishes wi ll be criticized by my fathe r. He g rew u p 111 a hou seho ld w ith 

cousins apd village relativ es eatin g together, all IavishJy 
served by my 

grandfather's twO cooks . He is sometime s unhapp
y 

about the fact t h

at 
he employs only one cook and two maidservants, 

p
l

us 

Boodhe Mi
an, 

the gardener. The driver comes onl y for th e day. The
re 

i
s an 

ar
m

y 0£ 
other pm-tim

e 
"da y servants," but they do not count fur 

i>apa, 
wh

o is 
used to servants living in special quarters attached to the hou

s
e . When 

he built this house, he got such quarters added a t the bac k, 

t
h ou

g
h th

e 
Patna architect's plan had n o t pro vided for th

e
m . But m

y 
m other

, w ho 

I WP W

ri

t ing Sample 
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usualJy accepts his wishes, refuses m hire xnore people. Not"full-timers!' 
as she calls them. "We don' t ne ed more full-timers: she says, and rightly 

s o . To whi ch he shakes his head and says, "There were at least ten ser­

vants living in my father's house:' "They had to feed at least twenty peo · 

pie at ev ery me al to o f my mother replies, sensibly; "We are only three!' 
Even I can see that she regrets saying this, whenever it slips out. lt re• 

r
ninds them of their lost child, my older brother who d ied a few da

ys 

a fter b irth, and the rniscatrlage that my mother had when I was less 

than t w0 y ears  old. They never speak of these matters, almost never. I 

le arn only l a ter that my mothe r cannot ha
ve 

another ch ild be cause of 

the misc 11r
r
iage , 

in wh ich  she had nearl y  di ed.

One night my father arrives early. Miss Sushmita is still trying to =

plai n some al
ge bra to me desp ite  exaggera ted sym pto ms  of drow

s
i
ness 

on my part. 
My fath er comes up. Miss Sushrn.lta goes out to the veranda. I hear 

hi m  say, "T
h

ey have bombed our afrfields:"There is a mmnent of s i
lence. 

Then Miss Sushmita says, " It really is war then� My father replies, "Of: 

fi da!ly.' There is a nother moment of silence, and then he ad ds, "We lt, it 

w as coming. We' d better get it done wit h now.' 

l go o ut into the veranda. I still remember th eir laces. Their faces­

Miss S us hrnita's face is what our poets love to call "moon-shaped" and 

my fathe r' s ls. rugged, much darker, but more like that of a Hollywoo
d 

s tar th an a Bombay one; there is a strong resernbfance to Cary Grant­

a re  Eu ll  of c once rn. But there is a difference too. On my father's 
there is 

an mra sha de of worry. I no ti ce  it; I do not fully comprehend it. 

The evening is unusually silent. Has the theatre been closed be­

cause of the news? That could hardly have happened. Maybe it was a 

b reak between shows.Maybe it is just the way I remember it. But what 

l r e ca l l is an in tense silence, as still as a delicate plate of china on a 

mante

l

pi ece
. 
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HARVARD REVIEW 56 

Miss Sushmita's parents are in their room; they never come out 
during my tuition hours unless required to do so. But they must have 
overheard. The silence is broken. A radio is switched on in their room; 
r can hear it being fiddled to catch the news. 

I go up to my father and, unusually; take his hand. I don't know why 
l do this. He looks startled.

Miss Sushmita offers to make tea. My father shakes his head. "There 

is te(ISion in town: he says, •r think I should get hack home to Zubeida:'
Zuheida is my mother's name.

Miss Sushmita looks surprised. ft takes her a second to understand 
the statement; it is as if she has to translate it from a less familiar lan­
guage into her mother tongue. Then she says, "You don't think there 

will be riots?" 
My father shrugs his htoad shoulders. 
"But we are safe here; says Miss Sushmita. 

"Yes, you are� replies my father. Does he actually stress the "you"? 
No, r am almost certain he would not. It is my memory that stresses it 
today, as I write this down. It is what has happened since then that puts 
the accent on that word. 

My mother has already heard the news. She often has the radio on when 
she cooks or relaxes, though never if my father is around. TV has not 

come to Pha!llla yet, and my father does not like the radio. Too much 
noise from the world, he growls, though Ammi once divulged to me 

that they used to listen together to the radio, especially the songs on 
Amin Sayani's Binm:ll Geet11µz!tz, in their early years together. Papa can 

still whistle entire film songs, a surprisingly artistic talent in a man of 
his type, though he never does so without much urging. 

