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Iffat Died today ! Ijokingly used to callher Old woman, but whenIwentto gether

burial permission certificate from the Canterbury County Council,I had to filla farm where the
date ofbirth ofthe deceased person had tobe mentioned.I checked her passportto be accurate,but

thenIwastakenaback,shewasonly 41 .ButformeshehadalwaysbeenmyOld Woman.

Wewashed herinlukewarm waterin which Aab EZamzam had been mixed,shrouded her,and
whenlaid her in an almond color coffin,facing Kaaba, Tanvir Ahmed Khan spontaneously said *

Hey, shelookslike asifsheisgoingto getadmissioninher firstyearin college.

Itwas perfectly true, because when she got married tome,she had just completed her final year

fromthe Fatima Jinah Medical college Lahore. And whenIburied heritlooked
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asifshewasreally goingto getthe admissionin her firstyear. The 18 yearsin which welived
together had been asiftwo passengers were sitting at a platform waiting for their trains ,the

luggage had beenbooked and her train arrived before the schedule time and

sheboardedthetrainand departed. My trainislate, whenitarrivesIwill also board it, but our
luggage?Itkeeps onmoving back and forth and thereisnobody to claim it. And what actually we
have gotasourluggage? some papers, lot of books,few cloths,plenty of crockery and interior

decoritems, which Iffathas painstakingly amassed by visiting

differentsales, and aboynamed Saqib ! but Sagibisneither abelonging nor a friend, thisboy of

twelve yearshas suddenly become aged for me!

When the cascading clay enveloped even thelast corner of the Iffat’s coffin, we,whowere

standing gallantly watching all this,sat simultaneously down on the grass. Our knees refused to
bear our weightand bentunder the enormousinner burden. For afew seconds Saqib held my

hand, pressed it strongly and then quietlyloosen his grip.

Wehavenevershed tearsin front of each other and no such thingisin the foresight.

Alas,Idon’thave akid whomIcan hugandwail, instead  have atwelveyearsold, butaged man

whohasbeen appointed totake care of me asa father figure. He haslearned this artistry from his



mother. When my motherdied, five years after our marriage, Iffat smartly took over her entire
role.Identically,asif,right after the death ofiffat,Saqib became my caretaker. Don't know what
kind of person this pair of son and the mother are, that they dive into the ocean oflife and death by
having the sail of gratitude and patience, and leave me high and dry asifI' m notahumanbuta
rock. Nevertheless, may God be happy with them in thisworld and hereafter, forlam notworthy

ofboth the worlds.

What amiserable forlornnessitis !

IguessthatIffathad the measure ofthisstrangelonelinessI have.Although she nevertalked about
it,butshedid everything possible to fill this nameless vacuum and she continued her efforts for
eighteenlongyears.Right before exactly fifteen daysinto her death, the dramatic climax of all this
appearedtome.ItwasasundayinJune, when bright sunshine waspouring downon
everything,and Iffatalongwith Saqib was busy sowing the seeds of coriander, mint,tomatoes and

cabbageintheseedbed of ourlawn.

She watered some rose plants and then we sat down there chatting away. How beautiful and

scenicallthisis,Iamsurethatparadise would be somewhat similarto it”, shesaid very



confidently. Don'tknow, Ireplied, to which she cackled with laughter. This was thelast time I
heardlaughing with fulljoy. “ Youdon'ttell me anything, whatever Mumtaz Mufti writes,gives me
theimpression thathe knows youmore thanIdo, why don't you open up withme”?Isaid “you
know Mumtaz Mufti, heisone great fiction writer,whatever helikeshe putitonthe paper, he has
putagreenturban on myhead which he hasscented with muskand camphorand hasmademea
strangeidol, he deliberately runs away from faith and at the same time puts his beliefin it, sodo

notpayanyheedtohim”