I know Ammi has heard the news because, unusually, she is waiting 
on the veranda. She runs down the five marble steps and hugs me as I 
get out of the car. 
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Boodhe Mian shuffles up after locking the gate, and carries my 
father's medical case out of the car. He puts it in the drawing room 

and leaves. Boodhe Mian is an aborigine from Chota Nagpur and, 
l:,y tacit and mutual understanding, seldom enters the house. He 
has a shed next to the cowshed at the back of the fields; he will not 
live in the servant quarters in our backyard. He has a fascinating 
weapon, shaped like ll bow, but used to shoot stones, or hardened 
baked-clay pellets. Once or twice, he has demonstrated it to me by 

shooting down a bird or a squirrel-something my father forbids­
with incredible accuracy; He eats them. He also eats crows. As I am 
allowed to shoot crows (and lizards) with my airgun, l often gift 
Mm with dead crows, which he accepts with glee and then grills 

over an open fire, between two sets of bricks. He is an old man but 
walks erect and fast; he seldom says more than a word or rwo. 

My mother asks Papa only after Boodhe Mian has left, "Is it 
true?" It is. typical that she wants Papa to confirm news that she has 

heard on radio. 
"Yes: says my father, "there is war.' Then he adds, again, "It had 

been coming in any case.• 
I have known that too. Ever since March, when the Pakistani 

army went in to prevent a democratic upheaval in East Pakistan 

and the Mukti Bahani opposed them, war has been in the air. The 

more warlike of my classmates have been going about chanting 

nationalist slogans in the schoolyard until stopped by the nuns. 
Miss Sushmita and her parents-Mr. and Mrs. Basu, as l called 

them, both retired and surviving on saving& and various govern­
ment pensions-had been glued to the radio at times, following 
the development across the border, rooting for their fellow Benga• 

lis, even though the Mukti Bahani was mostly Muslim, as were the 
opposing Pakistani forces. Almost everyone I knew was in favor 
of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and his Mukti Bahani, though in my 
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family this support was tempered by a degree of unease. I knew why it 

w.is so: my father had cousins, some of whom had grown up with him, 
in both East and West Pakistan; three of my mother's many sisters and 
brothers were in West Pakistan too, as was my grandmother's twin-sis­
ter, who haunted family ralk like a ghost, occasionally made real by a 
"long-distance trunk call" from Karachi. 

But I still did not lcnow fully what dlf!erence all that made. 

The dinner was laid out as usual, though it was early. My father must 
have called. Everything was as it would have been, but only Zaibun 

was there to serve dinner, which basically meant refilling my father's 
water glass at regular interv,ils and clearing up afterwards. Sajjo Bua, 
who was actually one of my grandmother's servants, had gone back 
to Maalkini, as she and all the old servants called my grandmother. I 
called her Dadijaan. 

My mother had made a special effort. Apart from the two vegetable 
curries and daal, there were shaami kabab and murgh musallam, teh­
daar-roti and muttar-pulao to go with them, and, finally, fimi fur dessert. 

Dinner was the heavy meal in those days, and not just in my family. 
It was heavy in all families where people had the leisure to pity thos

e 

who went without fuod on the streets. 
But despite the lavish spread, we ate in silence at the old mahoga­

ny-topped table my father had inherited from his grandfather. There 
were twelve chairs, five on each side, My father sat at the head.my moth­
er and I on each side of him. Zaibun hovered around us. The cook, 
Wazir Mian, came in only once or twice to ascertain that all was well. 

I think my father said only one sentenc.e during that meal. "It is 
good that you sent Sajjo Bua back to Ammijaan. I will call he r.' He 
called my grandmother Ammijaan. 

To which my mother replied, "Do you really think there will be 
troubler 

174 

TABISH KHA.IR 

My father did not say anything. He helped himself to another piece 

of chicken. 

When I wake up next morning, the sun is stronger than it should be. 
Usually I am woken up around seven, so that I have furty-five minutes 
to get ready and ear my breakfast, before being dropped by car at my 
school. My school bell rings at eight. If we are more than five minutes 
late, the gate closes, and we have to wait until the morning-prayer and 
assembly are over at 8:1$. Then the principal, a much-dreaded sixty­
plus-year-old American nun ( one of two left over from colonial times) 
with a stout wooden paddle that she does not hesitate to employ on our 
bottoms, turns up and gives us, and our parents in absentia, a thorough 

dressing down, in which our chronic unpunctuali ty is exposed as an 
offence against God, humanity, and the nation, in that order. 