She smiled and said “Mumtaz Mufti is such a bizarre person, he plays with Saqib for hours but
when heleaves after talking about you with me,I Feellike your widow and not the wife! “That’s
the epitome of his fiction writing” I said. Forget about Mufti, let's enjoy the day, this kind of

sunshineisararityinthis country, she giggled. She got up after this,

quickly cooked minced meat with peas,boiled somerice, made salad and served uslunch, after

which shewenttoherroomdressed upinapurple coloured shalwar gameez,

puton makeup and when she emerged from her room dressed up tonines, Saqib exclaimed, *
wow mom youlook great, dad seemstobeintroubletoday’,” don'ttalknonsense”, she
admonished Saqib. “Youbetter take out your bicycle and go to Khalid's home, todayis the birthday

of Tariqand we will also join you there by five in the evening.” Sagiblooked athiswatch and said in



amischievousway " butit’s only 2 PM right now, what are you going to dountil 5 PM?"

“Wewill enjoyand nowyoumaygo’ she ordered Saqib, Ilooked at her and said “youlookin a
greatmood today, whatare youupto?” Her eyessuddenlyfilled with tears, “Iam of nouse toyou
now, let'sgotopark” wewentto our favorite nearby park where young and old couples were
laying onthe grass, embracing each other.Roses were in their full blossom, the cherry treeswere
covered with pinkand red flowers and several fountains were running. Multi Coloured drinks and

coldmilk bottleswere on salein the park.

Wesatdownonawoodenbench, shetookanintricatelook atthe surroundings and said

“ Paradise would be somewhatsimilar to thisIguess” no,Isaid. “Youdonottellme anything” she
said in an almost protestingmanner * Mumtaz Mufti knowsyoubetterthenIdo” . “Heis anovelist
sojustforgetabouthim and whathe saysand talkaboutus” Isaid. “Thave nothing to say except

thatIcouldn'tbeofanyusetoyou’, shereplied.

“Welljust say something good and do not talk rubbish” I'said.

“Realy?” shesaid in the manner of a child who would ask for some money to buy candies. * you

won'tmind? Will you notinterrupt me, and wontevade me?”



Shelaid down onthatwooden bench we havebeensitting on,and puther headin mylap usingitas

apillow, after myreassurance thatIwouldn 't do any of those things.

“Solisten now, burymein the canterbury graveyard, when Idie” her words hitmelike a

thunderbolt, butsinceihad promised her not to interrupt that's whyikept quiet.

Shekepton, “Ilove this city, the hospital here has given me great comfort, beside all this

Ifeel that this city is blessed by the saintly presence of Mother Mary . “Doyou also feel the same, or
not?” Shelooked atme, lifting her head slightly.she then dried my teary eyes with her purple
dupatta and continued nonchalantly, “donot callanyone to my funeral as everybodyis so busyin
this country, you, Saqib,Khalid,sister Abida and few muslims friends of Khalid who are doctors
wouldbemore than enough”.1gathered myself,and said “Tanvir Ahmed Khan from Germany and
Naseem Anwer Beg from Paris might come, sowhat doyousay aboutthem”. “Sureifthey come,no

issues”, sheagreed.

“Theyare our own people, but make sure that nobody comes from Pakistan”. And why is that? I
asked her, “there are few who can afford to travel to UK they might come, there are many of our

relativeswho cannot manage due to financial constraints, will feel bad”

Ilaughed remorsefully, isthatall Medam, or are there any otherinstructions and wishes?



“ Mustengrave La Ilaha Illallah Muahmmed Arasol Allah on my tombstone” . for sure, Ireplied.