But this morning it is not the seven o'clock sun that gteetS me. And 
I have not been woken up; I wake up on my own. I look at the bedside 
clock; it shows 7:55. 

I sit Up, frightened. I will be very late this morning. I shout for 
Zaibun, for my parents do not seem to be around. "Wby didn't you 
wake me up?" I cry out in Urdu. It is her job to wake me, alarm clocks 
not being considered reliable enough. "Now Sister Llsa will paddle 
me:' I use the word paddle in English, because there is no Urdu equiv­
alent for it. It is when Sister Lisa makes you stahd stiffly and hits your 
bottom, or, if you are older or a girl, your outstretched palm, with her 
softball bat. 

"Sister Lisa-visa baddie your enemies; repliesZaibun from the lobby, 

where she is dusting something. "There is no school today, babu� 
If this is what war entails, I remember thinking, then it is a pity we 

do not go to war more ofren. 
After breakfast, my father says to me, "Let's go visit your grand­

mother.' 
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It is only now that it strikes me: my father is also home. "Aren't you 

going to the dispensary?» I ask him. 

"Not this morningf he replies. "Maybe in the evening. We will see� 

My grandmother dresses in white saris with coloured borders. Her 

house is whire but bordered too. 

She does not let anyone talk until she has fed them. She still has 

more "full-time" servants than my parents. All of them bustle around 

me; all of them seem just a bit terrified of my father, perhaps theatrical­

ly so. They have been with her for years. She pays them from money that 

she has saved up, which is not much-a matrer of much consrernation 

to my father, I discover later-and a monthly sum that my father sends 

her. When she runs short, she sells of
f 
a hit of the land that she has in­

herired from her husband. The land has been divided up between her, 

her daughrer, and her son, that is, my father, in keeping with Islamic 

laws. This means that it has been divided into four equal pans, with 

the women getting one part each and the son inheriting two pans. The 

house she lives in should have been divided up as well, but her two chil­

dren will not think of it; it was built by their father. 

Dadijaan is a small, compact,imperious woman.She sits in her arm­

chair, and expects me tO come and kiss her on the cheek, after which 

she kisses me on my forehead and mutters a blessing. She continues 

sitting in her armchair as Sajjo Bua, in her fifties the youngest of her old 

retainers, and a couple of decrepit crones lay out a second breakfast for 

us. We prorest that we have already eaten, but she ignores our protests. 

"Children can always eat again: she says tO me. 

It is only as we eat our second breakfast-Dadijaan joins us at the ta­

ble but hardly eats anything-that my father gets to bring up the matter 

which has brought him here. 

He talks between incursions by Sajjo Bua and the decrepit crones to 

serve us, mostly me. 

TA81SH KHAIR 

"You should move in with us, Ammijaan,• he says, wirh the direcr,. 
ness that he is infamous for. 

She ignores the remark and urges me co have another jalehi. This 

brings one of the crones bustling in to plop rwo steaming kachoris on my 

plate. After she returns to the kitchen, where they are probably eavesdrop­

ping on everything in any case, my father repeats what be bas said. 

This time Dadijaan answers. "What will I do at your place, son?" 

"What you do here, Ammijaan: 

But she just smiles in answer to that and shouts an order to the de-
crepit crones. 

"At least move in with us until this war is over; Papa presses the issue.

"Nothing will happen in these parts. It is the Civil Lines:' 

"Who knows? I
f 
something happens, it will be too late to act. Mohs 

marerialize without prior notice: 

"Nothing will happen:' She doses the discussion and switches it 

with another remark. "Aapa called last night: 

My father looks even more worried. Aapa is what she calls her sister 

in Karachi. 

"She and her family are fine;' Dadijaan adds. 

"She should not have called;' my father says, petulantly. "Not now.' 

"Of course, she had to call. She had heard the news too, and she is 

my own sister:' 

"Don't shout it from the rooftops, will you?• says my father, irritably. 
"It is not as if other Muslim families do not have relatives in Pakistan� 

"Other Muslim families live in mohallas that cows fear to enter!"

my father retorts, "Anyway, they are not as visible as we are. You should 

move in with us, Ammijaan:' 

"
Y
ou have not taken a single jalebi, Hussain;' says my grandmother 

in reply. "Here, have one� 

I know that whenever she addresses my father by his first name, she 
is either happy or angry. 

177 

Khair IWP Writing Sample Fall 2024