“Anymoredecreeherexcellency iaskedher, “yesthereisanentreaty . ‘Pleaselearn to trim your
nails, see how Saqib at such a tender age trims his nails so smartly, but you can't even do this small
task . She gotup after saying this, took out a pair of tiny scissors from her purse andsaid “give me
your hand sothatIcantrimyournailsoncemore”. After thislast service to me she trimmed my
nailsand then embraced me tightly, and started to caress my hair. It felt so good because we never
satlike thisso openly,but the message of farewell was so intense and evident from her chat,that it
made me increasingly nervous. Holding back my tears, Isaid “ Madam get up, what these kids who
areplayingaround us would think of us, what kind of passionate love this old couple isengaged
in”? She gotup from lap in aflash and smilingly replied “ People would think that alusty old man

hasluredayoungage girl here”

“Haveyoueverseen yourselfinamirror ? She asked, “ yesonadailybasisIdo”, wasmyreply. She
combed my hair with her conoid fingers for the last time and said, “your hair have turned somuch

white, [have told youtouse shampoo atleastonceinamonth,

butyoudonotheed toany of myadvice”. She made melaugh by tickling me and said “Iwant to tell
you avery fascinating thing, please dolisten carefully”. Then she started to tell me proudly.

Abouttwoyearsback while Iwasshopping at Oxford street with Mrs. Akhter, we metone ofher



friends, Mrs.Akhter introduced me to her as Iffat Shahab .

“Hearing this,her friend replied impromptu, Oh, we thought that Mr.Shahab only had ason,we
never knewthathehad an elder daughteraswell”. “ Let'smove from here now as the clockis
approaching five and we have to attend the birthdayparty of Tariq ", Isaid sheepishly. This was
ourlastcomprehensive sitting together, aswe have never talked somuch with each other
concomitantly. We often had long chatsjointly with our friends and relatives,but never did we talk

somuch onsomanydiverse topics for solong!

SomuchsothatwhenIresigned from my Governmentjob, Ithoughtitto be appropriate toshare it
with her.She was busy making omelet for Saqib for his schoollunch,whenItold thatIwanted to
resign.withoutevenlifting her head towards me and leaving the spoon she was using to make
omelet, she said, “ goaheadplease,if that'swhat youneedto do”. Her indifferent attitude towards
aserious matter madeirked me a bit, “andhow canIdecide this without your consent, and youdo

notseemtohaveanyinterestinit”

Isaid ina complaining voice. She putdownthe spoon,looked at me solovingly which she never did

before that dayandsaid, “ hey, how could I make you understand that



my consentiswhatyoursis”.Thad this self-conceit that Iwas the only one in search of annihilation
or dying before one’s own death,but Inever knew thatIffathad already moved past that terminus.
Asshelayshroudedinher coffin Ilovingly but quietly touched her head for thelast time,Thad

many baselesshopeshidden deepinside me

due to my superstitions, butnone came true, shehad died! Iburied herinthe cemetery

and that’s all.

Our marriage wasnotwithoutthe normal and minute misunderstandings, innocent grievances
and shortterm peeves,and occurred as often as they should between amarried couple, but our
real brawlhappened only once. When in Islamabad,I planned tobuya carpet for our drawing
room. With greatenthusiasmIselected a white carpet with colorful flowersin the middle. But Iffat
summarilyrejectedit, asif she wanted toreturn stale vegetables to a cunning greengrocer. This
anguishedmealotandIdidnottalktoherall day, untilshelay downbeside me in the bedroom for
thenight. “ Listen you already have a spherical face but when you are upset it becomes even more
podgy’, she said by putting her hands on my cheeks. “ why are youso upsettoday” ?1touched the

topic of the carpet. “well the carpetis excellent without a doubt butitisuseless forus”



Andwhy doyousayso, Iasked her. “Nobody of the type comes to visit us, for whom this carpetis

madefor” shesaid. “And what do youmeanbythat?” I asked her resentfully.

Shegotup,sat,and thenstarted to explainlike a school teacher, “Ibn e Inshaused to visit us, hesits
withhislegsstretched out, puts oranges on one side and peanuts on the other while aheap of sugar
cane cutletsin front.Jamil Uddin Aali also comes, and helie-down on the floor assoon ashe
arrives, starts chain smoking and flicks the ash everywhere on the carpetand notin the
ashtray.Whenever Mumtaz Mufti comes he carries betelleavesin hisone hand and the tobaccoin
other. Ashfag Ahmed putanewspaper on the carpetand cut the watermelon overit, Esaar Raai
brings mangoes and sweet melons from Multan and Jaseem Uddin brings Bananas and a seeping
basket of sweets from Dhaka, all of them put all these gifts on the carpet with great fervour. Many
times per year, Syed Mumtaz Hussain Shah at the age of sixty,comes for the preparation of the
examination of M.A English,and spraysthe ink of his fountain pen on our carpet while studying.
Thereisonly one man Raja Shafiq, that whenever he visits us, he puts the fresh butter,Mustard
leaves curry and Maize flour bread, which he brings from his village,in the kitchen instead of
pouringitontothe carpet, thisisbecause heisneither apoetnor awriter, rather heisjustafriend
ofourfriends.” She was damn right, therefore we bought a dark coloured carpet and reconciled.

Iffathad a great affection with my friends, she not only appreciated writers but at the same time



shehad a greatsense ofadmiration forliterature.She knew by rote hundreds of verses from
Shahnama EIslam and used torespect Hafeez Jalandhrilike a father figure. She admired alot, the
bookbyJosh YADON KIBARAT aswell. OnceIasked hertoaccompany me whileIwas goingto

meet Josh Sahab,butsherefusedsaying “grassis greener for me asfar as Josh Sahabis concerned”

Whenthe countrywasruled by Yahya Khan, Faiz Ahmed Faiz came to London. Welived quietly in
asmallvillagein England atthattime.Faiz called me from London and said that Iwould visit you
tomorrow and will have lunch with you. She cooked many delicious dishes for Faiz Sahab. It was
peakwinter and snowfall when Faiz Sahab came to my house after traveling for an hour by
train,halfanhour bybusand aboutfifteen minutes by foot.Her eyesbecame teary when Faiz
sahabhobbled hiswayto our house in knee deep snow. While heating thelunch she held myhands
andsaid “ howlucky are we that one of the greatest poets of our era has come to visit usin such

terrible weather.”

“Thisishiskindness and nothingelse” Isaid. She ameliorated me and said, * no thisis his

greatness and generosityinstead .

In our best of the days one of her favorite poetryline was " letuslive now at a place where no one
elselives” ( ), and probably she had herself

formulated thesecondline, “no earth,notime and noheaven shall be there” (



).During her ailment she used to repeatedly recite (Ibn e Mariyam huwa karay

koi, meray dukh ki dawa karaykoi).

“Lettherebeason of Marry, letthere be onetotreat myagony."

Wewentthrough severe financial hardships during our three years of statelessness.Once when
had totranslocate for the third or fourth time,she packed our belongings after greata hardship,
andlike after asevererainfall a brokenroofstartsto trickle,Itlooked asif fatigue was oozing from
everypore ofher body. “Iffat, you have gone through tremendous hardship because of me”, Isaid,

pressing her calves.

“HeyIamway too happy with you KOKAY butIfeel sorry for Saqib, thisis his eighth school at such
atenderage”,she used tolovingly call me KOKA sometimes, justlike mylate mother. “Well Saqib is
oursonandheadoptswell everytime in hisnew schoolbutIgetascaryfeeling watchingyou so
wornout, areyouok?” placing her head on my shoulder and closing her eyes she said, “yesim

alright”

ButIcould heareverytissue ofherswailing a verse of Ghalib,



“Why not the continuous routine makes myheartsad”

“ After alllam human andnot just a wine glass and bottle of booze”

Iguessthathardship andlabour during the period of thatwandering was the reason for that
maladywhich ultimately made her aninmate to the canterbury cemetery.And now this sense of
guiltafter turninginto feeling of crime,mercilesslylashes my conscious,nuticannot do anything,

after alla poor,Iniquitous, slave of one’s own mischievous self can not do anything.



“Ifeverihave the ability to ask from dust that,o youworthless”

“whathave you done with those treasures of very high value”

A chapter from Shahab Nama by Qudrat Ullah Shahab.

Translated by: Kaleem Shahzad Khan
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